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 PROLOGUE 
 
    He stood there, breathing heavily. Nervous tension cramped his muscles as he steadied himself. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, breaking into a police station would attract at least some attention. He would’ve been happy in a way if it had; he hadn’t seen a living person for hours now. 
 
    Smashing the glass doors had made a sound like a shotgun blast, but nobody came to investigate. That was OK. He was there to steal things he needed and didn’t really want any complications just yet.  
 
    He made his way through the eerily deserted station, through the locker room and upstairs, checking offices and cupboards as he went. 
 
    He could already smell it: not decomposing body, just death. It had its own smell, which you either did or didn’t get used to. He hadn’t yet, after years of the familiar but unpleasant odour, and supposed that he would probably have to from now on. He kept his emotions buried as deep as he could, ignoring all the grief, confusion, and panic. 
 
    The drive there was littered with other bodies. Some in cars, some slumped in the road where they fell, but the world was deserted on the whole. 
 
    His journey had led him to the police station, where it dawned on him that he had better get organised, quickly, before other people did. The simple fact remained that it was easier to take a gun off a dead person than a living one who could still use it. 
 
    He eventually found what he was looking for: A man seemingly asleep on the desk, still sitting on his chair with both arms hanging down by his sides. 
 
    A tentative kick to the chair got no response, so he began the task of trying to wrestle with the stiffening body, grown heavy through a combination of weightlifting and dead weight, to remove its belt and ultimately the Glock strapped to its right thigh. Trying not to look at its face was the hardest part. 
 
    Eventually he stood there with the gun and holster. He helped himself to the two spare magazines to complete the set. 
 
    He took the keys for a BMW from the oversized carabiner on the body’s vest and made his way back outside via the locker room. He found some bags containing chemical suits and gas masks, and he picked them up, morbidly thinking ahead. 
 
    Using the key, he played car park fishing and the hazard lights of a grey X5 flashed on. Nice for now, but probably not hard-wearing enough in the long term. After another grim corpse dance, he’d retrieved another Glock from the passenger who was still strapped in. A decent burial would’ve been kind, but time wasn’t a luxury he had, so the passenger went out in the car park to be laid in his final resting place on the tarmac. 
 
    He shuddered as he realised he recognised the person he had just dumped on the floor to rot. He couldn’t remember his name, which made him feel a little shallow. No time for sentiment, he thought, keep it together. 
 
    As luck would have it, the passenger was left-handed. He worried for a moment that having a gun strapped to each leg looked ridiculous, but then he remembered that it was unlikely for there to be anyone around to judge him. Using all the extra keys on the bunch, he finally opened up the locked cabinets in the boot, hoping to find an Aladdin’s cave of goodies. Nothing. No big guns. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Guessing that all the bigger stuff would be locked away in an armoury he couldn’t access, he forgot the thought for now. There was more to life than guns. 
 
    Quick inventory: X5 with a full tank, two Glocks with six magazines between them, his own small bag of supplies, and some gas masks for the next building full of dead people. He was also running low on cigarettes. The really good stuff in the boot was the magic door-opening kit: pry bars, hydraulic openers, and the ever-reliable ram. 
 
    He threw his own small bag in the back and opened the windows to try and purge the smell. A forlorn look at the diesel pump sitting proudly in the car park made him wonder; he didn’t have the knowledge or the tools to siphon it out, nor did he have anything to carry any spare fuel in. 
 
    Alone, dazed, and scared, he headed out without really knowing where he was going. He drove aimlessly for a while, ideas struggling to take form in his post-traumatic head. 
 
    He stopped on a large, abandoned garage forecourt and tried the pumps. No power. He wandered inside after forcing open the sliding doors and picked up a basket. Strolling from aisle to aisle, he hummed to himself as if he were just grabbing some things in no great rush. Exactly what he was doing two days ago, in fact, before he got a call from her to say she and the kids were unwell. 
 
    The humming turned into a croak, which became a sob. It was all he could do not to lose it right there and then. He screwed his eyes tight shut and forced himself to breathe, trying to forget the last memory of his family. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do about it,” he said to himself softly, over and over. 
 
    It didn’t work, and he crumpled to the floor, finally letting the tears and the anger and the fear wash over him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEIL 
 
    Neil was a broken man. Destroyed. He had cared for his wife and boys all night as they coughed in agony. At first he was worried that all three had displayed the same symptoms, but when they got worse quickly, his concerns became panic. 
 
    He was sure they had been poisoned. He tried to think what he had consumed that was different to them, but couldn’t think as he was running between them as the horrible, racking, deep coughing fits hit them again in turn. 
 
    He called 999 and got an engaged tone. He tried again. On the tenth or eleventh time he tried for an ambulance, he received a dead tone in answer. 
 
    He lost control then; he was exhausted and blinded by fear. He ran to his neighbour to ask for help and hammered on his door fit to wake the dead. He got no response, so he ran to look through the only window where he could see light. He saw his neighbour on the floor, clutching his stomach and coughing uncontrollably. 
 
    Neil went back to his family. All three were in the lounge where he could look after them all in one place. They were grey-skinned, blue-lipped, and incoherent with pain and exhaustion. 
 
    He couldn’t understand it; they had all been fine this morning. His thoughts of poisoning had been diluted by seeing his neighbour with the same illness. 
 
    Something in the water? No, he had drunk the tap water too that day and he was fine. It couldn’t be poison; it had to be something else. Just as he was thinking in between soothing one of them, the lights went out. 
 
    Plunged into darkness, Neil cried as he held his family. 
 
    One by one, they stopped coughing. 
 
    Neil sat there for hours, long after the pins and needles took hold and numbed his legs. He was still sitting there, clutching them, as the sun rose and bathed his family in warm light. They were gone, and he was alone. 
 
    Good sense tried to make a reappearance – Neil tried the phones again and checked the fuse box. No phones, no power. He looked through neighbours’ windows and found the same tragic story in all of them. He was in a ghost town. 
 
    He stood in the middle of the road, which normally would be queued with traffic by now. He turned a circle and bawled “Anybody!” at the top of his lungs, leaving him short of breath. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    He returned home in a trance and started to dig three holes of different sizes in his back garden. He was proud of his garden, having spent a couple of years working on it. They liked to sit outside and watch the boys play – or more usually fight – on the grass while they sipped their drinks and relaxed. 
 
    Now his garden was three knee-deep rectangular holes. He carried out his wife and his two sons one by one and laid them gently to their permanent rest. He cried aloud again as he filled the earth back in over the holes, patting it down gently, as he didn’t want to hurt any of them. 
 
    He prised up the decorative paving slabs from the patio he had so painstakingly laid, and paid the same attention to detail as he covered his family as best as he could. 
 
    He sat there for hours, watching their graves. He ignored the rumblings in his stomach and the dry burn of dehydration in his throat.  
 
    Eventually he stood and marched inside the house with purpose. He went to the bathroom and used cold water and soap to scrub himself clean. The tap spluttered and stopped, making a strange sinking noise reverberate through the house. 
 
    No water and no power. He put on some clean clothes and packed a small bag with whatever he could grab, now eager to leave the house and not see the neat graves in his own little corner of happiness. 
 
    He got into their car and drove away for the last time. 
 
    His wife always scolded him for being inappropriate in bad situations. Neil’s way to cope with emotions was to make light of them – not that he made jokes in bad taste to people, more that he acted a bit of a clown to hide how he truly felt. 
 
    He looked through the windows of the sixties semi-detached where his parents lived. He couldn’t face checking anyone else he knew, nor could he spend his life digging graves for the hundred thousand people within walking distance from where he was. He got back in his car and drove away, trying to leave his guilt there too. 
 
    He’d gone a mile or so, stopped his car on a new garage front next to a new BMW X5, and went to get something to eat in response to his growling stomach. 
 
    He realised he wasn’t the only person alive after all, almost running into the shop with tears of happiness and relief stinging his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FIRST IMPRESSIONS 
 
    He had no idea how long he’d been like that. 
 
    Long after, the tears had stopped. He just sat there, catatonic, waiting for an outside stimulus to bring him back into the nightmare of being awake. 
 
    “Um, you alright, mate?” called Neil from the doorway. 
 
    The man leapt up from the floor, screaming in terror and rage at the surprise. This caused the other man to scream louder and higher and dance on the spot involuntarily until his eyes focused on the gun levelled at him from ten feet away. He became very quiet and still, raising his hands slowly. 
 
    “What do you want?” barked the man with the gun. 
 
    The newcomer just stammered until he visibly took control of himself. “My name’s Neil. I’m on my own. I haven’t seen anyone else since yesterday,” he blurted out. Then he said slowly, in a very measured voice, “Everyone I know is dead; I don’t know what to do, and I was hoping you did.” His lower lip trembled with the effort of not crying again. 
 
    On hearing this, the man slowly lowered the gun he was pointing at Neil. 
 
    What the hell am I doing, he thought. The first living person he’d seen since…since this all started, and he was caught in the middle of a full-blown psychotic episode and responded by pointing a gun in the guy’s face. 
 
    Nothing like a first impression. 
 
    He took a breath and holstered the gun. Neil looked to be in his early forties, short and a bit chunky with very little hair left. He seemed to compensate for this with a blond goatee beard and had the overall look of a nice bloke who was probably quick to smile and laugh. 
 
    In comparison to how he looked, Neil was probably the more stable of them. He thought about what Neil was seeing: six-foot-tall white guy; short, greying hair; fit-looking; red-faced; puffy-eyed; and wearing a gun on each leg like he’d played far too many computer games. 
 
    He suddenly felt very foolish, almost embarrassed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Neil, you caught me at a bad time,” he said in his most businesslike tone. “I was just doing a spot of shopping if you care to walk with me?” He winced, thinking that he’d made himself look a little more like the Mad Hatter than he already did. Maybe just go the whole hog and suggest a tea party? 
 
    Neil surprised him then, and in a passable BBC voice, he replied, “Splendid idea, chap, don’t mind if I do! I hear this place has become very affordable recently, eh?” he said as he jauntily swung a basket into his elbow. 
 
    The man was already laughing before the routine had finished, which seemed to signify that their initial interaction had been mutually ignored. Neil looked at him; behind the teary eyes and laughable holsters, he saw a professionalism hidden behind the failed first impression. 
 
    They grabbed drinks and food, avoiding the sandwiches that although still in date looked a little on the salmonella side. The man helped himself to a large amount of cigarettes, threw in all the medication on the small shelf, and then picked up a bottle of Scotch, silently raising it to Neil for approval. 
 
    “Good God man, no! From now on, we shall only drink the expensive stuff; none of that rubbish,” he replied, still in his best “Rule Britannia” voice. The man nodded assent with a smile and selected the three bottles of single malt whisky instead. 
 
    They returned outside and the man saw a rather tired-looking people carrier parked near the X5. He could see kids’ seats in the back, and the thought was almost too much. 
 
    “Neil,” he said, turning away from the cars to face him. “What say you and I travel together, Old Boy?” the accent wasn’t as good as Neil’s, but the thought was there. 
 
    “Capital idea, capital!” he replied in his best approximation of a stereotypical Wing Commander. “Just give me a minute to grab my stuff,” he said, dropping the accent. 
 
    The man had always been a cynical type: not that great at sharing and not known for his generosity. He had become a bit of a recluse over the last year as it was, and not having been a true people person before, that didn’t exactly help his social awkwardness. 
 
    The whole world as he knew it had changed, so why shouldn’t he at least try? 
 
    “Hey, Neil, know how to use one of these?” he called, pointing to the Glock on his left leg. 
 
    “Haven’t used one since I got out years ago, but I’m sure the fundamentals are the same,” he replied. 
 
    “You’re not left-handed, are you?” the man asked, hopeful. 
 
    “No, but I’ll take it anyway. Can’t be seen walking around with a male Lara Croft impersonator,” Neil said with a grin. 
 
    Oh, so it’s like that, is it? thought the man. 
 
    “Neil? Piss off!” he said with a smile. 
 
    And then there were two. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DAN 
 
    “Neil, when you say got out, do you mean military or prison?” the man asked. 
 
    Neil laughed and explained how he’d been nine years in the British Army – joined as a kid straight out of school and left when he got the “family or bust” ultimatum. The man steered that conversation quickly away before he thought about his own life. His old life. 
 
    He realised his luck might’ve turned on the basis that a) he was not the only person alive, and b) the man was an ex-Army mechanic. 
 
    They drove down into the small town centre, along the pedestrianised part, while having a look at the shops. A camping shop caught the man’s eye, and he suggested they grab some camping supplies. 
 
    “Good idea, old bean,” responded Neil chirpily, in yet another accent.  
 
    The man liked the term; years ago, someone he used to work with had called him that. 
 
    “My name’s Dan,” he said to Neil, realising he’d failed to introduce himself. 
 
    “Hmmm, Dan you are?” Neil said, launching into a very good Yoda impression. 
 
    Dan laughed and walked to the door to look at the locks. Neil joined him. The shop was locked, but a few minutes’ levering with the police kit soon opened the doors to them. 
 
    It was mid-July, so not likely to get too cold, but they both selected a good waterproof coat each on the basis that it still got pretty cold during the night when outside. A look at the price tags made Dan raise an eyebrow. 
 
    Some sleeping bags, a couple of tents, a camp stove, and all the gas bottles they had filled the car. Neil also got a few pairs of walking trousers and some new boots; Dan was already in black combats and a well-broken-in pair of sturdy boots. 
 
    “We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” said Dan. Neil laughed at the film reference, but agreed. It was starting to get well into the evening, so the two unlikely allies decided to stay in the shop for the night. They locked up the car and took their bags upstairs where the shop had set up a small camp to demonstrate the tents. 
 
    They set up some wind-up lamps, making a mental note to take all that they could find, got a camping stove on the go, and started to cook up some food. Neil called it mountaineering spew – stewed steak and a tin of new potatoes – but complained that there should be an egg in it. Afterwards, Dan offered to wash the dishes, and when Neil graciously agreed to allow him, he lobbed the dirty pan over his shoulder. They both laughed, and Neil poured two glasses – well, plastic cups – of single malt. 
 
    “So, mate, what’s the plan?” Neil asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure there is one,” Dan mused, “but I’m certain we can’t cruise the country forever like this. I don’t think I could adapt to this level of decadence,” he said, raising his brightly coloured beaker to Neil in a toast. 
 
    “Yeah, good one. Seriously, though, what are we going to do?” Neil asked as he leaned forward. 
 
    Dan noticed how quickly it had become a “we” scenario, then thought about how many other survivors there could be out there. He’d covered about twelve miles from home, passed through two small towns, and gone down major roads, and he’d only seen Neil. That was two out of more than ten thousand people alive who had been alive? There were what, sixty-plus million in the UK? There could only be a few thousand human beings alive on this island, so yeah, he thought, it had to be a “we” situation. 
 
    “Well,” Dan started, not really knowing where all this was coming from, “we need to establish a temporary camp, somewhere with access to food and water and other supplies. We need to collect vehicles, food, equipment, and most importantly, more of us. We can’t grow crops just the two of us, and we sure as shit aren’t going to perpetuate the human race!” 
 
    Neil laughed but seemed deep in thought. “Yes, mate. That’s a plan. Go on.” 
 
    Dan continued, “And when there’s enough of us, we need to find a permanent site, go all Victorian Farm or something. Somewhere that can house lots of us, somewhere we can grow crops and raise livestock and all that stuff I have no idea about. We could start our own society; I’ll be the President and you could be in charge of accents…” 
 
    They both laughed, sipped their single malts in perfect synchronicity, and leaned back onto their camp beds, deep in thought. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LAND ROVERS 
 
    They woke the next morning with a little more purpose. They packed the car with as much as they could, including more tins and bottled water from a nearby shop, and set out with their plan of building a survivors’ society. They decided that the X5 had to go; it was a big vehicle but the boot was modified with stuff for the guns and didn’t have enough space. 
 
    A set of decent walkie-talkies was found, along with a stack of batteries. Dan tried the police radio in the car, but without power to the systems, the digital network was down. 
 
    First stop, proper survival vehicles. They discussed this and without much argument settled on Land Rovers. Ten miles away was a dealership, and after having to reverse the X5 through the big glass doors, they set about car shopping. 
 
    Neil had his heart set on a new Range Rover, but Dan argued that they needed to be less bling about their choices and more utilitarian. 
 
    He settled on a black one-ten Defender with a roof rack and Neil eventually followed suit and chose a similar grey one. Dan’s had a winch on the front, which he thought would come in handy at some point. It took a while to find the keys and tools to remove the wheels from other Defenders and strap them down on the racks so both had another five spare wheels. 
 
    They found a few jerrycans in the garage, and Dan helped himself to the speed jack they’d used to get the other wheels off. After he’d almost choked himself on diesel by trying to suck it through the piece of hose pipe, Neil showed him a better way by putting the whole pipe into the tank and putting his thumb over the end before drawing it out quickly. They repeated this until both trucks were full and they carried sixty litres of extra fuel taken from the rest of the stock vehicles. 
 
    They’d gathered maps from the camping shop, but both Neil and Dan knew the area anyway. They decided to set up their temporary camp on the car park of a large nearby Morrisons. As they jumped in and started their new motors, Neil called out a warning over the radio.  
 
    “I saw someone!” he said excitedly. 
 
    Dan looked over to him and saw him pointing straight in front towards some bushes. He drove to the left and into the car park behind the bushes, just in time to see a flash of movement disappearing again behind an industrial unit. 
 
    He got out and shouted to whoever it was, “Come back! We won’t hurt you. It’s OK. PLEASE…” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    From what he could see, he had no idea if it was male or female, young or old. 
 
    They decided to leave a message anyway, and using spray paint, they daubed instructions to come to the supermarket, giving directions and leaving the keys to the X5 there with a promise to help. 
 
    As they drove, Neil called Dan on the radio again from his position behind as they dodged the abandoned cars. 
 
    “Mate, there’s a caravan place down here on the left, shall we check it out?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Dan replied. 
 
    Neil had great fun; he moved a few of the smaller caravans around and took the wheel clamps off two big caravans. He hitched them up to the Defenders, clearly having done this before, and gave Dan a quick lesson in towing. It would’ve been a valuable lesson; however, Neil delivered it in the style of the quintessential travelling gentleman and Dan couldn’t really follow much of it. 
 
    The word Dags appeared once or twice, and there was a mention of what to say if “da po-liss” stopped them, but Dan was laughing too much to take careful note by the end. 
 
    They noted the site for a return trip to get more caravans and gas bottles, wishful thinking for finding more people, they supposed. They towed both caravans to the supermarket and parked them up away from the main entrance, which was blocked with abandoned cars. Clearly someone had tried to break in – unsuccessfully, by the look of things. 
 
    They set about moving the abandoned cars clear, giving themselves space to set up the caravans. The beauty of driving a Defender was made clear: it was the big bully of car pushing. 
 
    Neil was obviously experienced at setting up the fold-out legs. Dan thought that caravan holidays probably meant family, so he kept very quiet. 
 
    “I’ll go and finish the botch job on those doors,” he called to Neil, who just waved irritably, as he was busy winding down the weird leg things. 
 
    Give me a tent any day, thought Dan. 
 
    He had to use the hydraulic door spreader to get the doors open enough to prise the lock housings out, and was sweating and out of breath by the time he’d finished. He could smell the fruits and vegetables starting to go off already. A quick walk around the shop showed that there was enough food and water to last for months living in their caravans, and now he just wanted to find as many people as he could to join them. 
 
    Maybe saving more people would wipe out the guilt of leaving her in bed where she died. 
 
    When he got back outside, Neil was finishing connecting the gas bottle to the last caravan and graced him with a loud, cockney “Ta-da!” 
 
    Dan in turn produced some tins of stewed steak and potatoes and a box of eggs – mountaineering spew it was again, then. 
 
    As they sat in folding chairs by their caravans eating dinner, they discussed the next day’s plans. 
 
    “We need a lorry. Load it up with all the good stuff from here,” said Neil. 
 
    Dan agreed that it was a good idea; they needed to find proper supply and scavenging vehicles if the thought forming in his head was to work. But they’d also need a lot more people with them to drive and load those trucks. 
 
    “I think we should stay here for a while. The weather will be OK for a few months, and we’ve got plenty of food and shelter. What we need to do is get out there and get more vehicles and caravans back here, and more people to fill them.” Dan paused, unsure if he should voice his ideas just yet. “There have to be more people alive; we saw one at the Land Rover garage, remember?” he reasoned. 
 
    “OK, mate, chill out, yeah?” shot back Neil, this time in a convincing Cape Town accent. “Tomorrow. Tonight, we rest and continue our prescribed course of Glenfiddich. Chin Chin!” he said, raising an actual glass this time. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LEAH 
 
    She felt cold. She’d decided to sleep in the back of the car the men left. She’d heard them smashing the doors with it and watched them for ages, wanting to go and speak to them. She wanted to burst out in tears and ask for help and tell them she was scared and that her mum and her little brother hadn’t woken up. 
 
    She wasn’t that naïve, really; she knew they were dead. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The night before, she had listened to her mum coughing all night until she didn’t cough any more. Her brother hadn’t made a noise for hours, and she knew in her heart that they were gone; she just wasn’t brave enough to go and check. Everyone had got poorly, and then they just died. 
 
    She lay there all night in the silent pitch-black, the streetlight outside her window having shut off during the night. She’d been inside the house for two days now because everyone was sick. Before her mobile phone lost Wi-Fi and then normal signal, none of her friends would answer her texts or calls. 
 
    She waited in bed until eight thirty, as she always did, so as not to get in trouble for waking people up. She wasn’t like some other twelve-year-olds; she wasn’t feeling the need to sleep all morning like a teenager yet. 
 
    She loved her makeup, YouTube, and she lived never more than two feet away from her iPhone. Just like the family members in the house, everything she loved just no longer existed. She was scared, hungry, traumatised and completely alone. 
 
    She couldn’t force herself to check the other two bedrooms; to see what she knew was in there would just make it real. 
 
    Leah tried to be logical. She got a bottle of water from the fridge, which wasn’t that cold anymore, and helped herself to the secret stash of chocolate for breakfast. She couldn’t quite bring herself to reason that the previous owner had no further need of it. 
 
    She sat down and tried the TV. Dead. The laptop. Dead. The Kindle. Dead. Like a typical twelve-year-old, she was already bored. She tried her phone. It had no signal or data, but she played games for a while. 
 
    She decided that she couldn’t sit there forever with nothing to do, so she got dressed, packed her handbag and another bag with some essentials (make-up, hairbrush, mirror, phone charger), and went downstairs. 
 
    She left the house, not bothering with a coat, as it was warm and dry, shut the door behind her, and probably blocked out the fact that she’d never return there again. 
 
    She walked into town, bag in the crook of her elbow, iPhone in hand playing some Taylor Swift, with a small sense of normality. She ignored the dead silence that surrounded her and the sight of abandoned cars. The inactivity of the world seemed alien and frightening. 
 
    That’s when she heard the glass breaking. She killed Taylor quickly and crept up to the bushes where there was a car garage. She saw two men, one tall and dark, the other shorter and fatter with no hair. They seemed to be friends, and they didn’t look like paedophiles, but as she was told in school all the time, you don’t know what a paedophile looks like and you should never go to strangers without a parent. Well, that clearly wasn’t going to happen, and she didn’t trust the look of the men enough, so she just watched. 
 
    They were in there for ages, and she could hear them arguing about the cars. One said, “Look at this one, though, it’s gorgeous.” He said gorgeous in a funny voice, which made Leah smile. 
 
    The taller one, who looked moody and not funny at all, said the other man wanted to be a drug dealer and started taking wheels off the cars. Leah knew drug dealers were bad people, so she thought she’d done the right thing by staying put. The moody one had something on his leg which Leah thought looked a bit like a gun. She knew that guns were illegal, and that worried her. 
 
    She watched the moody-looking one nearly throw up when he tried to drink the petrol out of one of the cars, but the funny one showed him what he was doing wrong. 
 
    Leah decided that she would just walk past and speak to them, make out as if she was going somewhere. She doubted they were the kind of bad people she was always told to avoid, but you never knew. She probably realised deep down that she had to find some help. 
 
    She had nobody left to look after her. 
 
    She’d been daydreaming like that for a while when she looked up and saw the funny man looking right at her. The moody man drove his big car fast to where she was hiding, so she ran. She didn’t know how far she had gone, but she was gasping for breath and crying uncontrollably by the time she stopped. She thought the moody man shouted at her when she ran away, and decided it was probably a good idea she didn’t go near them. 
 
    A while later, she walked back to where the garage was and saw that the men were gone. After a time spent watching from the bushes again, she went to see what they’d done and read the note they had painted on the floor: “Survivors at Morrisons – come and join us. We can provide food and shelter. We’ve left the keys to the BMW – food and water inside.” 
 
    She assumed that the BMW was the big car they had used to break the doors, but she didn’t understand why they took other cars. There were numbers after a capital A painted there too, and Leah thought that might be a road or something. She did know a big Morrisons in the next town because her mum took them there when they didn’t go to Aldi, but she didn’t know how to get there. 
 
    She looked around the garage for a bit. Nothing worked, just like at home, but she did find loads of biscuits in a cupboard under a coffee machine that looked like a spaceship. She ate a whole packet and drank one of the bottles of water left in the car. 
 
    Now she faced a difficult decision. She thought that the men she saw had scared her, but now that they had left the note, they seemed to want to help. They probably knew what was going on and could help her get to her grandparents’ house or something. She decided that she probably had to find other people, and these men had left her water and some other snacks, so they probably weren’t going to hurt her. 
 
    She made up her mind that she should definitely go and see them at the shops. The only problem being that she didn’t know how to get there. The car they left had a big fancy screen, and she thought that might be a satnav. If she could get it working, she could type in Morrisons and the road number and it would show her the way. 
 
    She went to put the key in the ignition like she’d seen other people do all the time. The only problem was that there wasn’t a keyhole, and the car key didn’t have a metal bit sticking out. She eventually figured out that the key was like a bank card that you fitted in the slot on the dashboard. She put it in and the blowers started up, startling her. 
 
    There was a button that said “START STOP engine,” which seemed like a good way to go. 
 
    She pressed it and was rewarded with the noise of a six-cylinder diesel firing up straight away. She didn’t know this, obviously, but she jumped out of her skin because it sounded like a lorry was in the building with her. 
 
    Steadying her nerves, she looked at the gear stick. Grandad’s car had numbers on it and she knew you had to put it in 1 and then take off the handbrake. Then you had to do the pedals: change gear, stop, and go. Easy. 
 
    This one had letters and symbols and there wasn’t a handbrake and only two pedals. She messed around with the controls for a while until, completely terrifying her, the car shot backwards and hit a sports car. 
 
    Panicking, she moved the gear thing again until the car stopped moving and hit the button to make the engine stop. Leah started to cry, thinking that she was in trouble and would probably not get any pocket money until she was about twenty years old, like the time she knocked a glass ornament over in a shop and her mum had to pay for it. 
 
    Then it dawned on her that she wasn’t going to get in trouble, because there was nobody left to tell her off. 
 
    Crying harder, she curled up on the back seat, where she eventually realised she was cold. Resigned, she turned the fan to hot, shut the door, and lay down to cry some more. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SHOPPING 
 
    “Morning, old bean!” shouted Neil from outside Dan’s caravan, banging on the hatefully thin wall. He groaned inside his sleeping bag. Bad idea to have finished the whole bottle of single malt, but the apocalypse waited for no man. Dan struggled out of bed and stumbled outside. 
 
    Neil already had the camp cooker going and had rescued bacon to go with the eggs. Deciding that some greasy food was definitely the way forward, Dan drank water from a bottle and clumsily retrieved his toothbrush to try and get the feel of dead cats out of his mouth. 
 
    “Morning, happy,” croaked Dan. “Keep the noise down, please?” 
 
    “If you say so, boss!” he replied, loud as ever. “Today, we’re going to have a look around locally. There’s an industrial estate over there,” he said, pointing past the petrol station. “I’m going to find what I can. You coming, lightweight?” 
 
    Neil stood there with a grin, waiting for his baited hook to catch Dan’s cheek. 
 
    Dan refused to be goaded and mildly agreed that the idea was a good one. Visibly disappointed, Neil raised his voice louder and adopted a new character, that of the USMC Drill Sergeant from Full Metal Jacket. Before the repertoire got too loud for Dan, he held a hand up to stop the tirade. 
 
    “OK, mate, take a minute and we’ll set off after breakfast,” Neil said, relenting. 
 
    Over their bacon and eggs, Neil listed what he wanted to find. “We need a pump to get all that diesel from the petrol station, and either a tanker or plenty of cans to put it in. I want to find a seven-and-a-half-ton truck to load up with the longer-lasting stuff, because it stinks in there and I don’t want to have to suffer that every time you sleep in and I have to fetch my own breakfast…”  
 
    That got a warning eyebrow raised by Dan, but nothing said.  
 
    “We need tools, vehicle tools too. Or at least know where to get them, and a couple of saws; we can’t be faffing about like you do for ten minutes opening a door,” he continued, slightly more softly this time. “We need more spray paint so people know where to find us too.” 
 
    Dan agreed, and they set off for the industrial estate in one Land Rover, after moving nearly all the kit to the caravans. They found a car garage that contained all the tools Neil needed, and he reckoned he could even get the tyre machines working with a generator. Definitely one to note for the future. 
 
    Dan perked up when they found a small unit marked “Shooting Supplies.” The doors took some beating, but eventually they were in. The teenage boy in both of them came out, and a large selection of knives was added to the shopping list. They selected a decent folding knife and a fixed blade each and attached them to themselves, looking ever more the Mad Max characters. Neil still had his Glock in the back of his waistband, not being able to bring himself to wear the “poser” leg holster like Dan did. 
 
    Handguns being what they were in Britain – highly bloody illegal – no alternative holsters were readily available for Neil’s weapon. Dan made a note to hit an army surplus soon and get some kit for them both. 
 
    Not knowing what the future would hold, they took an armful of twelve-bore shotguns, six boxes of cartridges, and Dan insisted on a crossbow and a competition bow. “Ammo will run out one day, and on that day, you’ll be glad you know Robin Hood here, unless you want to be vegetarian,” teased Dan. 
 
    Before they left, Dan stopped and stared at something under the glass counter. Neil went over and saw that he was looking at a two-foot-long curved machete, like a cross between a kukri and a broadsword. Dan helped himself to it and fixed Neil in a serious stare. 
 
    “You don’t think zombies will…” he started. 
 
    Neil stared back at him for a long time. “Nah. No chance, that’s just films, mate,” and then he helped himself to a similar tool as they left. 
 
    Neil found the truck he wanted to start loading with supplies: hard sides and a working tail lift. It started easily enough, after they broke into the unit and luckily found the keys on a hook and not in the pockets of one of the bodies there. 
 
    They hit the builder’s merchants and got two large two-stroke disc cutters with spare blades – much quicker at opening doors than a key – and some petrol cans to fill up later. Neil went off to find the stuff he wanted for the fuel pump, muttering to himself and seemingly working it out on his hands as he went, which left Dan free to wander around. He found three petrol generators and went to retrieve them. After trying to lift the first, he decided it would be better to wait for Neil. 
 
    They loaded the three generators, with difficulty, and the other stuff into the truck and headed back to the supermarket. Neil had a plan for pumping out the fuel into jerrycans, which he’d got about twenty of, which should give them weeks of fuel. He said he still wanted a fuel tanker – just a little one – and that Dan should keep his eyes open. 
 
    He seemed to be busy sorting the fuel side, so Dan said he was going to head out past the Land Rover garage because he knew of a specialist 4x4 place where he hoped he could find some of the good stuff for the Defenders. They agreed what to do if Dan didn’t return by dark: Neil would try the radio, and if nothing happened, he would set off to the garage at first light and try to find him. 
 
    Dan checked his gun’s chamber, reassuring himself with the glint of brass he could see, climbed into his Land Rover, and called out to Neil, “Just keep an eye out; not everyone may be as friendly as me.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    PENNY 
 
    Her feet hurt. She wasn’t used to walking and didn’t own any hard-wearing boots or appropriate trousers. She’d settled on flat shoes instead of her normal small heels and was already in pain. A teacher for more than twenty years, and she had become soft. Penny was not happy with this turn of events. Her car had been blocked in by a crashed van in the road where she lived, and it simply did not occur to her to steal a replacement, let alone move the dead driver of the van. She had called 999 only to get a dead tone until the phone lines went down completely. 
 
    She still thought of taking a vehicle as looting or theft, not survival. To her, these were still the possessions of other people and should be respected as such. She’d stayed at home for as long as she could bear, waiting for the authorities to give direction. 
 
    As she walked, she reasoned with herself that she really had to find something to eat, and a way of getting home to sleep that night preferably without walking. A faint sound permeated her thoughts; it sounded like a lawnmower being started, and she found that distinctly strange. Why would anyone not affected by whatever this was be cutting their grass at a time like this? 
 
    She decided to walk towards the sound and ask the unlikely gardener precisely what they were doing. 
 
    It took a long time, but by following the sounds, she could make out the clear tone of an engine running. Rounding a bend on the footpath, she found the source of the noise to be coming from a petrol station, but it wasn’t coming from a car. She was startled to see a man fighting with some hosepipes and other items that he was trying to fit on what looked like a generator. 
 
    Penny straightened herself, attempted to make herself more respectable by running her hands through her hair, and made a confident approach to the man. He did not hear or see her coming, as he was engrossed in his task, and he jumped in fright when she called “Hello” to him. 
 
    The man stood there panting with a hand on his chest for a few beats and the other behind his back until he took a deep breath and drew himself up. 
 
    “Hi there, I’m Neil. Are you OK?” he said while reaching for a bottle of water that he handed to her. 
 
    “P-P-Penny. Thank you,” she stammered, accepting the water before she straightened and replied far more confidently. 
 
    “I’m Penny. I can’t say how glad I am to see another person who isn’t…” She trailed off; the words were too difficult to say yet. 
 
    She walked towards Neil and extended her hand, which he shook. She opened her mouth to speak, but didn’t know what to say. Tears threatened to overcome her, so she quickly closed her mouth. Neil switched off the generator and invited her to come back to where they had set up camp. 
 
    Penny followed autonomously, until it dawned on her what Neil had said. 
 
    “We?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yes,” said Neil. “My mate Dan is off shopping at the moment, but he should be back soon. Do you want any food? Drink?” As he turned, Penny saw the clear outline of a gun under his T-shirt where it was tucked in the small of his back. 
 
    She instinctively stopped, unsure whether to question or challenge this new discovery. She decided that in good conscience, she must ask him about it. 
 
    “Neil, may I please ask if you are armed?” she said properly. 
 
    “Yeah, we just don’t know who is friendly and who isn’t. Don’t worry about it, honestly.” 
 
    It was as much explanation as she expected, really. She decided that she probably needed people like these men nowadays, and she shouldn’t be squeamish. 
 
    “It’s OK. I apologise for my tone. I’m just not used to these things, you see?” 
 
    Neil said he understood. He went into one of the two caravans and came out with a bag and arms full. He put the things into the back of a big car, started a camping cooker, and poured water into an old-style tin kettle. He told her the story of how he met Dan two days ago, and how they came to be where they were. He told her about his wife and boys, how he spent a day digging in the garden to bury them before making his way. He said this all in a flat tone, staring off into space. When he finished, he shook the sensations away and forced a smile. In a broad Belfast accent, he asked, “Noy, Penny, can aye get you a cup of tea?” 
 
  
 
  


 
    WOMEN AND CHILDREN 
 
    Dan pushed the Defender hard on the way back south, testing its limits and capabilities long before he had to find out the hard way. He drove systematically, clinically, like he’d been taught to for so many years. 
 
    He passed the Land Rover garage they’d visited the day before and glanced in as he passed at speed. He pushed on until he reached the place he wanted. One look at the building and he knew this wouldn’t be easy to get into; all the windows were barred, the rear gates were solid and high, and the whole shop front had heavy horizontal anti-ram barriers. A quick assessment looking for the least resistant way in, and he stopped. Out loud, he said to himself, “Fuck it; it’s not like I’m paying for the damage.” 
 
    The heavy chain he’d picked up and attached to the rear bumper was looped onto the bars of the front door. The Defender’s torque didn’t struggle at all to rip the doors out, leaving the horizontal bar in place. He looped the chain back onto the spare wheel on the back door of the Rover and climbed inside. 
 
    Over the next half hour, he posted out the things he wanted – more speed jacks and tow ropes and a set of five big off-road wheels and tyres, completely filling the boot space – before having a good look around the warehouse in the back. Dan made a mental note to use Defenders and clear the place out ASAP. Neil would need a well-equipped garage, but he could keep a few Land Rovers going for years with this stuff. 
 
    After trying to cover up the worst of the damage to the door, he made his way back towards “base camp,” this time at a little more of a relaxed pace. 
 
    He passed the Land Rover garage again, but this time he thought that something wasn’t right. As soon as it dawned on him, he slammed on the brakes, causing his new looted kit to crash around. He slammed into reverse and backed up at speed, skidding again to a stop in front of the garage. 
 
    Where the daytime lights of the X5 were shining straight at him. 
 
    He got out and drew the gun, holding it behind his right leg. Creeping over the smashed glass, he called out, “Hello? Is anyone there?” 
 
    A glance inside the BMW showed rubbish and empty bottles on the back seat, like someone had been sleeping in the car. A sound made him turn, and he saw a young girl frozen in fear with headphones in her ears and a biscuit halfway towards her open mouth. 
 
    Dan turned his left shoulder slowly forward, hiding the gun behind his back. “It’s OK. I’m not going to hurt you, I promise,” he tried. She didn’t move other than to swallow hard and stare at him. “I’m Dan. You were here yesterday, weren’t you? You ran away.” 
 
    The girl stayed still for a while longer before popping the biscuit into her mouth and chewing fast and removing her headphones. 
 
    “I’m Leah,” she said. 
 
    “Hi, Leah. How old are you?” 
 
    “Twe… Fifteen,” she lied unconvincingly. “Why do you have a gun?” 
 
    Dan slowly holstered the sidearm and held both hands up to her, palms out. 
 
    “It’s to protect me and my friend. He has one too. You saw him yesterday.” 
 
    “OK,” she replied. “I tried to drive your car to Morrisons but I crashed it backwards. Sorry.” 
 
    Dan laughed. “It’s all right, I didn’t really like it anyway! Too flash for me!” He studied her carefully before he decided how to word the next sentence. “Look, I know you aren’t supposed to go anywhere with people you don’t know, but I’d like it if you would come back to our camp so you’re safe and protected. I really think it’s best. We have hot food and you’d have your own brand-new caravan to sleep in, which you can lock with your own keys if you want.” 
 
    Leah studied him with her head slightly cocked. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to try and offer me sweets,” she replied with an uncertain smirk. 
 
    Dan was taken aback slightly that she had given him sarcasm already. “I’m not one of those people. I’ve got…” He trailed off, eyes suddenly glazing over before he tried again. “There are people out there who wouldn’t be kind to you, but we’re not those people.” 
 
    Leah thought about it for a while longer before nodding. 
 
    Dan told her, “Jump in then,” and he climbed into the driver’s seat. He was very wary not to seem like he was fussing over her too much; caring instincts might come across wrong to her at the moment, so he decided to treat her like she was a bit older than she looked. 
 
    Leah just looked out of the window on the way back. Dan drove carefully and just kept the uncomfortable silence. He decided that he’d have to make a trip to get her more appropriate clothes. Maybe later, or tomorrow. 
 
    He pulled back into the car park, passing the fuel station where he expected Neil to be. The generator looked abandoned and the pipes were a mess. He hadn’t cut the top off the reservoir tank yet. It looked wrong. 
 
    Accelerating towards the caravans, he feared the worst, but as he came to a halt in front of their makeshift cooking area, he was speechless to find Neil sitting drinking tea with a woman he guessed was a little older than him. 
 
    They, in turn, looked equally shocked to see Dan return at speed with a confused young girl sitting in the passenger’s seat. 
 
    Then there were four. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MORE SHOPPING 
 
    “It seems some introductions are in order,” said the woman as she stood and smoothed her clothes. 
 
    “I’m Penny. Pleased to meet you, Daniel.” 
 
    Dan shook the offered hand, dumbstruck. 
 
    “And who is this young lady?” she asked, bending down to Leah with a smile. 
 
    “I’m Leah,” she replied, returning the smile. 
 
    “How did you…” Dan said. 
 
    “Oh, I was just wandering around until I scared Neil here half to death!” 
 
    Neil stood there smiling and offered a guilty shrug. 
 
    Dan recovered slightly and turned to Leah. “Looks like you won’t have that caravan all to yourself after all.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Leah said, still smiling. 
 
    Dan shook himself out of the shock of suddenly having two more mouths to feed, and a woman and child to protect at that. “Right then, ladies, I think we need to take you both shopping. You’ll both need new clothes and sleeping bags.” 
 
    Neil offered to stay and cook dinner while they went. All agreed, and Dan started to clear out the scavenged stuff from his Defender. Neil bagged a speed jack and Dan told him that where he’d been would definitely need clearing out to equip the garage he’d have when they got permanently settled. 
 
    Dan drove them to the camping shop where he and Neil had spent a night and started collecting more wind-up lamps and other tools while Penny breezed through the shop selecting items for her and Leah. After ten minutes, they both had a few sets of clothes packed into their new backpacks and a pair of walking boots. Dan suggested they get a good, warm waterproof each, which they did. They took an armful of sleeping bags to boot, which seemed sensible because of the rate they were gathering survivors, and loaded the Land Rover. 
 
    Penny saw another shop and asked Dan very formally if he would kindly open the doors for them and give them both a minute. The large pry bar got the sliding doors to a small Primark open quickly, and he asked them to stay outside just while he checked it was OK; he didn’t want either of them to trip over a body. He couldn’t smell anything as he walked through the shop, gun in hand. He grabbed a few packs of boxer shorts and socks for him and Neil and returned outside. 
 
    “I’ll be out here, ladies. Take as long as you need,” he said. 
 
    They went inside. They clearly needed underwear too, but they weren’t exactly well acquainted enough to discuss it openly yet. 
 
    Dan lit up and kept an eye up and down the high street. He was finishing his second smoke by the time they reappeared, bags in hand and carrying some pillows. 
 
    “I took the liberty of getting a pillow each for you two,” said Penny. 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied. “Do you need to go anywhere else?” 
 
    They didn’t. By the time they got back to camp, Neil had set up more camping chairs and erected a gazebo over the cooking area. Very cosy. 
 
    They sat around, waiting for whatever Neil was cooking to be ready, and discussed the plans for the next day. Thankfully, Penny seemed to be a natural planner; she suggested that Neil and Dan would go out and “shop” again – she still couldn’t use words like scavenge and survivors – while she and Leah stayed there and started to sort out bringing the food out of Morrisons and loading the lorry. 
 
    They talked about plans and ideas for a while. Leah sat and listened until she stifled the third yawn in a row. Penny packed her off to bed after making her do her teeth with her new toothbrush and went in the female caravan for a while to settle her. 
 
    Penny came back out and sat down with a sigh. By this point, Neil had produced the Scotch and poured two; Penny raised an eyebrow at him until he poured a third. 
 
    “That poor girl. She must be very confused about all this, and we must shelter her from these horrors for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Penny,” said Neil hesitantly, changing the subject. “Have you ever used a gun?” 
 
    Penny chuckled and said that she’d done clay-pigeon shooting before. She then said, “So you may as well leave me one of those shotguns and a box of cartridges when you go tomorrow. I won’t need it, but it’s probably sensible to leave it here.” 
 
    They agreed and sat in silence for a while before their emerging matriarch dismissed them to bed, as they had an early start. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BAD PEOPLE 
 
    Kev got up like normal in his clockwork life. His mum wasn’t up already, which was strange. He was used to her waking him up for breakfast before he went to work, but she had gone to bed early and he’d fallen asleep to the sound of her coughing. 
 
    He tried to wake her up, but she was still and cold. He put an extra blanket over her and left her to rest, just like she did when he was poorly. 
 
    He was hungry, but he was going to be late for work if he didn’t go soon. He liked his routine; it gave him purpose, and every day ran like clockwork for him. He got dressed, got his bike from the hallway of their small maisonette, and locked the front door before he cycled off to work. 
 
    He got to the industrial area where the factory was after ten minutes. Kev hadn’t noticed that there was nobody around; his brain didn’t work like that. 
 
    Nobody was at the factory, which wasn’t right. Kev didn’t like it when things weren’t right, and he was scared. Two people walked along the road drinking from glass bottles; they saw him sitting there and started to shout at him. 
 
    People being nasty to Kev was something he was used to, so he did what he always did and turned his face away, screwing his eyes shut to ignore them. They stood in front of where he was sitting and shouted, but he wouldn’t answer them. One of them picked his bike up, and when Kev looked at him with his temper rising, they laughed. They threw his bike over the railings where it landed in the small rubbish-filled brook. 
 
    Kev jumped to his feet and let out an angry keening noise. When they saw his size – well over six feet tall and very heavily built – they ran away, laughing. 
 
    Kev sat down again. He was scared, he was angry, and he started to cry. He sat there all day, not wanting to miss his shift. He didn’t have a watch because he couldn’t tell the time very well. His clockwork life was in complete turmoil, and he stayed there all night. 
 
    The next morning, cold and terrified, Jimmy found him. He liked Jimmy, who told him that he would look after him now. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GETTING ORGANISED 
 
    Dan woke early to the sound of Neil getting dressed. He followed suit and both walked a respectable distance along the side of the store to relieve themselves. 
 
    Neil’s plan was to finish clearing the industrial estate nearby, and he wanted to get the fuel pump going so they had a ready supply of diesel. If they were going to have to go further afield to scavenge, they’d need to be carrying plenty of fuel. He decided they should also have a few mobile battery packs for starting cars, and said that they should recover more Defenders like the ones they had. They both agreed to bring back an extra caravan each that day, hoping for more people to fill them. 
 
    The spare weapons were hidden away in their caravan under the lounge settees, apart from the shotgun Penny selected. They emptied their Land Rovers and checked them over. Each packed a bag of food and water, and put a lightweight sleeping bag in just in case. Another large breakfast of bacon and eggs was produced – Penny cooked, telling them that they should eat up before it spoiled. She was already putting things into cool boxes and getting very organised. Leah was still asleep. 
 
    Neil and Dan shook hands and wished each other luck. They again agreed on what messages they would leave on key buildings that would attract other survivors. 
 
    Dan set off towards the nearest big town, about a ten-mile drive. He went slowly, looking for any signs of life. He still had the Glock, but had a .22 rifle on the dash in front of him. Nothing spectacular: eight-round magazine bolt-action, but it had a good optic on it. They had both taken a local A-Z and had decided to mark sites that needed properly clearing in the future. Dan stopped and made a note about a small shop with a pharmacy. Medicines would become very important soon. To minimise the risk of infections, which wouldn’t have been an issue last week, they decided to wear gloves and use hand sanitiser. Gas masks were to be worn when moving bodies too. 
 
    He took the smaller roads, as he thought he wouldn’t see much from the dual track. He stopped by a large pub and used spray paint to write a message on the wall directing survivors to the Morrisons base camp. 
 
    As he climbed back in, he saw a sign to Her Majesty’s Prison Manor Grange. The thought of bodies rotting in their cells, never to be released, was a grim one. 
 
    He continued to the town centre, marking the locations of another two shops worth visiting when they had more hands to help. He saw movement by some houses and stopped to paint another message on the side, not wanting a repeat and scaring someone like he did with Leah. Softly, softly, catchee monkey. 
 
    He marked another industrial estate, and as he drove slowly through, he saw a man siphoning fuel from a van. The man straightened when he heard the engine, and he stood up tall with a crowbar in his right hand. He was huge. Taller than Dan and outweighing him. 
 
    Dan pulled up well short of the big man, and got out slowly. The man said nothing, and Dan broke the silence. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, getting no reply. “We’re gathering survivors together. There are four of us already and we have a plan. Come with us?” 
 
    The man still said nothing and stood still. A flicker of his eyes over Dan’s shoulder and the slightest crunch of gravel made him spin and draw the Glock. A younger man had crept dangerously close behind him carrying another crowbar. He panicked and dropped it straight away, holding both hands up. 
 
    “Whoa! Whoa! Don’t shoot me! Fuck! Sorry…sorry, it’s just that Kev here doesn’t trust people any more. Not after they nicked his bike.” 
 
    The younger man still cowered, backing away and shaking. A quick glance at Kev showed that he hadn’t moved an inch. He assessed them both: Kev was about thirty and huge. Shaved head, dull eyes. The younger one was probably early twenties. Lean but with an intelligence and clearly some stealth, as he’d got way too close to Dan undetected. 
 
    He made a judgement call and holstered the gun, although he was sure to keep his hand close by it. 
 
    “Sorry, boys, bit jumpy myself. Kev, you want to put that down, mate?” 
 
    Kev just looked at the other guy, who walked over to him and spoke like he was talking to a child. “It’s OK, Kev, he’s not bad like the others.” 
 
    Kev didn’t speak; he just looked at the other man with a questioning, almost pleading face. 
 
    The younger man looked at Dan, not entirely convinced himself, and said, “Yeah, mate, he won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Dan went to the Defender and retrieved a thermos full of coffee. “Brew, lads?” he asked. Always a deal-maker. 
 
    As they stood by the front of the Land Rover, Dan offered out the fags. Jimmy took one; Kev just shook his head and looked at the floor. He told them the brief version of their story and asked Kev and Jimmy what had happened to them. 
 
    “We work in one of the factories here. Known Kev for ages; he’s a big lump but wouldn’t hurt a fly.” In a hushed voice, he added, “Kev had the cord around his neck when he was born. He’s a bit slow, but he’s a good lad, really.” 
 
    Kev heard anyway and smiled at what he took as a compliment.  
 
    Jimmy continued, “Kev got up and rode his bike to work like normal. I found him here sitting on the floor, and it looks like someone knocked him down and took his bike. They just threw it over the fence for no reason. Bastards. We’ve been trying to put some supplies together, and that’s what we were doing when you drove up.” 
 
    Dan told them again that he wanted them to join the group. He offered them food, company, and their own caravan. He told them that he needed their help to collect enough supplies and survivors and find somewhere permanent to live. 
 
    Jimmy liked the idea, and asked Kev if he wanted to go and meet Dan’s friends. Kev smiled and nodded. He drove them to the van they’d started to load and saw another 7.5-ton truck similar to the one they already had back at camp. 
 
    Dan got to show off some burglary skills getting into the unit, where the keys were still on the desk. Jimmy used the fuel they’d collected to fill it up, and they began moving their supplies into the bigger vehicle. Dan saw they had a portable generator, and when Kev went to pick it up, Dan started to speak to warn him so he didn’t hurt himself. Before he’d managed a word, Kev braced himself and heaved it up. Impressive – those things were one hundred kilos plus. 
 
    Jimmy and Kev started their new ride and followed Dan on the drive. At the next stop, instead of marking the little pharmacy they saw, all three loaded everything into boxes and into the truck in about half an hour. 
 
    Dan stopped periodically to paint the message for other survivors. They didn’t see anyone else that day, and after the long way round and many stops to spread the good word, they found themselves back at the caravan sales pitch. Dan got out and lit a fag, offering one to Jimmy by habit. 
 
    “Kev, want to pick your caravan?”  
 
    Kev looked at Jimmy, who nodded to him. He was delighted and skipped off to look at them. Dan reckoned the acquired brain injury had left Kev like a six-foot-four, nineteen-stone five-year-old who didn’t speak. For a while, he utterly envied him, as ignorance would have been bliss right now. 
 
    Kev eventually chose one, bouncing on the spot and pointing. It got hitched to the Land Rover and they set off again, slowly this time, as Dan’s towing experience had only started in this very spot a couple of days ago. 
 
    As there was still a lot of daylight left, Dan asked Jimmy if they wouldn’t mind staying out for a few more hours until their truck was full.  
 
    Jimmy agreed and spoke to Kev. “Still got some graft left, Kev?” Kev just smiled and nodded. Jimmy acted like the little big brother to him. It turned out that Kev had worked in the factory since he was sixteen. Jimmy had left school at the same age without much in the way of prospects, but after the rounds of working as a labourer for a few years, he found himself on the line next to Kev, until he was made foreman before too long. Jimmy had a kind of sharp intelligence, not in the way of an educated man but something far more useful. He was switched on, savvy, cunning, but kind. “The thing with Kev is, he doesn’t know to do stuff by himself mostly. Tell him what to do and he won’t rest until it’s done, but he’d just starve to death if he were on his own because nobody would cook for him or remind him to eat. He was in a mess when I found him; sat outside work cold and hungry. He’d waited all night for the doors to open and I found him the next day. He’s strong as an ox but gentle with it. Not a bad bone in his body.” 
 
    They helped themselves to crisps and drinks at a garage, again emptying the shelves of long-dated foodstuff, plus all the cigarettes and alcohol, before loading up and setting off again. They found a DIY shop and Dan marked it on his map while Jimmy and Kev broke in. They came back with some fuel cans and a circular concrete saw – Jimmy’s idea of a key in the new world. 
 
    “Great minds,” Dan said. “We got two of those yesterday!” 
 
    Dan spent some time looking at the A-Z over a coffee and a smoke, cooking some ideas, while Jimmy started with the spray paint. Jimmy left a message on the shop and then started to daub something on the truck. 
 
    Intrigued, Dan walked over to look. On the side of their small lorry, Jimmy had painted “Survivor camp, join today for free – ask driver for details” in some grim parody of a breakdown service. 
 
    With a smile, Dan said they should probably head back. As they drove into the car park, they could see another caravan already in place. The pump at the petrol station seemed to have been finished, and all the empty fuel cans were gone. 
 
    As they pulled up, he was happy to see another face he didn’t yet know standing nervously by Penny. He was glad that she was turning out to be a kind of mother hen figure. He had a plan to build a kind of society for as many people as they could find, but he couldn’t do what he wanted to do – go and find those survivors – if he was stuck at base camp organising everything. 
 
    Penny wasted no time in welcoming the new members. Dan introduced Kev and Jimmy and gave a quick rundown of how he met them, adding under his breath that Kev had an acquired brain injury. 
 
    “James. Kevin,” she said formally, offering a hand to both in turn. “Pleasure to have you with us.” She gently grilled Jimmy about their history and skills, quickly figuring that the addition of two physically capable men was a plus. They went into their new caravan, which was being set up by Neil, to stow their new gear and look around what was now home. 
 
    She in turn introduced their own recruit. The new person was called Andrew and was very usefully an accountant. He was tall and thin, with a permanently worried expression. Dan quickly realised that he didn’t have much of a clue when it came to life without modern comforts, but every extra pair of hands was a godsend to their cause and every surviving human being was a miracle. 
 
    Penny hadn’t been idle; a healthy stack of supplies was loaded into Neil’s 7.5 tonner and organised well. Andrew had wandered up to them not long after Dan and Neil had left, and after a small induction was put to work emptying the shop. Leah had helped under Penny’s direction, and she smiled at Dan when she saw him. God only knows what is going through her head, he thought. 
 
    He walked away with Neil to the fuel pumps nominally to look over what he’d done, but more to discuss their new recruits. Neil had managed to pump out nearly two hundred litres of diesel – plenty for what they needed in the short term, but he still wanted a fuel tanker if they saw one. 
 
    “Andrew’s a bit of a wet lettuce, but he seems nice enough,” Neil said quietly. “Doesn’t have much of an idea what to do, but Penny’s been working him hard all day!” 
 
    Dan smiled. “Already we’re in a matriarchal society, and I thought things might be different now…” They both chuckled, and then trailed off into silence, thinking of their own matriarchs of last week, no longer with them. 
 
    A meal on the camp stoves, all seven of them quiet in their own thoughts, made Dan think that cooking for a group any larger would take full-time organising. He made a mental note to rescue a commercial chef at the first opportunity. 
 
    They turned in: Dan and Neil to their caravan, Penny and Leah to theirs, Jimmy and Kev to one of the new additions to the circus, and Andrew on his own. 
 
    Then there were seven. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEW WORLD ORDER 
 
    Breakfast was early; Penny saw to that as she started cooking the eggs and bacon, singing what sounded like hymns. 
 
    One by one, the survivors came out into the world. When they were all gathered, Penny cleared her throat and called for everyone’s attention. “Good morning, everyone.” She paused. Dan wasn’t sure if they were expected to chorus “good morning” back to her.  
 
    “I have drawn up plans for today. I hope you don’t mind me taking the liberty.” She paused again, scanning the group. On hearing and seeing no exceptions raised, she continued with confidence. “Sit, everyone, please,” she fussed. “Now, our immediate supply issues are well catered for, as the contents of this supermarket will sustain us for many months. However, we have further considerations if we intend to spend the coming winter in any form of comfort… Daniel here has set us all on a path, to some extent. It’s fair to say that many of us would be wandering without much in the way of purpose had this man not sought to bring us together for a common cause.” 
 
    Dan realised that Penny was clearly used to public speaking, even if she did have a tendency to address the group as though they were children in her school. He was half expecting a flip chart to be produced at any moment. 
 
    “Our long-term survival depends on our ability to seek out more survivors and create a society that can be sustained in the future without the modern comforts we are all accustomed to.” Leah and Kev had already lost track of the speech entirely but seemed glued to Penny’s words anyway, waiting to hear their names. Penny glanced at Dan, who got a sense that she was asking his permission to proceed. He gave a subtle nod as he bent his head to his black coffee, encouraging her to press on. 
 
    “Our priority is to find others like us, but the problem in doing so is that we may quickly overrun ourselves with mouths to feed, so to speak. To that end, and in anticipation of further additions, I have tasked everyone as follows…” Nobody argued, not that they had a choice as Penny went on with her tasking. “James and Kevin, you two are now our chief recovery agents. You are to empty your vehicle and collect the supplies marked by Daniel on his map. I have prioritised these and listed them for you. I am assured that you know how to use the new equipment to enter these premises?” She referred to the circular cutting saw recovered yesterday. 
 
    “No problem,” said Jimmy. “Me and Kev will have it all back here ready for tea,” he added with a smile. 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Penny. “Neil, with your expertise, might I suggest that you be named our Head of Engineering? Your impressive display with the petrol solution and previous experience make you the ideal candidate.” She carried on, without waiting for agreement, which Dan could tell annoyed Neil. Not because Neil had any objection, but because Dan knew him well enough already to recognise when he was going to quote a film in a perfect mimic of the actor. 
 
    “I’d like you to take Andrew with you today, and collect another caravan from the place you found. With instruction, he should be able to bring it back here in preparation. Another vehicle for him would be in order too. After that, if you could return and continue your search of the industrial area as discussed?” 
 
    Neil nodded, raising his coffee in salute. 
 
    “Andrew, after collecting a vehicle and caravan with Neil and being shown how to arrange it properly, I would be grateful if you would continue to recover and load supplies from the supermarket into our lorry here,” she said, indicating Neil’s truck. 
 
    Andrew agreed. Dan thought he didn’t seem the type of person to disagree much. 
 
    “Daniel,” Penny moved on, fixing him with a look, a look that almost pleaded for support, as if only he and she knew how very important it was to establish a hierarchy this early and to have an unchallenged leadership, “if you could kindly continue your search of the area, mark buildings that you wish James and Kevin to empty for the group, and focus your attention towards finding us a permanent site?” 
 
    Dan paused. He was genuinely happy that Penny was taking the lead, as he simply didn’t have the patience with people to do this kind of thing every day, but he didn’t think it wise to fold immediately to instruction and be seen as just one of the pawns of the group. He needed to retain or establish a kind of leadership role to the others, the better for making decisions that they would need to listen to if push came to shove. He didn’t want to ride roughshod over Penny’s newly accepted social leadership, so this needed to be worded carefully. 
 
    “Good plan, Penny, but Jimmy and Kev have enough locally to be getting on with. I need to make a trip to gather some sensitive supplies that are key to our future. I may be away overnight.” He left it there, with a heavy hint of something secret. 
 
    “I’ll resume my scouting locally after this, unless there are any objections?” Nobody had any. 
 
    “Very well. I shall stay here, prepare food for later, and assist in the disposal of the spoiled goods.”  
 
    Dan noticed that she had deliberately given herself a job that would turn most people’s stomachs. Clever move. He reminded himself to offer Penny a gas mask before he went.  
 
    She continued, “We all have our jobs to do, shall we continue within the hour?” 
 
    Everyone went to get up when Leah said, “What about me?” 
 
    That stopped everyone where they were, and Penny said, “You will stay here and assist me.” She went to leave, and everyone took his or her cues from her. 
 
    “I want to help Dan,” Leah said. 
 
    An air of awkwardness shadowed the group. Penny didn’t know how to squash Leah’s ambition without hurting her feelings and embarrassing her publicly. 
 
    “Leah, how about you come with me after I’m back?” said Dan, trying to rescue the situation from the possibility of a teenage strop. 
 
    Leah thought about this for a few seconds before saying, with a beaming smile, “OK, but you promised, so you have to take me.” 
 
    That seemed fair. 
 
    Penny came to find Dan a short time later, and saw him in conversation with Neil. “Gentlemen, I do hope you don’t think me too forward?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not at all, Penny,” said Dan. “We were just saying how glad we are that you are taking control; we need your organisational skills to keep this group together and moving with a purpose. I didn’t want to say in front of everyone, but I’m going to an army camp I know, and it’s a couple of hours away at least. To do this properly, I’ll need time to recce the area and make sure it’s safe.” 
 
    Both Penny and Neil started to raise objections simultaneously, but Dan held up his hands.  
 
    “Trust me, I’m capable. And I’m going to be very careful,” Dan reasoned. “We need to be aware that people may want to take what we have, and until we are strong enough as a group, then we need to consider some kind of guard. I’d like Neil to stay home for now, unless we find someone able to protect the camp when I’m away. In the interim, I don’t want him far from the camp. If someone turns up again like Andrew did, then I want you two,” he pointed at Neil and Penny in turn, “to stay in radio contact using the walkie-talkies. If you can’t get him, Penny, blast the horn on the truck and he’ll come back.” 
 
    Neil had already run through this with Dan before Penny showed up, and he nodded his agreement to her. 
 
    “Very well, that seems sensible. However, I want you to think of excuses for not taking Leah with you. I don’t want her seeing things that she shouldn’t.” 
 
    Dan wanted to say that Leah had already seen things that no young girl should have to see, but he gently deferred that conversation. 
 
    Neil again tried to reason with Dan that he should come with him, but he flatly refused. “If we’re both away until tomorrow night, there’s no way of knowing that we would come back to anyone here. It’s too risky to have us both leave. Face it, until we get more people here we can trust to protect the camp, then you have to stay here or very nearby. End of.” 
 
    No objections. Penny deftly changed the subject. 
 
    “As we recruit more, we won’t be able to give everyone jobs over breakfast. We need to have departmental heads and delegate as we see fit. As Chief Engineer and First Ranger, I expect you to consider this seriously.” 
 
    First Ranger, thought Dan. Well, that job title didn’t work out well in Game of Thrones, did it? A glance at Neil told him that he would have to suffer some film-referenced jokes and impressions after he had been dubbed that. 
 
    He stayed where he was and lit a smoke as the other two walked back, talking. Dan wanted the group to be protected and organised. At the same time, he craved some solitude. 
 
    He finished his smoke and went to his Defender. He topped off the tank, loaded two extra jerrycans, and checked his equipment. He took extra food and water – obviously, there would be plenty of places to loot on the way – a camp cooker, and his sleeping bag. Sleeping in the back of a Land Rover didn’t qualify as a hardship to Dan. His dad used to call it a “night in the Mootel.” Farming joke. 
 
    As he went to set off, he found Leah standing by his car door. She seemed to want to say something, but just stood there. 
 
    “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    “Promise?” she asked, her eyes full of innocence.  
 
    Dan was raised never to make a promise he couldn’t keep, and there were just too many variables. “I said I’d take you out on a trip. You can be Second Ranger as soon as I can make it happen.” That would have to do. 
 
    “What did you used to be?” she asked, surprising him. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Dan replied, “when you can figure it out, I’ll take you with me.” She frowned at him, clearly thinking this was unfair, but he drove away before she could say anything else. 
 
    “Take care beyond the wall, Stark,” Neil called solemnly as Dan drove past. 
 
    “Knob,” replied Dan with a smile, leaving the camp behind. He felt better. Better to be out on his own, unburdened by the responsibility of protecting them even for a short time, but more confident that they would be safe without him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GETTING OUTSOLDIERED 
 
    Dan moved along the roads steadily and with confidence as he had driven them many times before. He passed bodies, days-old car crashes, and even evidence of a house fire. Not a sign of anybody. He didn’t stop to paint the messages he had the day before; he had a purpose, a goal, and he needed a plan to do this safely. The payday he was after was serious. Military armouries were likely to be far more popular than a Morrisons, and would probably be defended if anyone was still alive around there. 
 
    As he drove, he thought of the society that Penny envisaged based on the thoughts they shared. He was obviously marked as the head of operations. 
 
    Ops Commander, Dan: First Ranger – it sounded a little too grand for his liking. He had a Society Leader: Head of Base Camp in Penny. She could assess new recruits and set work tasks, keep everyone busy. 
 
    Head of Engineering was now Neil, although he wasn’t really interested in a leadership role, it seemed. Maybe he could get Neil to teach some of the younger ones in the future. Maybe some science geeks survived, and they could work out things like manufacturing biodiesel and using solar panels to heat water. 
 
    Scavenging teams needed to be beefed up; Dan liked Jimmy and Kev, but he just needed more like them. 
 
    He needed to find farmers, people who could grow crops as well as rear animals. He needed animals, for that matter. He needed people who knew how to cut down trees for firewood, people who knew how to hunt and fish – not just for now, but to teach people in the future. Dan could teach the basics of shooting and fishing, but he already had too little time. 
 
    He needed to find people who could cook large meals from limited supplies. He needed people with medical expertise, as his own training was good for first aid and bullet wounds. A surgeon would be good. 
 
    He needed to find people with skills like his own; what good was a First Ranger without other Rangers? 
 
    So many mental notes were made that he had to stop for a break and make actual ones. Coffee and smoke time. There was a time not too long ago, five days in fact, when he called that breakfast. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more rabbit holes he fell down. He would need hundreds of people with a range of experience and expertise to get this easy idea of a new society going. It seemed an impossible task at the time, so he tried to push it all from his mind and concentrate on the immediate. 
 
    Go and get some serious weaponry – three clips for a Glock and a small-calibre rifle weren’t going to protect much. After that, worry about recruitment and training. 
 
    He thought about where they were going to set up this utopian cooperative society. He had an idea forming but this would require an in-depth local recce when he was back at camp, and probably a lot more bodies to make it happen. 
 
    OK, maybe bodies wasn’t the best choice of words. 
 
    He arrived in the area of the camp after three hours, and decided to scout around slowly. He marked a huge camping store on his map for a priority clearance sale, and doubted whether Jimmy and Kev could fit it all in one truck – maybe a group outing soon? 
 
    He parked well away from the base and walked a long way round to approach it from higher ground. He’d brought a small rucksack of gear and the hard-wearing waterproof sleeping bag with him. He didn’t think it was going to rain, but realised it had been years since he had really studied the weather and not checked a forecast app. 
 
    Damn technology – it had made him soft and lazy. 
 
    He settled in, watching the base from the scope, at around four in the afternoon. He figured that if he watched from now until daybreak and saw nobody, then the camp was safe to approach. 
 
    Just as the sun dropped behind him, he reconsidered waiting through the night. There was no sign of movement at all, and the place definitely looked deserted. He could clearly make out the shape of the now deceased Ministry of Defence police officer in the small booth on the closed gate, and was impatient to get more in the way of munitions. 
 
    He shuffled back from the small ridge, collected his gear, and slung his rifle on his back. He decided to use the last of the light to get into the base. 
 
    Too many thoughts must have been going through his head. He was complacent. Lazy. Foolish to have insisted he went alone. 
 
    “Stop right there, laddie,” called a gravelly Scottish voice from nowhere, heavily punctuated by the sound of a large round being chambered. “Guns on the ground and I’ll be knowing your business here.” 
 
    “OK, let’s just take it easy,” said Dan slowly as he held the rifle away from his body by the barrel with his left hand and lowered his body. This was intentional, as it freed the right hand to be near the gun holstered on his right leg. He couldn’t see the owner of the voice and thought that there may still be a chance to get the drop on him. 
 
    That idea was quickly crushed when the man appeared behind his right shoulder. “Don’t. Finger and thumb, on the ground.” 
 
    Dan slowly removed his sidearm using only his thumb and forefinger as instructed. Either this guy knew his business, or he’d seen lots of films. Dan worryingly suspected the former, as the man wouldn’t come within ten feet of him – too far away to rush him, too close to move and have him miss with the first shots. He was carrying an automatic rifle and was dressed in camouflage clothing. 
 
    Dan slowly turned to face him. Everything about the man screamed professional soldier. Early forties he would guess, lean, not very big, but something behind the eyes made him believe this guy was figuring out whether to kill him now or later. 
 
    “Talk,” he barked.  
 
    Dan decided that nothing other than full disclosure would get him out of this. “I’m from a group of survivors; we have women and children and they need protecting. I came here to try and find better weapons and hopefully more people to join us,” Dan rattled off. “We need your help.” 
 
    The man considered this for a time, and gestured with the muzzle of his rifle for Dan to walk. Dan went slowly and kept his hands up and away from the knife visible on his rucksack strap. He tried a few times to get the man to speak, but he was just ignored. Dan found himself back at his Land Rover, where he was ordered to produce the keys. He was sure he was going to be robbed, and faced a cold night with an uncertain journey back, but to his surprise he was told, “Wait here. I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
    “What?” said Dan, and he looked back over his shoulder but the man was gone. Where he was standing were his rifle and pistol. 
 
    He considered the situation he was in, and decided that it was worth the risk to wait. If an ambush were planned, nobody would take the risk of arming their intended victim. It made no logical sense, so Dan stowed his gear, poured a lukewarm coffee, and lit a cigarette. 
 
    Just under an hour later, he heard an engine. He put himself on the other side of his Defender and waited. A roofless military version of his own car arrived towing a small covered box trailer painted in military colours with netting tied up on the sides. The man got out of his own vehicle, which was left running, quickly scanned a 360-degree sweep, and unhitched the trailer in silence. 
 
    He climbed back into his own Land Rover, looked at Dan, and said, “You’ll not come back here again.” It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    Dan hitched up the trailer and made his way down the road, not wanting to consider the consequences of attempting a refund or exchange. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE SOLITARY SENTRY 
 
    For someone who had spent twenty years surrounded by fellow soldiers, the sergeant now felt so terribly alone. There were three squadrons based at the barracks, along with permanent support staff attached. Usually only one squadron was there at a time in full, the others either being deployed overseas or away somewhere training. 
 
    Some days there were very few people around, and permanent training staff like him could do as they pleased. It was one of those places that ran itself, and officers were lucky to be there, not like most camps where the officers dictated everything. 
 
    When it happened, there were fewer than thirty people on site. Many of the married soldiers had houses nearby, and only the singles really stayed in the base. Of the thirty, only he had survived. He didn’t understand any of it. He went into the intelligence cell for answers and found only bodies. He armed himself and set a patrol routine as he waited for orders to come. He watched a few people pass by, never stopping or threatening his post. 
 
    He was a man of conscience; he would never allow the sanctity of his base to be breached by any outsider, and he would defend it with his life, but the man who came had said something that had affected him deep down. 
 
    He had women and children to protect. 
 
    The sergeant couldn’t ignore that, but he couldn’t abandon his post or invite outsiders in. He decided to offer what little assistance he could without breaking the rules too much. After he was alone again, he lapsed into the start of a depressive cycle that he could not escape. 
 
    He was a professional soldier, a trained killer, and he had seen active service on four continents and taken a fair toll on the enemies of Her Majesty. 
 
    None of that made a damned bit of difference anymore, because he was alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BIG BOY TOYS 
 
    Dan had set up for the night in a small roadside fuel station. He had to put on his gloves and mask to drag two bodies out of the back door, followed by three bin bags of rotting food. He wound up two of his camping lights and hung them on the open doors of his new trailer. If this was a payoff to keep him away from the camp, it certainly worked. 
 
    He saw four modified M4 carbines, multitudes of magazines and boxes of 5.56mm rounds. Two pump-action shotguns, one with a full-length stock and the other had a pistol grip, with three boxes of cartridges. These weren’t the normal cartridges he’d scavenged for hunting; these were heavy-duty slugs. People killers. 
 
    There was also a belt-fed support weapon, an old general-purpose machine gun with three whole crates of heavy belted ammunition for it. Another crate contained six Sig Sauer 9mm handguns, spare clips, and boxes of ammo. A Peli case contained two sets of night-vision goggles. There was another box of attachments for the M4s and shotguns. Reflex red dot sights, 4x zoom wide optics, torch mounts, and even a couple of suppressors. 
 
    Dan could hardly believe it: He’d gone to scavenge what he could find and had been gifted enough weaponry to start a war. He had more guns than he had people to use them. 
 
    He put the hunting rifle in the back, along with the box of .22 rounds for it, and selected himself an M4: short-barreled with a front vertical grip, full-length rail, and no carry handle. He took a mid-range combat scope, a box of magazines, and a box of ammo inside. As he moved the contents of the trailer around, he uncovered a dark tan vest. He pulled this out to find it was body armour, and had large and small magazine pouches and a pistol holster high on the front of the chest. The pouches were removable and could be put anywhere on the vest. A pipe was showing on the right shoulder strap, which turned out to be a water bladder. 
 
    He closed up the trailer and went inside. He found what he was looking for quickly, and returned with a heavy padlock, which he locked the trailer with. 
 
    He found a multi-tool thing that had Torx bits and Allen keys. With this, he fitted the scope, suppressor, and a right-side torch mount to his new toy. Mental note: Find somewhere to sight the scope. 
 
    He now carried four spare magazines for the M4 and one in the carbine. Overkill, he realised, but didn’t really care. He loaded them all with fewer rounds than they would take at full capacity to minimise the risk of the weapon jamming. The spare clips for the Glock went on the vest too, after he unloaded and loaded them to ease the springs, and the pistol went into the chest holder. The leg holster wasn’t that comfortable and kept catching on things, plus Neil always took the piss out of it and called him Lara Croft. 
 
    The M4 had a sling that he played around with, fixing it to the vest until he got it right. He could drop the weapon and it would hang vertically down from his chest and remove it by a clip if he wanted to. His smaller fixed blade knife went onto the left shoulder strap, and he considered fixing the machete to the back but decided not to. Definitely overkill. 
 
    He settled down on his makeshift bed after eating, happier. 
 
    He woke early, cold and slightly confused by a tapping noise. He rolled from the sleeping bag onto one knee and raised the M4 in search of the source. The few seconds of brain fog from waking cleared and he realised he was hearing a crow on the tin roof of the small forecourt. 
 
    He rubbed his face and went about his post-apocalyptic morning routine: Brush teeth, wash face, dream of a hot shower and a shave. He was starting to look homeless, as he hadn’t shaved for a week. 
 
    Shaking himself out of his grogginess, he packed his gear and took all the batteries and other consumables into the Land Rover. He boiled some water from a bottle he emptied off the shelf into the pan on his camp stove and drank the rest as he looked around some more. 
 
    Medicines, spirits, cigarettes all went into the car. He poured the boiling water into his rinsed thermos, tipped in some expensive instant coffee, and packed it. He made himself a cup with the leftover water and took a sip. It was good, so he threw in the four tins of coffee he found on the shelf. 
 
    The rest of the gear was stowed, and Dan set off towards his temporary home. He was sure the stress levels of some of the group would lower drastically if he got back sooner than expected. 
 
    He wound along the country roads much slower, as he wasn’t very confident towing, and saw a woman standing with a horse behind the hedge on a small farm. 
 
    He stopped and steadied himself. It was worrying how quickly he was getting used to being alone. He got out of the car, leaving the carbine in the cab but locking it with the remote fob. 
 
    As he approached the woman, she turned calmly towards him and casually picked up an over/under shotgun that was resting on the gatepost. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Dan,” he said. She studied him with almost a sarcastic look, making him feel a little self-conscious about his action man outfit. 
 
    “Hello, Dan, I’m Sera,” she replied. She had a slightly country twang to her accent, as though she had been raised somewhere else but had been naturalised into the countryside. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Sarah?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Sera. S-E-R-A. And I’m looking after these horses, which is plainly obvious if you cared to use your eyes.” 
 
    She fixed him with a stare that almost dared him to question her. He guessed she was mid to late thirties. She had natural dark blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and horse riders’ thighs, he realised guiltily and quickly looked away. He saw her vehicle parked inside the field by the small stable block. It was a Nissan Pathfinder, liveried with a liberal amount of mud and the details of a veterinary surgery. 
 
    “Are you a vet?” Dan blurted out. 
 
    “Yes,” Sera replied. “What are you?” 
 
    He was almost tempted to introduce himself as First Ranger, but decided that he was in danger of too much scorn already. “I’m part of a group of survivors based a couple of hours away. I’m looking for people to join us,” he added hopefully. 
 
    “Not me, thanks. I have things to do here,” she replied briskly, but softened the blow with a lopsided smile and rested the shotgun against the fence again. 
 
    He tried to convince her. Pleaded with her. He told her of the idea to find a permanent place to live, to raise livestock. 
 
    “We need you, don’t you see?” he said. 
 
    “Maybe. But I don’t necessarily need you, do I?” she replied. “I’m sorry, the idea seems nice and everything, but I have plenty to do here.” 
 
    That seemed to be the end of the negotiations as far as she was concerned. Dan reckoned that she was living there, and wondered what he could do to convince her to come back with him. He turned to her again, to try to reason some more to see if he could wear her down. 
 
    She sighed, conveying a great deal of annoyance, and picked up the shotgun for a second time. It was time to leave. 
 
    Dan got the hint and walked away backwards. “If you change your mind, come and find us.” He asked if she knew where the town they set up camp in was, and gave directions to find them. 
 
    Sera seemed not to be listening, but she watched him off the property. He had no choice but to continue his journey alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THOSE KINDS OF PEOPLE 
 
    Penny was happy in a way. She had purpose, and she had people who needed organising. She felt that she had to maintain that semblance of normality, or the one crack in the cup would shatter the whole tea set. She worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep the house of cards she was building in one piece, not without the support of the stronger people. 
 
    She knew she needed him, and hoped that he felt he needed her too. She just wasn’t accustomed to playing second fiddle to anyone. She’d been a head teacher for almost a decade now; it was her life. 
 
    She was happy to have James and Kevin out looking for supplies. She was certainly glad of having the ever-smiling Neil and the more mysterious but slightly intimidating and often recalcitrant Daniel. She was overjoyed to have Leah; a life without children wasn’t something she had ever considered possible, even though she had never had her own. She was even glad to have Andrew, as weak-willed and malleable as he was, because at least he was no threat to them and he didn’t expect a free ride. 
 
    She was more concerned with some of their new arrivals, however. 
 
    Of the four, Jimmy and Kev had brought two back. They were lovely people, and she was glad to have them. 
 
    About two hours after Dan and the others had left, two others strolled up to the camp. They were drinking beer from cans, and she thought they were both already drunk, which at that time of the day, she thought was utterly common of them. 
 
    Commonness was an insult she deemed quite serious. 
 
    Their clothing seemed new, as though they had just smashed a window for it the day before. She could hardly judge them for that in her new clothes and boots, but when she did it, it seemed far less like theft than the feeling that oozed from these two. 
 
    She faced a conundrum: Turn away two survivors because she felt they were undesirable, or allow them to stay and see if they could be helpful to anyone other than themselves. 
 
    After all, who was she to decide a person’s fate? The power of life and death was not hers to serve out, Penny felt. She was not so naïve to realise that turning survivors away from shelter and safety was tantamount to a death sentence. 
 
    The two undesirables were greeted without prejudice. Luckily, Neil was back in the camp at the time, having brought back two caravans and another Land Rover with Andrew. Their set-up and plan was explained to the people around them. They did not introduce themselves until asked. 
 
    The female was called Chloe and had her hair pulled back tight and stuck down. She had big hoop earrings and was dripping with freshly looted jewellery. 
 
    The male was called Callum. He stooped and wouldn’t stand up straight. He couldn’t keep still, for that matter; he was constantly shuffling his feet or fidgeting with his face. His eyes were always scanning everything too. He had the look of a thief, decided Penny, and then silently chided herself for being judgemental. 
 
    Penny asked politely about their qualifications and experience. Her judgemental feelings burned brightly when she found that neither had ever worked or been educated past the compulsory stages. She couldn’t help it: She thought these two were bad news, both about twenty years old and utterly useless to the society of last month, let alone that of today. 
 
    They were allocated a caravan and invited to take some time to rest before they helped Andrew and the others load the supply lorry. They went into the store after a while and Penny thought that she might actually be wrong, and that they would help the group. 
 
    The couple brought back by Jimmy and Kev were her kind of people. They were in their late fifties; Cedric was retired and drove community ambulances part-time and his wife Maggie was a dinner lady. Both caravan enthusiasts, they had loaded up their own 4x4 and caravan and were gathering more supplies when Maggie literally bumped into Kev. There had been some initial screaming, but they came back to the camp and fitted in well. 
 
    Penny had busied herself with preparing food and looked up to see Andrew, Cedric, Leah, and Maggie struggling out of the shop with trolleys full of bottled water. She asked where Chloe and Callum were, and received timid shrugs all around. Clearly, something had happened and none of them wanted to say. 
 
    “Please tell me what happened,” Penny asked gently.  
 
    None of them wanted to say, to rock the boat, until Maggie finally blurted out that they asked them to help and the two just swore at them. “They haven’t lifted a finger,” she complained. 
 
    Penny smiled and told the four that they should take a break. 
 
    She marched into the store and eventually found Chloe and Callum in the alcohol aisle. Both were drunk and eating crisps as they sprawled on the floor in a sea of discarded cans and packets. 
 
    She stood in the aisle with her hands on her hips, waiting patiently for them to notice her. She saw them glance in her direction and both laughed. She drew herself up and loudly cleared her throat. This drew more giggles from them, so she stalked towards them and asked loudly, “What do you two think you are doing?” 
 
    “What?” said Callum, his voice dripping with scorn and disrespect. “We do what we want, yeah? What you gonna do? Fuck off, yeah.” 
 
    This made Chloe laugh and agree, “Step off, old lady.” 
 
    Both had that fake “street” accent that Penny had heard the more unfortunate children in her school use. Defeated, ridiculed, and irate, she paced angrily out of the shop and considered calling Neil back to deal with them. Without James and Kevin, she doubted she could force them to do anything, so she decided to wait until that night when Daniel returned. Hopefully. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Callum had never worked. He had never done anything to benefit anyone but himself, and what he did do usually hurt someone else but he never saw that as his problem. He had spent his life since his mid-teens in and out of young offenders’ institutes, and he saw prison as nothing but another “tour” where he met old friends. 
 
    He was a parasite, and Chloe was no better. They were thieves. Lazy people who believed that the world owed them everything, and if someone said no to them, then they threatened and intimidated them until they got their own way. 
 
    Their parasitic lifestyle was about to meet an abrupt end, and neither of them had the slightest inkling. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    As dinner was ready, Dan blessedly drove up towing a small army trailer. Penny walked to intercept him, and Neil joined her, having been briefed efficiently by her on their now resident squatters. They hadn’t seen Chloe or Callum since the incident, and assumed they were still inside. 
 
    Dan wasn’t given time to explain what had happened with his trip, but the new equipment didn’t go unnoticed. They quickly filled him in about their troublesome new additions, and Penny saw his face descend into anger. 
 
    “New rule: work together or get out. They’re leaving, now.” He turned to Neil and said, “No guns, I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    Dan unlocked the padlock on the trailer and threw in all his new equipment. He went to meet the impending confrontation carrying no weapons, but was armoured in a temper that neither Neil nor Penny had seen before. The temper was nothing new to him; he had learned to channel it, to focus it, to use it. He’d spent years dealing with scum like this, and now there were no disproportionate rules in place to protect them from him. 
 
    He stomped towards the shop, ignoring everyone on the way as his adrenaline-fuelled muscles tensed in anticipation. He rounded the entrance to see Andrew flat against the wall, white with fear, and a chav leaning up into his face. 
 
    “You,” Dan growled. “Put him down. Now.” 
 
    Every word from Dan dripped with threat. Callum was either very brave, drunk, or had no natural sense of self-preservation. 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you is, yeah?” he droned. A carving knife was produced in Callum’s left hand, and he tried his hardest to swagger in Dan’s direction. Had Dan still been carrying firearms, the situation would have formed differently, but Dan wanted this idiot to think he had the advantage, that Dan was yet another person he could bully and intimidate as he had his whole life. Andrew ran from the shop in panic. 
 
    “Where’s your slag?” Dan barked at Callum, stopping him in his tracks. 
 
    Rage contorted Callum’s face at the insult. The anger destabilised him, made him reckless, as Dan knew it would.  
 
    “Chloe!” Callum shouted, causing her to appear from around the corner with an armful of cigarette packets. “This fool thinks he’s a big man. He’s going to apologise for calling you a slag before I cut him up.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. She’s a slag, and you’re a little boy playing hard man. If you both leave now, I’ll let you go,” Dan said in a very matter-of-fact way. 
 
    He knew full well how this would play out, and he wanted it to be public. He wanted Callum to be shamed in front of the group, and he didn’t want to miss the opportunity to reinforce a learning point. 
 
    Dan was calm whereas Callum was shaking with anger. He turned his back on the boy with the blade and walked outside, where Andrew’s panicked flight had drawn a crowd. The whole group was there to watch, and as Dan looked along the line of scared and confused faces, Callum erupted from the shop, helpfully shouting in rage to tell Dan exactly where he was. Screams and shouts of alarm erupted from the group. 
 
    Dan stepped quickly to the side and kicked out at Callum’s knee as he passed. He dropped the knife and rolled around the floor, shocked and in pain. Dan walked around him, kicking the knife back to his grasp. Callum caught his breath, picked up the knife again in his left hand, and lunged for him. Dan blocked the lunge, driving a forearm into Callum’s chest, but Dan kept hold of him to stop him falling down. Dan pushed him away and told him again, “I gave you the chance to leave unhurt. What happens now is on your head.” 
 
    Callum changed tactic and started to slash wildly at Dan, who retreated one pace at a time until Callum went to cut down at him from height. Dan stepped in, blocking his arm with both hands and seizing Callum’s wrist painfully, forcing the hand to bend and stretching the ligaments tight. The pain and the loss of power in his grip made Callum drop the useless knife from his limp fingers. 
 
    Dan drove his left knee hard under Callum’s diaphragm, taking his legs out from under him. Dan kept hold of the wrist and hand and stepped into Callum, spinning him over his back and slamming him to the floor. As Callum went down, Dan turned and went to his knees with him, folding Callum’s left arm over his own arm and locking it off. He readjusted his position and leaned back, causing a crack to sound from Callum’s joints almost as loud as his scream. Callum went pale and fainted from the pain. 
 
    Chloe was still in the doorway, open-mouthed at what she had witnessed. She seemed unsure what to do, and as Dan stood and brushed his hands off, he fixed her with a look. 
 
    “Take one of the cars from the car park and leave. Now.”  
 
    She hesitated, looking between the writhing Callum and Dan. 
 
    “Believe me, I have a problem hitting a woman, but when it comes to the safety of these people, I will make an exception for you,” he said coldly. 
 
    Chloe snapped out of her trance and ran over to Callum. He had come around and was crying. She helped him up and half dragged him over to the car park. Neil, ever reliable, threw her a set of keys to an old Peugeot they had found on an unfortunate member of former shop staff and the group watched as they left. 
 
    A stunned silence still reigned over the group, and Dan realised they were all looking at him. He saw a mixture of smiles and looks of relief and gratitude, but also some shock and fear too. He was still fired up and didn’t think that now was the time for a speech, but he had to address the fears he saw before they grew into doubts about being part of the group. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he lied, “but I will go to any lengths to protect you all from people like that.” He gestured towards the fading sound of the Peugeot’s engine. “It had to be done that way. If they knew we had guns, they would be back to take them. We can’t afford to trust our safety and our future to people like that; they were nothing to society last week, and trust me, they are more of a drain now.” 
 
    He walked away, hopeful that he hadn’t gone too far in proving his point and removing a problem. He caught a look from Leah as he passed, and swore that she was hiding a grin. 
 
    Neil jogged and caught up with him, and he turned to see Penny walking briskly towards him. She had too much decorum to run. Neil was smiling, clearly impressed with the demonstration, but he could not be sure that Penny would be amused. 
 
    She stopped short of him, and straightened herself to imply formality. “You have my thanks for doing that. I agree that those people had no place here, but I must insist that you do not repeat such behaviour in front of Leah. She must not think that violence is the answer to problems.” 
 
    Dan was inclined to agree with her, but his heart was still beating fast. He rounded on her and drew himself up similarly. “Make no mistake, Penny, there are times when violence is the only solution. Without people here willing to put themselves out, we will all be dead within the year.” He softened, realising from her look that he had upset her. “I am sorry, genuinely. Not that I did it, but that some of the group would be scared by it. But don’t you see it also proves what I am willing to do to people who will try and hurt us?” 
 
    Penny swallowed, unwilling to provoke an argument to make her point any more clearly. “Yes, I understand. Dinner is waiting, and I have Leah keeping an eye on it. Please tell us how your trip went.” 
 
    Dan gestured for them to follow towards his new trailer. As he retrieved the key from his pocket, he told them the story of what happened at the camp. 
 
    “The soldier knew his business; if he wanted to kill me, I would never have known he was there. We need people like that, but he wouldn’t entertain joining us. He gave me these and told me never to come back.” He opened the trailer and shone his torch inside, resulting in a low whistle from Neil. Penny looked alarmed and her mouth hung open. 
 
    Dan retrieved his vest and carbine and locked the trailer again. He gave a spare key for the padlock to Neil and decided aloud on some more rules. 
 
    “Only selected people will carry firearms. We decide on who they are. As it is, I don’t want anyone but us touching any of these, and all the other weapons stay in here. Penny, you have a shotgun for emergencies here. Neil, I want you to keep your Glock with you at all times and take whatever you want from here when you go out. Other than that, nobody has the experience to use one of these, which makes anyone carrying one without any training more of a danger to themselves and others.” 
 
    Dan flashed back to a conversation he’d had with Jimmy the day they met, when he asked him about guns. Jimmy laughed, and said he’d be happier with a crowbar and a Kev. 
 
    Dan waited for a nod of agreement from both of them and walked away to his caravan. He heated some water on the stove and poured soap in a washing-up bowl. He stripped down and washed himself off, using the water to shave, as the stubble was itching. He decided he should probably just give up and grow a beard in the long term.  
 
    He dressed in fresh clothes, black combats, boots, and a black polo shirt. Feeling clean always made him feel more refreshed. Drinking a bottle of water, he came out to join the group, where Neil met him and introduced him to Cedric and Maggie. They had helpfully brought their own accommodation, and were towing it properly with a relatively new Discovery. It dawned on him that if this group had a sponsorship deal, it would definitely be with Land Rover. 
 
    Jimmy sidled up to him with a smirk on his face and two cups of coffee in his hands. Dan looked around, as it was rare to see Jimmy without Kev three paces behind him. He saw Kev playing with Leah, and Leah was helping him make something. The café area indoors would have been better for their purposes now, but the smell inside was unpleasant for any length of time. To settle down here would be a bad move, he thought, so he pushed that out of his head. 
 
    Jimmy asked outright, “Where’d you learn kung fu?” which disarmed the serious nature of the question.  
 
    Dan shrugged, not wanting to sound like a geek and explain the difference between different martial arts disciplines. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad I never tried to do you with that crowbar when we met. Cheers.” Jimmy raised his coffee cup to Dan’s and left him in peace, realising that he wasn’t going to get any more answers than he already hadn’t. 
 
    Dinner was a quiet affair, with Penny calling order to the evening meeting as they tucked into their tinned peaches straight from the cans. 
 
    “I think we can all agree that today has been a little stressful.” That raised a few chuckles, and Dan thought that the group had accepted what he had done as a part of their new world. “I’d like to formally welcome Cedric and Maggie to our fold.” Nods and smiles all around. “I know this may sound a little official, and the temptation is to break from the bonds of normal life, but I think it very prudent to maintain as much order as we can. We are hoping to build a cooperative society, and not a dictatorship.” She smiled in a self-effacing way to show that she meant it as a joke, but seriously at the same time. “I’d like to hear from everyone as to their progress and ideas if that’s OK? James and Kevin, how are we faring on the scavenging side?” She invested the word with a bit of theatre, again to detract from the seriousness. 
 
    “All good, Penny,” replied Jimmy. “Working our way through the places marked for emptying. More hands would mean quicker work. We could do with another lorry too, if anyone sees one.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Penny. “Everyone keep your eyes peeled for a large goods vehicle we can borrow. Neil,” she said, moving on, “engineering?” 
 
    Never one to miss an opportunity to showcase, Neil stood and saluted lazily. In the languid style of a privileged young military officer educated at Eton, he said, “Yah, I’ve got a few hundred litres of diesel in jerrycans. More fuel cans are needed, but I’d prefer a trailer tanker. Nothing too big, you understand.” A few laughs came from the captive audience for his perfect delivery of the character. Satisfied with having lightened the mood, he continued in his normal voice, sitting down, “Seriously, though, fuel isn’t a problem right now. When we have more people and vehicles on the fleet, so to speak, I’ll need to go further afield. We’ve got plenty of petrol to run the master keys too.”  
 
    The master keys were what Neil referred to as the disc cutters – an accurate description when used in that capacity, Dan thought. 
 
    “Daniel?” Penny invited, unsure whether to mention his excursion. 
 
    Dan decided not to keep too many secrets from the group. “I’ve recovered weapons and ammunition to arm a few people well. My hope is to recruit more people with the necessary skills to do what I do, and to protect the group when I’m not here.” Based on what they’d seen earlier, no arguments were raised. “If anyone has experience with weapons, I’ll consider if they should have a gun.” 
 
    Again, no arguments. 
 
    “OK,” said Penny, “does anyone else have any ideas they would like to suggest?” 
 
    Cedric cleared his throat. “I’d like to suggest that I make a trip to some camping stores. I have an idea to set up some chemical toilets if that’s OK?” 
 
    It was agreed that this was a good idea.  
 
    Dan thought that now was a good time to suggest the idea he had. “I’ve been thinking about a permanent site.” That got everyone’s attention, as he felt that they might be getting accustomed to life in a Morrisons car park. “There are prisons nearby that I think would be a viable option. There is a farm there which could sustain us long term if we had more people. I want to check it out tomorrow and I could do with an extra pair of hands to take notes for me.” He looked at Leah and she beamed, looking to Penny and pleading for permission with her big eyes. 
 
    “Very well, young lady. Early bed for you then.”  
 
    Leah skipped off, happy for the first time ever to be sent to bed early. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE GRANGE 
 
    They rose early. Dan emerged to find the water boiling, rain falling gently, and Leah shuffling her feet with excitement. 
 
    “Morning,” he said. “Have you got your bag packed?” 
 
    Leah dashed off and returned with a rucksack. She had bottles of water and snacks to last a few days, as well as a new notepad and pens. She was wearing her new walking boots and trousers, with her waterproof over a T-shirt. 
 
    “OK then, get some breakfast and do your teeth. We’ll set off soon.” 
 
    Dan walked over to see Cedric topping off his tank. Maggie was going with him, which didn’t seem negotiable. Cedric planned to find a trailer and bring back the chemical toilets and associated things. Dan talked him through what to do if they encountered anyone: If they were friendly, then bring them back; if not, stay well clear. He gave them a local map and asked them to mark anything they thought was worth scavenging. 
 
    Neil was planning to stay local again, as agreed; the industrial estate was turning out to be a gold mine, and he was planning to find more vehicles for carrying what he found. He was getting ready to head out with Jimmy and Kev to get them a new lorry for their day’s work. 
 
    Andrew was standing close to Penny, clearly struggling with having to do physical labour but lacking the temperament to argue or complain. Penny was listing off the things he should prioritise loading today. The list was shorter, as he was working alone. 
 
    Dan packed his bag after breakfast and filled his flask with coffee. As an afterthought, he wandered into the shop and grabbed two bags of sweets for the car. He noticed a car charger for an iPhone too and picked one up. 
 
    He donned his vest, checked his weapons, and got into the Land Rover. Leah was there in a flash and jumped in the passenger’s side. He produced the sweets, and her eyes lit up – it hadn’t dawned on her that she no longer had to wait for permission to have things now, and she was happy. He gave her the car charger for her phone and she was so excited that she struggled to open it. Dan had to use his knife to get through the packaging, and she plugged it in, desperately watching the screen for it to come to life. 
 
    As he drove off, he saw Penny. She mouthed Be careful! at him and he nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    About two miles down the road, Leah’s phone came to life, and she checked for messages. That hadn’t dawned on her yet either. 
 
    “It won’t work, chick. Just leave it plugged in so you can play games later, OK?” 
 
    She reluctantly put it down and paid attention to where they were going. They arrived in about ten minutes at the large pub Dan had painted. He saw that Leah looked at everything, but never seemed to nag with questions. He didn’t know if she was like that before or not. 
 
    They drove into the turning for the prisons, and saw that the landscape opened up. A farm was visible at the top of the hill and looked very promising. Despite having lived on a farm as a child, he didn’t know much about how one should be run. He really could have done with his dad right now. 
 
    He avoided going to the large prison, as he knew it would be sealed up tight without power. Instead, he drove down to the old manor house, converted to a prison years ago. This was the open prison, where the lower-risk people saw out the end of their sentences. He drove slowly down the picturesque driveway until he came to a barrier, and much to Leah’s amusement, he drove straight through it, snapping it off. 
 
    The Grange itself was a lovely building. He knew it had beds for a couple of hundred people, kitchens, stores, and even a gym. Combine that with the farm and the workshop, and they could live comfortably with enough people to do all the necessary jobs. Now for the difficult part. 
 
    “Leah, I need you to wait in the car.” She looked disappointed, like it was the end of the world all over again. “I mean it, doors locked, and you hang on the horn if you see anything. OK?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I’ve seen dead bodies already, you know,” she added petulantly. 
 
    Dan decided a bit more honesty was in order. “Me too. I’ve seen lots, but I didn’t see any until I was a few years older than you, and I’ve never seen – or smelled – two hundred of them in one building. End of.” That got no further argument from her.  
 
    He got out and she locked the doors. He chambered a round in the M4 and applied the safety, then checked the chamber of the Glock and holstered it. 
 
    He walked up to the front door; there was no need for stealth because he didn’t want to surprise anyone. He found it unlocked. He walked in and looked to his right where the security office was. Looking at the in/out ledger there, he saw no activity for nearly a week. He imagined that the virus, or whatever it was that wiped everyone out, would have spread very quickly in here. The whiteboard in the office gave a roll call of one hundred and eighty inmates, written directly above the body of a dead prison officer who was starting to smell. 
 
    He walked through the lower floor, going room to room, and found only another half a dozen bodies. He went back outside to check on Leah and found her playing on her phone. She took a while to notice him and looked guilty when she saw him staring at her from ten feet away. 
 
    “If you’re with me, eyes open. Play later, understood?” She did. He told her he was going back in and to follow the same rules. 
 
    Heading upstairs, he cleared the other rooms, floor by floor. Some were locked, but a set of keys retrieved from the office downstairs let him through everywhere. The bonus was that nearly all the locks fit a certain pattern of key, so there were only really a few to choose from. 
 
    In total, Dan counted fewer than eighty bodies. He imagined that as soon as there wasn’t enough staff to stop the flow, most who weren’t already sick would have abandoned ship at the first opportunity.  
 
    This place will be perfect, he thought. It had everything they needed to sustain them. It just needed clearing, cleaning, and repopulating. 
 
    He jogged back outside to the Land Rover to find Leah doing her best impression of a meerkat. 
 
    He decided to check out the farm, and as he turned the car around in the ornate turning circle in front of the building, Leah asked what notes she should make. 
 
    “Perfect. Kitchens, bedrooms, storage, gym, farm. Needs clearing. Seventy plus. Petrol and a trailer.” 
 
    Leah wrote it all down in neat handwriting, as best as she could in a moving car, and asked Dan to repeat it until she had it all down. He saw a concrete fenced area which looked like an unused tennis court about a quarter mile from the house. 
 
    “Tennis court for fire disposal,” he said to Leah, nodding at her notebook. 
 
    The farm was perfect too. It had a few tractors and trailers, and other heavy equipment like a telescopic forklift as well. Not like the small factory ones, but a huge four-wheel-drive, rough-terrain one. 
 
    He heard pained bellowing from one of the sheds, and saw that a dozen cows were shut in. He looked around and found that the nearest field was empty. He asked Leah if she was OK with animals, and she shrugged, eager to get out of the car. They opened the gates and let the cows into the field. They would be useful in the future, but not if they starved to death in the sheds. The water troughs were full, topped up with the rain, and the cows eagerly pushed in to get a drink. He did the same with the penned pigs – those that still lived – and put them in a muddy pen outside. He found feed and scattered it for the pigs; the cows were happy with the plentiful grass. 
 
     A large chicken shed with outside runs held plenty of birds too. He placed empty buckets in all of the outside pens to collect rainwater. A few chickens had died, and Dan collected them up and threw them into the pigpen. Best not explain that one to Leah. He did the same with all the eggs too. 
 
    It was better than he had hoped for again. He just needed people who knew how to run a small farm. They drove back to the main prison building and took the route behind the manor house. There were sports fields behind, another outbuilding which looked like a classroom, and the remains of the previous manor that looked to have subsided long before he was born. The gym was a separate building set by the large woodland and was well equipped, as he expected a prison gym to be. He asked Leah to note that two needed recovering from there. 
 
    “Two dead bodies in the gym, got it,” she said, writing. So much for shielding her from all this, then. 
 
    They followed a dirt track past the gym that led to a very large lake. Dan didn’t have a fishing permit like the signs stated were mandatory, but he also doubted that anyone around cared any more. 
 
    They sat by the lake, which also had an abundance of Canada geese, and ate their snacks. He moved to sit on the bonnet of the Land Rover and lit a smoke to complement his coffee. 
 
    “What do you think then, kid?” he asked Leah. 
 
    She opened her notebook and said, “Perfect location. Bedrooms, kitchens, storage and a gym. About seventy bodies to carry to the tennis court to be burned. Farm has cows, chickens, and pigs. Gym needs clearing and the lake has fish and geese.” She smiled at Dan, eager for praise. 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, “but do you like it?” 
 
    “It’ll do,” she said with a smile. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RECRUITMENT DRIVE 
 
      
 
    After an hour walking around the manor grounds and checking all the smaller buildings, they returned to the Land Rover just as Leah was starting to flag a little. She got in and started on the sweets. 
 
    They decided to recce a bit further afield and drove on towards the next town where Dan had found Kev and Jimmy. They went slow, and twice Leah scared the life out of him by shouting when she saw something. So far, they had seen a couple of vehicles they wanted – another lorry with a tail lift, and a transit tipper. Dan wanted that for loading dead bodies into and emptying the rotting cargo onto the tennis court where he planned to burn them, but again he thought it best to leave out the details for Leah. The tipper was in a small commercial van lot, which was marked on the map as a priority. 
 
    As he was looking through the windows of the small portacabin office, he heard the Defender’s horn sound once. He sprinted back, carbine raised and switched to semi-automatic. He saw Leah pointing frantically ahead of her at two people in the distance. They seemed frozen still, and Dan raised the M4 to see them through the 4x optic. 
 
    A man and a woman were squinting towards him, trying to figure out the sound they had heard. The girl obviously had the better eyesight, as she made out Dan pointing a gun at them first. She turned and fled, the man confused but following her regardless. 
 
    He swore to himself. Mental note: find some small binoculars. He started the Land Rover and sped off in the direction they had run. Leah was bombarding him with questions, all of which he ignored as he scanned around him for signs of where they went. He reached a T-junction at the end of the road. A choice he’d been faced with many times over his years of chasing people was ahead. 
 
    “Left or right? Left or right?” he repeated. Better to make a choice and have a fifty/fifty chance of being right than hesitate too long and guarantee failure. 
 
    “Left,” said Leah, pointing helpfully left. 
 
    “Can you see them?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Downhill,” she said. “You don’t run away uphill,” she said, explaining basic logic to an experienced hunter of people. 
 
    He didn’t have time to be impressed, which he was, but tore off left, accelerating hard and kicking himself for missing the obvious. Target focus: schoolboy error. He saw a flash of movement on the left side, just as Leah called out, “There!!” 
 
    The girl had sharp eyes. The two had indeed run downhill, and when they had heard the car coming after them, they had decided to jump a garden wall and try to hide. 
 
    Dan skidded the Land Rover to a stop and went to get out. Leah stopped him by flapping her right arm at him. 
 
    “Don’t scare them. Let me talk,” she said with a maturity that surprised him. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re moody and you look a bit scary,” she replied with devastating honesty. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, “just wind the window down though.” 
 
    Leah held down the electric window button. 
 
    “Hi,” she tried. It was almost funny, as an obvious pair of shoes were visible sticking out from behind the bins. 
 
    “We are nice! Honestly,” she called out again. “We want people to come and join our camp. I’m only twelve and they look after me. I know he looks scary; he scared me when I first saw him, but he’s the one who protects us.” 
 
    Dan held his breath for a while, until his patience snapped and he went to get out. He stopped, seeing the two emerge from their hiding place. 
 
    The girl came first, tentatively followed by the male. They both looked mid-twenties and terrified. Leah reassured her, telling her it was OK. 
 
    “Please,” the girl said, “my friend, he have accident. Very bad.” Her English was heavily accented and sounded Eastern European. She had dark hair in thick curls and a slightly olive-skinned complexion. The male behind stepped forward; he looked very nervous. 
 
    “It’s true,” he blurted out fast, “our mate got hit on the head by a crate that fell off the shelves.” He sounded like a local. He looked thin, a bit scruffy with off-the-poster tattoos on both forearms. “We were going to the pharmacy to get bandages and stuff.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Dan. 
 
    “The shop, down from here,” said the girl, pointing back towards where he had first seen them. 
 
    “Not the pharmacy. Where is your mate?” He knew where the pharmacy was; he had emptied it the other day with Jimmy and Kev. 
 
    “We can show you,” said the male. 
 
    Dan gave this careful consideration, as he had Leah with him. He couldn’t ask her to keep a gun on them, nor could he cover them and drive. He had to choose whether to trust them or not. 
 
    “Get in,” he said. “Throw those bags into the back.” 
 
    As they climbed in, he unfastened the Velcro strap of the holster on his vest for easier access should he need the gun. 
 
    Leah smiled at him, completely unaware of the risk he had just taken for them both. 
 
    “I am Ana,” said the girl. “This Kyle,” she said, pointing to the man. Her accent made her pronounce Kyle as Keel. 
 
    “Dan. Leah,” he said, gesturing to them in turn. “Where is your friend?” 
 
    They drove for a few minutes, taking lefts and rights on Ana’s direction. They arrived at a small Sainsbury’s store, not a supermarket but a smaller shop. Dan spent as much time watching them in the rear-view mirror as he did looking forwards. 
 
    “There’s five of us,” said Kyle, who seemed either wary or in awe of Dan. “John tried to get something down from the stockroom this morning. We found him out cold after we heard the crash.” 
 
    Dan stopped the car and the two new passengers got out. He didn’t know whether to make Leah wait in the car again, but decided he wanted her in his sight instead. 
 
    They followed Ana and Kyle through the shop to an office where John was laid out on the floor covered with a blanket. He was breathing in short, shallow snores. Two other people, another man and woman, were kneeling at either side of him. 
 
    “What happened? How long has he been like this?” Dan asked as he walked in. The two unknowns looked shocked to see a heavily armed man burst in and bark questions. He took one look at the head wound on John and turned to Leah, handing her the Land Rover keys. 
 
    “My bag in the boot. Open the top, take out the separate bag. Go now.” She ran off, taking the keys. Dan looked to Ana, who silently followed her. 
 
    Kyle answered the questions. 
 
    “A box of tins fell and hit him in the head. He’s been like that for about five hours.” It seemed like they had just dragged him into the office where he now lay and were waiting for him to wake up. 
 
    Dan clipped the torch off the front mount of the carbine and slung the gun round on his back. He called John’s name loudly in his face and got no response. He opened his right eye, then his left, shining the torch in both before moving it away and repeating. 
 
    Bad news. John’s pupils were unevenly dilated, and neither responded to the bright LED light shone into them. He had seen this before, head injuries where people seemed dead drunk or totally sound asleep but they were never going to wake again. He felt down John’s upper body, and stopped when he felt crunching in John’s spine at the bottom of his neck. 
 
    Dan was no consultant, but he was experienced enough to know that John had a possible broken neck, and was likely brain-dead from the impact. He had no idea how to deliver this news to three people he didn’t know, so he busied himself by continuing to check him over. Even a month ago, with CT scans and neurosurgeons, he doubted whether John would have survived this accident. John had wet himself at some point; the smell of dried urine burned Dan’s throat. 
 
    Leah burst back in carrying Dan’s trauma kit, and he took it and applied a fresh dressing to John’s head to cover some time. 
 
    “OK, let’s give him some air,” he said with authority. He always found that with people who had little or no first aid knowledge, if you gave them firm commands, they did as they were told. 
 
    The six of them who were still alive stepped out into the shop. Dan opened a can of coke from the now useless chiller and drank deeply. 
 
    “I’m Dan, and this is Leah. We’re from a group a little way away, and we’re looking for other survivors. We’ve met Ana and Kyle…” He trailed off, looking at the other two who hadn’t been introduced. 
 
    The female seemed to wake up first. “I’m Lexi,” she said. 
 
    Everyone looked at the male, who eventually said, “Ian.” 
 
    Silence hung over them for a few seconds. Dan didn’t know how to tell them that John was effectively dead and would never wake up. Ana started with their story, how she had been wandering around until she met Ian and John. Kyle turned up the day after, and Lexi only last night. Dan tried to steer the conversation towards their previous lives, feeling a little mercenary, as he was trying to find out how useful they were to the group. 
 
    Ana had emigrated from Romania last year. She spoke Russian and English, and worked in a factory. She loved being in the UK, up until nearly a week ago. Leah was quick to interrupt and ask why she didn't speak Romanian, but learned that where she came from they spoke Russian. 
 
    Kyle worked in a supermarket and Lexi was a retail manager. 
 
    Ian was a lorry driver – finally, someone useful – but he seemed almost catatonic. 
 
    Most annoyingly, John owned a central heating and electrical company. Just my luck, thought Dan. 
 
    He finished his coke and packed up his trauma kit. 
 
    “Pop that away for me, please?” he asked Leah nicely. She skipped off and Dan straightened to address the four strangers. 
 
    “Bad news, I’m afraid. John has a broken neck and the head injury has caused permanent damage.” He got nothing but blank looks in return. “John has no brain function. Even if we had a brain surgeon and a fully working hospital, he is still effectively dead.” 
 
    They seemed to take it well. Nobody seemed affected at all, but then again, none of them had known him for more than a few days. 
 
    Dan continued, “I want you all to come with us. There are seven of us, maybe more by the time we get back, and we have good supplies. What’s more, we have a permanent site lined up.” 
 
    Leah walked back in before any of them could answer. She sensed that grown-up talk had just happened while she was out, and she looked at Dan waiting to be brought up to speed. When no immediate answer came, she asked, “How many are coming with us, then?” 
 
    He liked Leah’s ice-breaking techniques. 
 
    “I’m in,” said Kyle. 
 
    “I want come with you,” Ana said to Leah, smiling. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lexi. 
 
    Dan looked at Ian, who still seemed in shock. “Ian, we really could do with someone who can drive the heavy stuff. You coming?” 
 
    Ian slowly looked up at Dan, and then glanced to where John was. 
 
    “Yeah,” he croaked, “but what about John?” 
 
    They all filled their bags with whatever they could. Dan had to put one of the boot seats down to have enough space to drive the six of them back. He was the last out of the shop, and thanks to the suppressor, nobody had heard the single shot that gave John peace. 
 
    Some truths were easy to ignore nowadays. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOUSE MOVING 
 
    Their contingent of six got back to camp in the late afternoon. Lexi was the most alert and capable of them, so she drove the tipper van after Dan had opened the door and got the keys. Introductions were made to Penny and Andrew. Then Neil and his new recruit, when he rolled back in minus the fanfare he was hoping for. He was towing a small tanker trailer – a thousand litres, he bragged – behind another off-road-prepared Defender. Both were found tucked away on the industrial estate, and he was emphatic about their newly acquired fuel-storing capability. 
 
    Cedric and Maggie had returned, and not only had they set up the toilets, but they had also cleared out the covered trolley bay and erected a series of individual tents too. Cedric had left the trailer he had used to carry the equipment by the covered area. Hopefully Dan thought this was in preparation for moving. 
 
    Amazingly, their numbers had almost doubled in a day; Dan and Leah had brought back Ana, Kyle, Ian, and Lexi. 
 
    Cedric and Maggie had found a teenage boy and a woman in her thirties. Liam was seen walking along the road, and Kate drove up to them in the most unlikely of vehicles. Liam seemed only to mourn the loss of his Xbox, but Kate was a find of pure platinum. The group now had a paramedic in their own well-equipped ambulance. She was fit – a runner, Dan reckoned – and shared his sense of rebuilding society. Dan made a point of taking her aside and asking for a second opinion on John’s symptoms, just in case he had been wrong. Luckily, she agreed, and he gave her the heads-up that she may be asked the same question after what he had done. 
 
    She had a very pragmatic sense of duty, and now that the law didn’t apply, her views on euthanasia were no longer unpopular or deemed too liberal. She was tattooed, pierced, and, Dan strongly suspected, a lesbian. Nothing seemed to shock her, which he could only see as a plus point. 
 
    Neil had found himself a friend, a lad in his late teens who called himself Jay. Jay’s dad had owned a landscape gardening business and he had seen his fair share of trees felled. 
 
    Dan’s mental notepad was being scribbled on furiously. 
 
    Jimmy and Kev returned about an hour later in a new lorry. Sandwiched in the middle seat between them was another young man, Adam. 
 
    Adam was in the bathroom-fitting business. The family business as was, and he seemed a fit and healthy addition. 
 
    Penny had prepared another large meal of something Dan barely recognised as macaroni and cheese. Everyone ate and sat talking. An air of actual happiness had overtaken them with the new arrivals. After dinner, Penny called for some hush. 
 
    “Welcome to our new members. We are so thoroughly grateful to have you here.” Noises of agreement came from the group. “I never thought I’d say this, but we are suddenly short on living space!” A few laughs from the circle. “James and Kevin, as agreed, you two will move into shared accommodation with Daniel and Neil.” 
 
    Kev looked at Jimmy and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    Jimmy quietly said to him, “We’re sleeping in their caravan.” Kev smiled and nodded, leaning around to smile at Dan. 
 
    “Liam, Jay, you two will take James and Kevin’s former caravan with Adam and Kyle.” All those mentioned by name looked around and nodded. “Andrew, if you could please welcome Ian?” Nods of agreement were exchanged. “Leah and I will accommodate Lexi and Ana.”  
 
    With sleeping arrangements sorted, Penny carried on. “Now, normal business will be suspended tomorrow morning until we have met to discuss our plans, so everyone must feel free to have a small drink and have a slightly later night. I say we have all earned it to get this far.” She stood, and Dan thought she might have had a couple of those sherries while cooking. 
 
    “We have all of us lost a great deal,” Penny continued. “Let us not think of loss, but consider our gains. We have all gained a new family in each other. May that family grow and prosper. Cheers!” 
 
    They drank. Leah was asleep in the chair before long, and Dan carried her into her caravan. He loaded and unloaded the magazines for his guns, ran a scrap of oiled cleaning cloth tied to the end of a piece of wire through the M4, and locked the carbine away before joining Neil in another journey to the bottom of a bottle. 
 
    He woke early, in desperate need to pee. Despite their new toilet setup, he went to the side of the building as before and pissed noisily against the wall. He decided that Neil was a bad influence, which would probably ruin his liver. He was never much of a drinker before; he would drink after rugby matches and always had drinks in at home, but he was never that much of a social drinker. He’d stopped going out to get drunk over fifteen years ago. Maybe the apocalypse was making him alcoholic. 
 
    “Who gives a fuck?” he croaked in answer to his own unasked question. 
 
    Others were starting to surface, and he saw Penny boiling a kettle and holding her head in obvious discomfort. He knew that look, and he knew that a strong cup of tea would do nothing for it. 
 
    When they eventually gathered, all with the exception of Leah, and sat around eating breakfast bars and drinking hot drinks, Dan decided to rouse his new assistant to help with the presentation. He banged on the door of the caravan and called her. “Leah, I need you and your notebook out here.” 
 
    She surprised him by appearing within ten seconds. She was wearing pyjamas, had her hair mussed over her face, and stomped off to the toilets in her unlaced walking boots. She returned and sat down with a carton of fruit juice, producing her notebook. “Continue,” she said to him sarcastically. 
 
    “OK, everyone, listen up. As some of you know, Leah and I went to check out a permanent site yesterday. Leah, what did we learn?” 
 
    Leah cleared her throat and said, “A prison. A big posh house prison and not like the telly. It has lots of bedrooms and offices and storerooms and a kitchen. There’s a gym and a lake with fish and geese. There’s a farm too, and we let the cows and the pigs and the chickens out.” 
 
    Nobody spoke, but some hangovers were shaken a little clearer by the succinct intelligence report coming from the youngest person there. 
 
    “There are around eighty bodies to be cleared. Dan thinks we need a trailer and some petrol. The tennis court is the best –” 
 
    “Long story short,” said Dan to cut her off, acutely aware of the cold, furious stare he was receiving from Penny, “the location is –” 
 
    “Perfect,” interrupted Leah. Dan looked hard at her without speaking. “Continue,” she said again, with a lavish gesture to him. 
 
    Cheeky cow, he thought. “Anyway, yes. It’s perfect. However, it needs a couple of days’ work to clear it and clean it. We have all the materials we need for that right here, but I think this should be our top priority as of now.” 
 
    Nobody raised an objection, so he pressed on, taking the silence for consent. “All the food in there that is going off, and all the stuff in the bags over there,” he said, gesturing to the store and to the pile of black bags removed over the last few days, “need to be taken to the farm, where it is feed for the pigs and chickens. We also need as many strong hands, and strong stomachs, as can manage the clearance of the building. The quicker we do this, the quicker we live under a roof again. Any objections?” 
 
    There were none. Dan almost forgot that Penny had declared an unofficial bank holiday and was about to set people off to work until he remembered. “We start the day after tomorrow, then!” 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOBODY EXPECTS THE INQUISITION 
 
    That afternoon, when people had slept a little longer, washed, and rehydrated, Penny began to call the new arrivals in for a deeper background check. 
 
    She invited Dan, Neil, and Jimmy to accompany her, and Dan was surprised to see Kate on the interview panel with them. Penny seemed to have selected a Head of Medical Services. 
 
    She started explaining the rules of the group, and asked each new person to account for their actions since the “incident.” 
 
    Ninety-nine per cent of life was wiped out, and Penny still refused to use emotive language. 
 
    The questioning went on, and covered employment history, qualifications, vocational experience, and strangely, a new category had appeared in the interviews: “What would you like to be in the new society?” 
 
    Kate was exempt from this, unless, as Dan suspected, it had already been done privately. As the respective heads of department (Medical, Base Camp, Operations, and Engineering), they spoke to each person in turn until everyone in camp knew what was going on. A small queue formed as they were speaking to the first person: Kyle. 
 
    Kyle had GCSEs. He worked a checkout. He couldn’t drive. He had no injuries or illnesses. Kyle wanted to be a Ranger and have a gun, but he offered no previous experience to support this and was assigned to assist Jimmy’s scavenging teams. He was unhappy with it, but he didn’t argue. 
 
    Ana had no formal qualifications. She worked on a factory line. She could not drive. She was fit and well. She raised livestock with her family before coming to the UK. Ana was temporarily assigned to the base camp, with a view to her tending their new livestock very soon. The rules of this were simple: Keep the animals alive. 
 
    Lexi was a deputy manager at Primark. She had a Higher National Diploma in Business Studies. She could drive. She was healthy. She had kept fit by learning jujitsu every week, and had even competed a few times. She was a former Army Cadet with experience with firearms and went running regularly. Dan agreed to assess her firearms skills, so Lexi was assigned to Ops as a potential Ranger as per her wishes. 
 
    Ian had come round significantly from yesterday. He could drive pretty much anything on wheels. He also knew a lot about solar panels, as he worked for a company that distributed them. 
 
    “It’s amazing how much you pick up about stuff when you’re waiting three hours to unload it,” he joked. 
 
    Neil snapped Ian up straight away: A lorry driver who could get them hot water and electricity from solar panels in the long run? He was assigned to engineering, effective immediately. 
 
    Adam was a tiler and knew a lot about plumbing too. He drove a large van most days. He was a bit of a fitness fanatic. Jimmy took him as driver for a second scavenging team with Kyle, and promised him training on using the master keys. 
 
    Jay was taken by Penny to be “man about the house.” He was qualified to use a chainsaw, and Dan thought that he was either going to end up as an enormous lumberjack, or he would have to find a log-splitting machine with all the wood he would have to chop. 
 
    Liam was a sullen youth, constantly moaning about the lack of electricity. The fact was, they had generators and could power televisions and the like. Nobody seemed to want to, though, and there seemed no point in using up a limited resource just to keep Liam happy. He was hard work. He was nearing his GCSE exams and would never actually finish high school now. 
 
    Liam wanted to be anything that had a gun, so Dan objected to him on principle. 
 
    “It’s a burden. A heavy one, not a toy,” Dan warned, but he could tell he was trying to lecture someone who had grown up playing Call of Duty and probably thought he could shoot. Takes more than your thumbs, kid, Dan thought. 
 
    Liam was allocated to be under Andrew’s – the newly appointed Head of Supplies – care. Liam would have to learn to take stock inventory. 
 
    When they had finished, Penny recapped and produced her notes to the others: 
 
    Operations 
 
    Dan – First Ranger  
 
    Ranger (proposed: requires assessment and training) – Lexi 
 
    Engineering 
 
    Neil (Head)   
 
    Ian 
 
    Cedric – vehicle and fuel recovery 
 
    Logistics 
 
    James (Head) and Kevin – team 1 
 
    Adam and Kyle – team 2 
 
    Agriculture/Horticulture 
 
    Ana – livestock maintenance 
 
    Maggie – vegetable grower 
 
    Medical 
 
    Kate (Head) 
 
    Catering 
 
    NEED A COOK! (Penny in the interim) 
 
    Leah - helping 
 
    Jay - general 
 
    Supplies/Inventory 
 
    Andrew (Head), Liam as apprentice. 
 
      
 
    The new heads of department looked over her notes. Dan noticed she had put herself in as the temporary cook; however, it was very clear that she was the head of the group in most ways. They discussed whether they should wait where they were for a few more days or start clearing the prison as soon as possible. Dan pointed out that the sooner they moved the bodies, the easier and better. Kate seconded him; as a paramedic, she would have seen the results of bodies in various states of decay. 
 
    Dan claimed ownership of Ops, Engineering, and Logistics to clear the buildings. Penny agreed to follow with the caravans and supplies and everyone else to set up their new home the next day; she just wanted more time to load supplies. The only objection to this was that Kate offered to help with the clearance. Nobody argued against that. They parted, agreeing to take the rest of the day off and tell everyone that evening. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MAD MAX 
 
    That afternoon, Dan took Lexi out a few miles away to discuss her training and sight their guns. She had fired a handgun once, and had plenty of experience at shooting rifles on ranges. He ran through the basics of the role of a Ranger. He was making it up as he went along, trying to remember it for the next time. He broke down and built up an M4 in front of her, equipping it with the same 4x zoom optic as he used. He gave her the rifle, like his own weapon but with a slightly longer barrel with no vertical foregrip or suppressor, as she seemed more comfortable with it. 
 
    The Sig was a harder weapon to handle than the Glock, so he instructed her with his own gun; it was easier to use with smaller hands. They went into the industrial estate and he set up targets at ten and twenty feet. She was about 60 per cent accurate at twenty feet, which was good enough for him. He took the opportunity to sight his own M4 as she did hers. She remembered how, despite the years since she had held a firearm. Adjustments were made, and Dan saw she was eight for ten at what he guessed was a 150-metre range. Pretty damn good. 
 
    He kitted her out with one of the body armour vests, having to tighten it up as far as it would go, as Lexi had narrow shoulders and a fairly flat chest. He gave her the Glock and the spare magazines, and showed her how to load and unload them to ease the springs. 
 
    He ran through primary weapon failures and having to go to the secondary and reloading. He gave her a rucksack and a list of what she should take every time she went out, finally adding a couple of knives to her kit. 
 
    As he went over the rules for different scenarios with her at the armoury trailer, he stripped, oiled, and rebuilt a Sig to replace the gun he had given to Lexi. He loaded three magazines, set two of them neatly in place on his vest, and slapped the third one home in the gun. He racked the topslide to chamber a round. Looking at Lexi, he thought he should probably loot some black clothing for her too so that they didn’t look too different. Uniforms, no matter how bizarre the situation, had a psychological effect on people. 
 
    As he was running through map skills and what kinds of buildings and vehicles to mark, she held up a finger to shush him and looked sharply to her left. Dan heard it at the same time and snapped into action. Unmistakably a motorbike, and what sounded like a person shouting and screaming like they were drunk or deranged. Dan decided to leave the Land Rover where it was, and they both approached on foot as fast as they could. Between them, they had nearly three hundred rounds of 5.56 ready to fire on full auto, and that was before they even used their pistols. Whatever it was they were hearing was unlikely to be a threat to them. He hoped. 
 
    As they neared the sound, they could hear a voice pleading for help. The word no was being screamed through sobs of pain, mostly drowned out by the motorbike. 
 
    Dan held his hand up and they both stopped. He saw a fixed steel ladder running up the side of a building with a flat roof, and pointed it out to Lexi. She nodded, slung her rifle, and ran to climb it. He knew she had a more than average chance of hitting anything she saw within a short distance and felt more secure having some top cover. When she reached the flat roof, Dan readied his carbine and rounded the corner at a crouch, knees bent and walking fast. 
 
    What he saw horrified him. A young man was riding a dirt bike around an older man. The older man was covered in cuts, and the rider was enjoying himself riding past the older man and making slices through his clothes with a machete not unlike Dan’s. This kind of Mad Max shit made Dan very angry; people like that had such an ignorant understanding of anarchy – they thought it was a free ticket to rape. To maim those weaker. To prey on others. 
 
    The older man was trying desperately to protect a younger female by shielding her with his body. Dan would see no more of this man’s blood spilled, so he flicked the safety catch to auto and fired three short bursts at the motorcyclist. Fuck the verbal warning, he thought with a savage flash of remembered anger; that was for a world with barristers who called you a murderer for doing your job. 
 
    The initial burst blew dust from the gravel in front of the bike. The second strafed up the front wheel and onto the instruments, and the last caught the man with three or four rounds from thigh to neck. The bike toppled instantly and stalled. By the time Dan reached the scene, still watching his target through optic and moving forward in a semi-crouch, the biker had died. Dan was just in time to see the last few weak spurts of arterial blood pulse from the ragged hole the bullet had torn in his neck. 
 
    Dan safetied and slung his M4 and bent down to the body. It looked like a fairly normal young man, not some crazed biker psychopath. Dan always believed that some people were just born bad, and this was one of them, just waiting for a situation to arise where he could throw off the bonds of acceptability, remove his mask of a normal person, and hurt other people for fun. Dan despised him, and felt no remorse for having ended his life without warning. 
 
    A scream from behind him made him spin around and drop to one knee. The hysterical girl who was being protected by the now unconscious and bleeding man had seen another would-be rapist enter the yard on another motorbike. Dan was thirty feet away, probably too far to be effective with the Sig, which he had never fired before, but he held the man in his sights and shouted a warning. 
 
    “Fucking leave, now. Do it now and I won’t kill you,” he shouted. The girl still screamed and keened in terror. The man he was aiming at looked past him at his dead comrade and revved his bike. Dan settled himself to squeeze off rounds systematically and try to bring him down. As Dan started to breathe out and squeeze, he saw the man shudder and fold over the handlebars, both body and bike hitting the ground together. A split second after the impact, he heard a sharp crack and the report of Lexi’s rifle. Dan ran over, covering the body with his Sig, but found that the 5.56 bullet had shattered the guy’s sternum and the heart behind it before blowing a small chunk of flesh out by the right kidney. Sick as it seemed, Dan was very happy with his new recruit’s accuracy and timing. 
 
    He shouted at Lexi and asked if she was OK. She called that she was fine, and he told her to stay where she was and take out anything that didn’t look friendly. 
 
    Dan sprinted back to the Land Rover and drove it back as fast as he could without losing his trailer. He knew he should administer emergency care where he was, but he needed to be out of the area and back to Kate sometime yesterday. Dan dragged the man and girl to the truck and forced them in; the man was barely conscious and bleeding badly, and she was in hysterics. 
 
    Dan jumped onto the bonnet, then the roof rack, and called Lexi to come down. She shinned down the ladder quickly by holding the sides and sliding, and then trotted around the side of the building to them. 
 
    “Three more bikes, a mile or so out, I think,” she said.  
 
    He decided not to wait to be introduced – not that these two would ever speak again – and gunned the diesel engine hard back to camp. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOW TO MAKE FRIENDS 
 
    Lexi had her head on a swivel on the way back as Dan concentrated on the driving. She checked the mirrors and kept turning to look behind in between shouting questions at the girl. “Who were those men? How many of them are there?” 
 
    The girl was incoherent, other than to cry “Dad” repeatedly at the unconscious man bleeding beside her. Dan caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror. He did not look good and was probably going into shock; the quicker he got the man to Kate, the better. They lacked the equipment to save him here; he needed more intravenous fluids than the one-litre bag Dan had scavenged so far. 
 
    They turned in hard to the camp and Dan sounded the horn three times before coming to a stop by Kate’s ambulance. He was out of the Land Rover as it stopped, roaring her name. She appeared from Penny’s caravan and her face suddenly dropped; she threw down her cup of whatever and ran towards them as Dan was dragging the unconscious man from the car. The girl was left there for now: Her immediate issues were mental, not time-critical or physical, and nothing could be done for her yet. Her dad was the one who needed treatment quickly. Kate shouted at Dan to put him on the bed as she started ripping open sealed packs and cutting his clothes off. Dan was the only other person in the group with medical knowledge, so he stayed and did as he was told, only pausing to unclip his M4 and rest it against the stretcher at the back. He told Lexi to get Neil and Penny, now. 
 
    They arrived as he was helping strip the unconscious man. “Lexi, Neil, get guns out of the trailer now. There’s a group of hostiles about a mile south; we killed two and there were more. Lexi, top cover. Get up somewhere, on one of the lorries if you can, but get me eyes on now. Neil, load the tactical shotguns too. Go. NOW,” he yelled as they were both standing, waiting for more orders. 
 
    Penny called to him, “What should I do?” 
 
    “Get everyone to load up. Use the last of the daylight to be ready to move ASAFP. We are moving tonight. DO IT!” he yelled, while helping Kate dress the least serious of the wounds – the ones that didn’t require stitches to stop the bleeding. Kate was trying to find a vein to get fluids into the man, but had to resort to his neck, as he was already in shock due to blood loss. It looked likely that he would die. 
 
    Kate worked feverishly on the man.  
 
    “Kate, we need to move,” Dan pressed her. She ignored him and continued to work. 
 
    He went outside the ambulance to see how the rest were doing breaking camp. The caravans had been hastily hitched and the 7.5-tonne trucks were started. It was a mess; people were split up just to get enough drivers behind wheels. Dan went to check on the girl and found her in a daze still in his Land Rover. 
 
    He saw people throwing bags into any vehicle they saw, and Neil had hitched his precious fuel tanker before throwing tools into the back of his own 4x4. 
 
    Lexi made eye contact with him and froze briefly before carrying on. He knew he would have to deal with the trauma forming in her head soon, but now wasn’t the time. She had just killed someone without the time to reason why. That would hit her hard when the panic stopped. 
 
    Dan jumped back in the ambulance. 
 
    “Kate, either we move or we could all die,” he told her. 
 
    “OK, that’ll have to do,” she said. 
 
    He closed the doors and did a last check of everyone. All were accounted for and their supplies were ready to drive, more or less. 
 
    “Sidelights only, follow me and be careful,” he shouted, climbing behind the wheel. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FLY, THE ENEMY IS UPON US 
 
    He drove out of the car park, leaving behind months of food and fuel. 
 
    He didn’t want to have to try and protect these people with his back to a wall; it was better to run. 
 
    He knew this was risky; he was asking untrained people under extreme stress almost blind with fear to drive unfamiliar large vehicles into the dusk, not knowing where they were going. 
 
    Better to set a slower pace than risk a pile-up. 
 
    His convoy crept north, keeping to the smaller roads to avoid pursuit. Mental note: don’t leave any more messages about our location until we are stronger. 
 
    They wound through cars in the road, once having to use the Land Rover to push a crashed estate car out of the way to make room for the lorries. 
 
    After what seemed like an hour of checking the mirrors, expecting to see headlights hunting them down, they came to the prison. There was a large hardstanding at the front of the big house, and Dan halted the convoy there. He got out and waved the lorries past him and pointed them to a side area. The cars pulling caravans closed up, and he realised they’d had to leave one behind, as there weren’t enough tow bars; it was better to prioritise the fuel over a temporary living space. 
 
    He called everyone in and took a knee, resting the butt of his carbine on the floor. “Well done, everyone,” he said, looking around at the faces. He realised Kate was missing, probably tending to the man strapped to her stretcher. “Lexi, Neil, and I will keep watch tonight,” he said. “Everyone, sleep with your boots on. If you hear shooting, then run to the back of this building and hide in the woods by the lake.” He covered his thinking time by a tactical reload of his weapon, slapping in a full magazine in place of the one he had nearly emptied into Mad Max. He realised that people were looking at him in horror; he was covered in the man’s blood. 
 
    “Try and get some rest, and we’ll reassess in the morning.” They took that as dismissal, and most faded away apart from Penny, Neil, Lexi, and Jimmy. 
 
    He saw Leah leading a shaking Kev by the hand. Maggie had climbed into the back of Dan’s Land Rover to comfort the girl he had completely forgotten about on the drive here. She hadn’t made a sound. 
 
    Penny didn’t know what to say, so Dan thanked her for getting everyone out safely. He told her to get some rest. 
 
    “I’ll help Kate,” she said, and turned away. 
 
    He turned to Neil and Lexi. “Neil, can you get set up with the GPMG? Take some goggles.” Neil nodded and turned away towards the munitions trailer. Jimmy was loitering, but Dan waved him away for now. 
 
    Dan took Lexi by the arm and walked her away. He stopped and turned her around. “Thank you. You saved the lives of three people by taking that shot. You did the right thing,” he said softly. 
 
    “I know,” she said, looking at the floor. “I-I killed someone, though.” 
 
    Dan didn’t know the best way to deal with this. If he knew her better, he would know how to approach it. He decided on the hard line. “Yes. You did what is expected of you to keep these people safe. You have the skills I need, WE need, to make this work,” he said harshly. “You’ll find a way to cope with what you did, but I tell you now it was the right thing. Get yourself squared away, reload, and grab a warm coat. I need you ready in five minutes.” 
 
    He worried that he’d been overly harsh, but didn’t have time to talk her through the psychological process of coming to terms with taking a life. 
 
    He grabbed his own coat, a foam bedding roll, and his small rucksack. He walked up the drive to a small copse of trees to find Neil setting up under the leaves, the bipod on the barrel of the huge machine gun pointing towards the approach road. Neil also had a shotgun and his Glock and was fitting batteries into a set of night-vision goggles. A curt nod was all Dan got. 
 
    “Mate, there aren’t enough of us to take it in shifts. We’re all going to stay awake tonight,” Dan said, knowing it was the wrong way to do it, but he had no choice. 
 
    “I can help,” said Jimmy, approaching from behind. Jimmy handed a multipack of energy drink cans to Dan and another to Neil. 
 
    “I can set up a noise trap,” he said. “I saw it in a film – empty bottles and string.”  
 
    Dan thought about it for a minute. “OK, grab the stuff you need and I’ll come with you,” he said.  
 
    Jimmy ran off and Lexi came jogging towards them. 
 
    “Ready,” she declared. She saw that both Neil and Dan had a foam roll, and cursed herself silently for not bringing insulation to lie on. 
 
    “Lex, I have an idea. Grab your sleeping bag, rucksack, and a bedroll – there’s a spare in the back of my truck. I want you set up over there.” He pointed towards a small low structure – probably something to do with electricity – with a flat roof which lay about one hundred metres away from where the broken barrier lay at an oblique angle. “You can cover both approach roads from there. It’ll be an uncomfortable night, but if you see anyone who isn’t friendly, you shoot. Got it?” 
 
    She nodded and jogged off to get set up for the night. 
 
    Jimmy returned with some string and a crate of small beer bottles. Dan covered him while he tied the string between trees and emptied out the bottles to line them in the road and tie others into the web he had strung. When he had finished, a distorted spider’s web of string obstructed the road with small glass alarms dangling from the lines. It would be hard to see in the dark, but anyone running into it would cause the bottles to fall to the tarmac. 
 
    Dan thanked him and sent him back to get some rest. Jimmy tried to argue, but Dan told him he needed him as fresh as possible for a nasty job tomorrow. Jimmy went, and Dan jogged across the field to Lexi’s position. She had done well. She’d taken a camouflage net from the side of the trailer and was lying flat on the building in her sleeping bag under a crude but effective shelter. She had her rifle trained on the roads. 
 
    “If you hear glass breaking, it’s the noise traps Jimmy just set up. If they come, I’ll try to light them up with flares for you,” he said, looking over her hide and giving her the sugary drinks Jimmy had given him. “I’m sure they haven’t followed us, but we need to be ready tonight.” He considered instructing her in using the night-vision goggles, but decided it wouldn’t be effective if she didn’t know how they worked. 
 
    Dan walked back towards Neil and found him settled in. He told him of the plan to throw some flares if anyone came in, which would give them light. His plan was risky because he was close to Neil’s field of fire, and would be in Lexi’s if she fired to the left side of her field. 
 
    He set up in a shallow dip behind an oak tree, which was almost as wide as his Defender, for a little more security; Neil’s weapon could bring a brick-built house down with a thousand rounds and the tree wouldn’t hold out forever, but this was the best he could do. He needed to be close enough to hear the glass breaking and throw the few flares he had onto the road if they came. He settled down on his bedroll, rested the carbine over his rucksack, and, like all the others there, he didn’t sleep at all. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CALM AFTER THE STORM 
 
    As day broke, Dan shuffled backwards from his hiding place, gathered his gear, and walked a long loop back down to the road, stretching his cramped muscles as he went. He lit a cigarette, having refrained from smoking all night to avoid giving away his position. Hard Routine. 
 
    Neil looked awful, but he was still awake. Dan told him to stow the machine gun but keep the shotgun with him. He walked over to Lexi’s hiding place and found her asleep face down on the bedroll. 
 
    He called her name softly as he approached, not wanting to startle a scared, tired, and emotionally unstable girl holding an automatic weapon. She came round with a yelp and brought the weapon up, searching for a target. 
 
    “It’s OK,” he said. “It’s me. We’re safe.” 
 
    Lexi breathed hard for a few seconds before struggling out of her hide and starting to take it down. 
 
    He walked with her back to the makeshift camp to find people emerging from the wobbling caravans. It didn’t look like anyone had slept. 
 
    He knocked and stepped into the ambulance where Kate woke with a start from the seat she was slumped in. She had worked tirelessly on the man, and Dan could see dressings covering the exposed parts of the machete victim. He was attached to a drip and was still unconscious. Dan nodded to Kate, who stood and stretched before checking the man over again. 
 
    Dan could hear the sounds of a camp kettle being lit, and realised he was in desperate need of a coffee. 
 
    He met Neil at the back of his trailer and thanked him for last night. 
 
    “Scary shit, mate,” Neil said with a sigh of relief. “Think they made us?” 
 
    “No,” Dan replied. “They would’ve been on us like a rash if they had. They didn’t strike me as the recce-and-dawn-raid kind of people.” 
 
    He did the rounds, accepting thanks and hugs from others. They were all frazzled, but a sense of relief was starting to wake them up – they had survived their flight. He found Maggie leading the girl out of their caravan. 
 
    She saw Dan and led the girl gently towards him. 
 
    “This is Alice. Her dad is called Mike. I’ll tell you the rest later,” she said quietly. Alice looked at him; he decided her face said thank you and he didn’t push for anything more. 
 
    “Your dad is alive. Kate worked on him all night, by the look of it. He’s lost a lot of blood, but –” He stopped, not wanting to say that he might pull through. 
 
    Maggie led Alice over to the ambulance, where she stared blankly at her father. 
 
    Dan called everyone together and accepted a cup of coffee from an unusually dishevelled Penny. 
 
    “I’m sure we weren’t followed,” he announced loudly. “We’ve put well over ten miles between us and them, and I think they were scouting far from home to be where we were.” That got some nervous smiles and nods. “I wanted to do this with a little more ceremony, but welcome to our new home,” he said as he gestured towards the ornate front of the big manor house. “That said,” he continued, “we have a lot of work to do before we can move in. It’s something of a fixer-upper.” 
 
    “In need of modernisation?” asked Neil, attempting to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Something like that,” Dan replied with a tired smile. “I need every adult male – sorry ladies, this is no time to claim sexism or shout about equality,” he said, holding a hand up to ward off the protests, “to be ready for some dirty work as soon as we’ve eaten. Ladies, don’t think there will be easy work for you; you will need to keep an eye out while we’re inside.” 
 
    Dan walked to the area to the side of the main entrance where the lorries were abandoned. This part was more modern than the old building, a modern attachment to accept large deliveries into the kitchens and stores. He went into the building and opened a cleaning store. He found cleaning products, but not the kind of protective gear he wanted. He thought the farm would provide that. 
 
    He walked up, asking Jimmy to come with him. Neil followed with a starter pack, reading his mind again. 
 
    “We left our tipper truck, so I’m guessing we need a replacement to move the bodies,” Neil said. 
 
    “We do, thanks. You should get some rest first, though,” said Dan. 
 
    “I will,” Neil replied. “When you do.” 
 
    As Neil got a tractor started, luckily still attached to a large trailer, Jimmy helped Dan load up some rubber overalls and wellington boots. A box of paper face masks was in the room, so they came too. They only had three gas masks. 
 
    “Mate,” said Jimmy. “Can I ask a favour?” 
 
    “You want me to say that Kev doesn’t have to help,” said Dan. 
 
    Jimmy looked relieved. “Yeah, please, it’s just that he gets scared by dead people a bit and I don’t want him freaking out.” 
 
    “I know. When I said ‘adult’ males, I was leaving Kev out in my head. I wouldn’t expect a young kid to do it, and Kev’s in that boat in this sense,” he replied. 
 
    They sat in the muddy trailer on the short ride down to the house, and Neil parked it directly in front of the main doors. 
 
    After a mixed breakfast of whatever they had in their personal kits and cars, Dan took his recruits to the tractor. He had left Penny with a shotgun and offered a weapon to Kate. She flatly refused, saying that she had enough injuries to deal with without causing more. 
 
    Dan stood there with Neil, Jimmy, Cedric, Adam, Ian, Kyle – who looked pale – Andrew, and Jay. To everyone’s surprise, Liam wandered up in silence to join them. 
 
    “Right, this isn’t going to be pleasant, but it has to be done. Pair off and get some protective gear on. We carry them out, clearing rooms from the front door in, put them in the trailer, and when it’s full, we drive it to the tennis courts and start a fire.”  
 
    Neil helpfully raised a jerrycan of petrol to underline the point. 
 
    “When we think it’s clear, we search again. When we’re absolutely sure, we bleach and scrub where the bodies were. Lots of them are in bed, so carry them out on the mattresses with the bedding and burn the lot. Open the windows as we go. The quicker we work, the quicker we are done.” 
 
    They worked quickly. In some areas, the smell wasn’t too bad, but in others it was stomach-churning. Dan dragged out large buckets, mops, and stiff brushes. He poured bleach liberally into the buckets and asked Liam to fetch bottles of water. The trailer filled quickly, and he called a break for everyone as he and Neil rode down to the tennis courts. Dan sat on the tool box as he rode up front with Neil, not wanting to share the trailer with the rotting load. The gas masks had left deep red lines in their faces. The trailer was backed in, straight through the fence and felling a section of it, and the two set to work unceremoniously dumping the former inhabitants of their new home to the concrete. 
 
    “Still a bloody drain on the working man,” Neil quipped about the now dead former guests of Her Majesty. Dan was too tired to respond. 
 
    They decided to wait to set the flame until all the bodies were out, and rode the tractor back to the house. The others were nowhere to be seen, so they went inside to find a large pile of bodies wrapped in blankets and resting on thin single mattresses in the atrium. They must have decided not to enjoy their break and just get it done. Later, it turned out that Jimmy had shamed them all by pointing out that the only two people not taking a break were the ones who had been up all night keeping watch over them. 
 
    Liam was scrubbing at the floor where the dead prison officer had sat; the chair he had occupied was by the pile for burning. 
 
    They repeated this twice more, until the pile was sickeningly high. Dan called a forced break and suggested lunch, but nobody had the stomach for food. He felt a little callous, but ate a nutty chocolate bar despite the pale looks he received. Truth was, he felt dead on his feet. The adrenaline of the shooting, the panicked flight, and a night spent cold, cramped, and on edge had taken a toll on him physically and mentally. 
 
    Dan reckoned one more trip would finish it.  
 
    Liam struggled with the weight of carrying bodies, and by the look of him had also been sick, so he had busied himself to the result that the place smelled of bleach – like a swimming pool with too much chlorine in. Bleach was good; bleach killed bacteria from dead people. Bleach didn’t smell like rotten guts. 
 
    By late afternoon, the last trailer was loaded, and before Dan and Neil set off to burn the bodies, he called out to his sweaty, tired group. “Thank you. This was hard work that will haunt us for a long time, but it’s nearly done. We can have a proper roof over our heads tonight. Please make another search of every room, every cupboard, and make sure we haven’t missed anything. Open all the windows you can find, and help Liam get the cleaning done. Neil and I will go and get the bodies from the gym and be back after.” 
 
    Neil and Dan rode the tractor again, carried the men from the gym, and went back for the chairs the bodies had leaked into in the week since they had last sat down. All of it went onto the bonfire, and Neil stood on the rear of the trailer for added height to pour twenty litres of petrol over the foul pile. It looked like pictures he had seen of mass graves following some foreign genocide. 
 
    They stood well clear and stripped off their overalls, adding them to the pile. Dan lit a smoke and the two just stood in silence for a while. He took another cigarette, lit it from the last one, and threw the red-hot end towards a creeping tendril of petrol heading in his direction. 
 
    Even from ten metres away, the whoomph of the petrol catching sent a shockwave out. The fire caught quickly, and neither had the stomach to wait for the sizzling and crackling of burning humans. 
 
    The tractor was driven back to the house, where it was parked ready for any more rubbish to be piled into for burning. 
 
    Dan strolled in to the house. The smell of bleach was thick in his throat, and he reassessed whether he should move people in tonight. He decided to ask Kate, who said that they should let the place air overnight. The term off-gassing leapt into his mind, from a life left far behind. 
 
    The workers were subdued as they stripped and washed behind one of the lorries, a thought by Penny who had been boiling water for hours and emptying it into a large plastic bin with a whole bottle of shower gel. Towels had been brought out of the house, small green ones that didn’t seem to do much in the way of drying them. Dan certainly felt the cloying stink of bodies still clung to him. 
 
    Food was cooked, and Dan ate hungrily. He had barely slept or even closed his eyes in thirty-six hours, and he was starting to feel it. He was worrying that he would have to organise a watch again for the night, and looked around for Lexi. He realised she wasn’t with the group. 
 
    Penny saw him looking and said, “I sent her to sleep for the day. She’ll watch tonight.”  
 
    Dan was pleased; he would’ve sorted exactly that if he hadn’t been so tired. He finished his food and found Lexi kitting up for the night. She had dressed warmly and was struggling to loosen her body armour to fit over her coat. He helped her and had a thought. He unlocked his trailer and searched the box of attachments for the M4s. He found what he hoped was in there: a passive night scope that didn’t require batteries. It amplified ambient light, not as bright as the green glow of the goggles, but it would give her an advantage. She set herself up where Neil had been the night before and told Dan to get some rest. 
 
    “I’ve got this. You need to sleep,” she instructed him firmly but kindly. 
 
    Utterly exhausted, he crawled into his sleeping bag, stretched out in the back of the Land Rover, and slept. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEW PLAN 
 
    Dan slept until he heard the door of the Land Rover being opened. Neil greeted him with coffee, and was awkwardly offering him one of his own cigarettes. 
 
    He shuffled in his sleeping bag towards the tailgate and sat, rubbing his eyes. He took a gulp of the coffee and lit the cigarette. A few more seconds passed before he could make words. “Breakfast?” he asked. 
 
    Neil laughed. “I had mine about five hours ago, boyo!” he boomed in a Welsh valleys accent. Dan was confused. “Lunch will be in about half an hour, mate. Nobody wanted to wake you, so I got volunteered because they all thought I was the least likely person to get shot.” 
 
    Dan took a moment to process that; he’d slept from dusk until lunchtime without stirring. He felt guilty, and also worried that things needed doing and the group would have wasted a morning without direction. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. Penny had roused them all in silence at breakfast, and they had agreed quietly to leave Dan where he was. Neil was up, a little tired but functioning, and Lexi returned reporting a quiet night. She went to get her head down for a few hours and was still up before him. 
 
    Penny had deployed the girls into the house to start emptying, cleaning, and occupying rooms. Already the trailer was full of bedding and rubbish that needed taking to the still-smouldering bonfire that Dan could smell. The men had been set to emptying the stores onto the shelves in the small warehouse attached to the kitchens, the bedding and clothing having been removed to a room in the house and laid on tables in approximate size order. By the time Dan finished his caffeine and nicotine wake-up and slid his feet into his boots, the second of the three small lorries was almost empty. 
 
    Penny breezed him along with her for a tour, starting as they entered the main door. “Your offices,” she said, indicating the security office on their right.  
 
    Dan thought this was a good idea, with maps on the wall and tasks/targets on the whiteboard. There was also a large cupboard at the far end with a sturdy, lockable door; that had to be better than keeping an alarming amount of weaponry in the trailer. He realised with a flash of excitement that he hadn’t even had a chance to check the full contents yet. 
 
    They walked through to the main reception area, which had been used as a temporary storage site for bags and boxes, then through to a large canteen complete with hot plate serveries. Already plans were being made to bring in one of the gas hob cookers, as the kitchen was lacking in natural light – better to not use all their fuel on running generators – and gas tanks were in good supply if you went to the right places. 
 
    They went through the kitchen – well stocked with large pots and pans – and into the stores area. Dan was impressed that they had enough food and water to last a few weeks and plenty of space for more stock. 
 
    Back inside, Penny led him upstairs. “Single men,” she announced, pointing to a large dormitory where Kyle and Liam were looking through and clearing away the personal effects of the previous occupants. There were eight single beds and accompanying large lockers. “Smaller dormitories have been kept aside for married couples.” She indicated a room where Maggie was arranging two single beds to make one double.  
 
    Dan noticed curious marks on the floor and realised that someone must have used a heavy socket and wrench set to take out the large bolts holding it down. He thought that the new occupants were trusted not to use the beds as barricades, unlike the previous tenants. 
 
    At the very opposite end of the corridor, Penny had placed the single females, pointing out that she added herself to this category for now to ensure proper behaviour. The room was being similarly sorted by a few of the girls.  
 
    He was happy to see Alice sitting on the bed with Leah while she folded clothes into bags for disposal. She seemed better, no longer catatonic with fear. 
 
    Other rooms were left as they were, as they weren’t in need of the space. 
 
    Yet, Dan hoped. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me setting myself apart, Penny,” he said, “but I’d like to find some quarters closer to the front door.” 
 
    Penny didn’t object. “There is a similar-sized office opposite your new operations centre. Perhaps you could take residence in there, if you wished?”  
 
    Dan thanked her and said he’d check it out. Operations Centre, he thought with a chuckle to himself; Penny did love to give formal titles to everyone and everything. He’d probably wake up to a carved plaque outside his door indicating the primary residence of the First Ranger. 
 
    Dan walked back to the main reception room with Penny and was shown through to a nurses’ office. Kate had wasted no time at all, and had already set up a field hospital and had started to turn the waiting area into a ward. Boxes and boxes of looted medication were waiting to be sorted and stored. Kate was tending to Mike, who had been moved inside on the ambulance stretcher. He was propped up and awake. Kate was feeding him sips of what smelled like soup. 
 
    Mental note: A few beds need to be brought to our new hospital suite.  
 
    Kate smiled when she saw them, and introduced them. 
 
    “Mike, this is Dan, the one who found you and Alice and brought you back,” she beamed proudly. 
 
    Mike’s eyes glazed a little, but he tried his hardest to straighten up and offer a firm hand to Dan. He was desperately weak and clearly in lots of pain. Kate had spent all night gluing and binding his wounds. He really needed stitches, but what little suture equipment Kate had already found was not enough. Mike was going to have a lot of scars, but he and Alice were alive. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mike croaked as he winced and shook Dan’s hand. He repeated it again three times and just didn’t know what else to say yet. 
 
    “Rest now, Mike,” Kate said, and turned to Dan. “I’ve given him pain meds which should knock him out soon. He needs to stay in here for probably a week until he can move.” 
 
    Dan nodded at her and asked if she needed help. 
 
    “Not yet, but if you find a surgeon or another paramedic or a GP or a long-legged blonde model, then please bring them to me. Gagged and bound if needs be!” she said with a crooked smile. 
 
    Dan laughed and promised to do that. He noticed how Penny was perplexed by the blonde model comment, but she was too polite to allow herself to ask. 
 
    He opened the door to what would be his own room, and found it full of boxes. He pulled them out and opened them using his knife, finding brand-new quilted blankets. He grabbed the next two people to walk past – Adam and Cedric – and asked them to pile the bedding in the reception room as he opened the rest of the boxes to check the contents. The blankets would need to go into a bedroom somewhere, and the boxes would be useful for scavenging. 
 
    Once his room was empty, he sorted out the few bits of furniture. The large office desk and chair were pushed into the corner to give more floor space, and he brought in his own kit from the Land Rover. He had two large sash windows that could be opened up to almost head height – useful for defence. And smoking. 
 
    He set up his camp cot, not having the energy to find a metal-framed bed and carry it down, threw down his roll mat and sleeping bag before adding a couple of the new blankets to the pile. 
 
    Dan opened the cupboards and removed armfuls of ring binders containing reports on inmate activity and working hours. Useful firelighters for the future, but the folders would be useful to compile reports in his “operations centre.” He chuckled again at himself; he was starting to be infected by Penny’s terminology. 
 
    His spare clothes were stacked onto the shelves, along with toiletries and water. Two bottles of single malt were tucked in there too, along with numerous cartons of cigarettes. He walked through to the office opposite, and started to pull down all the posters and notices, piling them on the central desk. All the CCTV monitors were useless, but removing them was more hassle than it was worth, and besides, they may find someone who could get them working again. All the paper went outside onto the rubbish trailer, which gave Dan an involuntary shudder when he remembered the last cargo he had moved with it. The cupboard was emptied and the other bunches of keys that could open it were locked inside.  
 
    He looked around for either Neil or Lexi, but couldn’t see either. Everyone was busy working on something under Penny’s instruction, so he carefully carried every item from his trailer into the new armoury. 
 
    He rested all the long weapons against the wall and organised ammunition, attachments, cleaning equipment, and other goodies on the shelves above. 
 
    He laid out the five ownerless Sig 9mm pistols on a shelf directly in front, with the boxes of appropriate ammo and spare magazines to the side. He wanted nothing more than to find another few people that he could trust to carry these. He decided to strip and clean his weapons and relax the magazines, which occupied him for twenty minutes and allowed him some time to think. He left the carbine and his body armour on his bed, tucking the Sig into his waistband in the small of his back and putting a spare mag in the left leg pocket of his combat trousers. Already he felt safer and more relaxed. 
 
    He did the rounds of all the rooms again, talking with people as he went. Jimmy and Kev were busy sorting the stores out with Andrew. Things were being placed on the right shelves for easy access: short dates at the front and longer dates at the back. Kev seemed happy lugging boxes and bags full of looted stuff from the lorries, as did Ian. 
 
    Andrew was sorting toiletries and non-food stores into a separate pile, and Dan saw Adam and Jay walk in, pick up a box each, and disappear back into the house. Shortly after, Liam walked past carrying large bags of unwanted contents from the rooms towards the trailer. An effective machine was turning, and Dan realised he had had very little to do with it.  
 
    He walked back outside and lit a cigarette as he wandered round to the side where he heard noises. He found Neil busily setting up four generators on pallets to keep them off the floor. Neil was hammering long nails into more pallets to create a kind of box to protect them. He saw Dan and gestured towards the pile of heavy canvas tarpaulins. 
 
    “Gotta keep these babies healthy,” he said. Jerrycans were lined up to the side, marked with green stripes of spray paint, and wires were coming from the back in a series of snakes. Neil’s Land Rover had been turned into a kind of mobile workshop, and the back was full of tools. 
 
    “I’ve been up the farm,” he said. “Ana’s there seeing to the animals and stuff.” He saw Dan’s face and raised a hand to calm him. “Lexi is with her.” 
 
    He didn’t voice his now void argument, and Neil continued, “Red diesel tank up there, half full. I’ve topped off the 4x4s and trucks from our tanker and emptied the rest into the farm tank. It’s still not full,” he said with a smile, which Dan took to mean that they had lots of diesel. 
 
    “I’ve rigged a hand pump to it and knocked off the locks, but just make sure you hang up the hose after you use it!” Neil seemed pleased with himself. 
 
    “Nice work, mate,” said Dan. “What’s the best way to fill it up again, then?”  
 
    Neil gestured for him to walk to the tanker. Dan saw that the smallest generator had been securely attached to the chassis of the trailer using a series of lorry straps. It seemed that Neil had rigged his pump system to go mobile now – all they had to do was remove the locks to petrol-station reservoir tanks, drop in the hose, and pump it all out into the tanker. Neil also showed Dan the two hand pumps he had constructed to siphon petrol separately for the generators. 
 
    “I’m impressed!” said Dan sincerely. “I don’t know if we should use all our fuel keeping the lights on here, though.”  
 
    Neil agreed, but wanted the electricity supply to be ready for when it was needed. 
 
    Dan lit another cigarette, slapped Neil on the back, and wandered towards the house. He sat in the office. He couldn’t refer to it as “Operations” without feeling ridiculous, and he picked up pen and paper. He started to write a list of priority supplies to get their new home up and running: chemical toilets, as they had lost theirs when they fled in the night; gas tanks for cooking; more fuel; medical supplies – Kate needed to be escorted to a hospital to scavenge as much as possible. Bedding too, though not really a priority, but all the quilts and pillows they could find would be nicer than prison blankets. They would also need clothing and boots in all sizes. 
 
    Food wasn’t really an issue, as they had brought plenty, not counting the commercial stores they found at the prison. There was also still fresh meat there, as the freezers were sealed tight so they were good enough to keep things cold and fresh without electricity. 
 
    Getting the creature comforts right was important. He thought of a mass shopping trip the next day, vowing to only scavenge to the north for the foreseeable future. He remembered the commercial van lot he’d found with Leah, and decided to stop off there for a couple of vans. 
 
    The plan formed in his head, poured out onto his paper, and was rewritten twice over. He planned on taking most of the group with him tomorrow for a fire sale: Everything must go. Three full lorries, a few full vans, trailers… One big hit that should set them up for a while without having to leave home. 
 
    Well, Dan would, but the majority could stay and settle. He looked up to see Lexi walking in with Ana. He waved Lexi in and mockingly introduced her to the “Ops Centre.” She gave him a puzzled look but sat down with him anyway. He suggested she relax her magazines and clean her weapons, which she did under instruction. She shut her rifle and body armour into the cupboard and kept the Glock with her as Dan had with his Sig. He told her of his plans for tomorrow and showed her a few locations on a map. 
 
    He took Penny aside before they all sat down at an actual table and ate using cutlery. It was plastic cutlery, but it still felt more civilised. The only people not present were Kate, Alice, and Mike, who were eating in the medical unit. 
 
    Penny agreed to let Dan take the lead on issuing tomorrow’s orders, and after dinner, he called everyone to listen up. 
 
    “Excellent work, everyone. This place is looking good already, and we can make it great. I’ve planned a big trip tomorrow, and everyone has a part to play. We will be heading north and taking the three lorries, my Defender, Neil’s Defender with the tanker, Lexi’s Defender, which was Andrew’s previously, and Cedric’s Disco. We’ve already found one large trailer which Cedric is taking to do his thing with the chemical toilets again. Here is the plan,” he said, and everyone leaned in to listen.  
 
    “Jimmy and Kev, you’ll take your truck and go with Neil to a supermarket which I will lead you to. Neil, you fill the tanker with diesel and the jerrycans with petrol while Jimmy and Kev empty the shop of water and supplies. Help them load when you are finished with the fuel and return here after.” Nods from Jimmy and Neil, and a smile from Kev, who was pleased to have been named. 
 
    “You are getting some food and water, but also quilts and pillows and toiletries. Empty the pharmacy while you’re there.” Agreement again. 
 
    “Once I’ve pointed out the shop to you, I’ll continue on taking Andrew and Ian in my Defender. Lexi will be in the other Defender, followed by Adam and Kyle in another of the trucks.” Nods again from those named. “Jay and Liam in the last one.” Liam looked surprised to have been involved, and hadn’t been paying too much attention until then. 
 
    “You will be followed by Cedric and Maggie in their Disco and trailer.” Firm nod of agreement from Cedric; Maggie just smiled at him and leaned in to touch her forehead to his in a loving gesture of intimacy. 
 
    “Lex will lead you to a large camping shop. She will clear the building first, then Cedric will load the chemical-toilet supplies. Adam and Kyle will collect all the gas bottles you can find, including the camping gas stuff from inside, and Jay? Liam?” He looked at them, getting eager looks in return. 
 
    “You will take all the clothing, bags, and boots from the shop. Everything,” Dan emphasised. 
 
    “Andrew and Ian, you’ll pick up large vans from a place I found and follow me to where Ian used to work. You’ll load your vans with solar panels for future use.” Dan decided it was best to recover those first and store them until they could be used. “I’ll run protection for you, Lexi for those at the camping shop, and Neil for Jimmy and Kev.” 
 
    Still nobody spoke; he wasn’t sure whether this was tiredness or apathy. He hoped tiredness. 
 
    “Penny and Ana will stay here to help Kate look after Mike and Alice.” Silent agreement from Penny and Ana. Dan knew he had left Leah out, and knew that she would be fuming about this, so he threw in his final instructions just as she was opening her mouth to protest. 
 
    “Leah will also stay here and man the operations centre,” he said, managing to keep a straight face. “We need detailed records of who left at what time in what vehicle. We then need to know who returned when, in what vehicle, and what their cargo was. Can you keep on top of that for a whole day?” he kindly challenged her. 
 
    Leah tried her hardest to play it cool, but the baited hook had been taken. “You got it,” she said along with a sarcastically lazy salute. 
 
    They had their orders; nobody had questioned them. They cleared their plates into a large sink to soak with cold water and washing-up liquid – much easier to do that and just wipe them off after. The end of the world had relaxed the washing-up standards, it seemed.  
 
    Some people drifted off to their own thoughts as the light started to fade. Some went into what had been named the lounge and which had a large but useless TV and some half-comfortable chairs. Some had found books from the library. Cedric and Neil started to play cards. Dan wandered outside for a smoke. He was joined by Lexi. 
 
    “Got a spare one of those?” she asked. He had thousands of them, for now. He reached into his right leg pocket and pulled out the pack and lighter, handing them to her silently. She took one, lit it, inhaled slowly, and a small cough escaped her.  
 
    “Never had you down as the menthol type,” she said, amused.  
 
    Dan noticed how she pocketed the rest of the pack and his lighter. He used to know a woman who did that to him all the time. 
 
    “Lex, I know I’m asking a lot of you, but –” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said, interrupting. “I’ve got your back. Besides, Penny gave me the speech earlier about the First Ranger not having to take on every dangerous task.” She invested his unwanted title with a touch of humour, and the two lapsed into silence, standing in the darkening shadow of the ornate entrance. 
 
    Lexi dropped her cigarette butt and ground it out with her boot. “Night, Stark,” she said, proud of her comedic timing as she walked inside. 
 
    He didn’t have the heart to call after her that Neil had used that joke days before. 
 
  
 
  



 EVERYTHING MUST GO 
 
    An early rise for everyone was attributed entirely to Penny’s loud “assembly” voice, which she had only previously used to silence a large crowd of bored children. 
 
    Dan rolled out of his cot, had a shower in a can, and dressed in yesterday’s combats and top before wandering outside to brush his teeth. He went into the canteen, which was now being called the dining room by Penny, and saw a strange version of a hotel continental breakfast. 
 
    There were plates and bowls lined out, boxes of breakfast biscuits, a fruit salad, tea and coffee, and fruit juices. There was bacon and eggs too, which Dan never got bored of. He washed down three cups of coffee and went to get himself sorted out. 
 
    An air of expectation was hanging over the group, like a sense of urgency or purpose invaded their thoughts. Everyone was moving that little bit quicker today. 
 
    “Morning, boss,” called Jimmy cheerfully from the reception room. Kev, as ever, was just behind him. “Bit of a problem with Kyle this morning,” he said. “Decided he wanted to stay in bed because he felt poorly…”  
 
    Dan realised there was more to the story, so he played along. “Oh? And where is Kyle now?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Outside waiting to go. I promised him he could stay in bed as long as Kev and me could get in with him. I also told him the story of the last people who didn’t pull their weight in this group. Seemed to make him feel better all of a sudden.” 
 
    Dan laughed and slapped his hand on Jimmy’s shoulder as he walked to his room. 
 
    Dan put on his body armour, tightened it, and checked his magazines. The Sig went back into the chest holster. He packed his small day bag with his trauma kit and emergency rations, then walked through to the office where he found Leah sitting at the big desk looking over the map with a pile of snacks and bottles of juice nearby. She looked very serious. Lexi was leaning against the wall by the armoury, which he unlocked. 
 
    They took their respective weapons, and Dan took the tactical shotguns and two belts of cartridges too: one for Neil and one for Penny. He had agreed this with Penny last night – any sign of trouble, they were to barricade themselves inside the medical wing and sit tight until he returned. The shotgun was a small insurance policy for her which he insisted she agree to, despite her being quite sure that nothing of the sort would happen. 
 
    He ran through the four locations on the map with Leah. She had found sticky coloured labels and was marking them one to four as he spoke. 
 
    “Here is the supermarket and fuel station,” he pointed to the map, “where Neil, Jimmy, and Kev will be going. Here is the van place we found,” he said, using a pen to pinpoint the small lot. “Here is where Ian used to work, and here,” he moved his finger a long way to the side, “is where Lexi is taking the rest.” 
 
    Leah understood, stuck her different-coloured dots down, and went to the whiteboard, where she wrote locations and names corresponding to the four locations. Dan thought that was pretty impressive, and showed her more. 
 
    “This is where we are now,” he said, using a red pen to draw around the grounds of the prison and farm. As he did so, his gaze lingered on a lot of farms and open land in the area and made a mental note to search them. 
 
    “This is where we were,” he said, pointing to Morrisons. He drew a red line there, cutting off the bottom bit of the map and saying, “That’s out of bounds until we know more.” 
 
    “Got it,” Leah said.  
 
    She would happily sit there with her music and snacks all day, he thought. He went outside and tossed the shotgun and belt to Neil. Very Bad Boys, he thought, instantly feeling like a bit of a dick. 
 
    Everyone had gathered, forming their convoys. Nothing much was left to say, so Dan stood by his Land Rover and called out to them, “You all know what to do. Be safe, be lucky, and see you all for dinner.” With that, he climbed in and started the engine.  
 
    They drove in a long convoy of four off-road vehicles, two towing trailers, and three lorries. When they reached a roundabout probably two miles away, Lexi peeled off to the right followed by Cedric’s Discovery and two of the trucks. Neil was behind with his Defender and tanker, with Jimmy and Kev in the remaining truck behind. 
 
    When they reached the large roundabout where the supermarket was, Dan waved them off through his open window, leaving just him, Andrew, and Ian in his own vehicle. Andrew was sitting in the back; he took this position almost naturally as a submissive kind of person. Dan thought there probably wasn’t a single trace of alpha male gene in his body, but felt that he was clever and well organised, which compensated. 
 
    They reached the van sales lot, and Dan found the keys to two long-wheelbase, high-sided vans. Both were fuelled enough to not have to use the jerrycans from his Land Rover, and Ian took the lead to where he used to make deliveries. The journey took nearly forty-five minutes, but Dan realised they may have found something very important when they turned in. After a quick look around, they decided to ditch the new vans and take the ten-ton lorry which was already loaded with solar panels and various pipes. It was easier to store it as it was and just park the lorry somewhere rather than mess around moving it.  
 
    Ian drove and Andrew went with him. As agreed, when they got close to home, Dan would peel off and make use of the rest of the day. They were told to find somewhere to park the lorry that wouldn’t cause an issue and report to Leah with their haul. 
 
    Dan spun around at the island where they had first split off from Lexi’s. He decided to leave Neil’s and Lexi’s groups alone, and allow them to form their own leadership status without him interfering. He decided to head in the direction between where Neil had gone and where Lexi was, which led to a small town probably thirty miles from home. He rolled through slowly, looking from side to side as he crawled. 
 
    He couldn’t see anyone, but he had an unmistakable sense of being watched. He decided to stop and have a break, to see if anyone would creep out from the woodwork. He sat on his bonnet with a coffee and lit a cigarette, being careful to give off the not a care in the world vibe when in fact he was acutely tuned in to every sound. 
 
    He sat there, sipping his coffee and smoking, with his feet on the winch cable and bumper. His M4 hung down between his legs, the suppressor lightly knocking into the grill when he moved. He was certain he was being watched, but decided that scanning the area was probably a bad idea. He didn’t want to scare anyone else. He decided to take some action, but nothing that would get him shot at. He threw down his cigarette end, tipped the dregs of his coffee, and jumped to the ground. 
 
    “I know you’re out there,” he called out. “I’m alone and I’m friendly.” He left it at that, screwing the cup back onto his metal flask. 
 
    Just as he was about to give up, a movement to his left showed momentarily. He turned slowly to see a woman carrying shopping bags and looking very unkempt. She had a young girl, probably three or four years old, hiding behind her legs. The woman looked close to tears; she was clearly scared of Dan, but it looked as though she was not going to last long without modern comforts. 
 
    “Are you a soldier?” she asked.  
 
    He would have placed her at about the same age as Lexi at the oldest, only this woman was painfully thin and looked weak. “Of a sort, yes,” he replied. “I come from a group of people. We have a home set up a couple of towns over. Come back with us?” 
 
    The woman still shook and looked to the ground, thinking. “My name’s Eve,” she said with an air of acceptance. “I have no idea about her because she won’t speak to me,” she said, nudging the child gripping her legs. “I haven’t got a clue about kids, but I found her a few days ago and she just followed me,” she finished.  
 
    Dan thought that this woman would not last long in the current climate. He opened the rear door of his Land Rover and stepped away, allowing them to approach slowly. He decided that these two could be fixed by others in the group, as he doubted he had the patience. The woman climbed in, but the child was too small to reach that high unaided. It hadn’t occurred to Eve to help her in. Dan gently picked her up under the arms, and he felt her whole body tense. He reassured her, and placed her feet on the back seats, where she threw herself in towards Eve. 
 
    “Did you come with the other soldier?” Eve asked as he climbed back behind the wheel. That made him stop. 
 
    “No. Tell me about this other soldier,” he said, trying to control his impatience. 
 
    “He looked like you, had army stuff on and a gun,” she said, frustrating him with her lack of detail. 
 
    “Describe him and the gun. What was he driving? How long ago was it?” he said, forcing himself to go slow with this fragile woman. 
 
    “Not long before you came, further up the road. He was shorter than you and a bit older, I think. The gun was a machine gun with a big thing on the top.” She sketched an outline of a large optic. “And he was driving a Jeep like this.” 
 
    He swallowed the retort that Jeeps weren’t off-roaders, and off-roaders weren’t Jeeps. He decided to take a drive down to the far end of town before he turned and got these two back home. From the smell of them, he didn’t fancy spending all day in the car. He surreptitiously wound down his window as he drove. 
 
    After another hour searching, he saw no sign of anyone. He decided against leaving any clues to their new location. 
 
    Dan drove home steadily, getting occasional questions from Eve. He told her how many of them there were, not counting anyone new that the others may bring back that day. He felt a little cruel for thinking it, but he found Eve very annoying. 
 
    He stopped a few times to mark places of interest and take notes. That should keep Leah busy for a while, he thought. 
 
    He was feeling more hopeful as the days went on now, but a glance behind at a grubby child looking straight at him with suspicious eyes gave him a great sadness for those he had lost. 
 
    His own daughter and son. Six and three respectively. 
 
    He pushed their memories from his mind and concentrated on the road. 
 
    “Grant me the serenity,” he recited silently to himself. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE LEXI SHOW 
 
    She was nervous. Her life had changed massively almost every day since all this had started. A week later, she was now some kind of soldier with high expectations of her, and a very tough act to follow. 
 
    She couldn’t work Dan out at all. She tried to emulate his easy authority, to walk in and assess a place quickly before rattling off what everyone should do. The difference was that he was clearly trained, whereas she wasn’t. She wanted to ask to work alongside him and learn, but instead she was leading her very first sortie with other people relying on her for protection. 
 
    She pulled into the car park by the big camping warehouse. To her left was a fenced yard where all the tents were set up, some already starting to sag with neglect. 
 
    She looked at the doors and decided to do what Dan had told her about; she reversed her unfamiliar Land Rover up to the doors and looped the length of chain around the metal handles. She got back in and drove slowly away to take up the slack. When it held tight, she lifted the clutch to gently force them open. It worked nicely, and she got out to see that she had barely done any damage. She looped the chain and stowed it in the back, trying not to look pleased with herself, as she thought the others might not take her seriously. 
 
    She moved her vehicle away and instructed the two lorry crews to their tasks: one to cut the lock to the large caged area where the gas bottles were, and the other to wait for her to check the building before they went to clear it. She slung the rifle on her back, as it was too long to use inside. With the Glock in her right hand and a bright LED torch in her left, she edged into the shop. There was no smell, thank God, and she guessed the place was probably locked up over a week ago and nobody ever returned to open up again. 
 
    She stalked through the shop, more conscious of the others watching her from the doorway than anyone inside. Trying to look as professional as she could, she searched the shop floor first, then upstairs on the mezzanine, which she had failed to notice and cover as she first entered. 
 
    Lastly, she went aisle to aisle in the stock room and out of the fire escape at the rear. 
 
    “Clear,” she announced loudly with confidence as she strode back through the shop. 
 
    They walked in and started taking things from the racks closest to the front door. This would probably take a few hours, she thought as she strode outside and holstered the sidearm, unslung her rifle, and scanned a full 360 degrees. 
 
    Adam and Kyle were already busy loading the gas canisters, and she saw Cedric lowering the tailgate of his trailer as Maggie was carrying a large plastic container of some chemicals. 
 
    She climbed up to the roof rack of her Land Rover and continued to scan the area. 
 
    People spoke in hushed tones to each other as they worked effectively. 
 
    After about an hour of seeing the three pairs loading their vehicles, Maggie announced that they had all the chemical-toilet equipment. Lexi thanked her, but Maggie seemed to be waiting for more. 
 
    “Can you and Cedric please help Jay and Liam load the clothes and other stuff?” Lexi asked. 
 
    They both went without argument and started to load the lorry with armfuls of clothes and boxes of camping gear. 
 
    It dawned on her just how much authority she had been given by being made a Ranger. With that authority, however, came the responsibility of knowing what to do to keep them all safe. That knowledge deflated her slightly, and she took another careful scan of the area through her scope. 
 
    Adam came up to her after another hour and reported that all the gas bottles were loaded. Kyle kept a sullen silence, and she suspected that he didn’t want to be doing much in the way of manual labour. She had thought that of him before Dan had found them. Kyle was a moaner. 
 
    She thought for a second before asking, “How much space is left in your truck?” The answer was half. “Back it up next to the doors and help the others load.” 
 
    Both went to do as she had asked. 
 
    After she couldn’t sit still any longer, she called the group out, calmly so they didn’t think there was anything wrong. 
 
    “How are we doing?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Shop floor is almost cleared,” said Maggie. “Just loads of stockroom now.” 
 
    Lexi looked at the back of the trucks; both were three-quarters full. 
 
    “OK, everyone, take a break and get some food and drink. Back to it in half an hour,” she said. 
 
    Nobody complained, and they took their food and drinks to the grassy picnic area. Lexi didn’t know what to do; should she stay and keep watch, or join them? She didn’t want to be seen to do nothing and lose their respect. The decision was made for her when Cedric interjected. 
 
    “Come and sit with us. You need to eat too.” She liked Cedric and Maggie; they were kind and caring. None of the others objected, so Lexi rested her rifle against the side of a picnic table and sat on the grass. She ate an energy bar and drank a fancy bottle of orange and passion fruit flavoured juice. 
 
    They talked quietly between themselves. Lexi listened and joined in here and there, but she still felt apart from the group in lots of ways. 
 
    The sound of an engine cut over their conversation. 
 
    They all looked at Lexi, who without thinking snatched up her rifle and flicked the safety to semiautomatic as she turned to face the access road. 
 
    “Inside the shop. Now,” she said to everyone, and they ran to obey, all except Cedric, who remained.  
 
    “I’ll talk to them, you stay hidden,” he said. 
 
    Lexi hesitated for a second, but decided to go with the plan and moved forward in a crouch to kneel by the corner of her vehicle. She forced herself to breathe deeply, to calm down and face whatever was coming with a clear head. 
 
    Cedric’s plan was a good one – why show your hand if the other player folds? 
 
    The engine note grew louder, but she didn’t think it was being driven hard. The wait was excruciating, and Lexi realised she had heard a loud engine from quite a distance. She steadied herself and saw a dark-green pickup drive past. 
 
    It stopped, and she saw the reverse lights illuminate. 
 
    Shit! Shit! Shit! Calm yourself, she thought. 
 
    The pickup drove in slowly, and the driver got out when he saw Cedric standing still by the shop. 
 
    “Hello,” the man beamed. He was late fifties; a big man but running to fat, he was dressed like a farmer with moleskin trousers over leather boots and a checked shirt on top. He seemed to hold no malice, but Lexi stayed put and watched him over the top of her scope, as the distance was too short to use the magnification. 
 
    He walked towards Cedric with his hand extended and announced that he was called Pete. 
 
    Cedric responded with his own name and shook the offered hand. Lexi watched for a while longer, unsure if she should reveal herself just yet. 
 
    He saw Pete gesture towards the Land Rover as he spoke to Cedric. Lexi’s breath caught in her chest, as she didn’t know whether she or the vehicle were the subject of discussion. 
 
    “It’s OK, everyone,” called Cedric loudly as the others started to emerge from the shop. 
 
    Pete walked back to his pickup and opened the door. Two cocker spaniels, both a glossy chocolate brown, bundled out and ran around the car park with their noses to the floor. On seeing the others, they bounded up to them, eager for fuss. 
 
    Lexi slowly stood and started to walk over. Pete feigned surprise, but his eyes said he already knew she was there. She safetied and slung her rifle before taking the offered hand. “Lexi,” she said, and Pete smiled at her. 
 
    Introductions were made all round, and Pete in turn introduced Dram and Tot, his “girls.” On hearing their names, the dogs sat and stared up at Pete with an almost fanatical obedience, waiting for a command. 
 
    Pete came and joined them at their picnic tables and the break was resumed. Pete talked about his experience of the last week, and told them that he was a gamekeeper and in honesty hadn’t actually realised anything had happened because he went a few days without seeing anyone if he was busy. 
 
    He was a big, loud character, and everyone took to him straight away. He had that quickness to smile and tell a joke, no matter how bad it was, and Lexi thought he and Neil would get on well. 
 
    It was suggested to Pete that he join them, and he instantly agreed. He said he was going to load his stuff and would be back later. Hands were shaken again, and Pete gave a short whistle to the dogs as he walked back to his pickup. They responded instantly and flew in through the open door. With a kindly wave, Pete reversed out and drove away.  
 
    Lexi had some doubts about him. She was worried about his red nose and large belly, believing she recognised the signs of someone who drank every day. 
 
    Everyone was left a little shocked but smiling after he left. Lexi decided it was a good time to take charge before Pete came back and captivated them all again. 
 
    “Right, let’s get these trucks filled before he’s back so we can get home,” she said. There was again no argument, but she decided to play an extra card. 
 
    “Maggie, can you keep watch for a bit and I’ll load up?” she said. Maggie looked a little taken aback but agreed. Lexi locked her rifle into the Land Rover, guessing that if Pete had been around here for a week and not run into trouble then the area was likely to be relatively safe. “Shout if you hear or see anything,” she called. 
 
    She ran in, grabbed an armful of boxed boots, and ran back to load them into the lorry. She worked twice as fast as everyone else just to make a point, and before long, the trucks were full. 
 
    They formed up, ready to set off when Pete returned. 
 
    After an hour, they were starting to worry a little. 
 
    At ninety minutes, Lexi was thinking of calling it quits and wondering how to convince everyone that it was time to go home. It was approaching teatime, and she was nervous that nobody would agree to leave without him. Luckily, the sound of the rough diesel engine hit the edge of her hearing as she was planning how to word her argument. 
 
    Pete drove back in, both dogs sitting in the front passenger’s seat and the truck bed brimming with bags and equipment. Lexi saw numerous gun slips and fishing gear. She would have to tell Dan straight away if they wanted to keep guns out of people’s hands as a rule. 
 
    The convoy loaded up, and although they didn’t know it, their group had now grown to over twenty. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MOTION LOTION 
 
    Neil was very impressed with his contraption. 
 
    He had arrived at the shop with Jimmy and Kev, prised open the doors, and searched the place. 
 
    Empty, but the smell from the rotting fruit-and-veg and chiller units was rank. The smell was so awful it had graduated to become a taste. 
 
    He reckoned that a week ago, just about everyone had gone home sick, and most, nearly all, never left again.  
 
    Jimmy and Kev started work straight away and hit the pharmacy before planning to load with water bottles. 
 
    Neil went to the fuel station and cut the padlocks from the reservoir top of the diesel tank. He lowered the hose into the tank as far as he could and started the generator. He’d rigged it to power a small pump that he had found on the industrial estate – that seemed like weeks ago now. He heard the sloshing sound and reckoned it would take a long time to pump out the five thousand litres, so he wandered into the shop and selected some snacks to fill the time. He had six empty jerrycans for petrol, and helped himself to the few plastic cans in the shop: green for petrol, black for diesel. He stuck to the established colour code, as he didn't want to mix the fuels, and used a hand pump to work the petrol out and into the cans. 
 
    Before long, he was sweating with the effort. He banged the side of the tanker and saw that it would probably take almost an hour to fill it up. He thought it would be safe to pump the petrol despite having an engine running, as the tanker was a little distance away. 
 
    He took a short break and drank a warm can of Sprite. Another fifty minutes of pumping petrol out filled the cans, which he stacked into the back of the Land Rover, bar one that he kept back. He watched the diesel pump working, marvelling again at his own ingenuity. A short while later, he lifted the pipe from the reservoir until the fuel in the pipes was pushed through. He killed the generator, sealed the tanker, and secured all the pipes. He topped up the generator, reckoning that pumping the diesel had used about five litres of petrol. He topped the last fuel can up with his hand pump and put it away. Well stocked with motion lotion, he drove slowly back to the front of the shop. 
 
    He saw that Jimmy and Kev had worked hard; the lorry was more than halfway full with stacks of quilts and pillows piled on top of heavy bags of medicines. The back was starting to fill with plastic-wrapped crates of water. Neil chipped in and took a trolley to bring more. 
 
    Some boxes of tinned food and all the breakfast bars on the shelves saw the truck full. The sliding doors were forced closed again, and the three rested for a little while before heading back. 
 
    They reached the prison just over half an hour later, due to Neil’s very slow progress with the heavy trailer. They rolled in during the late afternoon to find they were the second lot to return; Andrew and Ian had brought back a lorry full of solar panels an hour before and parked it out of the way behind the house. 
 
    Leah bounded out with Penny, Ana, and Alice following. Jimmy took the lorry to the stores bay while Neil backed his tanker into its previous space. He unhitched it and parked in the circular loop near the front door, bringing both weapons with him. 
 
    Leah stood impatiently and Neil answered her unasked question: “Five thousand litres of diesel, eighty of petrol,” he said as he walked past her, throwing a salute. 
 
    Leah pestered Jimmy for the details of their haul, and was told that they’d emptied the pharmacy, got lots of pillows and quilts, and more food and water. 
 
    Leah wrote all this down and returned to Ops to consolidate her reports. She asked how much food was left in the shop, and seemed happy to be told “loads” by Neil. 
 
    They rested, deciding to wait for the others to return before unloading. Kate emerged from the front door wearing a set of grey prison-issue jogging bottoms and a light-blue T-shirt. She stretched extravagantly and announced that Mike was sleeping again. 
 
    Ana and Alice had been helping Penny prepare a meal for that night. Leah had barely left Ops all day. She was still scribbling notes and updating the board, keeping the relevant number up for the site, noting that there was still food and fuel there. 
 
    Dan returned a short while later with Eve and the silent girl. Penny took them straight in and went into full-on fuss mode. Kate joined her, and with the help of Ana, the two new arrivals were scrubbed clean and new clothes were found. Eve’s physical condition was explained somewhat when she said she was a vegan. Someone used to surviving on prepared salads and vitamin supplements, who was already painfully thin, would not live long in today’s world. Eve was dressed similarly to Kate, in a prison tracksuit, and the girl was put in a sweatshirt which was too big for her, as there was nothing else for her to wear. Eve begged for someone to take the girl from her, but she clung on tighter and refused to be moved. She allowed Kate to check her over and both were pronounced healthy, as long as they got fed and rehydrated. 
 
    Dan called a small powwow between himself, Jimmy, and Neil, repeating what Eve had said about the “other soldier.” None of them knew what it meant definitively, but the thought of another armed man out there served to sober their thoughts. 
 
    Just as nerves were starting to fray and Penny was worrying out loud that dinner would spoil, the outstanding convoy returned. The two lorries were reversed in by Jimmy, Cedric brought his trailer to the front door for unloading, and Lexi reverse-parked her Defender in a mimicking pose of Dan’s vehicle. The big surprise for the reception committee was the arrival of a dirty and battered green Isuzu pickup. It looked to be a typical farm wagon, the kind of car you used to open gates with and didn’t care much for dents. Or yearly MOTs, road tax, or insurance. 
 
    The driver was a happy man, and Dan was introduced to him by Cedric. 
 
    “Dan, this is Pete. He found us as we were collecting the stuff. Pete, this is Dan.” They shook hands. Pete had big hands and a strong grip. He also smelled faintly of Scotch. He was introduced to everyone there, and the names went over his head in a blur of information overload. He gave two short, sharp whistles, and a matching pair of brown cockers flew from his pickup to run excitedly through the group. 
 
    Penny insisted that everyone come inside to eat, and Dan lit a smoke as they trailed off. Lexi hung around after they had gone and raised an eyebrow to him. 
 
    “You can get your own, you know; they’ve come down a lot in price recently,” he joked, offering her a cigarette. 
 
    She took one with a smile and he lit it for her, conscious to keep control of the pack and lighter this time. 
 
    “He’s got guns in the back. Gamekeeper,” she said, blowing smoke up in the air. 
 
    He mused on this. The rules were that nobody would carry a weapon without being ratified by him. The man was unlikely to be a danger, as the guns were for hunting, but something in Lexi’s tone made him wonder. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’m concerned he might be an alcoholic,” she said carefully. 
 
    “I think you’re right, but an alcoholic and a drunk are two different things. Let’s see how this pans out, shall we? I’d be happy with some fresh meat on my plate instead of tinned everything for the next few years,” he replied. She raised no objection, and he wondered where her fear stemmed from. Perhaps a family member had succumbed to the evil of drink? 
 
    “Still,” he said, lifting the four gun slips from the back of the pickup, “can’t leave these lying around.” 
 
    They went inside and joined a happy group comprising all of them, as Mike was well enough to walk the short distance to sit up. He had Kate fussing over him so that he didn’t open any wounds as he walked, and he was packed off to bed as soon as the meal was finished. 
 
    Dan cleaned and stored his weapons along with Pete’s, then walked the grounds for a while as the sun fell low in the sky. He took himself off to the makeshift bathroom, where he heated some water and had a strip wash, getting into a set of grey prison jogging bottoms and a vest. He padded back down to his room, carrying his dirty clothes and boots. He only had a few sets of clean trousers left and would have to search through the new apocalyptic clothing range tomorrow. 
 
    He lay on his cot for a long time before he heard footsteps outside his door. A gentle knock, followed by another slightly louder one. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, so he ignored it. He heard his name being whispered loudly by Lexi and decided to definitely ignore it. 
 
    Not the time to complicate things. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE WAY OF THINGS 
 
    The haul was unloaded the following morning. The toilets were set up in the new male and female bathrooms, the fuel was pumped into the farm tank, and all the vehicles were filled up. 
 
    Dan took Pete aside after breakfast. As suspected, he had drunk quite heavily last night and was sipping from a hip flask as they walked around the grounds. The premise of the tour was to ask Pete to start a hunting and fishing programme to provide fresh meat to the group. He was impressed with the grounds, claiming that rabbits and game birds were plentiful. He had the tools and the knowledge, but Dan wanted to know if he could be trusted. 
 
    “What do you want to ask me, lad?” said Pete intuitively, saving him the need for a long preamble. Pete’s eyes flashed to his left where he had seen his dogs run into a thicket. Two sharp whistles brought them crashing back out again. 
 
    Dan stopped and turned to face him, producing a cigarette packet and lighter. He lit up and inhaled deeply, then said to Pete, “I’m concerned about the drink.” 
 
    Pete sighed.  
 
    Dan saw Pete’s hand involuntarily flutter towards a pocket where he thought the hip flask was. “Would you think me a fool if I said that I wasn’t?” Dan asked seriously. 
 
    “Yes, I drink,” Pete said. “But I won’t be letting you lot down. I’ll play my part and I never get nasty with it. Truth is, I’ve drunk myself stupid nearly every day since this all went to shit.” 
 
    Dan didn’t doubt Pete’s sincerity one bit, but experience told him that the drink took over sometimes and the person didn’t realise they had a choice. “I want you to stay, Pete. I really do,” he said. 
 
    “But?” asked Pete, eager to get to the point. He had a feeling of sadness, sure that he would be told to take his leave of the group. He measured the man in front of him and felt a coldness in him; he didn’t want to know what it looked like to upset him.  
 
    Pete was lonely. He was lonely before the world changed, if he was honest with himself. He wanted to be a part of this badly.  
 
    He still had his pride, and he would not beg the man. 
 
    “But there are rules…” said Dan. “Weapons will be issued when they are needed, then cleaned and locked away after they’ve been used. Not negotiable.” 
 
    Pete was surprised, having convinced himself that he was being exiled. “Sensible. No argument from me.” 
 
    “The drinking must stay under control,” Dan continued, pointing a finger at Pete’s chest. “I don’t want to have to be an arse and lock the booze away.” 
 
    “OK,” Pete said. He wanted to ask how much he was allowed, but didn’t think it would make the conversation any more comfortable. 
 
    “And you’re coming out with me in a bit,” Dan finished. Pete gave him a puzzled look. “That truck is a shed. You’re getting a new one.” 
 
    They set off in Dan’s Defender. Pete’s battered old Isuzu went under a tarpaulin by the ten-ton parked out behind the house. The dogs jumped around the back seat and boot as they drove. The journey took nearly an hour – the closest dealership was in the area he had declared out of bounds – and he went through the now familiar routine of scouting, breaking in, and clearing the building. Dan selected a twin-cab pickup which was to Pete’s liking. The keys were found, and a set of spare wheels went in the back; getting new tyres fitted wouldn’t be an issue for some time yet. 
 
    Dan reasoned that it made more sense to use newer vehicles with common parts – less likely to break down and become a safety issue. It wasn’t just because he liked Land Rovers and wanted the group’s fleet to look nice and corporate. 
 
    Pete’s driving was fine. Dan was watching carefully in his mirror, looking for any sign of the alcohol being a problem. He saw none. 
 
    When they got back, he saw that the rest had not been idle. Penny conducted a further tour of the house, showing Dan the fully stocked bedding store. He was also shown the toiletries and towels, and the very impressive clothing store. He realised that everyone was wearing new clothes, including the young girl, who still hadn’t spoken or left Eve’s side. He saw that everything was separated into male and female, and laid out systematically in size order. There was a selection of boots in different sizes too. “Lots more are in the stores,” Penny announced. 
 
    He saw that the bathrooms had water heaters made from the camping equipment. In the makeshift medical wing, Alice had been busy helping Kate sort and store the medicines recovered on the scavenging trips. Kate said that they had plenty of antibiotics, which she saw as the most important, as infection was more likely to kill someone nowadays.  
 
    Alice had perked up significantly, but still seemed quite fragile. It turned out that she had just finished her first year of university, and her skills in IT and mathematics weren’t proving to be in demand. Mike was still confined to bed by Kate, with the exception of being allowed to walk the short distance for the evening meal. 
 
    “Thank you again,” said Mike to Dan. “You saved our lives. I can’t think of what they would have done to my Alice if…” He trailed off, and Dan filled the awkward silence. He knew exactly what they would have done to her. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Mike. Both of you. Rest and get better, then we need to find you something to do,” he said. 
 
    “I’m an engineer,” Mike said quickly. “I was self-employed and doing well. Just bought an Aston Martin, actually,” he said, chuckling to himself. How quickly a lifelong dream could be made to feel utterly pointless. 
 
    Dan had a thought and asked, “Do you know anything about solar panels?” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “But you find me a book on it while I’m stuck in here and I can try my best.” 
 
    “No problem at all,” Dan said, patting him gently on the shoulder as he stood to leave. He looked to Kate to say goodbye but she was engrossed in explaining something to Alice. 
 
    “There is more,” said Penny with a smile. “It appears your new operations coordinator is using her initiative and wants to interview the group. She is plotting scavenging sites on the map as we speak.” 
 
    Dan was impressed. He walked into Ops and Leah looked up with a grin. She launched straight into an uninvited report on supplies that could be recovered and places she was suggesting for checking. 
 
    He saw an old Yellow Pages on the desk next to her notebook. That was probably the most impressive of all: How a child from the Google age could adapt to using the old-fashioned methods. They could all do with a lot more of that. 
 
    “I hear you want to interview the others,” Dan said seriously. Leah seemed a little put out, having just questioned her plan on hearing his tone. 
 
    “I thought people might remember different shops or know about things…” Leah trailed off as he looked directly at her. 
 
    He left her in suspense for a few more seconds before he spoke. “Good idea. Can you start after dinner?” She nodded, delighted at the praise. 
 
    “Let me know what you find, then we can sit down and prioritise what we need. Remember to take a break, though, kid. OK?” he said as he walked out to hide his proud smile. Leah called out after him that she would, but he doubted it. He was worried that before long, she would want to be taught how to drive and shoot. 
 
    Lexi was loitering, and he thought he would probably have to have the difficult conversation soon. He thought it better to do it now, and thanked Penny as he walked outside to smoke. 
 
    Lexi joined him very soon after, lighting one of her own. Dan decided to take the professional line before she embarrassed herself. 
 
    “I heard your trip went well,” he said. “How comfortable are you weapons wise?” he asked. 
 
    “OK with the rifle,” she replied. “Less so with the Glock. I wasn’t too sure about searching the buildings.” 
 
    “And the driving?” he asked. 
 
    “I could do with some pointers on everything,” she said, hopeful. 
 
    “OK. With me tomorrow, you’re driving,” he said as he put out his cigarette and went back inside. He thought it was very normal for this kind of thing to happen: People had been through trauma and were scared. Lonely. It was perfectly natural for feelings to manifest, but he wanted to nip it in the bud straight away for a number of reasons: one, he didn’t really find her attractive. Not that she was unattractive, just that she wasn’t his type. Two, he saw how a couple of the others looked at her, and didn’t particularly want to have the group devolve into some sort of stag rutting competition. Better to stop it before it started. 
 
    After dinner, Penny announced that everyone should go to the lounge area where Leah had a few questions for them all. Everyone agreed and took part willingly to make Leah happy. She had prepared a list of questions for everyone in her neat handwriting. 
 
    Penny called a meeting of senior members: Dan as Head of Operations, Neil as Head of Engineering, Jimmy as Head of Logistics, Andrew as Head of Supplies, and Kate as Head of Medical. Penny was there as Head of “Home,” and asked them each in turn to give a rundown of their “staff” as well as needs and suggestions. 
 
    Dan started. “Lexi is performing well. I need to take her out tomorrow for some training, but she’s doing all right. Leah is doing a great job – she’s got more tasks than we have people and storage space.” 
 
    He finished, nodding to Neil. 
 
    “Ian’s got a lorry full of solar panels, as you know. Mike reckons he can learn how to fit them. If that happens, I’ll need to borrow Adam to do some plumbing work. I’ll need logistics to empty the plumbing aisle in B&Q too,” said Neil. Nods all round. “Fuel – we’ve got plenty for now, but everyone should still bring back jerrycans when they see them.” 
 
    He gestured to Andrew, who said, “Stores are fairly well stocked. We need to future-proof things in terms of growing our own food, but we have maybe three years of living on tins, jars, and bottles if we have to. Any empty space on the lorries should be filled with bottled water.” He spoke quietly, nervous at being involved. “Liam is doing well; he’s learning how to do the job.” He shrugged, with nothing more to add. 
 
    Kate was sitting next in line. “I’ve got plenty of medicines, but I could do with visiting an A&E. It’s going to be messy, though; hospitals were overrun and people died in the waiting rooms.” 
 
    “How about waiting a couple of months?” suggested Dan. “As sick as this sounds to some, it may be better to wait until the bodies have decomposed instead of trying to get in there at the worst time.” 
 
    “That might be better, actually, but we’re talking three months minimum, I reckon,” Kate said. Nobody wanted to chip in on that, so Kate continued, “I’d like an escort to the ambulance stations in the interim so I can take the rest of the stores there. Mike is healing well, and I’d say he can move around more in a week or so; some of the cuts were deep, and he should’ve had more stitches than I could put in.” 
 
    “What about Alice?” asked Dan. 
 
    Kate looked up, surprised at the question, as she didn’t know where he was going with it. “She seems a little traumatised, but is doing well now. No injuries.” 
 
    “Do you think you can teach her basic medical skills?” he asked. 
 
    Kate thought for a second before replying, “Yes. I need medical texts, though.” 
 
    Dan nodded and looked to Jimmy. 
 
    “Vehicles are good, people are good – apart from Kyle, who has had to be encouraged a few times.” He emphasised the word encouraged. “I could do with a few more pairs of hands, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Well done, everyone. Our progress is quite encouraging,” Penny said, making light of Jimmy’s jest. “I have taken Eve under my wing, and the child who never leaves her side. She still won’t speak to anyone. Eve is… unskilled, shall we say.” She hesitated. Dan would have said “useless” but Penny wasn’t unkind enough to say so. “I have had to instruct her with cooking and cleaning, but she has some issues with food preparation. We could do with more qualified or experienced people, as I am undertaking the majority of the cooking – I don’t have an issue with this, you understand,” she added. 
 
    They discussed further forays for supplies. Dan would take Lexi out as planned, and Jimmy would deploy two lorries to collect more food and water. 
 
    Pete was going to start hunting the next day, and had been helping Ana with the farm. Maggie had suggested that seed packets be recovered for growing vegetables, and she was going to go out with Cedric – inseparable as always. 
 
    Neil planned to start sorting out the workshop on the farm and equipping it as a vehicle workshop. Ian would be helping him with that. They had found chainsaws and a log splitter for attaching to the rear of a tractor on the farm, and Jay was nominated to start stacking logs for the coming winter. He had happily agreed to this, and wanted to collect some equipment from his old workplace. Jimmy offered to drop him off there to get his dropside van and tools. 
 
    The benefit of the old house was that it had chimneys in many rooms. Liam was nominated to help Jay when he wasn’t needed in the stores. 
 
    “What about our security concerns?” Penny asked Dan. 
 
    “We haven’t seen any sign of hostility since we left the supermarket. Everyone knows that the area to the south is effectively out of bounds for now. I’m relaxed enough to allow scavenging without armed support, but everyone must be cautious,” Dan said. “Anything people don’t like the look of, get out of the area and let me check it out.” 
 
    Meeting over, they all went with their own thoughts. Jimmy offered his and Kev’s help to wash up that night, which Penny graciously accepted. 
 
    Dan considered their numbers over a solitary Scotch, musing that they simply did not have enough to survive in the long run. 
 
  
 
  


 
    OLD-FASHIONED BOOKS 
 
    “Time and motion, boy,” Dan’s dad had always told him. He always tried to combine his tasks to maximise efficiency. To that end, he told Lexi to drive to the nearest town centre to find the public library that Leah had found in her Yellow Pages. Lexi drove her Land Rover, asking for and receiving tips on her technique. 
 
    “Keep your thumbs outside the wheel,” he said at one point. “If you hit a big pothole or something, the wheel can pull and hurt you.” She nodded and folded her thumbs on the outside. She scanned as she drove, as she had seen him do. 
 
    They arrived at the town centre and drove through slowly. Dan noticed that already the rubbish swirled along and gathered against walls and kerbs. It probably wouldn’t be long before nature started taking back what people had taken first, and Dan mused that the roads would degrade fairly quickly too, especially when the weather got bad. Another reason for choosing the best 4x4xfar. 
 
    The library was unlocked, and a pull on the door let out a nauseating smell. Dan held up a hand and went back to the Land Rover for his bag. He came back to Lexi with chewing gum and two paper masks. Lexi was puzzled at first, but followed suit and started to chew three pieces behind her mask. It worked, and the smell of rotting body was diluted by mint. As they had agreed, Dan led and Lexi watched. He moved at a slight crouch using his Sig, as Lexi would be using her Glock to do the same job. He cleared the aisles of books, nodding directions to Lexi as he went. They found two bodies, not worth checking for breathing, as they were visibly starting to decompose. The systematic search continued, Lexi copying Dan’s movements in silence. He finally holstered the Sig on his chest and turned to her. “Questions?” he asked, trying to keep his tone professional and not encourage intimacy. 
 
    “What did you do on the corners?” she asked.  
 
    He drew his weapon again and talked her through it. “Approach the corner, take a step out from the wall. Eyes and gun always point the same way. Step around slowly and the blind area will open up. Always keep scanning for any height advantage someone could have over you.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. 
 
    They split up and searched the shelves for manuals and textbooks. They found medical texts, guides on growing crops, and two books on solar panels. Dan wasn’t sure if it was the right thing, but it was all they found. Lexi brought back a book on high-frequency radio signals and radio operating. It looked like an old book to Dan, but then again, so was the skill in the modern age of satellites and computers. 
 
    With a box of books in the back of the Land Rover, they locked it and took their weapons for a check of the indoor shopping area after using a small pry bar to force the automatic doors. The bar went down the back of Dan’s vest in case they needed it again. 
 
    The normal shops were all there, shrouded in an eerie sense of emptiness. He held up a hand to stop Lexi, indicating with two fingers pointed at his eyes that she should stay and keep watch. He went into a card shop, returning within thirty seconds. Lexi wanted to ask, but didn’t want to look stupid, so she kept quiet. They walked onwards slowly, Lexi trying to impress by showing that she was covering the corners and blind spots. 
 
    He felt relatively safe and was happy to watch Lexi demonstrate the skills she was mimicking, skills that he had learned by repetition and constant yelling of “Bang! You’re dead!” over and over whenever he got it slightly wrong. 
 
    They found a small army surplus shop, one that advertised a lot of airsoft and paintball. They took large rucksacks and filled them with holsters, face masks, goggles, smaller bags, and some survival equipment. Dan thought Neil would be happy with a holster that wasn’t on his thigh. 
 
    They took some webbing similar to their own, but not modern military-level stuff like theirs. The vague smell permeated everywhere, not strong, but they couldn’t see any bodies yet. They found a large clothing shop, and Lexi managed a small grin, as it was the same chain she used to work for. 
 
    “Underwear and clothes for the kid?” she suggested to him. He nodded before moving into the store. 
 
    They retraced their steps to the Land Rover after a while longer to find two young men looking in the windows. The men hadn’t noticed them yet, and Dan waved Lexi off to the right to get another angle on them. 
 
    Dan raised his carbine and stalked forward along the building line. He glanced to the right to see Lexi behind a pillar on one knee, covering the pair. 
 
    He watched them, listening. 
 
    “It wasn’t here yesterday,” said one of them. 
 
    “Well, where are they, then?” replied the other. 
 
    Dan guessed they were mid-twenties, and both looked fairly fit. 
 
    “Stand still,” Dan called out confidently, without investing the command with much threat so as not to scare them. 
 
    In spite of his slightly gentler tone, both men visibly jumped in fright and turned towards the sound of his voice. They put their hands up and both started to speak at once. 
 
    “Hold on!” shouted Dan, but kindly. He lowered his weapon and walked towards them slowly, knowing that Lexi would have him covered and being careful not to get between her and them. 
 
    “I’m Mark,” said the first man. He pointed to the slightly bigger man and introduced him as Joe. 
 
    “Put your hands down, boys. I’m not going to shoot you,” Dan said, leaving out the fact that Lexi would if the need arose. “What’s your story?” he asked Mark.  
 
    Both seemed frozen to the spot still. Joe managed a shop up the road, a Cash Converters place, and said that they had heard their car earlier. It turned out they had argued about whether to go out of the shop for a while, before deciding to introduce themselves. 
 
    Dan was going to unlock the Land Rover, until he realised that it was Lexi’s and she still had the keys. 
 
    He turned towards her and gestured with his head for her to join them. Both Mark and Joe seemed shocked to see another heavily armed person appear. 
 
    Joe asked, “Are you from the military?” 
 
    Mark said, “Is there still a government?” 
 
    “No, and we don’t know,” said Dan. He introduced himself, then Lexi. 
 
    He asked what they had been doing for the last week and Joe told their story. 
 
    “Me and Mark have been in my shop, living off stuff we’ve found here,” he said. Both looked unwashed and bearded, and it seemed they were both waiting for someone to come and tell them what to do. Neither seemed to accept that this was permanent. 
 
    Dan responded with a brief version of their own history, and explained their new setup. Both Mark and Joe seemed impressed and relieved. The formal invite came from Lexi, who had adopted a confident approach as she saw her own standing rising higher as more people joined. 
 
    Joe couldn’t keep his eyes off their equipment, and finally asked, “M16s?” 
 
    “M4s. Long story,” said Dan. “You have any experience?” he asked. 
 
    “Tried and failed. Asthma as a kid. Done some shooting – paintball and stuff,” he said. 
 
    Dan chalked up another potential Ranger to take the pressure off. 
 
    “What about you?” he asked Mark. 
 
    “Never. I’m a PE teacher in high school. I was, anyway,” he replied. 
 
    “Jump in then, lads; you’re in if you want,” said Dan as he climbed into the passenger’s seat, wound down the window, and lit a smoke. 
 
    They drove back and dropped the two new arrivals off, where Penny greeted them warmly and took them in for feeding and washing. Dan said he was heading back out again, and told Lexi she should do the same on her own. She looked disappointed not to be staying with him, but agreed. 
 
    Dan decided to push out into the more rural areas from the prison, checking the farms for equipment and people. 
 
    He decided to leave messages at some, hidden away from the road, hopeful to recruit some farmers to their cause. As he rested for a short time having a smoke, he heard barking. He walked across the road to look downhill. The noise was coming from the bottom corner of the hill where the field met a dense patch of woodland. He opened the gate to the empty field and walked back to the Land Rover. He drove slowly down the hill with the windows opened. He killed the engine and listened when he reached the bottom. Definitely dogs barking on the other side of the woods. He looked at the map for a way to drive around, not just out of laziness but being sensible – why climb through woodland and risk injury or getting stuck? 
 
    He found a small track after a while on the Ordnance Survey map, realising that the way to it was actually past the prison on the road towards the town he had just been to. 
 
    Ten minutes later, he was driving down that track, over the bridge where the water from their lake went, and onwards to a house and a series of low buildings. A sign announced that he was entering a kennel, and he should take care, as police dogs were trained there. Interesting. 
 
    He pulled up by the house and got out. He left the carbine and took only his Sig as he walked around. A look through the window into the kitchen showed a man slumped on the table, dead over a week. 
 
    He heard the barking again, sounding louder now. He walked over to the outbuildings and what he saw made him feel sick with grief. Eight dogs had died in their kennels, with nobody to give them water. The stink of shit and piss was choking, and flies swarmed on the bodies. He walked along the line of closed cages close to tears, until he saw that the second to last in the line was empty. The wooden frame of this kennel had been chewed, destroyed in fact, and left a gap big enough for something to escape. He heard the barking again from outside. 
 
    He walked out and what he saw made his heart melt. A large, dusty grey German shepherd puppy was sitting between him and his vehicle with huge paws splayed out. It saw him and cocked its head to one side with its disproportionately large, pointy ears up. Dan went to bend down and pat its legs, but the puppy responded instantly by standing and barking aggressively at him. Puppy or not, there were a lot of sharp teeth on show. It was almost grey, with patches of darker fur on its ears, muzzle, and one paw. This dog looked thin and probably hadn’t eaten for days. At least it hadn’t died a torturous death by dehydration like the others. He froze, and the dog stopped again. He spoke to it, and the barking started. 
 
    Dan turned and went back into the kennels, coming back out with a sturdy leather lead. When he produced this, the puppy sat and looked at him, wagging its tail in the dirt. Part-trained, then. Good. 
 
    “Come,” he said firmly, and was rewarded with another cocked-head look. An outside thought occurred to him, and he tried “Hier!” To his amazement, it worked, and the puppy trotted towards him. He had heard that some police forces had paid for part-trained dogs to be imported from Germany recently. 
 
    “Sitz!” he said, and the dog sat. 
 
    Dan hadn't spoken any German for a long time, and hoped nobody would question his knowledge of the language or of police dogs. 
 
    “Fuß!” he said, and he walked towards the Land Rover. The dog obediently walked to his left heel as he went. He laughed aloud and bent to stroke the dog, happy at this turn of fate. He snapped his hand back as the dog leapt away from him and became defensive again. He straightened up, shouting, “Nein. Halt!” Dan laughed again as the dog reluctantly stopped. 
 
    No matter how you felt, conditioning always took over. He tried some more. 
 
    “Shtopp!” he said, meaning stay, and he walked around the dog in a circle before walking away a few metres. 
 
    “Fuß!” he tried again, and the dog ran to his left side and followed him at heel. He had exhausted his current memory of German, and carefully went to put the lead around the dog’s neck. A low growl came out, but a further reprimand stopped the noise in its throat. 
 
    He led the dog to the Land Rover and was lost for a command. “Hup!” he said, and the dog jumped in. “Shtopp!” he instructed again, leaving the lead on and the door open. He went back and took two large metal bowls and a bag of dried dog food which he slung over his shoulder. He threw them in the boot and walked to the passenger’s side, where the dog sat, watching him. 
 
    He slowly raised the back of his hand. The dog sniffed it suspiciously, eyes wary. Dan saw that it was a he, and saw that he had no collar. With the beautiful colouring, he decided that his new best friend was called Ash. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SETTLING IN NICELY 
 
    He drove back to the prison and stopped on the farm. Ana waved at him, carrying a bucket of leftover food to the pigs. 
 
    He left Ash in the Land Rover, as he didn’t want to risk him biting anyone or chasing any of the animals. He wandered into the new workshop and saw Neil and Ian had been busy – a generator was set up to provide power, and the spare wheels, complete with inflated tyres for the Defenders, were stacked against one wall. 
 
    “Cooking on gas, my son!” Neil announced in a cockney accent when he saw him. Ian looked up and nodded a greeting. 
 
    “Met the new recruits?” Dan asked them, and described finding Mark and Joe earlier. 
 
    “How’s Lexi?” Neil asked with a smirk. Dan refused to rise to the bait. It wasn’t just him who had noticed it, then.  
 
    Dan changed the subject. “I’ve got a new assistant,” he said, gesturing Neil to follow him outside. 
 
    Neil’s heart melted, and he let out a large “Awww” when he saw Ash looking out of the driver’s window at him. 
 
    “He’s no pet. I found him in a kennels where they trained police dogs,” Dan warned.  
 
    Neil said that he used to have a retired police dog, and had no problem with it. 
 
    Dan opened the door of the Defender and took hold of Ash’s lead. “Fuß!” he said, and Ash jumped down to walk at his left heel. He walked to Neil, stopping short and saying, “Sitz!” 
 
    He looked at Neil and asked, “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” with a smile. 
 
    Neil didn’t, but he did launch into an impression of a German officer as he extolled the virtues of the dog. He went to stroke him at one point, and was rewarded with an angry salvo of barks. 
 
    “Nein,” shouted Dan, and Ash calmed down. “Give him time, mate. He’s had a rough week, I think.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Dan drove back down to the main house. He saw that some wooden pallets had been laid on the floor, three across and two deep, with tarpaulins fixed to the back. Jay had started felling a tree to the side of the main drive, wearing a hard hat with ropes coiled like snakes. He waved cheerily to Dan when he saw he was being watched. Liam was standing some distance back, seemingly on instruction, waiting for the tree to come down. He was holding a heavy set of long-handled loppers and a bow saw, ready to start taking branches off. That tree would take them a few days to sort, thought Dan. 
 
    He took Ash in through the front door, greeting Leah as he walked in. She cried, “You got a puppy!” and ran towards him just as Ash strained at the lead and barked at her. She shrieked and stopped in her tracks. Dan repeated the advice he had given Neil – that Ash had been through a lot and wasn’t exactly a pet; he had been bred to bite people. 
 
    He took Ash into his room and folded two prison blankets in the corner of the room by his cot. He went back outside and brought in the bowls and food, laying them down as Ash started to sniff them desperately. He wolfed down a bowl of food and stopped only to switch to the bowl Dan was pouring water into from a bottle. 
 
    He left him there and went outside, shutting him in. He spent a few minutes with Leah, who had been busy making pretty lists covered in highlighter marks in pink and yellow and blue. She had lined up weeks’ worth of scavenging targets. Dan told her she had done a good job, and to take the afternoon off to play, as it was nice outside. She skipped off, happy with the praise. 
 
    He stored his carbine and poured a cup of coffee from the dining room – Penny had found some large insulated pump flasks which held boiling water and kept it hot for hours. He wandered into the medical wing to see Mike sitting up in his makeshift hospital bed with his nose buried in the book about solar panels. 
 
    A notepad covered with scribbled notes was by his right leg, and he tapped the pen against his teeth as he read. He smiled when he saw Dan and launched into a complex explanation of how he hoped to use the solar panels but ideally needed some scaffolding. Dan held up his hands to slow him down, as he didn’t understand most of what he was saying. 
 
    “Plenty of time, Mike. Get your head around it and get better first,” he said. 
 
    He found Mark and Joe being given a tour by Penny. Both had washed and dressed in new clothes: combat trousers and T-shirts over walking boots. Mark had shaved, but Joe hadn’t. Dan rubbed his own chin and thought about growing a beard to avoid having to shave with cold water. 
 
    Penny greeted him warmly but formally in front of the new arrivals, congratulating him for bringing back two healthy recruits. Eve looked unhappy as she carried an armful of dirty clothes to a large wheeled cart, the young girl clinging to her trouser leg. 
 
    Jimmy and Kev had come back not long after him; they were unloading their latest shop with the help of Andrew, who was directing them where he wanted things. 
 
    He went back to his room and could hear loud whining from Ash inside. Suddenly remembering that the puppy had barely eaten or drunk for days, he thought he better take him outside on the lead. Ash made for the nearest car tyre and relieved himself before sniffing the ground and spinning on the spot. He finally decided to leave a steaming log at the first place he had sniffed before bouncing away, pleased with himself. Dan walked him down to the nearest sports field. 
 
    He made the dog sit, removed his lead, and walked away, telling Ash to stay. He decided to give commands in both English and German, to save having to be bilingual. He stopped and looked at Ash before throwing his arm out to the side and calling, “Go!” Ash hesitated. 
 
    “Voraus!” he said, and the dog bolted off to the right, looking for the reason he had been sent. He sniffed the ground and then looked up at Dan, who called him back in. “Fuß! Heel,” he said, and smiled when Ash ran to his left side, looking up at him. 
 
    Eat your heart out, Pete, he thought. In truth, he knew it was cheating. Someone else had already done the hard work in training this dog; he was looking good and reaping the benefits of it. 
 
    Pete returned a while later on foot with the dogs flitting around him. He was carrying two rabbits and five pigeons. He saw Dan’s new sidekick and told his girls to stay as he approached. He held up his haul with a big smile. 
 
    “Plenty of vermin to eat,” he said happily. “These woods are full of pheasants too, but they’re breeding, so I’ll leave them be until the numbers get high. No worry about these buggers, though,” he said, indicating his haul. 
 
    Dan thanked him, wishing that a rabbit-and-pigeon stew would be accompanied by fresh bread. Pete nodded to Ash, who gave him a look as though he was figuring out if he were edible. 
 
    “Found him at a kennels. He’d escaped, but the others starved. Part-trained police dog,” Dan said, trying to sound casual despite his pride at having Ash beside him. 
 
    “Good dog,” Pete said, holding his hand out. Ash didn’t bark, which surprised Dan. Instead, he sniffed at Pete’s hands, getting a mixture of dead animals and other dogs. He must recognise a fellow dog lover, Dan thought. 
 
    Word of Ash had spread quickly, and people made noises fit for a puppy until they saw that the puppy had a genetically created bad attitude and sharp teeth. Dan put Ash back in his room so as not to excite him too much. 
 
    Cedric and Maggie returned not long after, excited at having found a commercial garden area with greenhouses and polythene tunnels. It seemed to be part of the prison, but was about a mile away and had more tractors, machinery, and all the tools they needed. They said there was even a house there that they could look to move into if they needed. There were even two dozen sheep there – this year’s lambs, Cedric reckoned – and a large animal trailer. 
 
    They had brought back another Land Rover they had found, towing a trailer of rotting veg, which they dropped off at the farm for the pigs. They spoke excitedly to Penny, saying that they could grow potatoes and carrots there as well as salad vegetables. Penny agreed for them to be there full time, and promised them a helping pair of hands or five as soon as they were found.  
 
    A huge sound erupted as they were talking, taking everyone by surprise. Dan instinctively reached for the Sig but relaxed when he saw that it was the large tree finally giving up and coming down to the ground. 
 
    The house buzzed with the excitement of the day’s news and new arrivals when Lexi returned last. He watched her drive towards the house, and saw at least two other heads in the Defender with her. She pulled up at the front and got out, looking proud but trying to keep it under control. 
 
    “Boss,” she said, “meet Lizzie.” As a woman climbed out of the passenger’s seat, she smiled nervously at him. “And this is Cara,” said Lexi as she opened the rear doors. “And Josh.” 
 
    Dan saw that Cara was young – maybe twenty – and he placed Josh at about three. He was a good-looking boy with blue eyes and bright blonde hair. Dan stifled a choked cry; he looked too much like his own son for him to cope just now. 
 
    He mumbled a welcome and excused himself, letting Penny take over and welcome them in. He stripped off his boots and got into the grey tracksuit again, then lay on his cot. Ash watched him closely, making him feel slightly uncomfortable after a while. Dan held out his hand to the dog, who recoiled at first, then sniffed and licked at his hand. Ash finally lay down with Dan’s hand resting on the back of his head, and slept. 
 
    He always envied dogs that ability. Two speeds: flat out and spark out. 
 
    He took Ash out again about an hour later, walking him at heel while he led, and then he shut Ash away again before dinner. The mood was high throughout the meal, and Penny had invited the new arrivals to say a bit about themselves.  
 
    Lizzie was a nursing assistant who worked for a care company. She spent her days visiting people at home and helping them, changing dressings and the like. As she said this, Kate said loudly, “Mine!” and everyone laughed. 
 
    Cara was in college, having had Josh in her late teens to an absent boyfriend. Dan imagined that some people would have had an opinion on that two weeks ago, but those kinds of grievances were void now. Josh was quiet and nervous, understandably. 
 
    Penny called for departmental heads to stay while the others went to the lounge area. Penny made a short speech about how happy she was with the way the group was holding together and growing. 
 
    “I hear talk of another new addition to the group?” she said proudly. 
 
    “Absolutely!” said Dan with a smile, referring to Ash. His mood was improving now he had got used to the presence of Josh enough to see that he bore less and less of a resemblance to his own son every time he looked at him. 
 
    “Lizzie has obviously been taken by medical – no arguments there, I think,” she said. Kate looked relieved to have some backup. 
 
    “Cara has expressed experience in catering. I propose to have her cooking for now, with Eve attached for training. The children should be fine with them. All agreed?” All did agree, and Penny’s obvious look of relief made it clear just how stressed she was at producing meals on top of organising. 
 
    “Joe has asked to join the Rangers,” she said, looking at Dan. That was no surprise; he seemed a bit of an army nut. 
 
    “Pending assessment, yes,” said Dan, and he reminded them that he had the final say on whether someone got a gun or not. He saw an eagerness in Joe that appeared not to be bolstered by arrogance and felt happy to be patient with him. The skills could be taught, but the temperament needed to be the solid foundation for teaching. 
 
    “Mark has offered his services wherever they may be required, as he has no children to teach sports to,” she finished. 
 
    Jimmy straightened in his seat. “I’ll take him,” he said eagerly. 
 
    “Logistics it is, then,” she declared. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DEVELOPMENTS 
 
    The next month moved on quickly for them. 
 
    Dan spent time each morning for the first five days working with Ash, making sure he was OK around the others and getting obedient. He made sure Ash was fine with Joe, as Dan spent that first week teaching him weapon drills, building searches, maintenance, and target practice. Dan had kitted him out with Neil’s Glock and leg holster, as they were custom-made for the weapons, and the scavenged webbing was fitted to him. They used the gym for the building drills, making Joe drive up and search, with Dan observing and pointing out where he made mistakes. He resisted the urge to yell “Bang!” every time he left himself open. 
 
    He had given Joe a standard M4 with a reflex sight, as he wasn’t that accurate through a scope. Dan worked with him until he was over-average accurate at forty metres. Good enough. The first time he’d got him to shoot, Dan had left the gun empty deliberately. As he had expected, Joe flinched when he pulled the trigger. They worked to eradicate that instinct, and moved on to live rounds. He couldn’t afford to expend too much ammo in training without getting more stockpiled. 
 
    As they worked, Ash sat some distance back, where he had been told to stay, and watched them. Ash was getting bigger every day and responded to English commands now, but Dan still used German sometimes to show off.  
 
    Joe was OK behind the wheel, and had even done a day off-roading recently with a Land Rover instructor. Dan showed him how to use the front and rear tow ropes, too. 
 
    Jay and Liam were making good progress with the tree, and Dan reckoned they already had a few tons of logs ready for winter. They would have to triple that before the weather got any worse, and it was already getting colder. A few storms had made them all take cover inside for hours at a time. They started to plan scavenging for the onset of bad weather, getting hot-water bottles and cold-weather gear. 
 
    Mark had taken a shine to Lexi, which thankfully kept her away from Dan a bit. Neil and Ian had retrieved three more Defenders, two of which went into a shed on the farm until they were needed and the other was presented to Joe when he was officially declared a Ranger, albeit on probation. 
 
    Cara had been a godsend in the kitchen, and was the one person Eve didn’t complain to. She was skilled at making cakes, and also baked some bread and made pastry for game pies, as Pete had been bringing back a steady supply of rabbits and pigeons daily. Cara was named acting Head of Catering, as she was reluctant to take on a leadership role, and agreed to stay in that post until someone better was found. She was just happy to cook and be with the kids, the former making her popular overnight. 
 
    Pete maintained that there were plenty of other things to hunt, but he knew about the breeding seasons and wanted the populations to stay healthy. He had been allocated a workshop as such over on “the gardens,” as they were now being called, which had previously been a butcher’s area. Good-quality knives were found, and the old gamekeeper settled into a routine of getting out after breakfast to check the snares he had left the night before. There was no sign of his drinking being an issue, although Dan did find a couple of bottles stashed in his butcher’s shop. 
 
    Cedric and Maggie were the happiest of all. They left every day for the gardens to clear the greenhouses and polytunnels, ready to plant some vegetables after Christmas. Maggie had studied a book from the library in depth and knew what they had to do each month. 
 
    As he expected, Leah had grown bored after the initial phase of planning everything, and Dan decided to give her something new to learn. Neil had started teaching the members of the group who were either too young or unqualified to drive. Liam did well, and Ana was picking it up slowly. Kyle and Leah struggled, Leah because she was young and Kyle because he was lazy. Jimmy kept Kyle in check, and Dan worried that he was working him too hard at times. 
 
    Jimmy and Kev still made scavenging trips, but as the stores were almost full, it wasn’t the top priority. They helped out on the farm and the gardens, then spent a few hours hauling logs before dinner. Everyone got into a good routine, and the general mood was one of happiness and hope. 
 
    Mike was moving around well but still tired quickly. Every day he built his strength up a little more by walking the grounds, often joining Dan as he worked Ash. He declared the solar panel project viable, but needed scaffolding and skilled people like builders. Dan agreed it should go on hold until next summer. In the meantime, Mike was working on rainwater collection and had already asked Jimmy and Kev to get a lorryload of materials ready for when he was fitter. 
 
    They had a new addition after a few days; a young man from one of the farms Dan had visited found his message and had come calling on a quad bike. He was called Chris, and he was excited at the prospect of joining. He knew about maintaining livestock, which made him a valuable person to the cause. He had left that morning with a promise to return, and came back hours later on the quad bike herding some sheep. He made numerous return trips over the next few days, bringing other animals using the cattle box from the gardens. He took over on the farm and moved animals around. Nobody argued with him, as nobody had the knowledge. He was a hard-working man, thin as a rake and ginger – so much so that he joked about getting sunburn whenever the cloud cover broke – but he had a seemingly endless supply of energy and enjoyed life every day. 
 
    He was named Head of Agriculture and given a seat on “the council,” as Penny called it. She had offered Cedric and Maggie a place also, but they declined politely. They were just happy to be together and garden all day. Dan suspected that they would want to move over there eventually, but he worried that they were exposed enough as it was. He didn’t have the spare bodies to post a guard, and said as much to Andrew, who suggested an alarm system. 
 
    “How about a big box of fireworks?” Andrew said during a meeting. “Light fuse and hide until help comes!” 
 
    Dan had to admit that was actually a pretty good plan in the absence of any real-time communications. Jimmy and Kev were dispatched and did a fine job of bringing back an all-in-one box: Light fuse and stand clear as forty small rockets shot up one by one. Cedric set it up on a raised platform with a solid cover over the top; all they had to do was remove the cover and light the paper. 
 
    At the end of the first week, Lexi brought back another two people. Donna was mid-thirties and had been out of work for a while. She was assigned to Penny to help with cleaning and did not complain. Matt, or “Matty,” as he preferred, was still overweight somehow. It seemed that he had survived on chocolate bars and fizzy drinks for two months (and probably longer before), and he was assigned to help Cedric and Maggie on the gardens. He was happy with this, and happier still to be fed every day. 
 
    Lexi was ranging every other day, and on the second week, Joe was sent on a few missions close to home. Dan had spent time with both of them, drumming into their heads what to do if they were attacked or compromised. What to do with a vehicle failure. What to do if they were lost. What to do if they had to abandon their vehicles and start escape and evade, or E&E protocols. He checked their kit at random intervals, inspecting weapon readiness and cleanliness and emptying their rucksacks out to see that they had everything they needed if they had to go on the run. 
 
    He started to go out on his own again, working with Ash to use him as backup on building searches and developing a deep bond with the dog. He reasoned that Ash was a tool that increased his effectiveness, but he knew that the dog kept him company. It was someone he could talk to, as he did often, but who wouldn’t tell his secrets or judge. Ash listened intently, with both ears up facing him and his head cocked over slightly. 
 
    Dan was planning to find another source of weapons and ammo, as the 5.56 stocks were almost a quarter gone. He decided, without telling the others, that he was going to head south again. He avoided Leah, who would ask people leaving home where they were going to be, and told the council that he may be away overnight. 
 
    He set off after breakfast with his E&E bag containing the right maps and an extra bag of kit with food and water for him and Ash. Ash seemed excited, as though he sensed they were going somewhere new this time. 
 
    Clouds gathered as he left home, giving a sense of foreboding. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RETURN TRIP 
 
    He went slowly, cautiously retracing their steps of over a month ago. Nothing much seemed to have changed, Dan thought as he wound past their former camp. The gazebo had collapsed, one loose side flapping against the abandoned caravan. Either nobody had found the place, or nobody had stayed. 
 
    Some people would deem his planned course of action reckless, but he considered the chance of finding “them” at the same place he did previously slim. He drove gently, not forcing the engine note much higher than tickover, and parked the Land Rover under a tree off the road. A new vehicle dumped on the tarmac would set his alarm bells going, and he hoped his small deception would keep them safe. 
 
    He got out and readied his weapon, checking chamber and flicking the safety catch to full auto then back to safe. Ash bounded out with him, happy to be back on the ground. He ran in two small circles of the Land Rover before cocking his leg against the back wheel. Dan fixed him with a stern look and held his flat palm out towards the dog before slowly moving it down. 
 
    Ash got the message; his tail stopped wagging and he lowered himself into a stalking crouch. Dan turned the gesture into a quiet pat on his thigh and Ash loped to his left heel. Dan had worked hard on this, and it paid off. He could work Ash with hand signals most of the time, unless he got bored or overexcited. He was trying to stop Ash barking too, but needed a live subject to help with that. He didn’t want to set Ash on any of the group in case Ash didn’t realise it was training. 
 
    They went slowly, moving between cover to minimise the risk of exposure before they came to the place where he and Lexi had saved Mike and Alice. Everything was just as he had left it, apart from the decomposing bodies and small rivers of maggots coming from both dead men. The new addition to his kit was useful then; a black bandana knotted around his neck was pulled up to cover his mouth and nose. 
 
    Ash went forward to sniff, and a click of Dan’s fingers brought him back obediently. He decided that the friends of these two arseholes either never found them or just left them there to rot. Either was highly likely. 
 
    Hanging around to explore wasn’t the point of this trip, and he still had some distance to cover. They got back in the Land Rover, Dan still not entirely convinced they were safe from those they had run to hide from. He again followed the road he had been down many times before, trying to recall the journey to see if anything had changed – another car abandoned, a sign or a message, anything. 
 
    He had decided, despite the veiled warning, to check the army base again. Just a drive past, nothing too intrusive. As he went by, he saw the gates were open. He turned around and came past again – still no sign of life. “Fuck it,” he said to himself, receiving a silent questioning look from Ash, and drove in. 
 
    Nobody showed themselves. More importantly, he felt, nobody took a shot at him. He drove slowly between the buildings, finding the doors left wide open to many. He began to suspect that the occupant he had met previously was no longer here. He found the armoury by chance, not because it was marked “armoury,” but because he went inside to investigate the pair of boots attached to the pair of legs he could see from the doorway. 
 
    He had only seen a thing like this once before. A shotgun would make a horrendous mess of a person at short range. At point-blank range, and using heavy ammunition, it would literally dismember. 
 
    The soldier – he assumed the same one he had met before, but could not tell, as there was no head – must have had enough. He was sitting with an empty bottle of gin next to him, slumped against the wall, which had been sprayed with a grotesque fan of blood, brains, and bone. The wall was deeply gouged by shot. Flies were thick on the man, and Dan thought twice about disturbing his final resting place save for retrieving the shotgun; it was a chunky short-barrelled one with a folding parachute stock that went over the top of it. That was just too valuable to leave behind. A note was in his left hand but had fallen into the congealed puddle of blood. Dan was grateful that he wasn’t able to read the note as he felt compelled to do; the contents would likely be more upsetting than the gore in front of him. Dan apologised sincerely to the now headless soldier as he took his sidearm and spare ammunition. He stripped the body armour, similar to his own but in green camouflage. It badly needed a wash. He found some plastic wrapping and bundled everything he had taken off the man together. The shotgun wasn’t too bad, so it went on the dash of the Land Rover. 
 
    With a shudder, he turned away and tried to focus: Find more ammo. He searched boxes and shelves as Ash walked patiently beside him. Finally, he struck lucky in one of the now unlocked secure rooms. He took thousands of rounds of 5.56 – box after box. He took another three boxes of link ammo for the GPMG; it would be a bad day if they ever had to use that, but still. He found more 9mm and took as much as he could load into the rear of the Land Rover, so much so that the rear-view mirror was useless. A box of heavy twelve-bore cartridges was left out from when the soldier had decided on his exit strategy. 
 
    Dan reminded himself to keep those separate from all the other shotgun ammo. If Pete hit a pigeon with one of these, he would atomise it. 
 
    He considered staying for more, but thought that greed might blind him to the risks; this was not a place to hang around in. He took one last look around the lockers but could find no more weapons, only more locked doors. This place would no doubt be a gold mine; he knew there were military vehicles here as well as lots of guns. He was, however, way too strung out and nervous to stay any longer. He had a bad feeling about this place and wanted to get out of there.  
 
    Dan opened the door of the Land Rover, telling Ash “Hup” softly. A quick scan around showed no overt sign of people, but the feeling was still there. As if to underline his point, Ash began to growl quietly and look around. He was nervous too. 
 
    He drove hard at first, struggling, as the vehicle was weighed down, then stopped away from the road and waited with his carbine pointed towards the direction his fear was coming from. He drove on, repeating this twice more before he relaxed enough to convince himself that they were not being followed. His alertness had tired him greatly, and Ash had already given up and lain down on the seat, annoyed that the comfortable part of the car was full of boxes. He stopped at the forecourt where he had stayed after his last trip to the area, where he had marvelled at his new toys. He poured himself a coffee and lit up – Ash grumbled and growled if he smoked in the car with him. 
 
    In a way, it was nice to be nagged from the passenger’s seat again. 
 
    He caught his reflection in the glass of the shop window. He needed to sort his hair out, he thought as his wild homeless-looking image stared back at him. Ash trotted around the forecourt sniffing at things before coming to sit in front of Dan. He pulled off his signature move: ears up, pointy tips almost meeting in the middle and head cocked to one side. 
 
    Damn this dog, thought Dan as he reached into his bag for a snack to share with him. Ash was growing so fast and eating so much that an extra item was added to the scavenging list: big bags of dog food. His paws were still ridiculously oversized, making Dan think that this puppy was going to be a small bear before long. 
 
    Ash suddenly turned his head away and stopped chewing, alert and tense. Dan froze, waiting to find out what the dog’s far superior hearing had detected. A low growl rumbled from Ash’s chest as he got to his feet, staring intently in the direction they had come from. 
 
    That was enough for Dan. He threw down the cigarette and tipped the coffee, throwing all his things back into the Land Rover via the open window. He readied his weapon and double-checked the Sig. As he took position behind the bonnet of his vehicle, he called Ash’s name and was rewarded by instant eye contact. He threw his left arm out and shouted, “GO” as Ash launched himself low and fast across the forecourt to hide in the shadows. To make sure Ash knew what he wanted of him, he followed up with, “Down! Stay!”  
 
    The dog obediently lay down flat and watched him intently. He was confident that Ash would stay there until either he called him to heel or shouted a go command, at which point he hoped Ash would attack whatever he was looking at. He also hoped that the dog would take the initiative if he was incapacitated and protect him. 
 
    The diesel engine came into Dan’s hearing, followed a short time later by a muddy 4x4 coming towards him at speed. The engine note halted, like the driver had lifted off the throttle at the surprise of seeing his Land Rover. There seemed to be some hesitation, then a decision as the driver turned in sharply to stop alongside Dan’s vehicle. 
 
    A vaguely familiar blonde ponytail was showing behind the mud-spattered window. Although the 4x4 was different from the one he last saw her with, the woman was unmistakably the same frosty vet. 
 
    She was momentarily speechless at recognising him, but gathered herself. 
 
    “I’m being chased!” she said, annoyed. “I caught the bastards shooting horses to eat!” 
 
    Great, he thought, some hungry Frenchmen are heading this way. He snapped into gear.  
 
    “How many?” he demanded, loosening the Velcro strap on the pouch where two spare magazines sat snugly. 
 
    “Three. No, four,” she blurted out. 
 
    “Still got your shotgun?” he asked her as he scanned through his optic at the limit of his view on the road. 
 
    “No. They took it. I, er, I bit the one holding me and stole one of their cars,” she said, almost embarrassed. 
 
    “OK,” said Dan, “so we’re not negotiating with them, then?” he asked with heavy emphasis to make his point understood. 
 
    “No, we are bloody well not. They shot my horses. They would probably have eaten me too, fucking inbred bastards,” she spat angrily. 
 
    “Open the passenger door, and look on the dash,” he told her, still looking through his scope. 
 
    She did as he said and retrieved the new shotgun. She looked at it uncertainly. 
 
    “Pump-action. Hell of a kick, so hold it tight, OK?” 
 
    Sera nodded, which Dan couldn’t see. He was thinking of where to send her so that she was a tactical advantage but wouldn’t shoot him or Ash by accident. He brought up a picture of the area they were occupying in his mind, and came up with a plan. He could hear engines in the distance, so had probably a few seconds to make clear what he wanted. 
 
    “Stand here. Let them see you. Get them in close to talk,” he said as he vacated his position for her. 
 
    She raised the gun as he moved backwards, reaching back past her to flick the safety catch on the shotgun she held. 
 
    “And don’t, for fuck’s sake, shoot my dog!” he called as he ran behind the vehicles to hide across the road. 
 
    Sera was scared and confused. More confused than scared, in truth; she couldn’t see a dog and was worrying that the man – she couldn’t remember his name – was possibly insane. Frying pan, fire? 
 
    Her wandering mind was brought to heel when a pickup truck sped into view. She tightened her grip on the curiously sticky shotgun and wondered where the crazy man and his imaginary dog had gone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WE DO NOT NEGOTIATE  
 
    Dan heard then saw the green twin-cab Hilux scream over the crest of the road. He had positioned himself opposite his Land Rover, with a field of fire that hopefully wouldn’t hit Sera or Ash. 
 
    As he expected, the idiots drove straight for her without the first sense of self-preservation. He prayed they didn’t disappoint him by being clever. Four men piled out of the truck, angry. One was holding his right hand with a rag pressed to it. Two others had firearms: long guns. The last was empty-handed. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” yelled Sera.  
 
    Jesus, thought Dan, this is getting far too like a Wild West film to be true. 
 
    “What’s the matter, girlie?” asked one of the men holding a gun in a very thick country accent.  
 
    No longer caring at all if he were accused of stereotyping someone, Dan decided that this serial underachiever had probably spent his formative years sexually abusing a sibling. As this was the one to speak first, Dan very much doubted that any of them were the clever one of the group. 
 
    “Go away or you will regret it!” she shouted. 
 
    The idiots laughed among themselves. Typical bullies. 
 
    Dan started to move his optic slowly from left to right, between the heads of the two holding guns. Running through the practices in his head, he was sure he could drop both primary threats within a couple of seconds. 
 
    “You sick fucking bastards!” Sera yelled at them. “Killing horses? What’s wrong with you?” She was angry.  
 
    Perfect, thought Dan, keep their attention on you. 
 
    “Put that down and come with us; you’ll see we can be nice,” idiot number one said, prompting sick chuckles from idiots two to four inclusively. That was enough for Dan. He had a disagreement on principle with rapists. 
 
    Flicking the safety catch to semi-automatic, he dropped idiot one with a shot to the head. It wasn’t difficult from that range, as the oblivious victim’s face took up most of the scope. He swung the optic onto where idiot two was still standing in perfect profile to him, frozen in shock. Dan shot him just under the left ear, killing him instantly as his brainstem fountained from the ruined base of his skull. 
 
    He rose from his hiding place like a predator emerging from cover and advanced towards the remaining two idiots, neither of which had yet figured out what had happened. Idiot three finally woke up and made completely the wrong choice. Bellowing like a branded bull, he dived forward to get the shotgun from the lifeless hands of idiot one. Dan flicked the selector to automatic and fired two bursts. All of the rounds hit the man in the chest, who fell to the ground like a ragdoll rasping his last few bubbling breaths. 
 
    Idiot four was still holding his badly bitten hand, and now had idiot two’s blood splattered on the right side of his face. 
 
    Dan lowered the M4 and slung it on his back.  
 
    Sera marched forward, livid. “This doesn’t work!” she shouted, waving the stubby shotgun at Dan. 
 
    “That’s because I put the safety on. I told you I didn’t want you shooting my dog,” he replied. 
 
    “What dog? You’re insane!” she shouted. 
 
    Idiot four thought this was the perfect time to make his escape, and he ran. Dan and Sera stopped arguing to watch the ridiculous sight of a man sprinting in panic, the fear scrambling his ability to coordinate limb movement. 
 
    Dan turned to face her and smiled. “Voraus!” he shouted, and a streak of grey and black bolted from behind her, bringing down the running man in a swirl of snarls and screams of pain. 
 
    It seemed that the vet was very touchy about animals dying. She was less concerned with people, as she made clear to idiot four before she dispatched him using Dan’s Sig, which he had offered her in exchange for the brutal shotgun. It was a kindness in a way; Ash had proven himself quite the hunter when given the chance. 
 
    “Don’t think I’m like that all the time,” she told him, still quite aggressive in her tone. “That piece of shit was going to rape me, and God knows how many others.” He guessed this was her form of guilt at taking a life: the aggressive justification coping method. 
 
    “No argument from me,” he said as he dragged the last of the four bodies off the road. “What now?” he asked, collecting the guns and ammunition. 
 
    Sera didn’t know. Dan suggested that she come back with him, but she immediately started to list excuses. He held up a hand but she continued to rant, even breaking out into a change of octave.  
 
    He had heard enough, and the now waning dose of adrenaline made him snap more harshly than he intended. “SHUT UP!” he said in his most commanding voice. “Christ, you would give a deaf man a headache! No wonder you spend your life with animals!” 
 
    That shut her up briefly. Before she launched into another tirade, he cut her off. “You aren’t safe on your own. The end. We have farm animals that need tending to. You can be useful to us and be safe. You are coming back.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going in your car with that!” she said, pointing at Ash, and knowing that he was the subject of discussion, he cocked his head again and waited forlornly for praise. 
 
    “He’s not dangerous,” Dan yelled. 
 
    “Tell that to him!” she replied, pointing up the road to where Ash had brought down the man. 
 
    “You’re the one who killed him!” he shouted back. 
 
    “THAT’S NOT THE POINT!” screamed Sera back at him as tears sparkled at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    He bit back his next line. They were obviously the kind of people who would argue over anything and everything. Plus, he recalled, there was little to gain from arguing with a woman under any circumstances. 
 
    “What then?” he asked, deliberately lowering his voice. “Stay here? Become a victim of people like that?” He gestured towards the bodies. 
 
    “I don’t know!” she said, the first tears breaking through her prickly exterior. 
 
    “Then come with us,” Dan said, pleading. 
 
    Sera thought for a minute, before holding up her hand and cuffing away her tears. “Please, will you help me get my things first?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Where and what? Because we need to move soon,” he replied, relieved. 
 
    “Back where they found me,” she said, and got back into her stolen vehicle. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dan drove into a small equestrian yard behind her. He saw two horses immobile on the ground in a paddock, and another was prancing around in fear. 
 
    She abandoned the stolen car and went to a small lorry marked “HORSES.” She started the truck and began piling in boxes from her own car marked with the livery of the veterinary company. She caught the scared horse and led it into the back of the lorry up the noisy ramp before going to catch three more. 
 
    Dan had left Ash in the Land Rover, as he had that canine obsession of picking fights with animals ten times his size the second you took your eye off him. He scanned the area constantly through his scope, wary of another countryside relations meeting. 
 
    Sera announced she was nearly ready, but needed a hand with some hay bales. Dan lifted a few, but space was soon running out. He threw another eight on his roof rack and hastily tied them down with the ratchet straps he had used to secure the spare wheels. 
 
    He set off with Sera following in the lorry. Progress was slow, as she was careful of the four horses in the back as well as the storm of hay flying from Dan’s roof load towards her windscreen. 
 
    The light started to fade as they were still at best an hour away from home, maybe two with their current rate of progress. He slowed and hit his hazard lights briefly to warn Sera that he was stopping. He rolled to a halt on a large, wide stretch of empty road. 
 
    He walked up to her window, lighting a cigarette. “Won’t make it back before pitch-black; we can either go on slowly or plot up for the night somewhere.” He gave her the choice. She couldn’t decide, so he offered more reasoning. “It’s slightly more dangerous moving at night now. For a start, there’s no lighting, and we would be very easy to follow with the noise and the light we’re putting out.” 
 
    She told him that they should do whatever he thought, and he realised that all of her infuriating bluster had gone. Exhaustion and stress, probably. 
 
    He led on slowly, eventually finding a small field off the main road with a stable block. Sera let the horses out into the paddock. Dan let Ash out after they were shut away, but he still ran over to them for a closer look. 
 
    “Nein. Fuß!” he called, and the dog reluctantly trotted back to his side. 
 
    “Show-off,” Sera muttered. 
 
    Dan fed Ash, boiled some water on a camp kettle, and broke out his rations. He realised Sera hadn’t brought any clothes or a sleeping bag. He brought out his emergency bag, giving her a sleeping mat and bag. He heated tins of food in a pan and they shared the meal in silence, watched carefully by Ash, who was waiting for any leftovers. 
 
    He lay there fully clothed in his sleeping bag, Ash pressed lengthways alongside him for warmth and snoring happily. He could not sleep, so he quietly shifted and lit a cigarette. 
 
    As the flame briefly illuminated their shelter, Dan saw that Sera was awake too and looking straight at him. “Can’t sleep?” he asked softly, not wanting to wake up Ash. 
 
    “No,” she replied in almost a whisper. “Can I have one of those, please?” she asked. 
 
    He silently passed the lit cigarette to her and lit another. She made no complaint, accepting it in silence. The two lay there smoking, no words passing between them. He was sure that if they did speak, it would rapidly turn into an argument anyway, so he was happy she wasn’t yelling at him. 
 
    She shifted position and stubbed the cigarette out on the timber wall behind her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said warmly. He was sure she meant for more than just the smoke. 
 
  
 
  


 
    EXPLAIN YOURSELF, MAN! 
 
    Dan led Sera to the gardens by late morning, where she put the horses into the stable block and unloaded the hay. In their haste to leave, she realised she had only brought head collars for them and no tack. Dan asked what “tack” was, inviting a patronising explanation that it meant saddles and bridles. Dan was about to bite back that they – the horsey types – should just say that instead of inventing another word to confuse the lower classes, but they were interrupted by Maggie and Cedric arriving in their new old Land Rover Defender and a smiling Matty sitting in the back. 
 
    Introductions were made, and Dan excused them, as they were very tired and needed to get back to the house. Sera let the horses out and Maggie promised to put them away before they came back for dinner. The horse transporter was left in situ and Sera had to accept a lift in Dan’s Land Rover, much to her disgust, as Ash was made to stand on the boxes in the back and didn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    Penny was her usual effusive self as she greeted her newest duckling to the nest. She sat with them around the remnants of the breakfast spread and spoke as Dan and Sera ate. The story of how she had come to be with them had not yet come out, but his claim of having found thousands of rounds of ammo and the mention of Sera being a vet finally put the ducks in a row. 
 
    “Sera,” she said coldly. “Would you kindly please give us the room?” It was an instruction not to be ignored, not a question indicating a choice of compliance. 
 
    Sera gave an amused look to Dan, probably relishing the fact that he was in trouble, and walked out, followed by Cara and the other couple of people left around. No doubt they would all hear what was to be said, but Penny was too polite to rip someone a new hole in front of others. 
 
    “Tell me,” she began softly, “exactly where you have been, Daniel?” 
 
    He decided to get it all out in one go. “South. Into the area I declared was out of bounds. I checked the area where Lexi and I killed the two bikers, then our old camp. No sign that our presence was discovered or followed. I then went back to the army base and found the soldier dead.” 
 
    “You stupid, reckless man!” Penny interjected, unable to contain her indignation any longer. “We rely on you for our safety and you go and break your own rules made expressly to keep us all safe? You said yourself that this soldier had skills far superior to your own – who is so dangerous that they could have killed him? Do you not understand the danger you put yourself and all of us in?” By this point, she was almost turning purple with the effort of keeping her voice below a shout. 
 
    Dan cut in. “He blew his own damned head off, Penny. Literally. No head. Gone. Ever seen what that’s like? Would you like me to describe it in detail?” he asked nastily. Penny never did cope well with the gory details. She didn’t start in again, so he continued, “I then managed to get more guns and ammunition, enough to last a hell of a lot longer than we could have. Then I saved a vet from being raped and brought back a very useful person and four horses.” 
 
    “How exactly did you save her?” Penny asked warily, expecting the answer that he had killed someone. 
 
    “I shot the two with guns in the head. Another one tried to shoot me so I shot him first. The last one tried to run away, but seeing as I’m no longer bound to catching rapists only for them to get away with it, Ash chased him down and Sera killed him,” he finished angrily, breathing hard as his voice rose with each line he spoke. 
 
    A curious look fell over Penny, like she had just learned something valuable, and was gone as soon as he saw it. 
 
    “And besides,” he said more gently, “I never said it was out of bounds for me.” 
 
    “You deliberately deceived us,” Penny answered. “You failed to follow your own protocols and leave your route and itinerary with Leah; believe me, I checked, and the girl tried to cover it up for you!” That seemed to annoy her the most. 
 
    He was secretly very impressed that Leah had tried to have his back. He must make that up to her. 
 
    “Penny,” Dan said quietly. He was tired. He needed to carry a lot of boxes of brass and clean four weapons – two of which had congealed brains on them – before he could settle down to rest. “It worked out OK in the end,” he held up a hand to stop her furious objection at that, “but I apologise for not telling you where I was going. I won’t do that again, but you must trust me to make my own decisions when it comes to these things.”  
 
    Penny was silent, waiting for more. 
 
    “It was dangerous, which is why I went and did not send any of the others,” he finished. 
 
    “Not good enough,” she said. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind, I have lots to do, and I haven’t slept in two days,” he snapped as he stood and walked out. 
 
    A flurry of footsteps scattered from the door before he opened it, only to find lots of innocent people minding their own business nearby. He didn’t care. He walked back to his room, woke up Ash, who was already asleep on his cot, and went outside. He lit a smoke and started to pile boxes out of the Land Rover, carelessly thumping them around. 
 
    Why was he so angry? Because he was overtired? Because he was told off? Because Penny was right? He told himself he didn’t care and continued to remove the boxes. 
 
    Lexi and Joe turned up, clearly orchestrated to seem casual, and both started cooing over the huge amount of ammo. Ash circled them both, sniffing and casting a hopeful look at Dan. He gestured with his hand and Ash stalked back to him. 
 
    Both asked if this meant that they could do more target practice, and he agreed to ten rounds on a range every week just to stay fresh. That was overly generous, he knew, but didn’t care just now. He thought to himself that he would have to stop that in a matter of weeks to conserve what they had.  
 
    They helped to carry the boxes in, and almost all of the new ammo had to be stacked in the corner of Ops, as the armoury cupboard was full. 
 
    Dan returned to the front of the Land Rover and retrieved his newest toy: the shotgun. Lexi seemed impressed and asked to have a look at it. He handed it over and had his sense of humour rewarded when she pulled a face at its stickiness. 
 
    “What the hell is all over this?” she asked. 
 
    “The former owner’s brains,” he said, taking it back from her and seeing her open-mouthed look of utter horror. He walked inside with Ash trotting lazily after him, casting a look to the other Rangers. 
 
    Dan shut himself away for the next few hours. He stripped, washed, scrubbed, and oiled the shotgun until no trace of blood or bone fragment remained. It classed as therapy nowadays, he supposed. He reloaded it and unloaded it, checking that the action was smooth. He liked the feel of it, and wondered if it was worth carrying as another backup weapon. He measured it against the body armour he wore, and found it to be just about short enough to draw over his shoulder if he could fashion a secure enough holster for it. He was too tired for that now, and didn’t want to part with it. It was a curious-looking weapon: The folding stock went up and over the gun, and the barrel was barely an inch longer than the stock. It held five rounds, with one “in the pipe.” This was definitely a tool for close encounters. 
 
    It was a silly thought – he had access to all the weapons and could set up the big machine gun in his window if he felt like it, but he wanted to keep this one close. It had something to do with it changing hands, how he had taken it from being used to take a life in sad circumstances and now was lovingly restored to protect the lives of his people. It felt symbolic to him, so he vowed to keep it. It still felt good to break some rules. 
 
    The bag of bloody equipment still needed attention, and tempted as he was to leave it, he put on a pair of rubber gloves and poured water into a plastic tub outside. He scrubbed it all with cold water and salt, turning the water pink instantly. The sidearm – a Sig Sauer identical to Dan’s – had not fared well and was jammed with dried blood and tissue which had leaked down the soldier’s headless body. This took some soaking to free it up before he was able to take it inside and strip it completely. He poured fresh water into the tub and added more salt, putting the kit back in to soak for longer. 
 
    He spent the afternoon in some nearby woods with a side-by-side shotgun and Ash. He got a rabbit and a pigeon for eight shots, reckoning to leave the gamekeeping to Pete. 
 
    Another hour was spent wheelbarrowing logs from the splitting pile to the store. Their winter fuel supply was coming on nicely, including bunches of twigs trimmed and bound together, but Dan thought more was needed. He reckoned winter would hit them inside of six weeks now. 
 
    Dinner was good, and more tables were occupied as the entire group was in the room. Penny called for order and welcomed Sera to the group. She finished with an announcement, not of tomorrow’s tasks, but for a day of rest. 
 
    “Everyone, please meet with your departmental heads this evening at their discretion. A council meeting will be held after breakfast tomorrow, and we shall all take the day to rest and relax.” 
 
    Lexi and Joe made straight for Dan as they were dismissed as such. Both were full of questions about the new routine. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” said Dan, but he was just as curious as they were. “Find Leah and meet in Ops in ten,” he said, walking out. He almost bumped into Sera in the doorway, who gave him a mocking look. He wasn’t sure if she was being playful or she actually hated him. 
 
    Leah joined him at the table in Ops, followed by Lexi and Joe. Lexi poured three glasses from a bottle; Leah was obviously left out of the round. Dan sipped in satisfaction, studying the odd-shaped bottle. He rolled the liquid over his tongue and decided that he liked it. The Isle of Jura would’ve been somewhere he would have liked to have visited in the past. He could tell from their faces that neither Lexi nor Joe were huge Scotch fans, but neither wanted to look anything other than tough in front of him. 
 
    Ash looked up from his spot by Dan’s feet to see if anyone had brought anything edible. He lay down again when he realised his luck was out. 
 
    He ran through the child-friendly version of his trip. He turned to Leah. 
 
    “Thank you for having my back with Penny. It means a lot to me,” he said proudly. 
 
    Leah beamed shyly and mumbled something unintelligible. 
 
    “Where do we stand, then? I know Penny is going to want to hear our reports and plans in the morning. Joe?” 
 
    Joe looked nervous – not wanting to say something stupid was fighting a losing battle with not saying anything at all. 
 
    “Still think there should be more of us,” he said. “We should have enough vehicles and kit ready for when we get recruits.” 
 
    “Agreed. More Land Rovers – there are three within thirty minutes of here, as I’m lifting the ban on going south for Rangers only. You two can get those the day after tomorrow in relays. What else?” 
 
    “Army surplus store,” interrupted Leah, leafing through her notebook. “There are three fairly close,” she stole a small look to Lexi, who had obviously been helping her with the map work, “and I think we should take Jimmy and Kev to the biggest one…here!” she said after finding the right address on her colour-coded list. 
 
    “Good. That’s good,” Dan said. The machine was starting to turn, he thought as he took another sip of single malt. 
 
    “Skills gaps? Training issues?” he asked. Neither volunteered any weaknesses, which Dan recognised as a weakness in itself. “Both of you need some beefing up on breaking into places. I’m going to get some more entry kit from police stations to kit out each vehicle, but we’ve found that using towing chains is very effective – stick to that if possible. I’ve spoken with Neil, and he hopes to knock up a couple of folding anchors for us; post them through a letterbox and drive away. Simple.” 
 
    Turning to Leah, Dan asked about Ops. 
 
    She blushed at being put on the spot, but said that everything was fine. “There aren’t enough people to go out and not enough space to keep any more stuff we find,” she explained. Fair enough assessment. 
 
    “OK, so our plan is to recover three more Defenders and lead a scavenging run to this army surplus store, which is how far away?” he asked Leah. 
 
    “Hour and a half,” she shot back, “depending on traffic,” she added seriously, getting a laugh from the other three. 
 
    “Good work, you three. Go do your own thing and relax tomorrow, but only after your weapons are cleaned fully and stored. Sidearms only on days off.” 
 
    “Do I get a gun?” asked Leah seriously. 
 
    “No, chicken. Not yet,” he said kindly. 
 
  
 
  


 
    COUNCIL OF ELDERS 
 
    Penny called for order, as formal as ever, and proceeded with the update from her perspective as Head of Home. Dan was a little miffed that she was taking overall charge of his group with less and less cooperation being sought, then thought that he didn’t want the responsibility and told himself not to be childish. 
 
    “Store rooms are well stocked, and we have sufficient clothing and bedding to last the winter. Winter requirements have been ordered for logistics to retrieve, and we are well on the way to having enough wood to burn over the winter. We would welcome ideas on laundry matters, as clothes will not be disposable items forever. I feel that the staff numbers are insufficient and would seek to recruit more cleaning staff,” she said. She turned to Chris and invited him to report on the agricultural matters. 
 
    “Animals are OK, got enough feed to keep them through winter, and I don’t propose killing any off yet for food – need to breed them another year, I hope. I want to find a bull for the cows so we can get some milk going again. I need more people to help work the farm. Sera has already offered to check the animals, out which could take a few days,” he said, uncertain in his new corporate role. 
 
    “And the gardens?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Cleared out ready to go for after Christmas when we’ll get some greens and cauliflower down,” he replied. 
 
    “Thank you. Neil? Engineering, if you please?” she went on. 
 
    Neil seemed tired and not the chirpy man he was when they numbered fewer. He seemed to be losing weight too. 
 
    “Vehicle workshop up and running, although touch wood,” he tapped his head, “all vehicles have been fine so far. We’ve stockpiled parts, so I’ll want them all in for a new year service. Solar panel project is on hold until we have scaffolding and builders hopefully, and an extended period of good weather to make the job safe. Rainwater collection is ongoing.” 
 
    “And our fuel situation?” Penny enquired. 
 
    “Plenty,” said Neil, “and nearby stocks are still high. I’ll want to make another two full hauls with the tanker soon to top off the tanks on the gardens and the farm.” They had discovered another large red diesel tank on the gardens. 
 
    “Thank you. Catering?” Penny looked at Cara. 
 
    “Fine,” Cara said nervously. “No problems. Could do with more people in the kitchen too, I suppose.” 
 
    “Medical?” Penny asked Kate. 
 
    “Staffing is good. Could still do with a surgeon, but I suppose our vet will be helpful in a pinch. Stocks are fine, but I still need to empty an A&E storeroom in a few months,” Kate said. 
 
    “Supplies?” Penny looked to Andrew. 
 
    “Stores are just about full. We’ve started clearing other rooms to use for stockpiling also. We have food and water for our current population for maybe a year without any further scavenging,” Andrew said. That was good news at least. 
 
    “James. Logistics?” Penny asked. 
 
    “All good. Point us in the direction of what you want and we’re ready to go. I’ve been keeping mine busy by loaning them out to other areas. Doesn’t hurt to know other people’s jobs too,” James said. 
 
    “And you are sufficiently staffed?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Until we get more space cleared for more stores, yes.” 
 
    “Thank you. And lastly, Daniel. Operations,” she said. 
 
    Well, bollocks to you too, he thought. If this was Penny’s way of punishing him for yesterday, then she wouldn’t get a rise out of him. 
 
    “Weapons and ammo levels are currently acceptable. We need more vehicles, which my Rangers will be recovering over the course of tomorrow, and after that I would like a scavenging team deployed to us for equipment recovery. I want another three Rangers ideally, and in the long term up to five security personnel based here and at the gardens. An appropriate quartermaster and a better weapons store would be ideal too,” he said. “Communications are a problem; we lack the hardware and the knowledge to use any communications gear that hasn’t been rendered useless by lack of maintenance on substations and satellites. High-frequency and Citizens’ Band are the way forward, or backwards if you like, and we need to relearn those skills.” No response from anyone. “If I may suggest, the wood we are chopping will not last this winter. It is green, and there isn’t enough. Leah has located three sites for recovery of coal, which I believe are a priority over the next month. Andrew, could you source a storage area for, say, twenty to thirty tonnes?” 
 
    Andrew nodded in thought before saying, “Could Ian get another lorry? That would be sufficient to keep it from the elements, surely?” They looked to Neil, who didn’t think it was a problem at all. 
 
    “Lastly,” said Dan, “I want to get people out again every day. Nearly all of us have expressed a lack of personnel as a problem; we need to find more survivors, and they are unlikely to find us if we stay here all the time. The more before winter the better, because for the first time in years, the human race is going to be at risk from a simple change in weather.” 
 
    All agreed, and Penny looked put out. Dan had whipped the council into a sense of urgency, of purpose, had injected some renewed need to get out and save people. He had also made suggestions that countermanded her own assessments in very slight ways. 
 
    The power struggle went on. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IT’S GOOD TO TALK 
 
    Lexi and Joe came up with a plan to maximise efficiency, which resulted in Dan dropping them off at the dealership to bring back a new Land Rover each. Time and motion. 
 
    Neil and Ian went with Adam, Jay, Kyle, Liam and Andrew. They returned late that afternoon with over five tonnes of seasoned logs from the place where they took the lorryload of bagged coal. They stacked the logs at the front of the now huge log pile to use first, and stored a lot of the coal inside in tubs ready to use. What remained went into sheds to keep dry. 
 
    Dan made another trip in the morning to take his Rangers back out for another two vehicles, and they had orders to scout for a few hours on the way back in different directions before reporting with the new Land Rovers to Neil. 
 
    He made his own recce of the army surplus store, and found so much that he had to leave it all to be a scavenging trip. 
 
    On the way back, he found himself involuntarily slowing as he stared at a thing of beauty. A vehicle parked on a driveway had caught his attention: It was very uncommon to see a new Discovery with modifications, but this one had a suspension lift, front and rear winches built into the bumpers, a snorkel, roof rack carrying jerrycans, two spare wheels, and all-terrain tyres all round. It was black, with heavily tinted back windows. He wanted it. It was actually the first thing since all this happened that he coveted. He reasoned with himself that it was functional, that it was a sensible choice, but really he just liked how it looked and wanted it. 
 
    “What do you think, boy?” he asked Ash as he scratched under his dog’s chin. Ash cocked his head at him, which Dan readily took as agreement. 
 
    “All right then, but you stay here,” he said as he got out. 
 
    He had barely been into a house since people started dying, but he pulled the scarf over his mouth and nose and forced the front door open. A search found the keys in a bowl on the kitchen table; he took them and left the house quickly, eager for fresh air. He climbed in and moved it to the road. He liked it: A three-litre diesel automatic was far more comfortable in his opinion than what he felt was a cramped and breezy Defender. He moved his kit into their new ride, noting how useful the heated leather seats would be when it got colder. The Defender was locked up and left on the road; he would come back to collect it on the return trip. 
 
    On the way back, he saw a vehicle moving. He was on a main road, parallel to the motorway. A lorry cab was snaking slowly along, avoiding the cars abandoned both in the lanes and on the hard shoulder. Dan checked the map quickly and reckoned he could get ahead of it within a few miles at the next junction. He followed the road signs with the blue markings and soon found himself joining the lane of what used to be a very busy road. Signs warned of delays due to ongoing improvements. Nothing new there. 
 
    His daydreaming led to a bizarre lapse in concentration, and he found himself indicating to join a motorway utterly devoid of life. He laughed at himself and rolled to a stop with his hazard lights on; he wanted the driver of that lorry to see him coming a long way off. He left Ash and the M4 in the car, and the shotgun was in the driver’s door pocket. He still carried his Sig. He leaned against the side of his new vehicle and smoked as he waited for the lorry to crawl into sight. 
 
    The driver approached very cautiously, stopping some distance away and getting out with an axe held low in his right hand. Little use when facing someone with a gun, no matter how fast he was, but the statement of intent was clear. 
 
    As he approached, Dan reckoned he didn’t look fast. He was at least sixty, with tanned but liver-spotted skin. A lean and leathery man with clever eyes and a wary stance. 
 
    “Blessings of God to you, friend,” he said in a harsh Belfast accent. 
 
    “Good morning,” Dan replied cheerily, hoping to assuage the suspicion evident in the older man’s face and body language. Dan walked towards him with his hand out, and saw the man shift the axe to his left hand and move it behind him, just in case. “I promise you I mean no harm. Would you talk with me for a while?” 
 
    The older man was still very apprehensive, which he admitted to Dan. “Understand me, friend. I’ve met folk before now who’ve showed kindness and tried to take what was mine. I mean no offence by being careful.” 
 
    Dan said that he understood, and told him that he had also met a few people who were dangerous. His tone implied that those people had not fared well. 
 
    “And yet you’re the man standing whole in front of me,” said the wise lorry driver. “Seems to me that they weren’t the dangerous ones, perhaps?” 
 
    Dan smiled at his sharp logic. “Perhaps,” he admitted, “but what I have done was done for the good of my people. We have a house and a farm. There are over thirty of us and we’re getting ready to settle in for winter.” 
 
    The man mused over this, never taking his eyes off the confident soldier who in turn kept a careful watch on the man’s axe and was mindful to keep his hands away from the pistol grip on his chest. 
 
    “I’m Dan,” he said, inviting a reply from the man and receiving only silence for a time. 
 
    “Jack,” he said finally. “Tell me more of your home.” 
 
    Dan listed off the people – those that he could remember, feeling shallow – and told Jack of the different “trades” they now had. 
 
    “Perhaps you have a spare bed for an old man?” Jack said at last. 
 
    “We do. Want to follow me?”  
 
    “I will. Do you have a CB?” Jack asked. 
 
    “A CB? No, you have one? Do you know how they work?” Dan asked excitedly. 
 
    Jack said yes to both questions. It seemed like they might get a communications network after all. 
 
  
 
  


 
    READY FOR HIBERNATION 
 
    The next week was a blur of activity. Fuel runs were made daily, until every jerrycan and fuel tank was topped to the brim. Neil even ran the generators for a couple of hours each night so that the group could sit by the heaters and watch a DVD on the large TV in the lounge area. 
 
    Dan’s old Defender was recovered, and six of them were now stored in a cleared-out farm shed near the workshop. His new truck was a matter for a little jealousy, but rank had privilege, he supposed. Following the lorryload of kit taken from the army surplus store, the Rangers took over the small classroom building between the house and the gym. 
 
    Sera had checked her way through the livestock, declaring them all healthy, and logistics staff were reassigned to help with the farm animals and the cooking and cleaning to keep them busy and give others a rest. Days off were given to everyone, and the gym started to get some use. 
 
    Autumn was almost at a close then, and Dan would be lying if he said he wasn’t worried about the weather. His own truck, Lexi’s Land Rover, and Jimmy’s lorry all had CB radios wired in and fixed to the dashboards now. Base sets were in the Ops room and at the gardens. Everyone leaving home was ordered to check every lorry they saw for a radio, and to remove it for Jack if they found one. They got a good enough signal unless masked by the terrain for at least a ten-mile radius, which Dan thought was fine for now. 
 
    The big surprise came when Joe drove back in from a trip with a heavily laden minibus behind him. Dan was in Ops when they drove in, suffering with a cold which made him groggy and irritable. 
 
    He brought in six people, all of which had found each other far to the north and decided to gather supplies before running south after the better weather. Dan was introduced to them, trying not to overtly assess their usefulness as he feigned interest. 
 
    That evening, Penny ran through her usual greeting routine. She added that she had spoken to all of the new joiners and convinced them to stay at least for the winter. She called a head-of-department meeting, and curiously one of the new women was sitting at her side when the others left. 
 
    “Karen is to be the group administrator from now on, reporting to me,” she said, having to pause when Dan unintentionally interrupted with a sneeze. Karen gave a brief explanation of her work as a legal secretary and personal assistant, making her qualified to do the job. Dan smelled something funny going on, but decided to let it play out. 
 
    “As Karen knows the others better than all of us, she will run through their work assignments.” 
 
    Karen smiled and started to list them. 
 
    “Jake worked in a pet store, but when offered to work with the animals, he declined. He will join the cleaning team keeping the house in order.” She consulted her notes. “Carl is an electrician; I assume he will be useful to the engineering team.” 
 
    She looked up at Neil, who nodded and said, “Gladly.” 
 
    “Helen and Lou. Neither really have a trade, but Helen expressed a wish to work in the kitchen,” she looked at Cara, who nodded, “and Lou will be added to the cleaning team also. Steve is a helicopter pilot,” she said, which got the attention of everyone at the table. She held up a hand and let everyone down gently. “He wholly believes that there will be no serviceable aircraft left by now. I’m assured that they require a lot of engineers to make one ready to fly, and it’s basically an impossibility.” 
 
    “Where did he learn to fly?” asked Dan. 
 
    Karen consulted her notes briefly. “He flew trips to the North Sea oil rigs,” she said, and smiled at him – falsely, he suspected. 
 
    “Yes, but where did he learn?” he asked patiently. 
 
    Karen read some more before she replied, “RAF.” 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Dan said. An RAF pilot would have some weapons training and good escape-and-evasion experience. Better than his own, most likely, having never faced the prospect of being shot down and alone behind enemy lines. 
 
    “He has expressed a wish to –” Karen started in disagreement. 
 
    “Let me speak to him, then. If he doesn’t want to be a Ranger, then that’s fine,” Dan said with finality. 
 
    Penny took over again, smiling at him to show to everyone that there was no animosity. “Very well, everyone. Is there any other business?” she asked. 
 
    “Weather is closing in. Very soon we will be limited to off-road vehicles on short trips and tractors or walking between here and the farm,” Dan said, looking around the table for agreement and getting it from everyone. “When the frosts and snow start, the only people to leave home regularly will be Rangers, and they will work in pairs. I know we’ve all driven in ice and snow before, but without any road maintenance, a simple journey will be far more dangerous. One Ranger will always be here for protection, though.” Nobody disagreed, and the council melted away.  
 
    He decided to offer an olive branch to Penny, as she still hadn’t forgiven him. “We get through this winter, we’ll do fine,” he said. 
 
    Penny smiled warmly at him, and said, “We will, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Dan left the meeting, bumping into Leah and sending her to find Steve and bring him to Ops. She was annoyed, as they were about to turn the power on for the TV, but he promised her a surprise in the morning. Easily distracted, she skipped off, and Dan sat in Ops to pour two glasses. 
 
    Steve was maybe forty-five, fit and still with a totally full head of hair. Dan was annoyed at that because the man had nearly ten years on him, and he had had to shave his hair and beard to the same length, exposing his rapidly receding hairline. Steve knew he was getting the sales pitch but kept his face neutrally interested.  
 
    Dan asked about his early career, finding out that Steve had flown numerous different types of helicopters over the last quarter century, having spent almost the last nine months in his retirement playing taxi in godawful weather in a Sea King. 
 
    His early training and operational deployments had indeed covered highly in-depth escape-and-evasion training. Some of it was delivered not far from where they were at an army camp in the nineties. 
 
    Dan knew it fairly well. 
 
    He spoke a little of what the Rangers were expected to do, and some of the highlights of recent events. 
 
    “I’m not going to piss about; I want you on board,” he said after a thoughtfully long sip of Scotch. 
 
    “I was always going to say yes,” Steve said, and stood to drain the last of his glass. “Thanks for the drink. I assume I start in the morning?” 
 
    “Yes. See you after breakfast.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE DEMONS WE CARRY 
 
    The patient didn’t remember much. He knew of dark things in his past. Of pain and incarceration. Of white halls and white floors and white coats. Of injections and tablets. 
 
    He did remember that he never felt so alive as when they stopped making him take the tablets. When they coughed, spluttered, and lay down to die. He did not die. The demon who controlled him had kept him alive for a reason. 
 
    He walked along the hospital corridors for days, staring, touching and resting when he felt the need. He took clothes from people and other possessions as he wandered between wards and cubicles without challenge. He enjoyed the quiet and the freedom. 
 
    He received instruction from the demon. It told him of great plans he had now that all those who would stand in his way were dead – killed by its own power, it claimed. The man did what the demon told him. 
 
    At some time in the second week of him walking the corridors, the demon told him to feed from the body of a once beautiful young doctor. Her beauty would be added to theirs if he ate it. 
 
    The cycle went on for weeks like this. Twice he did as he was commanded and ate the flesh of those the demon wanted to absorb into their body. He heard the demon tell him to look in the mirror, that he could see the change already in them. 
 
    As he walked the now familiar halls one day, he heard the sound of smashing glass. The demon bid him to go and see what caused the intrusion into their domain. 
 
    He stalked slowly towards them, powerful and lithe like a predator. 
 
    He saw his prey, and the demon told him how to take her. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TAKE YOUR SHILLING, MAKE YOUR MARK 
 
    Steve’s firearms assessment was a formality, as was sorting and issuing his personal kit. Dan just watched as he put the gear together effectively. Lexi and Joe put their heads around the door to say goodbye and welcome their new “brother” before they went on the last scouting missions of the week, and probably this year. Lexi was to check out A&E to see if it was viable to scavenge there yet, and Joe was checking lorry parks for more CB radios plus whatever else he found. 
 
    Steve was skilled behind the wheel and was given Dan’s old Defender. He took a similar gun to Dan too: a carbine with a suppressor and a mid-range zoom optic. He carried himself and his equipment like a professional, which pleased Dan to no end. Somehow having another trained man holding a gun made him feel better, less like the responsibility was a burden. 
 
    Dan spent some time fashioning the end of a gun slip into a holster for the shotgun to sit diagonally along his back. Steve had recognised it as a SPAS, nodding with approval. Dan only found out what it was by reading the etchings by the trigger guard, but he knew how it worked and thought he had seen it used in a film or two. Lou, one of the new women, found him wandering the house looking for sewing supplies. He explained what he wanted to do and she traded conversation for needlework. Dan was happy to oblige, and after some time spent chatting over coffee, she had produced a black tube to fit the gun with heavy elastic sewn in to keep it secure. She used some attachments from an unused kit to fashion the fixings, making it removable if needed, and it fit the back of his vest perfectly. 
 
    He was feeling satisfied with life and looking forward to rabbit-and-pigeon pie tonight with some beers and cake before settling down for a film by the heaters. 
 
      
 
    All these plans were shattered and his good mood disintegrated when Lexi failed to come back that evening. 
 
    He told the concerned gathering that he was sure Lexi was fine, that it was probably a vehicle fault or something. He told them all to go to bed and that he would go first thing in the morning to where she was sent. Leah said she went to check the nearest hospital, about ten miles away as the crow flies. 
 
    Dan was worried. Very worried. She should easily be within CB range, and no transmission was made or replied to. She could be in a black spot. Could she have had vehicle failure? No, she could’ve walked back here hours ago. The more he thought of it, the more worried he became. He was sure she had met something hostile. 
 
    He waited until his audience had left Ops, then broke out his carbine, shotgun and sidearm. He had three full magazines for the 9mm Sig Sauer, five full magazines of 5.56 for his suppressed M4, and six shells locked and loaded into the shotgun strapped to his back. Close encounters. 
 
    Ash watched him in silence. He knew something was up and was waiting for the word to move. That dog got bigger every day and would be fully grown by Christmas. His paws were still too big for him, though. 
 
    Dan went to sneak out, and was blocked by Steve in the doorway. He too was dressed fully in black with a black tactical vest filled with magazines. He carried the same weapons as Dan, with his equipment almost identical, although his was black and Dan’s was tan-coloured. Dan's individual eccentricity was the rare stubby shotgun; that was his legacy from a story he didn’t want to share yet. 
 
    “I assumed we were moving straight away?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Yes. Take these; I’m guessing I don’t need to show you how they work?” Dan replied, sliding a black Peli case across the table towards him. A pair of night-vision goggles was inside, which Steve was familiar with. God only knew how he flew a helicopter wearing them, Dan thought. 
 
    “We’ll go in mine,” Dan said, and walked out of the front door to the ornate building they called home. “Heel,” he growled softly as he went, and the grey dog shot out after him to walk at his left side before jumping into the black Land Rover Discovery, heading out into the gathering dark. 
 
    Dan had put a stop to moving at night for the prime reason that the sight and sound of a vehicle moving in the dark nowadays was about as noticeable as a fireworks display. 
 
    He drove slowly, using the night-vision goggles to see, as he had no lights on. These were fine with practice, but the lack of depth perception made everything after about thirty metres a surprise. That kept you on your toes. 
 
    He was cursing himself for not giving in to his paranoia and pulling out all the bulbs on his new off-roader. He had to make do with strips of heavy gaffer tape over all the light clusters, but was still sure that some of the brightness escaped. Maybe one of his brainiacs could develop a kill switch to knock off all the fuses to the bulbs. 
 
    He forced himself to concentrate on the perilous drive and not worry about the things outside of his control. There was nothing to say for certain that Lexi was in trouble, but he felt that this was serious; she went dark way too close to home for comfort. 
 
    Steve sat in the passenger’s seat checking a map by the light of a small red-lensed torch. Dan didn’t need many directions, as the road signs still stood, but Steve was being thorough and studying the map for knowledge and possibilities. 
 
    Dan killed the engine about a mile short of the hospital and looked at the map, with Steve whispering points of reference and interest to him. Both had their goggles pushed up on their heads to allow some night vision to develop, as it was now nearing pitch-black. 
 
    Steve pointed to a place on the map and said “ERV,” meaning emergency rendezvous point. “Wait one hour and return to the vehicle. Leave the keys on the rear nearside wheel,” he finished. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Dan, meaning that if they got split up and the other did not make it to the meeting point, then they would be left behind by the other. Losing one could easily turn into losing three. Losing these three in particular would almost certainly mean death or hardship for the group. 
 
    They stalked in slowly, working as a pair: One covered as the other moved. They performed this leapfrogging, Ash gliding silently by Dan’s side, until they reached the approach to the hospital. 
 
    They spent some time watching the building as best as they could and saw no movement. They began to leapfrog forward again, more slowly now. 
 
    Dan took cover and scanned the ground ahead. He thought he could smell the hospital from here already. He froze, double-checked what he thought he saw, and then snapped his fingers once for Steve’s attention. He remained in position, weapon pointing towards the interest until Steve moved to his side and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Hers?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dan whispered back. Ash let out the smallest of whines, and Dan quieted him with a reassuring hand on the back of his head. Dan had seen the Land Rover that he had given to Lexi – a grey Defender with black wheels and a black roof, chunky off-road tyres, and a solid metal-sided boot space. A chill washed over him, a wave of fear and responsibility. 
 
    “Go slow, and do a three sixty until we find an access point,” he whispered, intending to retrace Lexi’s steps. 
 
    “Roger,” Steve responded, and went first. 
 
    They started from nearest her vehicle, as would make sense, to see if and where she had got inside. The Defender was parked by the main front doors, and they worked to the left where they found the A&E entrance after a couple of hundred metres. 
 
    Smashed glass in a defunct sliding door said she was likely in. It didn’t look like old damage at all, and only a few leaves had blown inside. Dan was concerned about taking Ash in through the broken glass, so spent ten painstaking and leg-cramping minutes brushing it away slowly to avoid making noise. All the time, Steve was scanning all around him, alert for signs of danger.  
 
    Ash was a great early warning system; his ears and nose would detect people and noises long before they could, and Dan had learned to take his lead from the adolescent dog at times like this. Not that his nose would be much use inside – the air hung heavy, rank with the choking smell of decomposing bodies. 
 
    When he had finally cleared their entrance, he whispered, “Moving” softly to Steve. 
 
    He climbed inside as silently as possible before leading Ash through. He made him sit in the waiting room, confident that nothing would get to them and still possess all its limbs intact. 
 
    They went as silently as possible, having to use the goggles, as the inside of the building allowed no ambient light to penetrate. Dan wished he had some green dot laser sights for the carbine, but had never considered he might have to do building searches by goggles. He snapped himself out of the brief daydream. Ash was blinded by the darkness, but his canine senses were worth an entire squad of trained special forces right now. 
 
    It took a long time to clear even a small area in a tight formation of three, but neither suggested splitting up – it was too dangerous to contemplate. 
 
    A low growl came from Ash, quickly stopped as Dan put a reassuring hand down to him. He could hear the dog sniffing the ground, and looked down to decipher the marks he could see. 
 
    There were streaks of dried blood – but then there were rotting bodies and blood trails in a lot of places – but this was fresh, red, not brown. Dan looked closer and saw two parallel dark lines mixed in with the blood trail. He ran his finger over them, and was rewarded with the tiny shreds of rubber balling up under his touch. 
 
    He turned to whisper to Steve, “Bleeding. Dragged. Boots left rubber marks.” Steve bent to examine the same and offered no other explanation. He nodded, and Dan followed the tracks slowly with Ash stalking silently beside him. Deeper they went into the pitch-black heart of the foul hospital. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LET US PREY 
 
    The patient had seen the woman walking carefully through the hospital. He followed her on bare feet, moving like a ghost. He was a hunter, and she was his prey. She carried a gun on her back and had one in her hands which she pointed everywhere she looked. 
 
    The demon told him that she was dangerous, but that he could not let her violate their temple of death. Take her, the voice urged. Take her now! 
 
    The patient picked up a heavy box by the handle, silently, carefully. He walked behind her as she opened cupboards and looked for things. She could not be allowed to desecrate this place any longer. He stepped out silently and readied himself like a cat. 
 
    The woman froze and started to turn towards him, raising her gun. 
 
    He swung the heavy box, hitting her on the left temple at the same moment she saw him and her eyes went wide with fear. 
 
    Yes, said the demon. Fear us, he shouted as she slumped to the floor and dropped her gun. The man stood there, breathing deeply with exultation at his prowess as a predator. He looked down on the woman and marvelled at her youth and beauty. She was dressed as a warrior, but he had bested her easily. 
 
    He took her gun, caressing it as a tool of power over others, before he took her by the wrists and dragged her limp body through his lair. 
 
    He tied her to the walls using the wires and tubes, making intricate patterns as he built a shrine to her body. The demon told him what to do at every turn, purring his orders to the man and enjoying every second. 
 
    She will be perfect for us, it said. 
 
    He used the woman’s knife to cut away her clothing, inspecting each piece as he removed it until she hung slumped in her bindings, naked and dripping blood from her head onto the floor. 
 
    He watched her until the light grew pale. When it started to get dark, he lit candles taken from the chapel where he had torn the heavy wooden cross from the wall. He holds no power here, warned the demon, only I. 
 
    He inspected her thoroughly, feeling a desire he had not felt for as long as he could remember. Not yet, instructed the demon. She is mine to take and you will not touch her until I command. 
 
    The patient made slow, almost lazy cuts along the top of her breasts, watching with fascination as the blood ran to form a small puddle next to the one made of the blood from her head. He watched in blissful anticipation as the drops formed on her nipple, holding his breath until it fell to the ground. He was so silent and intent that he could hear the drips falling. 
 
    He was readying himself to take her, to consume her and make her part of him, when he heard an animal noise in the dark catacombs of the hospital. 
 
    He took no chances and moved to hide where he could still see his prize. He would kill whatever came for him, and then take her. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    They crept through the corridor, following the faint trail of what they feared and suspected was the path of one of their own. 
 
    The dog made the first move, becoming the catalyst for a violent sequence of events. 
 
    Ash’s hackles rose, and he let out an echoing growl of blood-curdling menace that gave the men goosebumps. Dan hissed at him to heel with no response. He moved forward a pace and put his hand on the dog’s back. He was rewarded by Ash’s response to turn and snap at him. 
 
    He recoiled. He had never seen Ash so tense, so scared and so dangerous. He took a pace in front of the animal and repeated “No” as loud as he dared. The dog did not back down, but at least he went silent. Dan could no longer trust Ash not to give away their position. He had to make a decision that he wasn’t happy with: To leave him there and go on without his capabilities. 
 
    He told him to stay in a hissed growl, and the dog reluctantly lowered himself to the ground without taking his eyes off him. 
 
    Dan turned to Steve, who watched intently. Fear showed on the former pilot’s face, and he was certain he mirrored the same emotions. Dan could barely control his breathing and wanted to give in to the panic. To run from the hospital. If he did, he was certain that they would not see Lexi alive again. 
 
    They proceeded another twenty, thirty, forty metres along the mile-long corridor that seemed to be the spine of the building, like it was a living organism. Steve held up a hand and sniffed the air. He whispered close to Dan’s ear, “Smoke. Candles.” 
 
    Dan removed his goggles and saw the faintest glow of light from a doorway ahead and to their right. Something or someone was there, and they would have walked right past it with their goggles on. He showed Steve what he intended with hand signals, and the two began to stalk towards the doorway as silently as possible. 
 
    They reached the doorway and pushed the goggles up to their heads. Both had been moving for over two hours now, all of that time under huge mental and physical pressure. The corridor past them was lit with a flickering yellow light. Using hand signals, he told Steve what he wanted to do. Steve nodded and went in first, low and slow with the carbine up at the ready. It took an eternity to reach the end of the corridor, and when they did, neither could contain their pent-up fear and rage any longer. 
 
    Steve cried out “NO” and burst into the room where Lexi was tied naked to the wall in a sickening effigy of crucifixion. The left side of her face was a mask of dark and swollen skin, and blood ran freely from carvings on her chest. As Dan went to call a warning and pull him back, the patient struck. 
 
    He slashed Steve deeply across the left forearm with Lexi’s knife, making him drop his weapon. The patient followed up with a vicious upswing of the pistol in his left hand, catching him under the chin and sprawling him backwards onto the cold floor. 
 
    He seemed surprised to see Dan, but threw himself at him like a wild animal. The patient was filthy, and the stink of him was rank in Dan’s nostrils as he stepped back to avoid the attack. He was naked and matted with blood, but holding a razor-sharp knife in one hand and a gun in the other. 
 
    He was on Dan too fast for him to use the carbine, and he was forced to push it out in front of him to ward off the vile creature. The knife came low and lethal at him underneath his pathetic barrier, and caught him fully in the abdomen. The body armour was sufficient to stop the blade from disembowelling him, but the force of the impact drove the air from his lungs and hurt him. 
 
    He had no time to recover from this before the knife came down from up high and slashed him from head to chin. He was blinded instantly by his own hot blood in his eyes, and he screamed in rage and terror as he hauled the disgusting beast off him and threw him to the side. Dan couldn’t see, and the sound of his pulse banging in his ears deafened him to the small sounds that could help him locate their attacker. He hit the floor hard, banging the back of his head and bringing bile to his throat immediately. He knew he was badly damaged. 
 
    On instinct, he used his sleeve desperately to try to wipe the blood away, but it was replaced instantly with more and his brain registered only a snapshot of his attacker preparing to fly at him again. 
 
    He was sure he had failed: He had failed to train Lexi well enough to ensure her survival, he had failed to protect his newest recruit who had trusted him enough to come, he had failed to trust his most loyal friend, and he had failed to kill the beast who threatened the lives of them all. 
 
    He felt sad and helpless, wondering at the point of all their suffering if the brutal nature of their futile struggle was to end them here in this stinking mausoleum. 
 
    The resounding thud of bodily impact snapped him from his self-pitying reverie of submission. 
 
    The noises that accompanied the thud told him that help had arrived and given them all a chance of survival. The sound of snarling and ripping flesh betrayed the ferocity and desperation of Ash’s attack. He heard the sound of wild man and dog rolling only feet away from him, and fought to clear the blood from his eyes. He tore desperately at the matting mess on his face with his hands as the man fell on him again. Dirty fingers clawed at him; foul breath was in his face. He fought to roll on his side, reaching for the shotgun over his shoulder with his right hand. He was blinded and had never felt more desperate. 
 
    A horribly loud and pained yelp told him that Ash was hurt, the cry of his dog cutting through to his very soul. 
 
    He had to act now to use the time gifted to him by his loyal companion, or they were all dead. He rolled, pulling the ugly shotgun from its elasticated holster over his shoulder as he got to one knee. Flicking the safety catch by feel, he yelled, “DOWN, ASH!” waited a second, as long as he dared, and fired. 
 
    Three deafening booms echoed around the dead hospital, interspersed with the metallic sounds on the pump-action replacing the chambered shells. He fired in an arc, left to right, in an upward direction, praying to hit only the wild man. He could hear nothing but the high-pitched ringing of his shocked eardrums, then silence. 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    Dan lay there panting, light-headed. He was barely conscious and terrified. 
 
    He struggled back to his feet and tried to wipe the blood from his eyes again. He groped around and found a rag of a hospital gown that he wrapped around his head and left eye. He sucked water from the bladder built into his vest and spat it into his hand to give him at least some vision out of his right eye. 
 
    There was no sign of the man they’d fought with and so nearly lost to. Blood was all over the floor and he could not tell whose it was. He staggered forwards to find Steve unconscious and bleeding heavily from a deep cut to his left forearm. He found another gown and tied it tight around the wound before going to Lexi. 
 
    She was still alive, but her pulse was weak. He cut her down and wrapped her in a white blanket. He tried to lift her, but fell twice, weak from blood loss and pain. He eventually rolled both Lexi and Steve into another blanket he had laid on the floor, and dragged them together as he crawled to retrace their steps. He had to get help before he passed out, as his injuries threatened the end for all of them. 
 
    He called for his dog desperately, fearing the worst, but he did not come, and Dan could not find him. 
 
    He made maybe thirty metres along the endless corridor before he lost consciousness, only to regain it with a gasp after he knew not how long. 
 
    Seemingly for hours he laboured, dragging the inanimate forms of his two friends and crying with the pain at the fate of his absent dog. 
 
    He eventually made it back to where they had all entered at different times, and could go no further. Light was beginning to show at the edge of the sky now, and he tried one last effort with what remained of his strength. 
 
    He dragged himself through the smashed glass panel, being cut again, as he lacked the alertness to avoid the glass shards. He pulled himself towards Lexi’s vehicle as his peripheral vision began to fade. 
 
    He hauled himself to the side step, then the door handle, and tried the door. Barely able to believe his luck, he found the door open and tried to get inside, where he grabbed the speaker mic of the CB radio. 
 
    He keyed the press-to-talk, calling weakly for anyone who would be listening. “Help us,” he gasped. “Hospital,” and slumped into the foot well, finally unconscious for good. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Very few of the group had believed Dan’s assertion that all was well, and it was no secret that he left not long after with Steve, both heavily armed. Loud disputes had gone on through the night, with Neil and Joe advocates of going after them with everything they had. 
 
    Penny raised strong counterarguments, supported by the lefties and the pacifists and those in favour of a warm bed and a clear conscience through their blinkered views. 
 
    Jack had remained mute throughout, carefully watching the CB radio for any twitch of life. For hours he sat as the arguments raged around him. 
 
    Kate had prepared her ambulance for a rescue mission, and was arguing for action over inaction. Penny finally went too far by declaring, “He only has himself to blame if he has gone out and found trouble. He has a habit of doing so!” 
 
    That was too much for Neil. “Do you think any of us would be here if not for him?” he turned and yelled at her, taut with anger. 
 
    Mike, more through personal experience and loyalty than his own beliefs, sided with Neil. “He has killed to keep us safe, and you would just abandon him?” he asked angrily, very conscious that he would be dead and his daughter brutalised if Dan and Lexi had not saved them. 
 
    A shout from Jack silenced them all. “QUIET,” he roared, and turned back to the radio set. 
 
    “Say again,” he spoke into the mic. “Repeat. Dan, are you there, friend?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He turned to the group, still frozen in their stances of mid-argument. “I heard them. He said ‘Help. Hospital.’ I’d have heard more but for your howling,” he said, looking at Penny with obvious scorn. “I, for one, am going. Now. Who is with me?” he said as he nodded to Joe. 
 
    Joe led the way in his Land Rover with Jack. Kate followed in the ambulance with Neil riding, quite literally, shotgun. 
 
    They were at the hospital by daybreak, arriving in the biggest contrast to Dan and Steve, and what they saw made them fear the worst. 
 
    Joe was out of the car and scanning wildly with his rifle, moving towards Dan. Kate nearly bowled Joe over to get to Dan first, checking his pupil response and shouting his name. He came round enough to speak. 
 
    “Inside. Help the others,” he said before blacking out again. 
 
    He slipped away into the dark, and knew nothing more. 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
    Dan woke and opened his eye to an ornate but unfamiliar high ceiling. 
 
    He could only see from his right side, however. He raised a tentative hand to feel his face, discovering heavy bandaging to the forehead and left side. The events flooded back to him, and the tears of grief and fear started to fall weakly for the loss of his friends. 
 
    “He’s awake!” shrieked a voice which could only belong to Leah. The noise lanced through him like a bullet, tearing him from his self-pity.  
 
    Too many people to count rushed in, staring at him. He turned his painfully stiff neck to his right to see only one other bed occupied. Everyone tried to speak to him at once until Kate’s commanding voice cut through the cacophony to berate them all and banish them from the medical wing. 
 
    She came to him, shining a light in his eye and asking him questions to assess his level of concussion. 
 
    He answered them all groggily, then started with his own. “What happened?” was the best he could do. His throat was sore and his mouth dry. 
 
    “You caused merry bloody hell, that’s what happened,” she said, reading his mind and bringing a bottle of water with a straw in. “Running off like you did to play cowboy.”  
 
    Her words were softened by her genuine smile at seeing him conscious and mostly whole. 
 
    “They argued all night about going after you. In the end, Jack said he heard something on the radio, so we just went,” she said plainly. 
 
    “We?” he croaked. 
 
    “Joe, Jack, Neil and me,” she replied. “Found you slumped in Lexi’s truck and found the others parcelled up inside,” she continued, and before he had a chance to ask, “both are fine. Lexi is still out,” she gestured to the bed beside him, “but she is responding normally. Serious concussion, and she needed some stitches. Lots of stitches, actually. Steve was let out yesterday. He was the only one of you not to have a glass jaw, by the way, but he got twenty-six stitches in the arm. You got nearly forty on your head because I had to be more delicate to maintain your rugged good looks.” She waited for a laugh and realised one wasn’t coming. 
 
    Dan started to cry silently, remembering the one name that hadn’t been mentioned. 
 
    Kate went on, “I can’t comment on the last patient, as I’m underqualified.” She let that sink in. 
 
    He turned his good eye to her. “Ash?” he asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Leah!” she called towards the closed door. “I know you’re out there. Be useful and go and find Sera.”  
 
    No reply was heard, but the door opened a couple of minutes later. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Sera announced happily as she entered. “I’ve been training this little shit to not bite me. Everyone else is fair game as far as I’m concerned, but I had to muzzle him before he gave up and let me stitch him.” 
 
    Ash limped towards Dan on three legs as fast as he could, his tail wagging ludicrously and threatening to destabilise him. He jumped on the bed and tried to lick Dan through the confines of the muzzle. 
 
    “How?” Dan asked, but he could not continue. 
 
    “They found you outside,” said Sera. “They found the others where you had left them. You were all brought back here.” 
 
    He looked at her, holding on to his dog tightly and looking at the shaved patch of fur where a series of ragged stitches held together the slashed skin on his left shoulder. 
 
    “Joe went inside to see what had happened. I’m told he has stopped being sick now. He brought back all of your stuff and afterwards followed the last trail of blood to where he found this recalcitrant mutt barking at a window out of his reach. He had lost plenty of blood, but let me tell you, he was still damned difficult to catch even on three legs.” She rolled up her left sleeve to show a series of bruises and puncture wounds. “Don’t worry about me,” she said with mock selflessness, “I’m only on a course of antibiotics and had to have a tetanus booster in the arse, much to her delight.” She shot a playfully evil look at Kate, who blew her a kiss. “Seriously, though, he was going to have us all until he saw you in here. We had to show you to him every hour or so when he started to play up. You need to sort that out.” 
 
    Dan was so happy that they had made it out alive that he forgot to ask about the one who had nearly killed all four of them. 
 
    “I need to see Joe, now,” he said, suddenly serious. 
 
    Joe bustled in, full of self-importance, only seconds after a shouted summons. He must have been in Ops.  
 
    “Welcome back, boss,” he said.  
 
    Dan owed him a lot, and decided to play it nice. “You did well, Joe. Tell me what you found.” 
 
    Joe told the story Dan had already heard from Kate and Sera. Joe had gone in and followed the same tracks which were blatantly obvious, as Dan had left a wide smear of blood as he dragged out the other two. It was mostly them who had smeared Dan’s blood, but still, it was like following a satnav, Joe said. He found the candlelit room and recovered all the weapons, as well as Lexi’s shredded equipment. He heard barking and followed it to where he found Ash on three legs with barely the energy to stand. He refused to leave a window that was covered in bloodstains, and he had to send someone back to fetch Sera and Chris, who eventually managed to get a blanket over Ash and subdue him with minimal injury.  
 
    To themselves.  
 
    Sera had stitched up the dog while Kate, Alice and Lizzie had stitched up the people, and there they all were. Kate was especially proud that Alice had done her first sutures and supervised her treatment of Steve’s wound, as it was the easiest to stitch. Dan’s face required more experienced hands, apparently, including their resident veterinarian’s.  
 
    “Joe,” Dan said carefully, “what about him?” he asked. 
 
    “No trace, boss. Went out the window and vanished. Missing Lexi’s knife, but I found everything else,” he said. 
 
    Joe left, and Dan turned to face the still-sleeping Lexi. 
 
    “I’m bloody starving. How long have I been out?” he asked Kate. 
 
    “Two days,” she said, bringing coffee and food. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE HEALING PROCESS 
 
    Lexi woke that afternoon and immediately began to scream, arching her back like she was having a fit. Kate and Lizzie ran to settle her. Dan felt helpless and responsible for her pain. 
 
    “You’re officially discharged,” Kate told Dan, summarily dismissing him from the makeshift ward as she charged a hypodermic syringe with what he suspected was morphine. 
 
    Alice helped him walk from his bed to his own room. Ten metres had not felt so tiring since he had dragged the two unconscious Rangers from the hospital. 
 
    He found that his cot was gone and a proper double bed had been put in his room, with a real quilt, and he was propped up on it.  
 
    “Courtesy of Jimmy,” Alice said.  
 
    Sera appeared not long after and delivered Ash, now without the muzzle. The dog climbed onto the bed with difficulty and settled down to sleep after his renewed excitement had tired him. 
 
    Leah came in not long after bearing plastic plates of food and sat with him to eat as she shared news from the last two days. 
 
    Nobody had been out since they had returned; it seemed like they were locked down until further notice. Joe had stood guard throughout the day, with others taking shifts to remain awake at night.  
 
    The world continued to turn, it seemed, without his permanent presence to organise people. Steve joined them, prompting Dan to ask Leah to take some time off. She skipped away, eager to warm up with some TV time and whatever it was she got up to. 
 
    He asked Steve to open the window and pass him his cigarettes, which he did. Dan inhaled deeply as he relished the taste and feel of the nicotine in his lungs. Ash grumbled and shifted position, but did not complain any further at his bad habit. 
 
    Steve thanked him for what he did, prompting Dan to wave his thanks away as irrelevant. Steve’s left arm was bandaged and in a sling, but Dan saw that he wore a sidearm on his right hip and sported three spare magazines on his belt.  
 
    Steve had cleaned the ugly shotgun belonging to Dan and put it on a small shelf above Dan’s head where the cigarettes and a plastic bowl to use as an ashtray went.  
 
    A short time after, Neil brought in a wheeled trolley with a TV and DVD on, plugging it into a long lead connected to his bank of generators.  
 
    It seemed that people’s comfort and entertainment were more important than conserving petrol right now. 
 
    He watched some awful, far-fetched films over the rest of the day. It seemed that people could drive cars between consecutive skyscrapers, without injury, and still be able to deliver sensational one-liners. 
 
    He had various visitors, all ignored by Ash, who still slept noisily. He was brought snippets of news until he had built a picture of how the civilian contingent was coping in the absence of their warrior class. Chris still worked the farm with Sera keeping a watchful eye when she wasn’t moonlighting as a human doctor, and Cedric and Maggie were busy over on the gardens. Both Chris and Cedric now carried shotguns as provided by Pete from the civilian armoury. This was apparently done on Penny’s instruction, and Joe was forbidden to leave the grounds until more Rangers were fit. 
 
    He struggled to the toilet that afternoon as his newly employed digestive system kicked in. Ash wanted to stay asleep, and Dan managed a short trip outside to walk – or, more accurately, hobble – his dog before bed. 
 
    More food and more news were brought to him throughout the evening, before he was given more tablets and a healthy dose of Scotch before he slept. 
 
    The following morning, Sera came to walk Ash before breakfast, and he responded with stiffness and grumbling before he gave up and sat to have her put a lead around his neck. 
 
    Breakfast came next, brought by Leah, who had charged an iPad she had borrowed from one of the others and wanted to play a game of air hockey with Dan, which was more like pong. He tried to explain pong to Leah and gave up. 
 
    At lunchtime, he was visited by Kate and Sera and examined; they said he would be fine and left more tablets with a bottle of water.  
 
    Jay came next and lit a fire in his room, changing the atmosphere considerably. Neil had closed his window mostly, but given him a pipe to blow smoke down for it to escape outside. 
 
    That evening, Lexi was helped into his room, where she was propped up alongside Dan and left. They sat in silence and watched another blockbuster, seemingly chosen as a radical form of PTSD cure. Halfway through I am Legend, when the dog died, they both cried unashamedly and both received annoyed and confused looks from Ash. 
 
    Hours after they were put together, they began to speak about the hospital. 
 
    “I’m so sorry–” Dan said.  
 
    Lexi cut him off and told him bluntly, “I knew the risks of being a Ranger; it was just unlucky that he got the drop on me.” 
 
    Dan thought that it was more than luck. He had “got the drop” on two trained men after he took her out, then wounded a vicious animal intent on ripping his throat out before escaping. 
 
    “He wasn’t lucky; he was possessed. Driven mad by all this shit. He was dangerous and he and others like him may still be out there,” said Dan, unintentionally bringing the mood down to minus ten degrees. 
 
    Lexi didn’t say anything for a while, but he knew she was doing some soul-searching. She lacked the words to express it yet, but she had had a near miss. A very near miss. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to save me,” she said quietly. “I don’t know what he was going to do, but they told me what he had done when I was knocked out. I’d have rather died than go through whatever he planned. I’m glad I didn’t.” She smiled at him, ever a lamb in his flock, it seemed. He didn’t know how to respond.  
 
    “There’s space; can I just stay where I am tonight instead of going back to medical?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    He wanted her to, but didn’t want her to misunderstand the reasons. “Yeah, but if your farts are bad and you snore, then you’re out. That’s the dog’s job,” he said, receiving a disdainful look from Ash. 
 
    They drank and watched another DVD afterwards, but the generator power was cut and they both fell asleep in silence and darkness. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MINORITY OF ONE 
 
    He had pulled himself desperately through the window as the hideous animal snapped at him, eager for more of his flesh. 
 
    He fell to coldness and safety on the outside, clutching at the ragged mess on his right side. He ran to a place he knew well and slumped into the corner, where he lay shivering throughout the night. 
 
    The third great lance of flame and noise from the man’s gun had torn a big scrap of flesh away above the patient’s right hip. He was pressing his badly mangled left hand into the ragged wound. He could not move those fingers anyway. He looked down and saw that the ligaments and tendons of the back of his hand were all exposed, some severed and bunched tight, never to be of use again. 
 
    He hurt everywhere; that evil animal had bitten him many times until he had managed to stick it with the knife. 
 
    He lay there, waiting for the demon to tell him what to do, but no instructions came. No commands to follow were given. 
 
    What did come was an ever-increasing weakness, and the puddle of congealing blood around him widened. 
 
    His breathing became shallow and fast. 
 
    He realised that the demon had abandoned him, that he was not strong enough to transcend as promised.  
 
    He was not worthy, which was why he was going to die. 
 
    He was cold. Tears of sadness and weakness, of impotent rage and loneliness, began to fall from his eyes. 
 
    As his breathing became sporadic and his heart finally ran out of blood to pump around his body, he lost consciousness.  
 
    The patient died where he sat in the corner of his old room in the secure wing of the psychiatric hospital, surrounded by the rotting bodies of those who gave him the tablets which had kept the demon away for so long. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 FREEDOM IS THE RIGHT TO TELL PEOPLE WHAT THEY DO NOT WANT TO HEAR 
 
    As decided, nobody went off the reservation save for those who tended to the gardens twice a week. All the preparations for winter had been done with nothing to plant until the new year. The horses and sheep had been moved to the farm, so all the animals were in close proximity for wintering. 
 
    A crude system of rainwater collection provided water to the bathrooms via the guttering; this saved having to carry up bottled water to use for washing, thereby extending their water resources further. 
 
    Penny came to see him the next day, and he insisted on dressing and meeting her in Ops with a gun at his waist. He had not spoken to her since before the hospital, and he was not happy about the whisperings he had been hearing from his covert sources; he had to appear strong in front of her, despite his injuries.  
 
    It had been said that Penny wanted control of the Rangers to come under her department and not be run separately by Dan. The rumours spoke of a political coup, of a subtle but important balance of power. 
 
    Still quite shaky on his feet and with half of his head bandaged, he walked tall and asked Leah for a report as he strode into Ops. 
 
    “All quiet,” she said. 
 
    “Penny,” Dan said in greeting, turning his head to be able to see her. She was flanked by her new PA, Karen. 
 
    “May we talk?” asked Penny quietly. 
 
    “Leah? Break time,” he said, and the girl walked from the room with as much dignity as she could muster in the circumstances. She knew full well when she was being dismissed for grown-up talk. She clicked her fingers to Ash, who followed without question –following his stomach, Dan thought. 
 
    He sat at the main table with the two women, and he turned to look pointedly at Karen. 
 
    “Would you give us the room, please?” Penny said politely to the woman after following his deliberate gaze. Karen looked surprised, even a little affronted, but gathered her things and left the room in a mimic of Leah but without the same level of grace and decorum.  
 
    This obviously wasn’t a meeting that required minutes. 
 
    The two looked at each other for a few seconds in silence before Penny broke first. 
 
    “How have we come to regard each other like this?” she asked.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how to explain it without causing offence, so he didn’t bother to try. “Our ideal was a cooperative society, which you are trying to turn into a communist state,” he said. 
 
    Penny bridled instantly, and Dan thought she would rise and leave the room. She kept her temper in check and answered him acidly. “That is ridiculous and slanderous,” she bit back. “You would turn us into a police state with martial law, I presume?” She emphasised the word police, and left the counter-accusation hanging heavily. 
 
    “Without protection, where would we be?” he asked rhetorically. “Rules are protection. Coordination is safety. We all have our jobs here, and mine is to deal with the violence so you and the others don’t have to. You think me barbaric, but you misunderstand me intentionally. We are the rough men who stand ready,” he said, meaning to get through to her on a deeper level with references to literature. “The violence I use is for the good of all and not myself,” he finished, having risen from his seat as he spoke to lean his hands on the table.  
 
    His aching head hurt as he spoke, but he could not show weakness now. 
 
    “There is, and will be, no police state here. No Big Brother,” he said more quietly as he sat back down and seemed to shrink in size, “which means there will be no inequality also. No leadership class of person to rule the others. We work together or we are all slaves.” 
 
    “What are we, if not the leading class?” asked Penny. “You lead yours for now and I lead mine, so what is the difference?”  
 
    This was too much for Dan. “There is a world of difference!” he shot back vehemently, ignoring the “for now” comment. “We lead because we are the best placed in our fields. When someone better comes along, they will lead instead of us. No one person should have the final say. Your model of our cooperative society is a dictatorship and nothing more!”  
 
    Penny said nothing, so he carried on. “What if a member of the group wished to take a council seat? Maybe yours? What then? Would you have a Ranger banish them? Punish them? Would you have us performing public executions?” 
 
    Penny stuttered for words, unable to admit that she had never given a thought to relinquishing power. 
 
    “They must be allowed to present their case to everyone, others would present their own and the people will decide. If another person wanted my job, they could have it, but they would have to prove to everyone that they are better at it than I am. I will not retain power by force, nor will I wield it to keep you on your damned pedestal,” he finished angrily. 
 
    Penny was fuming, but silent. He knew he had said some things that shocked her, mostly because they were true and she would not admit it to herself. She was also angry that he knew more than she thought he did. Obviously, her quiet plays for power amongst the wider group had reached ears sympathetic to Dan’s popularity. 
 
    Dan stood, slowly and carefully pushing his chair back under the table, before fixing Penny with his good eye. “Please, Penny,” he said softly. “Remember how we all started this journey together. I don’t want overall control, but I will challenge you for it if needs be. Please, this is about all of us and not just one person. There’s no throne, no crown here. It’s survival or death, and if we fight amongst ourselves, then there won’t be much in the way of survival.” 
 
    He walked out, wanting to lie down again for a very long time but feeling too wound up to stay still. He walked slowly outside and sat heavily on a felled tree trunk some distance away, deep in thought. 
 
    It was there that Leah found him. He had no idea how long he’d been there until his trance was interrupted by the girl and his dog. She sat next to him in silence. 
 
    “What we do now will inevitably change us,” he said softly to her. To himself. “What we see and do will take whatever innocence we have left, and our humanity with it. To survive, we have to adapt, to adopt the same behaviour as the people we fight.” He hung his head with a sigh and continued the introspection. “We have to become capable of rage and the sickening violence we see them use, but there is a difference.” 
 
    The last word he said with savage passion. He turned to the silent girl, seeing his own bright eyes mirrored in hers as she let his words soak in. 
 
    “The difference is that we keep our evil locked away deep inside us until we need it, and then we let it out of the cage to protect what we have. We let it out to get the job done and then we lock it away again.” 
 
    He hung his head again and sighed, the sudden fire now extinguished. 
 
    “But there is a cost to us. We’re not monsters but we have to act like monsters, and that takes a toll on us. We are willing to make that sacrifice to keep people safe. To make life peaceful.” 
 
    He got up, dizzy for a second with a wave of pain and exhaustion. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said to Leah, who still hadn’t spoken a word. “OK. I’ll talk to Penny again,” he said as he rose with difficulty, leaving her sitting there. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHYS AND WHEREFORES 
 
    Penny returned to her room and paced restlessly. She had been so scared when Dan had gone chasing after Lexi, and felt awful for relishing the thought that he might not come back alive or at all. She imagined herself moulding his replacement into a more malleable version of him: a controllable leader of her personal honour guard. 
 
    Dan’s words had cut her deeply. Her temper was high, and made worse when she realised that he was right about her behaviour. The truth was, she was enjoying the power.  
 
    It started as happiness to have other people, then swelled into pride to have people working for her. The routine of giving orders and thinking of jobs for people to do, then choosing who should do them, had taken over her every waking thought. So much so that without realising it, she had accrued a staff to follow her around and annotate those orders for distribution. 
 
    She had grown power-hungry, and she was suddenly ashamed at the realisation. 
 
    It wasn’t intentional, she convinced herself. It was the situation: it did things to people. From the very beginning she had busied herself every day, and when more people joined them, she had more to organise and so on and so forth. She told herself that they all needed her to plan their every day. They wouldn’t be on the firm ground they were had it not been for her leadership. 
 
    Sometimes that leadership took away the choices of the people, but it was for their own good. People came to her with ideas, with suggestions, and she politely listened at first. Lately she had been so busy that she started to turn them away. 
 
    Since Karen arrived, she had issued a standing order not to be disturbed directly, and for Karen to take the details of those wanting to see her. She had become obsessive, almost fanatical in her thoughts of the future, for reasons she hadn’t shared with anyone she now knew. 
 
    She stopped pacing and stood still. She started to cry. She was suddenly so very tired, she thought as she lay down on her bed to submit to the sobs coming from deep inside her. She felt sick, and the waves of pain that had affected her recently started again. 
 
    A while later, Dan found her still in that position. He sat gently on the edge of her bed and rested his left hand lightly on her shoulder. She woke to see him watching her, and for once did not have the energy to straighten her appearance. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said. “Things just took on a momentum that I couldn’t–” 
 
    “It’s OK,” he said. “We need you to be you, nothing more.” 
 
    She smiled and closed her eyes again. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RUMOUR CONTROL 
 
    All of them sat together for dinner at the tables. They ate, and afterward Dan told them the sanitised version of events at the hospital. He thanked the people he wanted to thank, and laid out some ground rules with a heavy olive branch.  
 
    “Penny’s direction to have those on the farm and gardens carrying shotguns is to remain in place. Anyone wanting training is to make themselves known,” he said. “On that note,” he continued, “suggestions and questions are more commonplace now that there are lots of us.” He paused to scan the room, having to raise his voice for all of them to hear him. “These will be written down – we have plenty of paper – and placed in the box that Karen will organise. We will bring these to the council every week. Concerns about everyday work are to be brought to your head of department, but this provides another route which should be available as we have agreed.” He nodded to Penny, who graciously accepted the mention even though nothing of the sort was decided until Dan said it now. 
 
    “We are locking down things for the winter, so everyone is going to have more time on their hands. There will be three hours of electricity after dinner from the generators. My advice is not to let Leah choose the film every night.” That got the laughs he hoped for. 
 
    “Over the next week, everyone is to find a time to report to Kate so that the medical unit have a full history and everyone gets an MOT.” Another ripple of low laughter. He had discussed this with Kate, Lizzie and Alice and they had been preparing a filing system to keep medical notes on them all. 
 
    “Nobody will go off site unless with permission, not counting those working on the farms and gardens. Or Pete, obviously,” he added. 
 
    “There will only be a couple of trips made a month during the worst weather, and until our wounds are healed, there won’t be any. So everyone take some time to relax. Those of you organised to help with the farm know who you are; this gives farm workers time off to make it fair.” 
 
    He asked Leah what the film was tonight, and she said a title he didn’t recognise, which prompted a mixture of different noises from the rest of them. The group took that as dismissal, and he nodded to his operations department when he got their eye contact. He had to call Leah over, and she came reluctantly holding a DVD which he could only describe as “pink”. He decided to deal with her job first so she could get on with having a life. 
 
    “Any applications coming in to Ops go to you, you record them in a ledger and keep them ready to discuss. OK?” he said. 
 
    “OK. What’s a ledger?” she asked. 
 
    “A book used to keep lists,” he said, keeping it simple to avoid the trademark “wait, what?” from her again. 
 
    She ran off hoping to get to the TV before someone overrode her film choice. He sat down to look around his Rangers, and what he saw was almost pitiful. He still had half of his face bandaged and had not yet seen the damage. He had, however, seen the grimace on Kate’s face when she changed the dressings. Steve was still bandaged, but he had lost the sling. Joe was uninjured but was still the weakest link, as bad as Dan felt by thinking it. Lexi was badly bruised over her head and face. Her eyes were ringed with purple and yellow, and she moved stiffly under a loose sweatshirt. He knew the cuts on her chest were worse than she made out. It would probably be weeks before they were all fully fit, and he had to look at a rehabilitation programme for them. They needed to stay fit and lean. There was no off-season training or warm-up games – when they went out, they had to be at one hundred per cent or people would die. 
 
    “Sidearms at all times, we’ll take a day at a time each in Ops. Joe, me, Steve, Lex, in that order. When we are physically capable, we are making a trip that will require some heavy machinery.” Eyebrows were raised. “Police armoury – hopefully more Glocks, MP5s, G36s. If we’re really lucky, they’ve upgraded to the HK416s. Either way, we need more guns that aren’t for pheasant shooting.” 
 
    Agreement all round, although there were some questioning looks about his knowledge.  
 
    Dan stayed to help clear the plates as he realised that Cara was waiting behind in the kitchen, heating the water to wash up and not wanting to interrupt. He apologised and helped her. They talked as they worked; Dan washed and Cara dried up, and she promised to make a lemon drizzle cake for him – one of the small echoes of sentimentality which he felt mattered. 
 
    He walked outside the front door and lit a cigarette as Ash limped around in circles looking for the best place to empty his bladder. Lexi joined him, as he suspected she would. He offered her a cigarette, which she took.  
 
    “Doing OK?” he asked her. 
 
    She inhaled, held it, and let it out slowly. “Yeah. No more bikinis, but yeah.” 
 
    Leah was turning out to be a very useful spy; Dan had heard that Mark had tried hard with her when she got out of the hospital wing, but she seemed to have shut that door in his face.  
 
    “What about Penny?” she asked. He knew this was coming from someone, and knew that whatever he said would probably become common knowledge within a day.  
 
    There was the truth, and then there was the truth they all needed to move on together. “She’s been under a bit of pressure. The stress of us lot getting put through a blender didn’t help, I should imagine. She’s done well getting everyone organised for the winter, though, don’t you think?” he said, turning to Lexi for her turn. 
 
    “Yep. She’s not, you know, planning on changing things or anything?” she asked innocently. 
 
    Dan matched her innocence. “Like what?” 
 
    “Well. We still work for you, don’t we…?” she said, trailing off in uncertainty at the boundaries she was pushing. 
 
    Rumour really did spread fast, he thought. “Yes. You do. Why, did you hear that she was planning on any changes?” he challenged. 
 
    “No, no,” said Lexi, “I was just checking.” 
 
    Dan finished his cigarette, called his dog and went to watch the film. Luckily, Leah missed out. He settled down with his thoughts spinning, pretending to watch a film with the others. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WINTER WONDERLAND 
 
    Days rolled into weeks. Frosts came and it tried to snow a few times. Everyone was wrapped up well; the boxes of thermal sports base layers lifted from the camping store were a good buy. 
 
    Dan went with black base layers under his standard black clothes. He had got a black arctic waterproof and windproof pullover from one of their scavenging trips during the hot weather. He had dug it out and now pretty much lived in it. 
 
    Curiously, he noticed that the other Rangers had followed suit in style noir, which adorably included Leah. Her black boots had her black combat trousers tucked in, and she added about four layers of tops and fleeces topped off with a black woollen hat. 
 
    Dan had kept the beard and hair a little longer, but still the same length all over, which both Joe and Steve had adopted. Dan’s bandaging had come off, exposing the straight line of delicate stitching running through the puckered skin from below his left eye and up into his hairline. Luckily, the blade had cut through his eyebrow and missed the recess of his eye socket. It itched like hell, which he knew was a good sign. Kate gave him painkillers, which he stopped taking before she recommended, much to her annoyance. He did complete the course of antibiotics which had been given to all of them. Ash had even had a course, courtesy of Sera’s small medicinal stock. 
 
    He donned his own black woolly hat and went outside, pulling on his thermal gloves. The fresh, pink skin of his scarred face felt the icy stab of the cold more than the rest of him. 
 
    Ash bounded with him, fully healed long before the human casualties. Dan smoked as he walked, passing a couple of the others as they went. Ash even let the others touch him now. Dan had worked hard to have him in the house to get used to people. It was Sera’s suggestion, after she had been bitten trying to stop Ash’s bleeding. He was still developing and double the size he was when he was first found. He had a coarse short coat which had darkened only slightly as he matured. He glided effortlessly, loping on all fours with a casual ease that did not betray the savage speed he could employ. It was not the size of the dog that made the hits big – it was the speed it hit you at. Well, Ash was big and fast. 
 
    Dan walked up to the farm and back, talking with people he met as he walked. He went into Ops and Ash stalked to Leah’s side, where he practically searched her for food. His snout was almost the same size as her torso.  
 
    Leah pushed the animal out of her face and produced a sheaf of papers, clearing her throat and giving Ash a Polo mint, which he crunched once and swallowed, looking expectantly for more. 
 
    “Applications,” she announced. Dan picked up a plastic-wrapped pack of biscuits and poured coffee from a flask left by Steve – it was his day on duty – who was studying maps. 
 
    “Give me the highlights,” he said as he sat and invited Steve to join them with a wave.  
 
    “Request for specialist item recovery,” she read, then scanned her eyes along the rest of the text. “Christmas presents, actually.” 
 
    Dan smiled. That kind of humanity made him happy, and he would be glad to do those runs himself, even though he bloody hated Christmas. 
 
    “A suggestion that the Rangers run a self-defence class,” she said. He thought of Lexi, with her martial arts background.  
 
    “Lexi might like that.” Dan was well qualified to teach also, but he didn’t want another commitment on his time. 
 
    “Kyle wants to be a Ranger,” she said with a smile.  
 
    Dan coughed and spat coffee as he controlled himself. “This again?” he said, annoyed. Steve gave him a questioning look and Dan explained. “Kyle is a complaining, cowardly, weak, selfish, chinless, mewling little boy who wants people to fear and respect him. He wants a gun. The answer is the same as when he asked the first time: no fucking chance.”  
 
    Leah muttered “language” not quite under her breath and made a note, but Dan told her, “I’ll tell him myself, though. 
 
    “Any more?” he asked. 
 
    “Request from Cedric and Maggie to run through training with people working away from the house,” she said. “What to do if someone turns up, basically.” Dan looked to Steve, who nodded his agreement to the silent request. 
 
    “I can throw in a bit of E&E for flavour too,” Steve offered.  
 
    Dan was glad to have Steve, even with the six-inch scar across his forearm he had got for putting his eggs in Dan’s basket. It was still angry and swollen, as was the stripe down his own face. 
 
    “OK, link up with Chris and find a day when the farm is covered by Logistics. Reckon you could do it within the week?” he asked. 
 
    Steve did. There were no more requests of interest, and the few more that were for Christmas presents went on the pile for a one-hit shopping trip. 
 
    He decided that there had been a long enough wait, that he was healed enough to take Joe on a trip. He went to tell Penny what he planned before finding Neil and the others he needed. 
 
    He had rounded everyone up and Ops was full. Neil, Mike, Jimmy, Ian and Joe sat to listen. 
 
    “I want to raid a police armoury.” He let that hang for effect. “I need Jimmy to bring a crew under Mike and Ian’s direction to use heavy machinery to breach it. Neil, there’s a diesel tank in need of emptying too, so we may as well have all that while we’re there,” he said. “Ideas,” he announced, inviting the selected group to join in. 
 
    Mike was the first to speak. “I assume we are talking stressed concrete, probably reinforced with steel?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so, and no windows,” Dan replied. 
 
    “So we attack the weakest point. The lock,” Mike said confidently. “Jackhammer around the door housing and a Stihl saw with a diamond-tipped blade. It won’t be pretty, but it will be open.” 
 
    “We’ve got the kit,” said Neil. 
 
    “Kev can use the jackhammer; he’s big enough,” said Jimmy, not hiding his pride in his giant sidekick. 
 
    All in agreement, they planned to leave in an hour. 
 
    Dan and Joe went in the new Discovery, and Neil went in his Defender with Ian and Mike towing the mobile tanker with its attached pump. Jimmy and Kev borrowed Lexi’s Defender, carrying a generator and the tools they needed. 
 
    Dan and Joe cleared the building, driving into the yard he had left months ago after his first burglary. There was some evidence of scavenging since he had been there last, but he highly doubted anyone could have got into the armoury. He paused to look at the now unrecognisable corpse that lay unburied in the car park where he had dumped him out of his BMW. 
 
    They cleared the building, then led Mike, Ian, Jimmy and Kev to the heavy steel door. Mike started to give instructions to the others to say what he needed, and Dan took Joe outside, leaving orders to be called when they were close to getting in. 
 
    Neil was busy pumping the diesel into his tanker, smiling at his creation again. He gave a thumbs up to them as they reappeared. 
 
    “Can you get up there?” Dan asked Joe, pointing at the roof of a police van. Joe nodded and jogged over to get the height advantage and keep watch to protect the mission. The noise started, shaking the whole building. 
 
    Dan went back inside to look for more equipment to augment their kit. He took a number of batons and six ballistic vests, as he only had two for his Rangers currently. Magazine holders and holsters from lockers went into the large bag he was carrying as the noise was replaced with the high-pitched scream of metal being cut. Ash watched him, hoping for food every time he prised open a locker. 
 
    Eventually the noise and vibration stopped, and he heard his name being shouted without urgency. He took the armful of big black kit bags he had emptied, hoping to have enough to fill them. 
 
    The doorway looked like it had exploded, with a pile of rubble pushed to one side. They had exposed the lock housing and mangled it to the point where they could force it open using the hydraulics.  
 
    Dan wasn’t too happy: the racks were mostly empty. There were two Heckler & Koch G36 carbines, four Glocks, no MP5s, but there were a pair of HK416s. The carbines had the new sights which had the telescopic part you could flip to the side to use a holographic sight. They both had torch attachments; however, all the guns only had two firing selector settings: safe and semiautomatic. Not really worth the energy expended, he thought, but better than nothing. 
 
    Ammunition was stacked and spare magazines were found. He was really hoping for more. He picked up the two single-barrelled launcher guns – they basically fired a round like a solid lump of rubber. They were called AEPs, Attenuating Energy Projectiles. Non-lethal, unless you were seriously unlucky, but bloody painful.  
 
    The bags were loaded, the fuel was siphoned, and they set off home for dinner. Dan was the only one not excited; the others thought the haul was impressive. 
 
    All the new weaponry got left in the bags, ready for all the Rangers to strip them in the morning and familiarise themselves before test firing. 
 
    After dinner, Dan asked Kyle to step out with him. Kyle was very wary of Ash; he was one of the few people Ash wouldn’t let touch him, which proved to Dan that his dog was a good judge of character. Dan sent Ash off into the bushes so as not to lose Kyle’s attention. 
 
    “Listen, about being a Ranger,” he started, glancing sideways at Kyle in the fading light. Kyle did not look happy, as if he knew where the conversation was heading. If he had a single brain cell, Dan mused, then he should. “It’s not going to happen. It takes previous experience, which we all have, and we don’t have the infrastructure to train someone from scratch,” he said. 
 
    Kyle stopped walking. “Joe doesn’t. Lexi doesn’t. We don’t even know if you do.” His anger made him brave. Dan let the weak personal attack pass, knowing that jealousy has a strong pull. 
 
    “Joe’s and Lexi’s experience was enough for them to be assessed. I assessed them. They are now Rangers,” he said carefully. 
 
    “WELL, ASSESS ME, THEN!” screamed Kyle. He was shaking and close to tears. 
 
    “Tell me why you want it,” instructed Dan, keeping his cool. 
 
    Kyle failed the first test: he failed to control his anger. “Why should you lot get to swan around and do what you want while everyone else works? Cocky bastards. You think you’re better because you’ve got a gun.” 
 
    “Stop now, Kyle,” Dan said coldly. 
 
    Kyle failed another test: demonstrating to Dan that he had no sense of self-preservation by carrying on. “You pick who you want. Do what you want. You’re a fucking Nazi. You—” Kyle stopped, yelping in terror as Dan grabbed the front of his coat with both hands like a striking animal, pulling him close. 
 
    “Take a good look at my face, you spoiled little shit,” Dan growled at him. “Does it look like it was fun? Would you have swapped places with me when I was fighting with the bastard who did this, after he took out two other people who I know for a fact would snap you without breaking a sweat? Would you even have survived this long if we hadn’t taken you in?”  
 
    Kyle didn’t answer; he just tried to keep himself from crying in temper. 
 
    “No, Kyle. The answer is no. You aren’t capable, not only because you aren’t trained, but because you only want it to show off. I have no use for you and I will never put a gun in your hand. Am I understood?” he said savagely. At the tone of Dan’s voice, Ash had crept out of the dark and began to growl menacingly behind Kyle. Kyle edged away, casting a fearful look at the dog, then ran back to the house. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Dan said to himself before adding, “well, that went well,” aloud to Ash. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LIFE GOES ON 
 
    The next few weeks went by slowly. The old house got very cold, and gas heaters had to be used to stop people freezing. Everyone was wearing gloves and hats inside. Only two more trips were made out. One heavily protected detail visited an ambulance station now that Kate had got her medical stocks in order, with Steve, Joe and Dan going as protection while Lexi stayed behind, as she took the longest to heal from her injuries. 
 
    The other was to the closest vets, as Sera had set up a small surgery on the farm and needed more supplies. With a little more instruction from Steve, Leah was becoming very good with maps, and plotted the route easily. 
 
    Both trips were, thankfully, uneventful. Dan tried to develop some kind of routine, but he felt increasingly restless as time wore on. He wanted to be out, finding more people, but most of the group were happy to sit tight and let the cold pass. A few of them got ill, but Kate took the precaution of keeping a very close eye on them and quarantining those with viruses. She insisted that everyone take vitamin supplements with breakfast to try and avoid the colds too. 
 
    Dan received lots of sullen looks from Kyle, but he clearly lacked the conviction to make any trouble. Jack had started to spend his days either tinkering with the radio in the small hope that there was anyone on the other end, or taking trips with Pete to hunt game. 
 
    One of the cows died, and with the help of the Discovery’s winch and a trailer, it was butchered and brought back to the house. They had a variation on steak every day for a month; it was tough meat, but it was food, and nobody complained. 
 
    Dan noticed that some curious pairings had started to form. Mark had given up on Lexi and had moved on to try and impress Cara. She had other ideas and seemed to have a soft spot for Matty. The effect of this was that he stayed overweight due to her cakes and extras from the kitchen.  
 
    Chris and Ana spent most days together, and in early November they moved into one of the living quarters together. Penny wanted to object, but she held her tongue at the tactful suggestions of others. Mark moved on to Eve, who seemed receptive but could barely get away from the traumatised child who clung to her legs constantly. She still hadn’t spoken. Mark gave up on Eve and tried to get close to Sera, who slapped him down. Literally. Sera spent most of her free time with Kate, which most people thought nothing of, but then most people hadn’t noticed what Dan had. 
 
    Lexi still tried to get time with Dan, but he tried to make it clear that it wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    They had a frank conversation one evening, and he told her, “I’m responsible for keeping you safe. Think about the hospital: if I hadn’t been thinking straight because we were an item, then that psycho could’ve killed us all.” 
 
    It was a weak argument, but one that she accepted. 
 
    On the whole, people were happy. Even more so when one day a large, scruffy black cat visited the gatehouse. Ash immediately went for it, and Dan had to resort to screaming at him in German for the first time in weeks before he came away. The cat sat on the bonnet of the Discovery and hissed at the dog, who whined pitifully at being so outsmarted by a simple height advantage. Leah insisted that the cat be fed and join them. She called it Mollie, but Dan was sure it was a male and looked more of a Boris than a Mollie.  
 
    Leah would have none of it; this evil cat who taunted the dogs and scratched everyone else adored her. It would curl up on her lap in Ops and even got a bed on top of the boxed ammo, where it spent the day sleeping and being fed. If he had to stereotype the cat as a person, he was pretty sure this one had done some time in jail and wasn’t to be crossed lightly. 
 
    By mid-November, Leah had compiled a long list of special items people wanted to give as Christmas presents. Dan called a council meeting – they weren’t always weekly by now, as there was nothing much to report by anyone, as they were in semi-hibernation – and proposed an outing to the shopping centre where he and Lexi had found Joe and Mark. It was accepted without argument, which he found strange, and he found himself almost brokering the case against going, as nobody else objected. Unanimous agreement unsettled him. It felt like complacency, and complacency would get someone killed.  
 
    In the end, it was decided that two trips were to be made. Dan and Lexi would take one with Jimmy and Kev, and Steve and Joe would take another with Adam and Andrew. Joe knew the shopping centre well anyway, and Dan trusted Steve more than anyone but himself to keep them safe. 
 
    Leah pleaded with him to go. She was obviously getting bored. He agreed, thinking that it would do her good to get out. She must be nearly thirteen now – she had dropped her pretence of being fifteen by pure accident on the day they had found Lexi and the others – and Dan thought that she was old enough to learn some survival skills. 
 
    He started to take her out with him to exercise Ash, and after she had learned not to bounce alongside him asking questions, he started to teach her some skills. 
 
    They approached buildings he knew to be empty, starting with the gym, and he got her to practise watching the building before entering it. He gave her an empty Glock to practise weapon handling and was impressed with her. He didn’t know if she was naturally good, or just naturally good at mimicking him. 
 
    He was often told that his only real skill was replicating what he saw others do, and for years took it as an insult until he saw her doing the same. He even let her fire a few rounds, but she struggled with the recoil and the noise, letting out a scream and dropping the gun once as the slide pinched her hand. He had nothing smaller to let her use, not that anything smaller would stop a cuddly toy, let alone a person. 
 
    Her pleading got through to him, and he promised to keep teaching her. In the interim, he taught her how to strip and clean all the weapons they had with the exception of the large machine gun.  
 
    The news of the shopping trips went round quickly, and others asked to come. This also went to the council, and again people were happy for “civilians” to go as long as they were adequately protected. In the end, Neil stayed home for both trips and all four Rangers accompanied a small group to the shopping centre twice. 
 
    Dan showed concern throughout the trips, as he felt that everyone was being too happy and not considering the dangers. Lexi told him he was being grumpy, which he conceded that he was. Probably. 
 
    Leah brought back next year’s calendar for Ops, with large boxes to write things in. It was adorned with pictures of kittens. 
 
      
 
    December arrived and a wave of excitement buzzed through the cold survivors. Pete had brought in a small conifer tree one day, and Jay mounted it in a large flat slice of oak he had used as a chopping block when splitting the wood. A box of decorations was found in an office – they still had lots of unused rooms to clear out – and the place took on a happier feel. A fire burned all day in the lounge, where people had taken to congregating, as there was less work to do. The library was being well used too, probably far more so than it had ever been. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHRISTMAS 
 
    Christmas loomed. Pete and Jack had brought down four Canada geese ready for the large meal. One of these had fallen into the lake and one of his dogs – either Tot or Dram, as Dan could never tell them apart – almost froze to death after she jumped in and towed it to the shore. Her more sensible sister took it from her on dry land and proudly presented it to their master.  
 
    The wet dog was wrapped in a blanket and cuddled in shifts by the fire until Pete put an end to her pampering and took her back to work the next day, much to her disgust. 
 
    Extra hands were recruited into the kitchen to prepare, and Penny came to Dan with a rare request of frivolity. She looked drawn and thinner in the face, but did her best to maintain her standards and presence. 
 
    “It’s something of a tradition, you see,” she started uncertainly. “I’ve checked with Andrew and he is quite certain that we have no sherry at all.” She carried on with blustery explanations but he stopped her, smiling. 
 
    “Penny, if you want sherry for Christmas, I will go and get some – on one condition,” he said kindly. 
 
    “Which is?” Penny asked, concerned. 
 
    “That you check there are no more Christmas requests before I leave in an hour!” he replied. She smiled and disappeared, returning thirty minutes later with a list. 
 
    Dan stood and unlocked his overstocked armoury. He took his M4 and loaded the standard five magazines he carried. As he was slowly adding the 5.56 rounds to the magazines, Leah walked in carrying the very fat Mollie, who yowled threateningly at Ash. 
 
    In response, Ash, as the savage animal he was, whimpered as he backpedalled and hid behind Dan’s chair. That would explain the scratches on his nose the day before. 
 
    “Kid,” Dan said to her, “put that fleabag down and help me, please.” 
 
    “She isn’t a fleabag!” Leah replied indignantly, but she put the cat on its perch anyway. 
 
    “Yes, he is. Sera said so, and she would know because she got scratched giving him flea medication!” he said to goad her. 
 
    “She,” answered Leah flatly, bored of the same needling comments from him. 
 
    He slid a Sig to her and three magazines. “Load them with 9mm for me?” he asked nonchalantly. 
 
    Leah was understandably excited; she was being trusted with real ammunition. She deftly loaded the magazines with fifteen rounds each, then picked up the gun. He watched her carefully out of the corner of his eye, making sure she didn’t accidentally shoot him. She checked the safety, seated the magazine, and then slid it home with a click – not slapping it in like they did in films and damaging the housing. She then held the gun to the ground and chambered a bullet. She checked the safety again and then neatly arranged the gun and magazines on the table. 
 
    “Very good,” said Dan, trying to keep it casual. “Now fetch a Glock, check the actions and load one mag,” he said, pretending to concentrate on loading his own rounds. 
 
    Leah was confused, but did as she was asked. She finished at around the same time as Dan stood and went across the entrance hall to his room. It was too early for Christmas, but still. On their trip to the police station, he had brought back some ballistic body armour. As he had searched the lockers, he stumbled across the kit of what must have been the smallest policewoman ever. She couldn’t have been much bigger than Leah, who was very tall for her age at nearly five and a half feet, but still very small in the torso. He had removed the police badging out of principle, and got Lou to secretly sew a pistol holster to the front cover with a double mag pouch on the lower left side. He had done this just after he had started training Leah, and hoped she would be happy with it. He had even attached a sheath holding a short four-inch knife on the front of the left shoulder, just like his own. 
 
    He donned his own armour vest and dumped the small black one on the table in front of her. She looked at it incredulously, mouth open, too scared of disappointment to believe what she saw. 
 
    Dan feigned a surprised look at her and said, “Well? Kit up, kid, we haven’t got all day.” 
 
    It was probably the greatest moment of her life, possibly even before everyone she knew had died. 
 
    Lexi was on duty that day, and he told her they were going out and expected to be back by nightfall. He gave her the nearby location they were going to with orders to come in force if not back when the sun was down and no radio contact had been made. 
 
    Lexi smiled at Dan’s kindness and helped Leah tighten the vest over her coat. She picked up the Glock with some ceremony and pulled the topslide back slightly to see brass, just as he had taught her. Her hands were too small to do it with one hand as he did when he was showing off. She secured the weapon in the holster, which covered most of her chest, and tried her hardest not to beam with happiness. 
 
    Dan took his E&E bag, called Ash to heel, and they drove out. 
 
    Leah was at her most grown-up as they rode. Her eyes were alert, and her questions were minimal. He wasn’t sure if she was actually looking or just being seen to be looking; he didn’t mind either way, as she was trying. 
 
    Truth was, he could’ve done this short trip alone with just Ash, but it paid to prepare, and she had to get out at some point or she would die of boredom. 
 
    They found the shop they wanted after a short drive, and although Dan had personally cleared the same building three times now, he went through the full drill just as he had trained her. He mimed that she should draw her gun but not release the safety – they had discussed this in the car; she was only to take the safety off if he explicitly told her to shoot something.  
 
    He sat Ash at the door and told him to stay. The dog wasn’t overly bothered, as he had done this so many times before. With their rear covered, Dan and Leah searched the small building. It was actually an old fuel station which had been turned into a Sainsbury’s Local shop, and Leah moved silently as she had been taught and covered his back as he moved. He smiled to himself as she exaggerated the semi-crouch she had seen him use. The kid was a natural. Turning this into a real-life scenario where she might have to shoot a person was some way off, but if these skills were ingrained now, then she would be better than all of them when she was grown up. 
 
    He nodded to her, and she announced “CLEAR” loudly to nobody in particular, full of pride. On hearing her call, Ash trotted in, betraying the fact he knew this was just a training exercise and wasn’t taking it seriously. 
 
    “Oi!” said Dan loudly, “out!” Ash turned a lazy circle and sat in the doorway of the shop where Dan told him to stay. He was the best early warning system this side of an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle. Dan produced the list and Leah got a basket. As the world had ended in early summer, there were no crackers or Christmas items lining the shelves. If it had been October when it happened, then there probably would have been, he thought sourly. 
 
    They quickly gathered what they had come for, and Dan ad libbed with bags of nuts and all the Pringles tubes he could see. They were still in date until late next year. 
 
    He led Leah back outside, where they put the basket on the back seat, called their bored sentry to jump in – he was lying down with his chin on his front paws in protest of being berated – and drove home.  
 
    Bizarrely, he had just made Leah the happiest girl ever, but that came at a price as they walked in through the main doors just as Kyle walked out. He focused on the gun strapped to the chest of a child and went pale. Dan thought he would cry or scream in rage, but he said nothing and walked out with glistening eyes. 
 
    Screw him, Dan thought. He trusted the kid more than he would ever trust Kyle. He should see if she could manage the shorter G36 soon, in the absence of finding an MP5. 
 
    Christmas Eve came, and Penny had done well organising games and entertainment. Cara had produced a seemingly endless supply of jam tarts and mince pies, and the alcohol supplies took a hit. Presents had been wrapped, and an enormous pile lay under the tree. Cards had been given as though everything were as it used to be, only this time Dan put them on the windowsill in Ops. One read: “Dear Ops and Rangers, thank you for keeping us all safe. Lots of love from the Catering department xxx.” 
 
    He supposed that counted as normal now. 
 
    He felt bad that he hadn’t “bought” gifts for anyone, and hadn’t even thought to get a small pack of cards to give out, not that he could easily remember everyone’s names. He told himself that he was busy keeping them all alive while they shopped like it was a safe activity, but in his heart, he knew it was because he was a miserable bugger. 
 
    He tried to excuse himself from the festivities on Christmas morning under the pretence of keeping watch, but nobody would let him. Even Ash was joining in, with the two cockers jumping around with him playfully. 
 
    Dan received an extensive list of presents: an indulgently costly watch with compass and altimeter, a book of jokes (obviously someone else thought he was miserable too), some items of clothing, an Action Man (someone thought they were funny), a torch mount for his Sig from Steve and a number of bottles of Scotch. Leah had got him and Ash matching bandanas with the lower half of a skull on. 
 
    The best present by far was something that Lexi had retrieved for Ash. Clothing for dogs was a contentious issue for Dan, but there was no doubting the brilliance of this item. 
 
    In khaki green, with a heavy grab handle and tactical loops for attachments like Dan’s vest, Ash stood proudly with his own gear on. It read “K-9” on a Velcro patch on the side, and came with two pouches for him to carry a collapsible bowl and a bottle of water. Dan adjusted the straps for a better fit, and laughed with everyone else as Ash spun in circles trying to figure out with utter futility what they had done to him. 
 
    Christmas dinner was wonderful – even more so if you considered the limited cooking abilities post-apocalypse. The food kept coming, as did the cakes and the drinks. 
 
    Everyone went to bed late as the fire burned low. Dan was properly drunk for the first time since it was just him and Neil. He bid goodnight to the few left up and took his dog outside so he could smoke. He could barely stand upright, let alone still.  
 
    He rolled into his room, discarded his clothes, and collapsed naked onto the mattress where he cursed the ceiling for spinning. Just as he thought he was going to have to get up and puke, he lost consciousness. 
 
    He woke after what seemed like five minutes to light streaming in through the open curtains. It was impossibly bright, but his still-drunk brain could not compute that it had snowed heavily in the night.  
 
    He was cold, his head hurt, and as he rolled over, he realised he was not alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    AWKWARD 
 
    She was fast asleep and either he or she, or both of them, stank of alcohol. He couldn’t tell, but he cursed himself silently and racked his memory for how this had happened.  
 
    She stirred, and he didn’t know whether to get dressed quietly and leave or pretend to be asleep. As he was debating this, she groaned and rolled over, snaking a soft, lazy arm over his lower back. He froze, but the hand moved down and squeezed his cheek intimately. 
 
    How the actual fuck did this happen? he thought.  
 
    He lay there in shock, one arse cheek in her hand and his mouth open, just as she opened her eyes and focused on the world. She squinted her eyes tightly at the bright light, then slowly released his flesh as it dawned on her where she was. 
 
    “Did you? Did we? Oh shit!” she said as she scrabbled the duvet up to cover her bare chest. 
 
    “What the fuck?” asked Dan in a croak, equally mortified. 
 
    It was one of the most awkward moments of his life, and combined with a murderous hangover, he wasn’t having a good day already. 
 
    He looked around on the floor and grabbed some clothes. He threw them on in haste and bundled from the room, stopping in the cold hallway to put his coat, hat and boots on as his breath misted in front of his face to further cloud his vision. Ash had not taken the initiative to come with him, so he abandoned the dog to sleep in blissful ignorance of his embarrassment. 
 
    He stole outside silently as the cold hit him. His head swam. He stopped at a patch of trees about twenty metres from the front door and expelled the remaining sour contents of his stomach into the snow. 
 
    He knelt in the bushes, stomach heaving. The crunch of frozen snow underfoot made him turn, his fogged brain trying to make sense of anything and everything.  
 
    The shovel hit him hard in the right side of his head and shoulder, the blow deflecting as he flinched away from it. It sprawled him face down, choking him with a face full of dirty slush. 
 
    “Not better than me now, are you?” whined his attacker in a peevish voice, close to tears as he raised the shovel high above his head again. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Kyle had been waiting for him. He was going to have one last attempt at convincing Dan to try him out and see if he could shoot. He had wanted to attend Lexi’s self-defence class but was too bigoted to accept instruction in fighting from a woman, regardless of the fact that Lexi was arguably one of the most capable people there.  
 
    Despite being told exactly why, he still thought he could cajole his way into being tested where he could prove himself and finally be a Somebody. 
 
    The final straw was when he saw her go into his room. He realised, as he saw Dan stagger outside, that he was wasting his breath by planning to speak to him. This man, a bully in Kyle’s eyes, would never let him join his elite. Dan would never make him one of them. Just like everyone else in Kyle’s life, this man was better than him and he knew it.  
 
    But not today: he had no guns, and that bastard dog of his was nowhere to be seen. He would show this man what he could do.  
 
    He picked up the shovel left by the front door to clear snow and walked behind him. He thought himself stealthy, but in truth he would never have got anywhere near the man if Dan wasn’t so drunk; he simply wasn’t aware of anything. 
 
    As Dan retched onto the ground, Kyle swung the shovel like a cricketer, aiming to send Dan’s head clear over the boundary. The bastard turned at the last minute, making Kyle miss his face. Kyle recovered himself and started to beat the shovel down on him, over and over. He cried aloud as he did it. He cried for all the years he had been laughed at, rejected, bested, left behind and ignored while the Dans of the world got the recognition and the women. The people good at sports, the ones who had muscles – fuck all of them. 
 
      
 
    Dan spun onto his back and used his legs. He held off maybe ten or fifteen blows before a slipped footing rewarded him with a stinging blow to his right knee. He involuntarily reached for it, and took a heavy hit to the top of his head. Darkness flashed, and the pain was unbearable. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was so enraged, so consumed in his attack, that he did not see Ana and Chris coming out of the house on their way to the farm. They saw him, but it took a few seconds to realise that he was attacking a person and not venting frustrations into the snow. Ana shouted and started to run towards him as Chris took the twelve-bore shotgun from the slip on his back and fired twice in the air. 
 
    Kyle realised he had been caught. He faced a choice: stay, and this bastard would surely kill him, or run.  
 
    He ran.  
 
      
 
    Chris and Ana went to help Dan, who was covered in blood. He had taken a massive amount of damage, and combined with his hangover, he lost consciousness. 
 
    Others ran from the house, pulling on clothes as they rushed headlong into the cold. Confusion reigned, and shouts for explanations rang out. Chris handed Ana the gun and went to lift Dan up, only stopping when Kate screamed a command to leave him. She ran over and saw the injuries to Dan’s head and the discarded shovel on the ground, barking orders for the stretcher and spine-board to be brought from medical immediately. She had to get him off the ground quickly to avoid hypothermia, but carefully so she didn’t aggravate the likely neck injuries he had. 
 
    Penny strode from the house, her commanding voice demanding an explanation for the commotion. She saw Dan, bloodied and battered in the snow, and stopped. 
 
    “Oh dear God!” she said. “Who did this?” 
 
    Ana spoke first. “It was Kyle.” She still pronounced it “Keel”. “He hit him with…” She was lost for the translation, although it was obvious, and pointed to the shovel, saying “Cobok.  
 
    “We see him, and he run,” she finished lamely. 
 
    Dan was brought inside strapped to the stretcher with blocks on either side of his head. Heaters were brought in and a fire lit in medical, as his body temperature had already fallen dangerously low from the short time on the wet ground. People buzzed around, asking questions until Kate roared at them all to get out. 
 
    “Anybody not medically trained is to leave right now!” she bawled as her temper frayed too far, standing square to stare down the room until they fled. Only she and Lizzie remained. 
 
    Dan was unaware of all this as he lay unresponsive on his back, dripping diluted snowmelt and blood onto the floor. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WE MUST RETAIN OUR HUMANITY 
 
    Dan was out for most of the morning. When he did come round, he could not move his head. This resulted in him fountaining acidic bile into the air for it to fall in his face. He would have choked had Kate not run over to him and tipped his entire immobile body over for the sick to go with gravity. She cleaned him up and began an in-depth top-to-toe survey where she tested his feeling all over. 
 
    No obvious spinal damage. She turned him the other way and felt down every single segment of his vertebrae, asking each time if he had pain or numbness. He didn’t. She checked his skull thoroughly, looking for signs of fractures. After checking his pupil response for the fiftieth time, she finally allowed him to remove the head blocks and move around. Kate was still unhappy. 
 
    “I’m only guessing, you realise,” she said testily. “You should have a full spinal X-ray or a CT preferably.” 
 
    Dan tried to reassure her that he was fine, and that she was doing a great job without modern machinery. He could barely get the words out from the swollen right side of his jaw. 
 
    “Council members,” he mumbled, “please.” 
 
    He was soon looking up at the concerned faces of Penny, Andrew, Neil, Jimmy, Cara and Chris. Kate was still flitting around him, but she had sent Lizzie to take a break. 
 
    Dan had told a version of events which left out some embarrassingly key details. Where his consciousness ended, so Chris’s story began. He learned how the cowardly bastard Kyle had run into the woods rather than face the consequences. 
 
    Kate reported that Dan was lucky, that one of the blows could easily have paralysed or killed him. Neil reported that Steve, Joe and Lexi had gone after Kyle, but as Ash was too wound up over Dan being down to go with them, they lost track of him after a mile. 
 
    Dan wanted to get his dog and his gun and hunt the bastard down. He said as much to the council, but even he had to agree he was in no state to move anywhere for a while. He left out the more creative ideas of what he could do when he caught him. 
 
    Kyle’s actions had brought about the difficult question of punishment. The only one internal problem they had ever encountered had resulted in the public humiliation and ejection of Callum some months ago. That was different: that was a fight as such and not a deliberate action by the leaders of a group of people. It wasn’t society punishing a crime. 
 
    Was Kyle to be banished? That held inherent dangers in that he knew where they were and what capabilities they had. He could return with others and be a serious threat to them. 
 
    Someone suggested execution, which Dan thought was a good idea at first, but the more he thought of it, the more he knew it was the wrong way to go: killing someone was one thing, but executing them for a crime was different – even if it was an attempted murder. 
 
    Neil pointed out that it was irrelevant, as Kyle was in the wind anyway and was unlikely to live long without shelter and equipment. From what Chris said, he ran with just the clothes on his back, so would probably die of exposure before the new year. 
 
    Penny suggested that if he returned or was captured, then he should stand trial. Dan wanted to protest that he was seen by three people doing it and then ran away. No mitigation he could offer could excuse his actions, especially as he fled after. Dan held his tongue, though – as anarchical as he felt, he still believed in justice, although his beliefs were in a deeper and purer justice than the world had known before it happened. 
 
    The subject was ended under the cloud of crossing bridges when they came to them, and he was left to sleep. He wasn’t sure how badly hurt he was, as the hangover symptoms seemed worse than the head injuries.  
 
    Sera brought Ash to him later that day, and the huge dog hurt him again by climbing onto the hospital bed as he had a matter of weeks before. He refused to leave and growled at Kate when she told him to get down, prompting Dan to reprimand him and send him out with Sera.  
 
    Dan would’ve preferred to go back to his own bed, but Kate insisted on twenty-four hours’ observation, especially the way he “liked to collect concussions,” she added. 
 
    He was released by lunchtime the next day and walked stiffly to the front door. He let Ash out on the way past and leaned against his truck to smoke. Steve joined him and told him of the brief hunt for Kyle, but without a dog, they were too far behind to find him.  
 
    “Pete tried with his girls, but they just put pheasants up instead,” he said, laughing. 
 
    “Ash would’ve caught him and tore the little fucker to pieces,” Dan growled, looking at the dog. Sensing he was being discussed, he cocked his head over and stared at Dan with his ears up, waiting for food or praise or both. Dan fussed his head. 
 
    “I don’t fancy his chances, though,” said Steve. “I’ve seen people die in better conditions, and he has no tradecraft at all from what I hear.” Steve’s eyes glazed over, deep in memory. 
 
    “Where have you gone, mate?” Dan asked kindly. 
 
    “The cockpit of a Merlin. Kosovo,” he replied quietly. 
 
    Dan put a hand on the pilot’s shoulder as he passed. They all had their history, and post-traumatic stress was probably the only single common denominator for them all. 
 
    Dan had his own skeletons too, just not of the frozen wasteland mass genocide type. 
 
    Steve felt instantly guilty for the lie.  
 
    True, he had seen some awful atrocities during his service in the Balkans and elsewhere, but nothing compared to the soldiers actually on the ground. In his head, he had really gone back to Snowdon years ago. A sudden storm had hit them when walking, and he had had to lead his wife and kids down before the weather became a danger to them. 
 
    Dan limped back into Ops, where Leah fixed him with a smile of relief. The mangy cat hissed at Ash from its perch: a Sainsbury’s shopping basket with a prison blanket inside on top of a five-foot-tall stack of 5.56 bullets in boxes.  
 
    Ash responded with a whine of fear and frustration as he backed away from the evil thing. 
 
    Lexi blushed and looked at the floor. He wasn’t in the mood, but he had to deal with this soon.  
 
    Steve walked back in and went straight past Ops, deep in thought. Dan made a show of producing his packet of cigarettes, announcing clearly without words that he was going back outside. As he had hoped, Lexi followed him. 
 
    He lit two cigarettes at once and handed her one in silence. He walked with some difficulty to the place where Kyle had attacked him.  
 
    He laughed mirthlessly; that was probably the only conceivable circumstance in which Kyle could ever have beaten him.  
 
    But he had, and it was very nearly final. 
 
    “I’ll kill the bastard if I find him,” she started. 
 
    “You won’t, because if he’s not already dead, I doubt he will last more than a couple of days,” he replied tiredly. “Any idea what set him off?” he asked, subtly raising the subject. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything,” she blurted out, turning crimson. “I just–” 
 
    “You just what?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “I just didn’t want to spend Christmas on my own,” she said to the floor. “I was drunk and I just got in your bed, that’s it.” 
 
    He sighed. “Lex, we’ve been through this.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Kyle tried it on with me last night, and I was,” she hesitated, searching for the right word, “unkind to him. Cruel, actually. Then he probably saw me go to your room. It’s my fault.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Dan. “It’s Kyle’s for being a fucking jealous prick and mine for letting the rat get the drop on me. You know I roughed him up the other day and Ash saw him off?”  
 
    Lexi’s eyebrows rose.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan, “he demanded to be a Ranger. Again.” 
 
    Lexi laughed. “I bet he shit a brick when you gave Leah a Glock!” 
 
    Dan wasn’t in the mood to laugh at Kyle’s wounded pride; his injuries were still too sore. He started to walk back to the house. 
 
    “So, we good now?” Lexi asked after him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, not entirely convincing himself as he recalled her bare chest in his bed covered in scars she received for doing the job he gave her. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CABIN FEVER 
 
    After the excitement of Christmas and Kyle being branded an outlaw, New Year came and went without the grand celebration of previous times. Perhaps people were more pensive about the passing of time and making resolutions without sharing them with the loved ones they’d had last time around. 
 
    The mood became low, and then tempers started to fray. Suggestions were made for scavenging runs, mostly for people to get out. Neil insisted Dan take him out for petrol, as the generators had used up almost all of his stores. Dan knew he still had over three hundred litres of petrol, but humoured him anyway. Six people volunteered to come. In the end, they went on their own, travelling further afield just for the hell of it. 
 
    One of the main reasons for Dan putting a stop to the trips during winter was that the roads, without proper maintenance and gritting, were degrading fast and were treacherous in places. He had to go slowly, avoiding potholes and even subsidence at one point. They had ten jerrycans to fill and two hand pumps to do it with. 
 
    Neil removed the reservoir locks as he had done before and suggested a race to fill the first can. Dan smiled, and asked what the stakes were. 
 
    “Name your price, monsieur,” Neil replied in a sleazy French accent. 
 
    “I win, you do my washing up this week,” he said. 
 
    “Likewise,” Neil said, offering his hand. As Dan took his own hand from the pump to shake Neil’s, the older man shouted “GO” and began to pump furiously, making Dan curse and rush to try and catch up. 
 
    They couldn’t call a clear winner, and sat panting and laughing together as Ash gave them both a questioning look. They finished the other cans at a more sensible pace and went to set off home. They drove for a few minutes before Neil stared ahead, leaning towards the windscreen. 
 
    He held up a pointed finger in silence, making Dan look to his right, where a pillar of black smoke was rising behind a copse of trees in the distance. 
 
    They exchanged a look, and Dan turned the Discovery towards the possibility of people. They struggled to find the source of the smoke, and when they got close to where they thought it was, they found a golf course blocking their path. They had to drive a long detour with Neil keeping an eye on the Ordnance Survey map of the area. Eventually they found a long, looping road which had housing estates branched off at intervals to the right and industrial areas to their left.  
 
    The source of the smoke was the bonnet of a crashed Ford Transit minibus, the unfortunate driver having taken advantage of the relaxed seatbelt laws of late. His shattered and twisted frame was sprawled through the broken windscreen where his upper body was starting to cook from the heat of the small fire which hadn’t yet erupted to engulf the entire vehicle. Dan had seen enough in his life to know that the driver was killed on impact, and that the whole lot would be afire soon. Bags were strewn about in the back and on the ground next to the open sliding door. 
 
    “Someone survived,” Dan said, pointing to the uneven tracks in the wet grass leading to the overgrown bushes separating the road from an industrial area. 
 
    Neil had not come armed, so Dan handed him his Sig as he retrieved the M4 from the cab. He whistled Ash to his heel and locked the Land Rover before setting off after the survivors of the crash. The tracks were a mess, like whoever had left them was dragging something in a hurry. 
 
    The more Dan looked at the tracks, the more concerned he grew. There were gouge marks intermittently, like whatever they were dragging was fighting back. He hadn’t survived this long by being careless, so he sank to a crouch and readied his weapon as he whispered his suspicions to Neil.  
 
    The older man switched on immediately and his happy demeanour melted away to reveal his darker, more serious side. Dan made eye contact with Ash before giving him a hand signal; Ash understood and sank into a stalk as he moved silently alongside his master. 
 
    Moving carefully meant moving very slowly. It was close to five minutes before they were rewarded with a low grumble from Ash’s patented early warning system. They slowly circled a building before finding a vantage point where Dan could see what was inside. It was a warehouse and looked similar to their own stores, but not organised by any standard. Crates of bottles and tins were ripped open in no particular order. He heard a male voice speaking, and what sounded like a female voice responding angrily.  
 
    He scanned the room and saw movement off to his right. He assessed what he saw and considered his options before deciding to play this one dumb. He stripped off his body armour and swapped weapons with Neil. He tucked the Sig in the back of his trousers before creeping alongside the building to where the shutter door was rolled up. He sat Ash flush to the building, so a person would have to be outside before they saw him. He made him stay with eye contact and hand signals before walking away to come to the building from the direction of the road. 
 
    He put his hands in his pockets and scuffed his feet as he walked, trying to demonstrate no threat in his body language. 
 
    “Hello?” he called as he approached the door. 
 
    The man who had been talking visibly jumped in fright and wheeled on Dan holding a gun. Dan recognised it as another Glock, and thought that this weapon had probably been sourced in the same way he had his own in the beginning. 
 
    The man held it sideways, like he was in a film. Dan felt a surge of disappointment at the low standards of this newest adversary, suspecting that he was going to have to converse with a mouth-breather; ever the post-apocalyptic snob. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” he asked, scared and edgy. He walked away from the woman and Dan saw her clearly for the first time. Her blonde hair was a mess, and her big eyes pleaded with him for help but burned with a mockery that said she would never lower herself to actually beg for his assistance. He made no response to her look, but focused on the man with the gun. 
 
    He advanced on Dan, still holding the gun sideways and evidently scared by the intrusion. Dan thought that if this idiot was going to walk up to him and hold the gun to his head, then this was going to be easier than he suspected. The aggressor stopped short of the threshold, about ten feet from where Dan stood with his hands up.  
 
    Dan willed him to close the gap between them and make it easier to remove him from the equation. A glance at Ash showed that he wasn’t in play yet; their new enemy needed to walk forward a few more feet for the dog to surprise him. 
 
    “I said, what do you want?” said the man testily. His aggression failed to mask the panic evidently rising in him. He forced himself to sound in control, only managing to cover his fear with an excess of hostility. 
 
    “Who is it?” came another voice from inside. It wasn’t the woman, as she sat and stared at Dan with almost a sense of amusement at the turn of events. 
 
    That complicated things; there was at least one other in there and he had no clue yet if they were armed as well. 
 
    “Whoa, mate!” said Dan, intentionally attempting to mimic a local accent in an attempt to dumb down. “Was that you that had a crash back there?” he said, stalling for time. 
 
    “No, someone else. We helped them,” he said uneasily. 
 
    “They ran us off the road and dragged me here,” the woman started to shout indignantly before another man stepped into view and slapped her hard across the head, messing her hair up further and receiving a murderous look in response. Dan involuntarily stepped forward, but the man with the gun pointed it in his face. 
 
    “Not one more step; she’s ours. Get lost,” he said nervously, waving the end of the barrel at Dan. He could barely keep the gun still. Dan now had to take out two in quick succession before the woman got hurt. Simply leaving was not an option for him now. He stepped backwards and stared at the man. 
 
    “What are you going to do? I bet you don’t know, do you? Look at you, you’re a joke,” Dan said softly as he walked backwards, goading him. 
 
    The man reacted as he was supposed to: with his masculinity affronted, he stepped forwards to close the gap with Dan and threaten him again, to be close enough to see his fear.  
 
    As the hand holding the gun advanced into the daylight, Dan saw Ash tilt his head to marvel at the new toy he was being presented with. A second later, Ash launched, taking the arm and the body attached to it. The force of the impact and the momentum of the dog was sufficient to yank the man’s neck painfully as he was taken to the ground. Dan stepped to the side, simultaneously drawing the Sig from behind his back.  
 
    Dan walked past Ash ripping at the man without taking his eyes off the second target; he had to trust the dog to do his job, as speed was paramount. Untrained people took triple the time to react, and he capitalised on that. 
 
    As the second man saw what was happening, he reached out and grabbed the woman, reacting far quicker than Dan expected.  
 
    Too late for Dan to strike, he held a knife to her throat and looked terrified and desperate, whereas the woman showed a marked contrast with her obvious calmness. The man with the knife had the same twitchiness as his companion, who still screamed in Ash’s teeth. 
 
    “Get your dog off him!” he bellowed fearfully, pressing the knife into the flesh above the woman’s collarbone. 
 
    “No. Let her go and I’ll call my dog back,” Dan said in a low monotone. Give the appearance of calm and their panic would rise. 
 
    “NO!” he snapped in retort over the noise of snarling and pained screams, trembling.  
 
    Dan thought that this man was likely to cut her deeply by pure accident in his state of panic. He glanced at the woman, still pointing the Sig at the man holding her. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked her in the same low voice. 
 
    “Marie,” she said through gritted teeth. “Lovely to meet you, but please get this fucking arsehole off me.” Sarcasm in the face of adversity. She got more attractive by the second. 
 
    “Marie, I’m very sorry,” he said. The look of confusion on her face was replaced by open-mouthed, horrified shock when Dan fired a single round. 
 
    The desperate man’s biggest mistake was that he had let Dan get to within ten feet as he spoke, so close that he could not miss. The bullet entered his face just under the nose, tearing a ragged hole through his top lip, shattering the teeth behind before blowing the brainstem out. The hand holding the knife had no chance to cut her accidentally, as it was instantly lifeless without the possibility of any nerve receiving a signal from the brain. 
 
    Marie stood still with her mouth open, and blood splattered on her face as her captor fell to the floor, utterly lifeless. Dan heard the percussive cough of a suppressed weapon firing outside, and he ran to find Neil had fired at, and killed, a ragged-haired woman running at Ash with an axe. Dan thanked him, and called Ash away from the dead man he was still tearing at.  
 
    “Good boy, leave it,” he said. Ash trotted to his side without reluctance, happy with the praise. His muzzle, face and chest were soaked red with the man’s blood. He walked back inside, where he found Marie wiping the gore from her face in horror. Dan went to speak to her, but was met with a snarl. 
 
     “In my hair? Thanks!” she said, then took a breath and steadied herself. “No, seriously. Thanks,” she said, and raised herself on tiptoes to kiss his cheek, transferring a small amount of brain matter to his face. 
 
    She walked to a door and opened it, revealing another woman and a man who was groggy with a lump on his head. The woman was much shorter and heavier than Marie; she was Asian, had long dark hair and an almond-shaped eyes. She saw the spreading puddle of dark red blood on the ground and looked instantly unwell, hugging Marie tightly. In contrast, Marie seemed to be unfazed by their ordeal. 
 
    The man was barely conscious and couldn’t quite understand what was happening. Dan checked him out and hoped it would pass, as he could detect no serious trauma. With help, he laid him on a heavy plastic sheet as a makeshift stretcher. 
 
    He retrieved the Glock and found no other weapons of use. They left the bodies where they were and spirited the women outside, where he took back his kit from Neil. He used a bottle of water from inside to wash the blood from Ash’s face, fearing that it painted him in a less than ideal light. 
 
    Marie and the other woman, Selina, told them that they were in a minibus with their friend, Anthony, when something big hit the windscreen and they crashed. They were brought here by the now deceased occupants of the warehouse and told they were staying with them now. They disagreed on that point, whereby Selina was locked in a cupboard with the man injured in the crash.  
 
    “Then you showed up with your wolf and shot the nice man I was talking to,” said Marie.  
 
    Dan couldn’t get a bead on her at all; she looked delicate, and if forced to guess, he would have said she was the “hide in a corner and cry” type as opposed to the “make jokes about seeing someone shot in the face twelve inches away” type. She fixed him with a smile to show she was joking, and he felt himself colouring up. He liked her. She disarmed him completely and made him feel like an awkward boy. 
 
    “I assume you two live somewhere near here?” Selina asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “We have our own manor house and grounds,” said Neil pompously. He pronounced grounds as “grinds”, making Dan smile. He’d used the very same impression when they first met. 
 
    “And there are almost forty of us,” Dan added. That got a response from the two, who exchanged a look.  
 
    Selina asked, “All immune?” 
 
    “I assume so; none of us got sick when it happened,” he said, then changed the subject again as they walked to the Land Rover. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Racist,” said Selina mockingly. “My family’s from Bolton and I moved down for university.” Neil laughed at her sense of humour. 
 
    “No…” Dan stuttered. “I meant…” 
 
    “We know what you meant, silly sally,” said Marie. “We had to leave the city because supplies were running out and the smell was awful. There were also a lot more people like them back there making it unsafe to stay,” she added. 
 
    “So, what do you ladies do?” asked Neil politely as he called a stop to readjust his grip on the makeshift stretcher. 
 
    “Selina’s a madam in one of Europe’s most prestigious brothels and I’m an award-winning pole dancer,” Marie said, without even a hint of frivolity. 
 
    Both men were taken aback by this, and both felt instantly foolish when the women started to laugh simultaneously. 
 
    Marie sighed. “I am – was – a Detective Sergeant in the city’s Major Investigation Team.” She let that hang and noticed a close scrutiny from Dan. “He is some kind or architect, but to be honest I switched off whenever he spoke about work,” she finished. “He” was called Paul, and was looking a little green from the concussion. 
 
    “Well, I’m a pharmacist… Student,” said Selina, feeling totally upstaged by Marie, who was still locked in a staring match with Dan. “Shall we give you three a little time alone?” she asked them politely.  
 
    Dan snapped out of his trance to see that his bloodstained dog stared at Marie as intently as he had been doing, one lip curled up in a wonky smile. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LOVED OR UNDERSTOOD? 
 
    Dan and Neil drove their new additions back in awkward silence. Dan kept stealing glances at Marie in the rearview mirror, which he caught Neil noticing. 
 
    They spoke freely of their experiences in the last few months, of how people in the city who had survived the virus – it was a virus in Selina’s opinion – had simply died of a lack of basic skills such as the ability to find water when their taps ran dry and the local shop was looted. 
 
    Twice before, they had encountered hostile groups who wanted to take rather than build. They were the last of five people originally in the group; one died on the bonnet of their minibus and the other had killed himself about two weeks after he found them. Marie said that this was very selfish of him, as they had to clean it up. 
 
    The Glock was originally hers, taken on a whim from the holster of a dead colleague before she gave up and left work for the last time, but she was the first to admit that she had never fired one and hadn’t a clue how they worked; she had devoted her life to catching the people who used them on others. 
 
    Paul was deposited immediately into the care of Kate, who made loud noises about people plaguing her with serious head injuries. Marie and Selina were given the guided tour of the house by Dan. He didn’t want to seem eager, but he couldn’t bear to part with Marie so soon; there was something intriguing – no, enchanting – about her. 
 
    He took off his kit in Ops and allowed Leah to clean the M4 and two pistols; his own weapons were dirty through firing, and the Glock through neglect. Leah was keen to show off, and Steve was there to keep an eye on her and make sure nobody was killed by a stray bullet ricocheting around the office by accident. Selina made a comment about child soldiers which went ignored. 
 
    He was as thorough as he could have been with the tour, introducing everyone he could remember the name of, and offered to show them the farms and garden to extend the time. 
 
    “No thanks,” said Marie. “I’d love a cup of tea and a shower, though.” 
 
    Dan said he couldn’t help with the shower, and then turned red as his courage abandoned him entirely.  
 
    Penny gladly took them away from him and explained how the water was heated in the bathrooms for washing. They were taken to their clothing store, or “Primark” as it had been dubbed. 
 
    Lexi returned from the gym where she had been teaching a chilly self-defence class and heard of the new arrivals. She poked her head into medical and shrieked. 
 
    “Paul!” she squealed, running to his bed and landing on him. A barrage of questions followed, none of which he could answer, as he was still barely conscious. Kate ejected her from the wing and she excitedly grilled Dan for answers. 
 
    “We rescued three from the local cast of Deliverance,” he said. “I know nothing more about the bloke.” 
 
    “I do!” she said, almost hyperactively. “He’s an instructor at my club! He’s amazing!”  
 
    Dan could not say he was put out to hear that she had interest in another man. 
 
    “Just wait until he’s better!” she said. “He’ll be able to teach everyone better than I can!” And with that, she bounced from Ops. 
 
    Dan and Steve exchanged looks of surprise. Lexi had a crush on the man, and luckily he was still alive.  
 
    At dinner, the new arrivals – bar Paul, who was in medical with Lexi waiting on him – were greeted by Penny. They were told to relax for the night and tomorrow they would be found a role to play. 
 
    For Selina, that was purely academic: as someone with pharmaceutical knowledge, Kate had laid a very strong claim to her as a medical assistant. 
 
    Marie was a different matter. Dan wanted her close, purely for selfish personal reasons, but she had no interest and no skill with firearms. She had other necessary requirements for the Rangers, but he had to find a way to keep her with his unit where he held sway. 
 
    She had not made a big deal of her skills, saying, in a self-effacing manner, that she probably had very little to offer. Dan thought of expanding the Ops role to justify having both Marie and Leah there. 
 
    Because the group’s numbers had grown so much that he could not keep up, Dan could not get close enough to Marie after dinner to capitalise her time without looking obvious. He gave up and went outside to smoke. 
 
    To his surprise, Marie also came outside and lit a cigarette. She saw him and raised a conspiratorial eyebrow. “Dying breed,” she said solemnly. “Very few of us antisocial smokers left in the world now.” 
 
    It seemed to be a well-rehearsed “break the ice” smoking conversation. He didn’t know what to say. All of his moody swagger deserted him when she spoke. 
 
    “Have you thought of joining the Ops department?” he asked in the absence of anything better to say. 
 
    “Can’t say, to be honest. Not sure I’d be much use to you gunslingers. I’m more used to pointing your type in the direction of baddies and saying ‘fetch’.” 
 
    Her smile took all the insult out of her words. 
 
    He tried to reason with her, saying, “It’s not about gunslinging – it’s about tactical planning more than anything.” 
 
    She said nothing, so he pressed his advantage. 
 
    “Fancy a drink?” he offered. 
 
    “Long day,” she replied flatly. “I’ll probably just get to bed.” 
 
    Dan accepted this as chivalrously as he could, but reflected that he probably still seemed like a jilted boy as he walked inside, calling Ash after him. He stripped off his coat as he stood in his room, hoping for another glance of the captivating woman who was not in the slightest bit impressed with him. He gave up and went to bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    REVENGE 
 
    “Revenge is an act you want to commit when you are powerless, and because you are powerless,” said Billy magnanimously. 
 
    Kyle thought that he couldn’t give a single shit for the theory; he just wanted to hurt Dan. Badly. 
 
    He had run across country for as long as he could remember, terrified of that dog chasing him down and ripping his flesh like he had heard it did during the hospital fiasco. 
 
    He had run for hours with no clear direction or purpose. 
 
    As it got dark, he had no idea where he was, but he saw light from a fire and he heard voices. He ran towards it, and as he burst through the trees and into their camp, he collapsed with exhaustion. 
 
    The group seemed startled to see him emerge into their camp. They looked to Billy, who seemed to be calling every shot. 
 
    Now he sat, wrapped warmly and given food and alcohol, and listened.  
 
    “Relax, Kyle,” said Billy with a smile. “You are amongst friends now.” 
 
    Kyle was petty and selfish, but he wasn’t entirely stupid. He was a little worried about who these men were and what they did to people they found. 
 
    “What’s brought you to us, then?” said Billy.  
 
    He was unsure whether to tell the truth at first, but his anger at how he felt he had been mistreated was very raw. Tears stung at his eyes as he realised what he had done, blaming anyone but himself. He told them about the house, about Dan and the Rangers, about how they strutted around with their machine guns while others had to work for their food. Billy lapped it all up, making the right noises and pulling sympathetic faces when Kyle’s indignation reached its height. 
 
    “I think we can help you, Kyle,” he said, smiling a dangerous smile. 
 
    Kyle would have his revenge on Dan and his smug bastards.  
 
  
 
  


 
    SITE THREE 
 
    She had to admit that things were getting tiresome. There was only emergency-generator power for the lighting and air recirculation, and this was run on a huge underground fuel tank. The systems were augmented by external solar panels, but these weren’t enough to rely on alone, especially as they needed cleaning and were probably still covered in leaves.  
 
    The generator was used to top up the batteries, and every day the power levels dropped slightly lower than the day before. One of the staff reckoned it would only last another month or so, and then they would be forced to go topside. 
 
    Months ago, the order had come for the cabinet to lock down, as an epidemic was feared. There was a query regarding biological warfare, which nobody had a definitive answer to. 
 
    They had watched for two days how the country fell apart. Hospitals were inundated at first, then totally overwhelmed when people started to die. Looting started as soon as the bounds of social cohesion began to fray, which surprised nobody. Quickly, even the looters started to get sick and die. By the time the external power grid failed and severed their link to the cameras outside of their immediate control, there was nobody moving. 
 
    Four senior politicians had got through the screening process, which was basically that anybody who had the slightest raise in body temperature was deftly diverted to another room which did not lead to the bunker. With those politicians had come some key senior military commanders and their bag carriers, along with members of research staff who had been in place for some time, judging by their pale complexions. Add to this the maintenance staff and a handful of police officers assigned to escort and protect the politicians, and there were thirty-six souls locked underground. 
 
    There had been thirty-seven, but one man was determined to open the sealed entrance and condemn them all in the hope that his family were still alive. One of the police officers had abruptly ended negotiations with the enraged man using a gun. 
 
    Now it seemed, after months of living underground, there was no rescue coming and no contact from the outside world either. Satellite phones, secure digital hard line networks, Internet, radios – all had gone quiet weeks ago. People started to say that this was a global event, and speculation ran wild. 
 
    Eleven similar locations on the UK mainland had been activated simultaneously, and communications between four others had been established. Three of those showed signs of outbreak within twelve hours of lockdown, and all contact was lost shortly after. The safe assumption was that they had all died. 
 
    Contact only remained with one other bunker – site one – over five hundred miles away in Scotland. It was in a very remote location intentionally, and was the secret base of virology where bioweapons were tested and constant theoretical war games were played. 
 
    A modern-day plague was the new nuclear option, it seemed. Even better, actually, as it was deniable. The virology lab held synthesised accelerated samples of just about everything that could kill a person, and then tried to find ways of juicing its lethality to biblical proportions. Information security protocols were adhered to in the first few weeks, but as it started to dawn on everyone that this was very real, so the story began to unfold. 
 
    From what the scientists had seen, this was a form of influenza, based on their observations on camera. It had an unbelievably fast gestation period and was lethal within forty-eight hours. Exact cause of death was unknown, as no test subjects were available to be autopsied, but the best guess would be fever and heart failure. They swore it wasn’t one of theirs, and voiced suspicions that if it was a bioweapon attack, then it would probably be airborne and most definitely Chinese. 
 
    There were some in the bunker with various religious beliefs. Some of these hypothesised the coming of the end of days, which led to counterarguments and eventually a number of heated fights which had to be split up more than once. 
 
    An ageing lieutenant colonel with an impressive shock of white hair and a dazzling array of medals was all for their immediate departure; he planned to lead them all to a nearby barracks where they would be equipped as soldiers and he would lead them onwards.  
 
    Most people thought the man unstable, and it was rumoured that the last time he had seen active service was before most of them were born. 
 
    Their decision was made for them at the end of February, when the generator began to splutter and finally gave out. This year’s resolution: don’t die of suffocation in a hole in the ground.  
 
  
 
  


 
    BACK ON THE HORSE 
 
    February ended and the weather improved slightly. A flurry of activity began on the farms and gardens: seeds were planted, animals were moved around and Chris spoke of his plans to introduce the young bull to their small herd of cows.  
 
    All departments loaned extra bodies to help, and some renewed purpose infected the group. Dan decided to start pushing the fitness and skills of his Rangers, and had them in the gym three times a week where he ran them until they sweated, then made them lift weights and finish with a session on the mats where they drilled over and over with close-quarters scenarios. Leah kept up as much as she could and paid close attention to the lessons in weapon retention. She had also been training with Lexi and was starting to develop some muscle. 
 
    Twice Dan had overtly tried to get Marie to be part of Ops, and both times she flatly refused him. He raised good points with her skills of planning and organising being an asset, but her mind was made up. He had even approached Penny about it, but she was firmly on Marie’s side. 
 
    Marie felt her professional experience was of no value yet: there weren’t enough people to police and nothing to investigate. She had decided to use her education in a more practical setting, and after some discussion, she became the group’s first mental health professional. She had a degree in psychology, and through her work had been trained as a counsellor. She had also studied art and offered to run a drawing class for anyone interested.  
 
    She was allocated a room, furniture needs were met, and the rules of confidentiality firmly set. Similar to the medical records being established, Marie met each member of the group in turn, taking nearly two weeks, and discussed how they were coping. Nearly half of the group booked a return visit. 
 
    Dan grudgingly attended, and he was as closed off about his past as he always was, but felt tempted to book a follow-up session just so he could spend more time with her. She fascinated him, but he couldn’t get close to her without looking like a lost puppy. He tried to push her from his mind; he had a lot to plan for with scouting trips and scavenging runs set to start again soon. 
 
    Lexi had fussed over Paul, who was very groggy for the first week. Kate, using complex medical terminology, had declared him badly concussed with a raft of soft-tissue injuries from the crash, and watched him like a hawk.  
 
    “What’s a subdural haematoma?” Leah whispered to Dan as Kate spoke. 
 
    “It’s a lump on the head,” Dan answered in a stage whisper to annoy the paramedic, receiving a cold stare from Kate in reward. 
 
    Paul insisted that he felt better and was released. The subject of his employment was raised in a council meeting, and Neil asked to talk to him with Mike to see if his architectural knowledge was of use to them.  
 
    It turned out it was: not only was he an architect but he also site-managed and had built a few commercial properties. He knew a little about scaffolding, and was instantly hired. He also, being a bit of a gym nut and heralded as a ninja according to Lexi, agreed to take over the running of the fitness and self-defence programmes. 
 
    Interdepartmental requirements had been drawn up, and a long list of supplies was needed. Scaffolding and building tools were requested for engineering, equipment and feed for the farm, and food and water for stores, as their supplies had been depleted over winter. Sera needed veterinary supplies and equipment for the horses. Kate needed medical supplies and an abundance of suturing kits, she joked. Dan raised a self-conscious hand to the neat zip marks on his face. Clothes were required, as was all the fuel they could find to keep their vehicles and generators running. 
 
    All of these requirements had to be assessed, prioritised and researched for the appropriate site. These sites then had to be checked by the Rangers and declared a yes or no, and a decision made on if the teams should be escorted. Dan took a long list of notes and decided to call his whole team in the next morning for an admin day and to lay down new standard operating procedures. 
 
    Neil, Mike, Carl, Ian, Adam and Paul set to work planning how the solar panel project would work and wrote endless lists of requirements, including every vehicle battery from the larger vehicles that could be found. Jack was recruited to the engineering team for his haulage knowledge. 
 
    Andrew worked with Jimmy to prioritise the required supplies, and woke Liam from his bored hibernation. Everyone pretended not to know that he and Andrew disappeared during “generator time” to play on an old Xbox in a small room they had sequestered. 
 
    Under Chris’s leadership, the farms and gardens were starting to flourish. He knew what they needed and where it could be found. Dan decided to start the site recces as soon as possible, discussing new operating procedures as his team worked. 
 
    “Who is still happy to go out alone?” he asked them. 
 
    They all were, despite the events of last year. He was thinking of doubling up on all trips, which met some resistance from the other three Rangers. It was argued that it would put too much demand on them; maintaining a permanent guard and potentially running two trips a day would be too exhausting. He had the final say, and he was tempted to demand slower progress to make sure they always had backup. He felt that he was being overprotective, and when the realisation that he was giving advice he wouldn’t take hit him, he relented. 
 
    “If a site looks dodgy, though, we send at least two to run protection,” he declared as Mollie jumped onto the table and walked over their maps and notes with utter disdain. 
 
    “Leah, do you need to do some target practice?” he asked in a light tone. She smiled widely and nodded. 
 
    “Good. Shoot that bloody fleabag, please,” he said, making the others laugh. Leah was annoyed at him for using her as a joke prop again and picked up the evil cat lovingly. It sat on her lap, kneading her legs with its paws and shot Dan a stare of pure loathing and superiority. He would set Ash on that thing happily, only he couldn’t be sure of the outcome. If only the cat could be trained, they could pack the guns away permanently. 
 
    A prioritised list of sites and supplies was produced, and Dan deployed all four of them one morning with Neil taking over the guard. 
 
    Steve was sent to a large supermarket with Jimmy riding as observer, Lexi to the big B&Q they had checked once before with Mike, Joe to an agricultural wholesaler with Chris, and Dan went to a smaller outpatient hospital, taking only Ash, as he knew what he was looking for. They all had two or three other secondary sites which would be on the return trip, all mapped out by Leah with Steve’s help. 
 
    If any of them didn’t return, then the others would retrace their steps in the morning. The rest didn’t need explaining; they had all been coached in escape and evasion by Steve, and all of them knew what to do. At least, Dan hoped they would. 
 
    Leah asked to go with him, but he asked her to stay and compile the reports, promising her a trip soon. Even the evident disappointment on her face could not dissuade him. 
 
    Dan reached his target by mid-morning, carefully circling the building on foot with Ash at his side. No sign of anyone, but the hospital had clearly been looted some time ago. The smell of the dead was different now – not the gut-churning stench of rotting bodies but instead the musty smell from the drying corpses which had frozen and thawed repeatedly over the winter to be twisted into grotesque poses. He thought it was best not to look at them much. 
 
    The looting appeared to have been done in haste and destructively. Dan was appalled at the unprofessionalism he saw until discovering that the only medication that seemed to have been taken was from a locked metal cabinet which had contained a dark green liquid.  
 
    Methadone. Typical that out of the world’s remaining population, at least one heroin addict would have survived. The other medicines and equipment seemed mostly intact, so he made a more thorough check of the building before returning to his Discovery. He smoked as he wrote notes on the site: access point, hazards, location of supplies, et cetera. 
 
    He started on his long return route with, he guessed, five hours of daylight left. Twice more he stopped as he found the addresses of another ambulance outstation and a veterinary practice which specialised in large-animal care. Both buildings were intact, and there was no sign of danger in the areas. Dan’s last stop took him past home to a motorway service station to the south.  
 
    There, he found a multitude of lorries, all waiting under the watchful eyes of dead drivers for their CB radios and large batteries to be plucked from them. On his notes, he recommended checking what the cargo was before stripping them in case they found twenty tonnes of something really useful already gift-wrapped. 
 
    He returned late afternoon and sat with Leah, who had poured him coffee. He gave his reports as instructed by the domineering almost-teenager, who he noted had donned her vest with its empty holster in honour of being the senior member of Ops on site all day. He recommended an escorted trip with Kate and Sera riding with him. One crew from logistics with a small lorry should do it. He congratulated Leah on the route, and suggested the recovery operation went the same way. Hospital first, then pick up another ambulance for Kate to drive and empty their supplies, then to the vets for Sera to pick up what she wanted. 
 
    The lorry park was a good bet, but he wanted a separate trip for that with Jack and Ian along as well as two Rangers and all the logistics crews. 
 
    Steve returned with a boot full of choice items and Jimmy ready to lead the way; there were no issues with the supermarket. 
 
    Lexi returned with Mike, who was happy that the tools they would need were readily available, and had found a well-stocked scaffolding yard on their way back, but couldn’t get the loaded lorry started to bring it back. 
 
    Joe walked back in, limping and carrying a box. Chris followed as Joe deposited the box on the table. It contained three very small bundles of black fur; the story was not a happy one. They found the wholesalers with ease, and the stores there were worth going back for. As they searched through, Joe was attacked by a desperately wild collie. She was filthy and bone thin, and after she had bitten clean through Joe’s trousers and taken a chunk from his calf, he shot her.  
 
    Only afterwards did Joe and Chris hear the tiny sounds the surviving puppies made after their mother had attacked the intruders to protect them. Joe felt terrible and was close to tears. Chris was far more pragmatic about it and judged that neither she nor the puppies would probably have lived through to spring. He shared that he had had to shoot one of his own dogs once, as it turned savage without warning and started killing sheep. Sera agreed with Chris’s prognosis, declaring the puppies very malnourished and saying that she would be surprised if any of them lived a week.  
 
    Joe was marched into medical, where Kate set about him. Dan looked out of the window, guessing there was probably an hour of light left. He told Leah to grab Lexi’s sidearm and her own emergency bag. She flew from the chair and was ready in seconds. 
 
    He pushed the Land Rover down now familiar roads, eager to be back by dark, especially as he hadn’t thought to bring the night-vision goggles. They reached the small shop they had visited before, as Dan remembered seeing what they needed there. He let Leah do a quick sweep of the building – never miss an opportunity for training – before he grabbed baby bottles and tubs of milk powder. He ended up throwing almost all of it into a bag before driving back. 
 
    It wasn’t ideal, Sera thought, but it would at least give them a chance of survival. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SPRING IS IN THE AIR 
 
    Leah interviewed the three new joiners. They knew of lots of interesting things in the city, but the general consensus from all three was that the city was a bad place to visit. Marie described the place as being plagued by pirates.  
 
    What wasn’t spoiled or looted was prey to roving gangs of people who wouldn’t exactly be welcome in their new society. These reports were put to Dan, who decided categorically to avoid the larger population centres and stick to the more rural areas which had served them well so far. He explained this to the council and found no disagreement.  
 
    The run to the lorry park was made first. Dan wanted to lead, as always, but Steve stepped in to softly persuade him that he would go with Lexi.  
 
    They were gone from dawn ’til dusk and returned full of excitement. They had found countless trailers full of useful supplies and recovered an entire truck full of batteries. They had finally got two articulated lorries started and brought back hundreds of bottles of water in one, and another full of tinned food.  
 
    That put the trip to the supermarket on the back burner. They had encountered no problems, and Dan grudgingly left Steve in charge of the next four days of recovery runs there; they had to dump the emptied trailers nearby, as there simply wasn’t room for them at the house.  
 
    Andrew was busy with all the available bodies, unloading and sorting the new loot as quickly as possible so that they could get going by the following dawn. After four days, they were exhausted, and Dan declared them officially stood down until Monday; they couldn’t afford a crash through tiredness.  
 
    The next day, Dan took Adam and Jay with Sera and Kate to clear the hospital and vet’s surgery.  
 
    The weekend passed without incident, and lorry park operations resumed on Monday. Jack argued to bring back a portacabin for additional storage space, which was supported. Neil also went with them, to siphon another tanker of diesel from the large tanks of the lorries.  
 
    They set the portacabin up at the side of the loading bay to their stores, and Carl began to stack and wire the lorry batteries together. It was one of those moments where having someone not qualified watching slows a professional down significantly, but it was insisted upon that he show Mike what he was doing and why. Surge protectors and other such complicated matters were discussed, all of which sailed over Dan’s head – plugs, fuses and bulbs were the extent of his electrical knowledge.  
 
    By the time he returned with a lorry full of medical and veterinary supplies, another stocked ambulance – this one being a special weather one, miraculously a Land Rover Defender – and another 4x4 from the veterinary practice, the battery bank was wired and weatherproof. Leah rode shotgun for him, taking her role ever so seriously. They drove in alert silence with Ash nosing his now huge head between the seats so it seemed that all three played I spy.  
 
    The scaffolding trip wasn’t a priority, as the weather wasn’t yet good enough for the project, and the abundance of supplies from the lorry park was taking most personnel off site for days. Dan accepted the back seat on that detail and rotated the other three Rangers to go in pairs as the full logistics and engineering teams went out for another week.  
 
    By mid-March, they had accrued more supplies than they could actually store, and Andrew began to backfill empty barns on the gardens and farm with the sturdier food supplies. Every day, the teams went out to return with new fully laden trailers which were hastily unloaded by a kind of all-hands approach. The next morning, they would eat a large breakfast and set off again, with the group’s former professional drivers putting in more hours behind the wheel than they used to. 
 
    March ended, and so did the runs to the lorry park, as they had scavenged all that they could. Pallets were added to the battery bank and another layer of lorry batteries added and wired in. Dan was sure it wouldn’t pass a health and safety inspection, but as long as any fire there didn’t threaten the house, then he was OK with it. Carl assured him that it was far enough away, but still added a lot of foam and co2 extinguishers to the shopping list.  
 
    Dan checked the Ops calendar in early April, seeing a curious marking on the following Thursday. It had hearts and stars on it, and the number thirteen.  
 
    It was Leah’s thirteenth birthday.  
 
  
 
  


 
    BAD PARENTING 101 
 
    What to get a newly minted, bona fide teenager on her first post-apocalyptic birthday? 
 
    Dan had an idea, and frankly couldn’t give a toss if nobody agreed.  
 
    She had earned her keep in Ops; she’d put in the boring work, studied the maps and learned everything from scratch. She could clean and dismantle weapons better than all but three of the group and had proven herself enough to be given lessons on handling the Glock. Now, if she were to take her first adult step into Dan’s new trade, she would need to send something a little heavier towards the enemies of the group.  
 
    All four M4s were in use, which left the HK416s and the G36Cs. The 416 was essentially the same weapon as the M4, and in his opinion too long for her to handle easily. The G36C was shorter and only weighed a shade under four kilos. He stripped one down and checked it. It was spotless, as Leah had cleaned it under his instruction.  
 
    He had never really liked the weapon but hoped it would fit her nicely. He secretly had Lou prepare a scavenged harness from the surplus shop to hold a Glock, two spare mags and another pouch to take two mags for the G36.  
 
    He decided that it was sensible to let Steve take her for the next element of training, as he liked the sassy little girl too much to be objective if she wasn’t ready yet. Still, he wanted to be the one to give her the present.  
 
    To make it less of a military-style present, he also scavenged a laptop, an iPod and lots of chart CDs he hoped she liked, and spent three entire evenings’ worth of electricity time copying them onto the iPod.  
 
    He only told Penny, Lexi and Cara, and between them they planned a surprise party. He told the party committee what he planned to give her, having prepared his arguments in advance. There was some resistance to begin with, but it was Leah’s wish to be trained in this field. Others reasoned that she should still learn other skills, which Dan didn’t object to at all.  
 
    Whispers had gone round and plans made. Every department head decided to get her something, and one afternoon Dan and Lexi led some others on a small shopping trip to get the items on the lists.  
 
    Looting for survival was an unremarkable activity nowadays, but looting for presents and wrapping paper felt strange, like the excitement of Christmas again. 
 
    A sticky suggestion came from Kate, who raised a parallel with Leah’s chosen career path and the child soldiers of African civil wars. It was done carefully to avoid insult, but made Dan pause: if an eight-year-old kid could use an AK47, then he was sure Leah could manage the G36.  
 
    Having realised that he had completely missed the point of the comment, he drifted back from his thoughts in time for the suggestion that she be given mandatory weekly counselling sessions to mentally prepare her. He thought this a great idea.  
 
    “Agreed. I’ll speak to Marie about it,” he said too quickly. A smirk showed on a few faces, and his further attempt to explain just left him in a deeper hole. He gave up and outlined his plan. “Leah’s training will be thorough, but I have no intention of deploying her alone as a resource yet,” he said as professionally as he could to recover some poise. “She must be a skilled all-rounder before that happens in the future, which includes driving and survival skills.” 
 
    They all agreed; Penny visibly relaxed when she realised that Leah wasn’t to be handed a gun and sent out into the remains of the world.  
 
    “I’m trying to future-proof our survival here,” he said tiredly. “Who is to say how long I’ll be fit to do my role? Leah will effectively be coached to replace me when she’s old enough or I’m too old.” 
 
    That surprised a couple of them, as they clearly hadn’t thought past this generation.  
 
    “On that note,” started Chris, “we could do with more people and some youngsters to start training in a similar way. I know Pete needs an apprentice.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement went round the table, and the plans for the new apprenticeships were born.  
 
    Dan’s attempts to spend time with Marie were unsuccessful, to describe it mildly. She was always ahead of him, and whenever he made a clumsy suggestion, she cut him off.  
 
    He decided to be brief and businesslike instead of playing the supplicant fidgeting with his hat.  
 
    He found her room and knocked.  
 
    “Come in,” she said from inside. He did, and found her with a large towel wrapped around her, and wet hair. They both had a moment of awkwardness, which she turned into his discomfort entirely by asking him what he wanted as she sat on her bed and smiled at him.  
 
    He explained briefly, stuttering his way through before he left. Crashed and burned again.  
 
  
 
  


 
    HAPPY BIRTHDAY! I GOT YOU A GUN 
 
    The morning of Leah’s birthday came, and she still hadn’t said anything. The day started as normal, with the morning activity causing the flow of people to congregate in the dining hall.  
 
    Leah shuffled in, groggy as always, and stopped in suspicious surprise as everyone was looking at her.  
 
    “Happy birthday!” Penny said in her singsong assembly voice.  
 
    Everyone chorused in with the same and Leah turned crimson, looking like she might cry.  
 
    Ops presented her with the laptop, and Neil gave the iPod and speaker dock from engineering, which made her squeal with delight. Cara uncovered an array of her favourite foods while Penny gave her a leather-bound diary. Chris, on behalf of the farms, gave her a set of boots like Dan’s which would have cost over two hundred pounds last year. Medical, via Kate, gave her a compact field medical kit and promised her the training to use it. Next, Lou got a nod from Dan and she laid a heavy package in front of Leah. She tore at the wrapping as politely as she could, then froze.  
 
    It was her tactical vest, lifted in silence as she slept and painstakingly transformed under torchlight by Lou. She ran her hands over it and rested them on the pouches for the larger magazines. She looked at her mentor, who nodded and told her that her training was kicking up a gear.  
 
    What a terrible world, he thought, that a teenage girl was so excited to be given such things. Still, he was happy that she was happy, and oddly proud of her.  
 
    She didn’t know what to do first. She ate mostly pastries for breakfast, then dressed in black combats and her new boots before bouncing back downstairs, pulling on her winter coat, which was similar to Dan’s.  
 
    The weather was definitely improving with longer daylight hours, and nobody was still wearing the base layers which had been so popular over the worst of the weather. There were still some frosts, but spring felt imminent.  
 
    “You do know you’ve got the day off, don’t you?” Dan asked as she walked into Ops.  
 
    She looked instantly deflated. “Do I get to choose what to do today?” 
 
    “OK, I’ll rephrase that. You can do what you like today,” he replied.  
 
    “I’d like to learn to shoot, then,” she said.  
 
    Dan nodded agreement and unlocked the armoury, selecting the G36s and four magazines. They loaded them as Dan began again from the beginning about the rules for holding a firearm, this time including her mandatory counselling sessions and that her regime would be dictated by Steve.  
 
    “Aren’t you teaching me?” she asked.  
 
    He thought about how to respond and tell her that he was too fond of her to be objective, in the end settling on, “Steve will be better at it and I have lots of things to do. I will be assessing you anyway.” 
 
    She seemed happy enough with that, and they went for some target practice. 
 
  
 
  


 
    OVER THE WALL 
 
    The colonel was somewhat overenthusiastic, and she wasn’t the only one worrying that he had possibly suffered an episode, or maybe she had witnessed the rapid onset of degenerative brain disease.  
 
    The man was issuing orders and laughing aloud, but being mostly tolerated by the group, who were busy packing the remaining supplies for their uncertain future outside.  
 
    She had long since abandoned her tailored skirt suit and heels and had resorted to the comfortable jumpsuits designed for those living underground for extended periods. Now she was in boots and overalls not unlike a pilot’s flight suit, loading a bag and ready to walk out with the others.  
 
    It had been years since she had really walked anywhere or carried her own bags, let alone both.  
 
    There was a general feel of a plan, but no real plan and certainly no actual leadership. All those senior and important people in one place was bound to cause friction, as most had their ideas which they would then try to bully others into supporting. The world of politics could well end with these few people wasting what remained of their lives arguing, she thought. She would wait until they had established somewhere, then name herself Prime Minister as the most senior cabinet member left. 
 
    Everyone carried their own food and water; those who were armed when they came in felt more secure, and she started to notice a shift in the established power balance. For years, these politicians had been protected by armed police officers, and most saw them as part of the furniture-type people; now the politicians stuck to them and started to see them as valuable people. There was no secret weapons cache in the bunker, much to the annoyance of the colonel, who was loudly voicing his hopes that this was a Russian act of war and he would “finally get to stick it to Ivan”.  
 
    He was pretty much ignored by everyone at the end, including his own kind, some of whom had abandoned the dress uniforms most of them wore in favour of utilitarian clothing.  
 
    The time came when they could wait no longer, and, without ceremony, site three opened its sealed steel doors which had protected them for months.  
 
    The pressurised door hissed as it was unlocked, letting cool air in from outside. As this happened, one girl from the research team quietly said to herself with a resigned sigh, “We all just died.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    THINKING AHEAD 
 
    Penny called the group to hush during breakfast, engaging with the regular niceties which Dan wouldn’t have bothered with. She looked pale and thinner, he thought. Maybe some time outside would be good for her. Spring was fast approaching, and she explained the needs and expectations of them all.  
 
    The priority now was to plant and rear as much as possible during the good weather.  
 
    “We will also work on winter-proofing our home for better comfort,” she declared. “I’m sure everyone knows we are looking to establish some solar power and possibly hot water when we are equipped to do so. Now, your departmental heads have work for you. Have a good day, everyone.” 
 
    Chris was by far the busiest; he had limited support. Those assigned to the gardens were equally as busy, but Chris was never really given a break during the busiest time for his trade.  
 
    He had given his simplified plan to the council recently: expand their livestock through breeding, get enough feed for them, grow vegetables.  
 
    Andrew was in support, and having had a winter to see how the food stores fared, he believed that the farms had three to five years to take over supplying the group before the stocks ran out. 
 
    “Dependent on numbers, obviously,” he added.  
 
    That got Dan thinking: they still needed more of them to make this work. Logistics were stacked with premises to empty, and both crews went on a planned route daily with multiple places to hit.  
 
    Engineering had recovered the scaffolding lorries and made a further trip to the distribution place where they had got the lorry full of parts. This time, they returned with thin metal cylinder tanks as well as more panels.  
 
    More trees were felled near to the house and dragged to the driveway by tractor to be cut up. The space left was requested by Chris to put pigs in when they were expecting; they could have a steady food supply of kitchen waste then. Steve offered to help and build the fenced pen bit by bit. He said it gave him back a small bit of normality. A semicircular ark was added to the pen for shelter, and the first occupants were herded down the driveway.  
 
    Chris wanted his new four-legged assistant to help, but she was still very weak, and Sera said no.  
 
    Out of the three puppies, two had died. They were badly malnourished, and frankly the vet marvelled that they had lived as long as they had.  
 
    The survivor was a bitch with jet-black fur and a white chin, chest and belly. Ana named her Pig, from a book she had read about a farmer with a sheepdog.  
 
    Pig had just about made it through with the milk substitute, and once she could manage solids, she grew much healthier by the day. She was kept inside by Sera until she was happy that the puppy would live; as it was, Pig was going to be a small dog, but there was no way to say for sure if she would be OK in the long term.  
 
    Ash was very curious about the little collie sniffing around his paws. He could have fit the entire dog in his mouth easily, yet it scared him and he would jump out of its way. As he became used to this, and Pig grew stronger on her feet, it became an intentional game between them.  
 
    Andrew and Liam had started to go out to scavenge again locally, ensuring that every spare storage space was stocked full.  
 
    The main aim of the Rangers was to find survivors and recruit, but Steve was set as house guard and trainer for a month. His suggestion was a period of intense firearms training for Leah, then a more relaxed pace from thereon after.  
 
    Penny had organised further clearances of the house, opening up another floor of living space as people were asking for their own rooms. The office spaces were emptied and beds brought in; all the unwanted and unusable detritus from the newly reclaimed space went for burning.  
 
    In all, the house was a hive of activity with nobody asking for a day off, not that they would have got one.  
 
  
 
  


 
    GREENER GRASS 
 
    Kyle lay on the filthy ground where he had been for weeks. His long, wispy beard was matted with something. He didn’t know what it was, but a good guess was that it was his own shit. It must be old, because they hadn’t fed him for days. He drank when it rained through the holes in the roof to fill his pan up, and every day he wished he had kept his head and not tried to remove Dan’s.  
 
    He still hated him, even more now that he knew he would die here because of him.  
 
    It was his fault, him and his elite followers. A voice inside Kyle told him that not even Dan would treat him like this.  
 
    “Shut up!” he shouted back, then slapped a hand over his mouth and froze.  
 
    If he shouted, he would be beaten again. Don’t upset them, he thought to himself; if you are good and quiet, they might feed you.  
 
    They had fed him well before, when he told them about the group and Dan and his guns. They stopped him then. 
 
    “Where are these guns?” the leader, Billy, asked, leaning close to his face. Something in the way he said it made him worry about everyone there and what this man would do to them.  
 
    He realised that this man was a bully too; he was like Dan, but this one never pretended to be good.  
 
    He tried to politely refuse them, so they beat him. Then they beat him again and again and again.  
 
    Then they locked him away, remembering to beat him every so often to wring out any of the minute details he had forgotten to tell them.  
 
    He had been in this box for longer than he could remember now, and it was all Dan’s fault.  
 
  
 
  


 
    NIKITA 
 
    “Begin,” said Steve, activating a stopwatch.  
 
    Leah drew the Glock and opened the door. She moved in a crouch, which Dan knew was a strain on the legs; she had clearly been working on her strength and fitness.  
 
    She moved methodically through the building, which Steve had set up but Leah had never seen before, clearing each room perfectly and quietly. She took the stairs backwards, gun and eyes pointing the same way.  
 
    She eventually came to the blind spot where he waited for her. He heard her pause outside the room. He could feel her breathing. A noise to his left made him turn, and as he turned back, he saw Leah had entered the room fast and stood with the gun held level with his chest. She was a little too close, but he was not confident that he could disarm her without getting shot.  
 
    He walked outside with her pacing backwards, never losing sight of her target. Joe walked in behind her, shouting, and she turned and pulled the trigger twice. One in the chest, one in the head.  
 
    Too late, she turned back to Dan; he was on her, knocking the weapon from her hands. She let her left hand drop away from the gun as she saw this happening and simultaneously drew the knife from her left shoulder strap. Her right hand gripped his vest as the knife was rested against his neck. 
 
    “STOP,” roared Steve.  
 
    She let him go and sheathed the blade before picking up the empty gun and sliding in the magazine from her vest.  
 
    She smiled at Dan, then, holstering the gun, she turned to Steve for her assessment.  
 
    “How did you know he was there and how did you distract him?” he asked her.  
 
    She slipped a hand into a pouch as she said, “It was the last room, and the only place big enough to hide him. Plus, he breathes like an elephant.” Then she withdrew her hand from the pouch and produced a small handful of Haribo. “Cost me a cola bottle, though.”  
 
    Dan laughed, realising the noise was a soft sweet hitting the carpet after she threw it over the door he hid behind. The kid was clever, and fast.  
 
    “I’m changing your name to Nikita,” he said with a smile.  
 
    “Why?” she shot back.  
 
    Dan sighed, and Steve promised to find the book.  
 
    “Did they make a film of it?” she asked hopefully.  
 
    Steve sent her back to the house and filled Dan in as they strolled along.  
 
    “Her mile and a half is just over the nine-minute mark,” he said, impressed. Dan commented that she was in Paratrooper time.  
 
    “She can do pull-ups too. Only a couple at a time, but she’s getting fitter. Paul has been working on the hand-to-hand stuff and says that she’s getting better by the day,” he continued. “She’s competent at putting rounds down range, but I’m going to develop that next.” 
 
    Dan was pleased and thanked Steve for his good work. He was tired, as he’d been taking over on Steve’s duty days to give him time to train her.  
 
    “I might look for a short-wheelbase Defender for her, and I’ll take over for the driving training, if you don’t mind?”  
 
    Steve didn’t. He saw how much Dan cared for the girl and asked him if he had any kids.  
 
    Dan was silent for a while as he lit a cigarette. “Girl and a boy. They would have been six and four by now,” he said sadly.  
 
    “Two boys,” Steve shared in return. One was with his mum; the other was away at university.  
 
    Dan asked if there was hope there, but Steve told him the last contact he had was to say that he was too ill to come home.  
 
    Both full of sadness and regret, they walked on in silence.  
 
  
 
  


 
    MAJOR FEAT OF ENGINEERING 
 
    Logistics were reassigned to help the engineering team. The scaffolding went up slowly, and one by one the solar panels were fixed onto a frame of Mike’s design. A further trip had to be made for more poles and fixings, and progress was slow. 
 
    Mike shared his vision with Dan as he smoked one morning, with Ash playing with Pig and the spaniels around their feet as Pete used a pressurised air rifle to remove a nest of pigeons from the trees marked for felling.  
 
    “The A-frame rests over the roof so that we don’t have to compromise the integrity of the tiles,” Mike explained. “We will hopefully get ten water tanks on the apex to be heated by the top rows, and the rest will power the battery bank. Even better, Adam and Carl are confident that they can fit a power shower in each bathroom.”  
 
    That was welcome news. Mike went on to explain that he intended to reroute the guttering for a form of toilet flushing and water supply. As he began to explain in more detail, Dan became lost and politely cut him off by saying what a great job he was doing.  
 
    “When do you reckon you’ll be finished?” Dan asked.  
 
    Mike sucked a breath in, performing a practised routine of haggling. Dan was tempted to ask for the straight answer, but found himself playing along.  
 
    “Six-month project minimum,” Mike started, “and that’s not taking into account any bad weather or technical problems…” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit; what’s this going to cost me?” Dan said in jest, making Mike laugh. “Just let me know if you need anything,” Dan finished before he walked away, calling Ash to stop playing and follow.  
 
    He was happy with the engineering side, but was worried about Chris. He looked very tired and had been working long hours with Ana on the farm. Pete had taken days at a time off hunting to help him.  
 
    He decided that the Rangers’ new priority was another recruitment drive. He walked into Ops to see Lexi and Joe kitting up for their tasks.  
 
    “New objective, people,” he declared confidently as he strode in, “find more survivors. We need more hands here, and we’ve been focusing too internally.” 
 
    They looked at each other, then back to Dan to accept their new task.  
 
    “Take an extra jerrycan of diesel and try to stay out as long as you can; be careful,” he said, then opened a map to give them directions so as not to overlap.  
 
    He kitted up himself and called Ash to him. He put Ash’s Christmas E&E dog vest on him with a spare water bottle and packet of food and went to tell Steve where they were going.  
 
  
 
  


 
    HAPPINESS IS PURPOSE 
 
    He didn’t really know how to explain it, not without upsetting people, but Joe was happier now than he had ever been. Not at first, not when he was sleeping on the floor of his shop and waiting for someone to tell him what to do, but now. Right now, this very moment, was the best moment of his life so far.  
 
    He had been a failure before. He’d tried hard but just wasn’t good enough. So they said.  
 
    Now he was driving a hard-core truck, and carrying an assault rifle and a handgun. Not only did he have all this great stuff, but he now knew how to use it.  
 
    Joe was under no illusion that he was great; Dan and Steve were both ex-military – that was obvious. Lexi was fit and could fight, plus she’d already proven herself. He never mentioned this, in case the thought of stencilling a bad guy on the wing of your Land Rover was distasteful. Shit, even the vet had seen more action than him.  
 
    He wasn’t immature about it, and certainly wasn’t out to look for trouble, but he wanted to prove himself. He was fitter, stronger and more capable to handle himself than ever before. He practised with his weapons until he was confident in himself. The only remaining test was a real-life scenario.  
 
    If he followed the instructions from Dan and Steve, he would avoid problems. That wouldn’t prove his worth much, but he was determined not to screw up.  
 
    He drove west, and after an hour started stopping at the places most likely to have attracted survivors. He found evidence of people having looted, indicating survivors had been there, but no evidence of people still there.  
 
    Another hour and still no sign of life. By lunchtime, he had crossed into Wales and struck gold. 
 
    In truth, they found him, not the other way around.  
 
    He drove along a lane into a village and was so surprised to see another vehicle coming towards him that he didn’t react straight away.  
 
    The other car, a normal family estate, stopped in the road. Joe stopped and the two had a standoff for a few seconds.  
 
    Joe forced himself to think: what was he supposed to do now? He had expected to find grateful people huddled in terrible conditions waiting for rescue.  
 
    The driver of the estate acted first, by reversing away. Joe snapped out of his daze and dropped his own vehicle into gear to follow. He flashed his lights desperately, trying to get them to stop. They didn’t, and after a poorly executed J-turn, they were pursued by Joe to a campsite. The occupants of the car – two young women he saw – fled behind the buildings shouting.  
 
    A booming sound echoed out as a woman appeared from the side of a caravan, lowering a shotgun to point it at Joe.  
 
    He was sure this was a defensive thing and that they were not attacking him. He switched off his engine and slowly climbed out of his cab, keeping both hands up. He had the Glock on his right leg and had intentionally left the rifle out of sight.  
 
    The woman with the shotgun came towards him, scared and desperate. He started to talk but she screamed at him to shut up. “You tell him we are not his property!” she said, confusing Joe.  
 
    “Who?” he asked.  
 
    “You know full well who I’m talking about. That bastard wants girls; no amount of threats will make us get on our backs for him. Now fuck off and tell him that,” she said, snarling at him.  
 
    “Look,” he said reasonably, “I’m nothing to do with anyone here. I’ve come from miles away looking for more survivors.”  
 
    She glared at him, considering the possibility that she had been wrong.  
 
    “Seriously,” Joe said, “I’ve never been here before and you are the first people I have spoken to since I left home today.” 
 
    She thought about this and asked, “How many of you? Where?” 
 
    “Feel free to put that down and I’ll tell you everything,” he countered reasonably.  
 
    “No,” she snapped. “You’re still armed.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Joe, turning his right leg towards her. “Take it, but I’m not your enemy.” 
 
    She studied him for a bit longer, then abruptly lowered the shotgun.  
 
    “Talk, then,” she said impatiently.  
 
    Joe told her his story from the start, quickly catching up to today. As he spoke, the two women from the car appeared and listened intently.  
 
    The woman gave a gruff account of how they had found each other in the days since, and had lived off the village in this campsite until winter forced them to look further away. That led them into a neighbouring town where they first met “King” Pat. He had a dozen followers – shabby little boys really – but they did whatever he told them to do.  
 
    “We call him Fagin. You know, like in Oliver Twist?” she said. Joe knew. “He told us we had trespassed in his kingdom and that we had to serve him or pay the price.” 
 
    The price turned out to be that they “work” for him. She refused, and they had been hunted for nearly two weeks.  
 
    “We can help,” Joe said. “Come with me.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    FAGIN 
 
    Joe made two mistakes.  
 
    First, he didn’t notice the vehicle that had followed him.  
 
    Second, he didn’t tune in to the sound of another three vehicles approaching as they talked.  
 
    By the time he noticed, it was too late. They were in the campsite.  
 
    The woman screamed that Joe had led them to her. He ignored her and took action to make up for his failure in observations.  
 
    He drew the Glock and emptied the magazine into the radiator of the lead vehicle, sure that he was right to resist this self-proclaimed King.  
 
    The car stopped, blocking the gateway, as water poured from the underside of the engine. That wouldn’t be moving anywhere soon. The woman fired her remaining loaded cartridge into the windscreen, peppering it with spider webs as the shatterproof glass held.  
 
    Joe yelled at her for another way out.  
 
    “Field,” she yelled, pointing behind the buildings. “Yours will make it, but ours won’t.” 
 
    “Get the girls in. Now,” he said to her as he retrieved his rifle from the cab.  
 
    As he rounded the Defender and levelled the gun, a voice rang out from behind the crippled roadblock.  
 
    “You in there with the gun,” it bawled, full of scorn and cruelty. “Those women are my property. Everything here is my property, and you are trespassing on my sovereignty.” 
 
    He turned to see the three women dragging another with handfuls of possessions. The one with the gun bundled the others inside and turned to Joe.  
 
    “That’s the bastard,” she said angrily.  
 
    “Tell me about the way out,” he said.  
 
    “Field. Leads back to the road. About a mile but rough ground.” 
 
    Joe’s thoughts were pulled back to the blocked entrance, where King Fagin began shouting orders which would leave them flanked.  
 
    He fired ten carefully placed rounds at the other cars. Some ricocheted off wheel rims, but most connected. He put two into the only other exposed grill, which was the one furthest away. Satisfied that they would not be chased – not by these cars anyway – he jumped in and started the Land Rover. The women were all shouting at once, and he was fairly certain that none of them trusted him.  
 
    He drove carefully over the uneven ground but still bounced his passengers around to their annoyance. He turned to the woman in the passenger seat and asked if her shotgun was reloaded.  
 
    “No. I’ve just used the last two cartridges we had.”  
 
    He paused when they reached the road and reloaded both of his weapons. He pushed the gate open with the vehicle, breaking the fixings easily, and sped down the road to put distance between them and the last place they were seen.  
 
    He shouted over the noise of the unhappy passengers and asked for directions towards England.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    King Patrick was fuming. How dare a trespasser step foot on his land and take his possessions? How dare he fire a gun at his boys? He looked at the wreckage of three cars that would never drive again, angry.  
 
    He vowed to find this thief and hang him for his crimes. He sent his cleverest boys to follow them on a motorbike. He would find him.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Joe drove hard for twenty minutes, before stopping and pulling the Defender off the road. He took his rifle and told the women to wait there. He had to be sure he wasn’t followed. 
 
    He set himself up with a good view of the road, and after a few minutes, he heard an engine. As it came into sight, he saw a teenage boy coming slowly, clearly looking to follow them. He couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    He hoped he was right, and pulled the trigger.  
 
  
 
  


 
    UNHAPPY CAMPERS 
 
    Lexi drove for hours, checking supermarkets and fuel stations as she wove her way southwest. She eventually saw signs of life in looted shops. Worryingly, she saw markings painted on buildings, thinking nothing of them at first, but the more she saw, the more they looked like territorial symbols.  
 
    She went slowly, senses on alert, until she saw the same markings painted on a vehicle which wasn’t covered with the winter grime of the others.  
 
    She pulled up nearby and sounded the horn twice. She figured if she didn’t like the look of anyone who came out, then she could drive away.  
 
    Two men appeared carrying boxes. They saw Lexi’s Land Rover and stared, then seemed to be arguing between themselves for a while before the younger-looking one of the two was sent over. He approached cautiously, and Lexi drew her sidearm slowly and rested it in her lap. She kept the doors locked and wound down the passenger window halfway.  
 
    He looked nervous and asked her who sent her.  
 
    “Nobody sent me here. I’m out looking for people to join us,” she replied.  
 
    “We’re not finished here and we have to get our quota or we don’t eat. You’re not one of Bronson’s, so who are you?” he said.  
 
    “I don’t know who Bronson is, and I’m not from around here,” Lexi said. “What do you mean by ‘quota’?” 
 
    He seemed annoyed but glanced at her equipment as he spoke. “We have to find a certain amount each day to get fed – that’s how it works if you want to avoid punishment.” 
 
    Lexi lit a smoke and looked straight at him. “We don’t have quotas, and all of us eat three times a day. Reckon you and your mate want some of that?” 
 
    He thought for a second, then ran over to the bigger man and had another argument which went on longer.  
 
    The smaller one came back to her.  
 
    “I’m in, but Ed is worried about the others,” he explained. Lexi raised an eyebrow to ask more.  
 
    “Bronson has loads of people, but he uses enforcers to keep us in line. If we run off, what happens to them?” he said.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “If people are being kept prisoner by him, then we can help. We’d need you to come back and tell us everything you know, though.” 
 
    “There aren’t enough of you to take him on, I bet. He’s got gangs of thugs and some of them have guns too,” the man said in a whine. 
 
    Lexi smiled and patted her M4, which lay on the dash. “Trust me, my lot is not to be messed with, either.”  
 
    He thought a while longer, then ran over to his friend. They spoke again, and this time they both walked over to her.  
 
    “You reckon you can help?” asked the bigger man cynically. “He’s got twenty or more people my size; he even tried to make me one of them, but I don’t like hurting people for fun.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said confidently. “We’ve seen our fair share of bad ones, and it didn’t go well for them.” 
 
    They looked between themselves and silently agreed to escape. Ed looked back to Lexi. “I’m Ed, and this is James.” 
 
    “Get in, boys,” she said, starting the Land Rover.  
 
  
 
  


 
    SMALL VICTORIES 
 
    Dan drove north, skirting the edges of the city that Marie had described as being full of pirates. He saw a car garage with things in the window he used to dream of; the overwhelming urge to steal a McLaren almost overcame him, until he shook himself out of the daydream. 
 
    “One day, boy,” he said to Ash, receiving a puzzled look from the dog.  
 
    He parked on an overpass and got out. Ash watered the tyres while Dan sat and smoked. From his vantage point, he could see for miles, and one direction led to an unbroken series of buildings which led all the way to the city centre. He had no intention of heading that way, not without more trigger fingers on his side.  
 
    He listened for sounds of anything human, but as the sun sank lower in the distance, he felt very alone.  
 
    He gave up on the perch and drove through the housing estates. Lines of newly built Lego houses sat on a former factory site, something which the developer was trying to turn into romanticism. He thought they were still lifeless new builds on the outskirts of a shithole of an area.  
 
    Not a single sign of anyone living was seen: no looted shops or cleared roads, nothing.  
 
    He stopped again and consulted the map, planning a longer route home which led him through farmland for miles.  
 
    As he drove, his mind wandered slightly, his thoughts as they often did turning to Marie. A small wave of guilt brought him back to the present in time for his eyes to register a pillar of smoke in the distance.  
 
    He pointed it out to Ash, who didn’t care at all, and made his way towards it. The source of the fire was a small pile of burning bodies, shrunk to the size of children as the heat got to the bones.  
 
    He had approached as quietly as he could, but there was nobody in sight. He was destined to have a lonely day, it seemed.  
 
    An engine note pierced the sound of the fire as a tractor turned off the road towards them. He decided on the gentle approach and slung the carbine behind him. The tractor slowed as the driver saw him but still came on cautiously. He made Ash sit, and he strolled to meet the driver.  
 
    He was taken aback slightly when the man driving it jumped down. Literally.  
 
    Dan placed him at five feet tall at best. In heels. He had a red face, was jug-eared, and the word pugnacious sprang instantly to mind. To make him sound as comical as he looked, he had a high-pitched Welsh accent.  
 
    The formalities were conducted, and Ewan asked questions about the group.  
 
    “You got enough people looking after the farm?” he asked as nonchalantly as he could.  
 
    “No, as it happens,” said Dan. 
 
    They spoke some more; Ewan knew where the prison was, and he agreed to make his way there tomorrow with all of his supplies. Dan suspected him to be a resentful man and a bit of a loner, probably having spent his life in jealous anger at people like himself – taller people.  
 
    He said that he had barely survived winter, and was struggling to plant crops alone. He warmed slightly, and was genuinely happy at the thought of a bigger farm and company.  
 
    Dan left him to it and they shook hands with a promise to meet tomorrow. He was conscious not to bend down to him to do it. Dan made his way home leisurely over the next hour, only to pull up in his “spot” near the front door to see Joe’s Defender abandoned there, still with a door open. Dan glanced inside the cab, looking for blood and being slightly relieved to see none.  
 
    Worried that something was wrong, he burst inside to see a gaggle of people in Ops around a flustered Joe. He looked relieved to see Dan, who wanted to know what was happening. Conscious that Joe had never had a “contact”, he gestured with his head for him to join him in his room.  
 
    Dan went carefully with Joe, poured two single malts, and let him go at his own pace. Joe drank, calmed his nerves, and his breathing began to even out. He thought Joe might just be as scared of him as he was of the outside world, and he didn’t want that.  
 
    “From the beginning, Joe,” he said softly.  
 
    “Crossed over into Wales mid-afternoon, saw a car. It took off, so I followed. Found the four women in an abandoned caravan park. Turns out the area was ‘claimed’ by some twat who calls himself the ‘King.’ The women call him Fagin because he gets boys to do his dirty work.” Joe took another sip. “They got the drop on me,” he said, using one of Dan’s terms, “and I had to react.” 
 
    Dan paused, letting the report sink in. Joe had found multiple female survivors, then been ambushed by a nutcase and his gang of children. He was impressed that Joe made it back, let alone bringing four women out.  
 
    “Go on,” Dan said.  
 
    “They came in a tight bunch of three cars. I emptied the Glock into the radiator of the first one, then got my rifle and took out the tyres of the others and the radiator of the back one so all the cars were stuck,” he finished, almost breathless.  
 
    Dan was impressed. “Quick thinking. I’m going to have to add that move to the handbook,” he said without a trace of sarcasm.  
 
    Joe looked up, relieved because he thought he had screwed up. In truth, he had, but Dan was in no mood to point that out, as Joe was suffering enough with his first big post-adrenaline report as it was.  
 
    “We went cross-country to get away. I put in a dogleg” – Dan’s term for ambushing your own trail – “and one followed on a motorbike, looking to hang back. I couldn’t risk him finding this place, so I…” He stopped.  
 
    “So you put him down?” Dan asked.  
 
    Joe just nodded as the tears came. Dan felt for him. He knew that familiar outpouring of stress after a fight or a contact, knew how grown men, no matter how tough, were susceptible to the emotional drain of it.  
 
    “You did bloody well at the campsite. It showed quick thinking and tactical planning. I’m impressed,” Dan said. “And you were absolutely right to protect this place from some dickhead who thinks he’s royalty; you were right to put him down,” he finished firmly, trying to reassure Joe.  
 
    Joe wasn’t doing much talking back right now, so Dan changed the subject slightly. “How many rounds?” he asked firmly.  
 
    “Entire mag from the Glock: fifteen nine mils. Eleven from the rifle, all on single fire. No misses.” 
 
    Talking bullets seemed to have woken him up a little. Dan stood.  
 
    “Good work. Clean your guns and report to Marie.” 
 
    Joe started to object, saying that he was fine.  
 
    Dan cut him off. “It’s mandatory following a contact; I know you’re OK, but we have to stick to the rules.” 
 
    “OK, boss,” said Joe as he stood to leave.  
 
    Dan dashed upstairs to find Marie before Joe could put her on the spot about the “mandatory” counselling after a contact, as he had just made it up.  
 
    He found her, muttered in her ear that Joe had fired his weapons today and killed a hostile. She took the news calmly, asking if he had done the right thing.  
 
    “He absolutely did, but he fucked up by letting them get that close in the first place. He has to know he reacted well and saved lives, OK?” Dan pulled away from her, thinking that she still smelled good even after the world ended.  
 
    She smiled at him and nodded. He didn’t know what else to say to her so he went, leaving her watching him. He always felt very shabby in her company.  
 
    He went back downstairs to let Ash out, just as Lexi returned.  
 
  
 
  


 
    SURVEILLANCE 
 
    The second boy on his scrambler bike found his friend in the road. He thought he had crashed to start with, but as he turned him over and called his name, he saw a black stain on his clothing where the bullet had punched through his chest. His lip trembled, and he fought back the urge to cry. His fear and sadness turned slowly to anger, anger at the murder of his brother and the invader who had come and shamed them all. 
 
    He took what he wanted from the pockets and bag of his now deceased brother, taking over the heavy burden of his mission. 
 
    He would follow the bastard back to his home. He would not be caught out like his friend, who was chosen above him. He would bring the news back to the King and he would be rewarded. 
 
    He followed carefully, stopping to scout ahead and waiting for movement in the distance. Twice more he saw the big off-roader stop, and twice he held his position in silence until the bastard had given up waiting and driven on again. He felt more confident to stay closer after there was no third stop, no longer fearing a bullet as he rode along. He cut his engine as he rolled down the hills after them, crossing over into the next country with no regard for territory or boundaries. 
 
    For hours, he shadowed their moves, always staying far enough behind to not be seen. He followed the sound and the smell of the vehicle at times when the views were obstructed, only to have to catch up when the geography allowed. It was hard work, but he stayed with them until he lost the Land Rover on a stretch of road. He went ahead before doubling back, sure that they had to have turned off somewhere within a one-mile stretch. 
 
    He stopped his bike and listened. He heard animals, machinery, and a small burst of laughter drifted to him on a breeze, gone as soon as it was recognised. 
 
    This had to be the place, he thought. He waited, hiding himself and his bike in some trees. He did not have to wait long until he was rewarded with the sound of another vehicle. A big black Discovery rolled along the road past him. It was a piece of artwork, with bigger wheels and custom roof rack and bumpers; someone had spent a lot of money on that. He laughed to himself. Like any of that mattered any more. He watched as the big truck turned into a junction towards the noises he heard. A prison: that’s where they’ve set up shop. He waited longer, to be thorough. Another Land Rover came in shortly afterwards with a girl driving and two others in the vehicle. This place was well equipped, he reckoned. 
 
    He started his bike and retraced his steps, having to stop to fill up his tank using the hosepipe he carried just before crossing into his home country. He rode fast, trying to use the last of the daylight to get back, finding the wreckage of his friend’s dropped bike still where he left it. His body was gone. 
 
    The noise of his bike made people look up at his arrival. He ignored the questions about where he had been and what he knew. He took his news straight to the King. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he called loudly, dropping to one knee as the two most trusted of them eyed him with scorn. They puffed themselves up, forcing their dominance on him. They knew their friend was dead, and this one now returned with news. The King rewarded good news, and they had none to offer where he obviously did. He would be climbing the food chain tonight, and they didn’t like it. 
 
    “Come up, boy,” said his Highness, King Patrick, from his seat on the raised platform. 
 
    He did. He told his King everything he had learned. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MORE ENEMIES THAN FRIENDS 
 
    Lexi brought two men back with her who carried nothing with them. Concerned, Dan asked if she had run into any trouble as she introduced them.  
 
    “No, but you’ll want to hear what these two have to say,” she said, explaining briefly.  
 
    James was young and slim, whereas the other man was big, like Kev’s size. They were taken away for induction with the women and Dan told Lexi what had happened to Joe. She was shocked, and asked him if Joe was OK.  
 
    “He will be. I’ve sent him to see Marie, which is standard practice following a contact now. As of twenty minutes ago, anyway,” he added subtly.  
 
    Lexi didn’t argue with that, having spent valuable time talking through her first killing to better come to terms with it.  
 
    He told her of the farmer he had found, who should be joining them tomorrow.  
 
    “I still want a guard posted for when he gets here, though,” he said, voicing his constant worries that they were an attractive target for others.  
 
    He stowed his gear in his room, putting a bowl of food down for Ash, then went into the house.  
 
    With James and Ed were four stressed-looking women. He was given their names, but it was done so quickly that he had no time to set them in his mind before they were breezed away for a tour.  
 
    They went into Ops to speak to Steve and Leah; Dan wanted a plan before one was requested of him. He filled them in, and as he spoke, Leah got out a large-scale map of the area which had their location marked and numerous little coloured dots.  
 
    Joe’s trip into Wales had a simple enough answer: avoid the place.  
 
    Dan assumed that the “kingdom” Joe spoke of would no doubt expand in the future, so he drew on a map of the area making the limit of their journeys west about twenty miles short of the border. There was no pressing need to encroach on another large group’s territory in this case. Let this lunatic take over the country for now; it would be years before it came to wars of the cattle raids that told the backstory of the neighbouring countries.  
 
    Lexi’s trip concerned Dan far more; if people grouped together and pooled supplies for a common good, then he thought that was great. They could even trade with them in the future. If, however, people in that group were being threatened and exploited by others using force, then Dan swore to himself that it would be stopped. Slavery still had no place in the world in his opinion, even if the laws on murder and torture were slightly more relaxed nowadays.  
 
    He needed to get the two from there in to be thoroughly debriefed, but gently so as not to make them feel that they swapped one dictatorship for another.  
 
    Lexi showed them the place on the map where she picked them up, an industrial area on an estuary near to a large docks and a sprawling city. 
 
    “Leah,” he said, surprising the girl, whose thoughts had wandered off. “Fire up that laptop and bring up the maps. I want a better look at this place.” 
 
    She was excited, as she had not yet had a reason to use something that had been scavenged from a library. It was a CD version of a world atlas, archived from a time before technology gave everyone a detailed map of the world courtesy of smartphones and the Internet. A couple of years out of date, maybe, but in the absence of Google Earth, it gave a much better picture with roads overlaid on the satellite imagery.  
 
    “Kings and militant dictatorships,” Dan muttered to nobody in particular. “This country just turned into tribal Africa overnight.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    HUMAN RESOURCES 
 
    Penny had done her normal evening routine of welcoming the new survivors to the group, only this newest lot seemed more traumatised than previous arrivals. Maybe it was spending the winter alone and barely surviving that made them seem less excited, or the other survivors they had met who weren’t so kind to them.  
 
    Penny called the council heads to stay and invited Karen to give another rundown of the skills and capabilities as she had before. This time, there was no sense of hierarchy with the woman: she was just happy doing her job.  
 
    The four women brought back by Joe were discussed first. Laura, a bank clerk in her early thirties, had seemingly held the group together and led them through winter by keeping them ahead of more unfriendly survivors. She was tough, a leader, but had no skill set to bring, really. Thoughts were invited from the group as to who wanted her.  
 
    Jimmy cleared his throat. “Is she the type for a bit of manual labour? I’m still one down since Kyle, um, left. If she’s switched on and capable, I’ll take her to head up another logistics crew?” It was agreed to make the offer to her.  
 
    Karen moved on. “Melissa. Eighteen, should have finished A levels last year. Grew up in the country. She has expressed interest in the animals.” 
 
    “Sold,” said Chris straight away. They all knew he had more work than helping hands, and the spring would only pile more on him.  
 
    Karen nodded. “In that case, maybe you’ll like that her close friend is almost inseparable from her.” She checked her notes again. “Kerry is twenty-two and was a biology student in her final year after a ‘break’ where she travelled to South America. She has knowledge of genetics and wants to stay with Melissa if you would like her too?” She looked at Chris.  
 
    “Definitely. She can work out breeding programmes and track our herd growth.”  
 
    “Lovely,” said Karen, who found animals quite disgusting.  
 
    Dan saw the look on her face and reminded himself to scare her with his “monstrosity” of a dog that she liked so much when he next got the opportunity.  
 
    “Nina ran a small catering franchise and has a desire to stay in that line of work.”  
 
    “I could do with some help,” said Cara quickly, still slightly nervous at having a senior role to play.  
 
    “Moving on, neither James nor Ed have asked for placements. James worked in a call centre, but did grow up shooting and fishing.” 
 
    Dan looked to Chris, as he was the one who spoke to Pete most. “Apprentice gamekeeper?” he suggested. Chris was happy with the idea, as were the others.  
 
    “I’ll take the big guy,” Dan said.  
 
    Karen opened her mouth to speak, but Penny interjected. “It seems we have recruited our first true pacifist,” she said with a soft smile. “The only thing he wants no part of is violence, and it seems that his captors had wanted to recruit him into their enforcement ranks. He was beaten for refusing, even though it would have meant more food and better conditions. He refuses to hurt people on principle.” 
 
    Dan was shocked. It was the kind of justification he had heard from six-stone women who didn’t eat cheese, as the milk was stolen from cows. He knew it wasn’t the same thing, and he felt a little understanding for the man.  
 
    “OK then!” he said, lost for more words.  
 
    Pig yapped at Chris, conveying boredom at being stuck inside, but it stirred him enough to ask if Ed would join the gardens. “We’ve got a need for a heavy lifter, and work will pick up there soon, as things need planting.”  
 
    Dan told them of the farmer he had met and warned them all about his unique appearance.  
 
    Chris stirred again. “Welshman?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah. You know him?” Dan said.  
 
    “I think so, from Young Farmers years ago. Hard to think there’d be two who look like him!” Chris was happy for another experienced man on the farm, and said he would see how he got on with a view to making Ewan a foreman.  
 
    Penny nodded to Karen, who took it as a polite dismissal. She would go and speak to the new ones about their work.  
 
    Penny started in again after Karen had left.  
 
    “There are concerns about where these people came from. Clearly the women were hiding from a self-styled King of Wales, but I’m assured they will not be able to follow them here.” She looked at Dan, who nodded.  
 
    “Joe took care of that,” he said. “He’s a bit tender about it and needs to let it sink in, but he did well. The others are more of a worry.” 
 
    Everyone listened in more carefully.  
 
    “I want to question James and his mate in detail, as it seems they were basically slaves in a large group where they employ enforcers to make them scavenge for them. God knows what is going on there, but I don’t like it. Not one bit.” Frowns and head shakes rippled around the table. Dan went on. “Based on what they say, I may feel the need to visit their ‘leader’ and explain why slavery was abolished.” 
 
    The threat hung heavy in the air as they all went away to their own thoughts. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BUNKER BUSTER 
 
    They had stepped out into the world for the first time in months to find a wasteland. Rubbish swirled around the streets; cars lay on flat wheels covered in winter grime. Their plan to get a vehicle failed, as none were well enough preserved, resulting in a convoy of traipsing people heading for a nearby army barracks. Some of the group simply walked off alone, desperate hopes of finding loved ones running through their heads.  
 
    Most of the group eventually reached the barracks, where the now-delirious colonel yelled at the long-dead Ministry of Defence police barrier guard to open the gates. Some of them broke in and found the place partly ransacked. With no way of opening the weapons lockers without power, they took what they found lying around. They set themselves up in the mess area, where people found what food was still edible.  
 
    There was no cohesion, no leadership, and no purpose.  
 
    She felt forlorn, uncomfortable in her clothes, and scared. She tried to call them to order to hear her carefully planned speech, which had actually been written by her as they walked and not by one of her staff as she had been used to for years now.  
 
    Without a speaker to call the assembled people to order, she was ignored. One of the remaining police officers even shouted at her and called her an “interfering bitch”. She knew to expect such vulgarity from them; she would have wiped them all away to replace them with private companies working to government policy if she still had the power.  
 
    Only now she had nothing, and the realisation crushed her. 
 
    She lay on the comfortable seats and rested. She coughed, the force of it getting away from her, and ended up doubling her over in a coughing fit. When she finally caught her breath and wiped the tears from her eyes, she saw them all looking at her in horrified silence. Those near her didn’t even have the tact to slide away slowly: they just got up and moved quickly, giving her a stare.  
 
    She felt like a leper, and her head spun as her body temperature started to rise. One by one, the rest of the group started to cough.  
 
  
 
  


 
    ENTER THE DRAGON 
 
    Ewan arrived just after breakfast, driving a big continental tractor – the kind that could do normal road speeds – and towing a large trailer. Chris met him, and the two recognised each other immediately. Ewan was offered the tour but refused, saying that he had set off before dawn and needed help bringing back machinery that they would need. All available people were tasked to go back and bring what they could. Steve drove their old minibus with a view to dumping it there and driving something more useful back.  
 
    Ewan saw the scaffolding at the front of the house and asked if they were conned by some fascia salesman.  
 
    The solar panel work was explained to him, and Chris admitted that it was slow progress, as the panels had to be carefully lifted one at a time.  
 
    “Bollocks, man!” said Ewan. “Get that Manitou” – the big telescopic forklift on the farm was apparently called a Manitou – “up here and lift the whole pallet!” 
 
    How that had escaped the entire engineering team was a mystery to Dan, but it seemed like the strange-looking and slightly obnoxious Welshman was going to be helpful.  
 
    He smiled at the small man giving a loud explanation of what he would do if he were building it and walked inside.  
 
    Leah was in Ops, having got hold of a nervous-looking James and Ed as she was asked to. Dan sat down with them and gathered a notepad and pen close as Leah worked the map on the laptop.  
 
    “Thanks for coming in, gents,” he started in a friendly tone. “I know this sounds silly, but you aren’t in any trouble.” Both relaxed slightly. “You’ve got jobs now, I hear?” he asked, to warm them up a little.  
 
    James spoke first. “I’ve got to work with Pete and learn more about gamekeeping,” he said. He was happy about that.  
 
    “I’m going to be a gardener and grow vegetables,” said Ed as happily as he could, still quite suspicious of Dan.  
 
    “Good stuff. If it doesn’t work out, or you want to learn something new instead, just ask Chris,” he said, ending the ice breaking. “Now, I need to know more about where you came from and I’ll be completely up front about it: if people are keeping slaves to work for them, then I intend to put a stop to it if I can.” 
 
    Ed studied the man in front of him. For all his smiles, he still looked dangerous. Ed was taller and probably had four stone on him in weight, but he was scared of him. He had a vicious scar down the left side of his face which Ed doubted was a shaving accident.  
 
    Without doubt, this Dan was a fighter. As much as fighting upset and offended him, he wanted the others to be free too.  
 
    James began telling Dan all about who was in charge and how many thugs he had with him. He told him about the shipping containers they lived in, and that they couldn’t get out unless the crane lifted them. They were fed and let out to work. In the winter, they had metal barrels for fires and kept warm, but they were still prisoners. He would not think about what punishment the others had received after they didn’t come back.  
 
    Dan asked questions about the layout, the guards and their shifts, what weapons they carried. He wanted the guns described in detail, and asked insignificant questions about how the leader and the guards talked to each other, whether they used any jargon or code words, and if they had radios. This went on for over an hour as Dan wrote pages of notes. The kid, who was dressed like one of the soldiers, was working on a laptop and found the shipping yard. He studied the pictures as she gave James a big piece of blank paper and asked him to draw the place where the shipping containers were. She asked questions as Dan looked over the map, checking against a paper one as he went.  
 
    The girl got James to mark where the guards stayed, where they walked, and lots of other drips of information.  
 
    Their questioning finally came to an end, but before they left, Dan said, “One last thing, boys. If I go and set your friends free, I’ll need you to come and convince them they are going to be safe.”  
 
    For maybe the fourth time during the questions, Ed spoke. “I’ll come to see those people safe, but I’ll not take part in anything that comes before. OK?” 
 
    “Understood, Ed. Loud and clear,” Dan replied.  
 
      
 
    Dan and Leah were left alone. He went over his notes and let out a sigh. Leah looked at him and he summarised.  
 
    “Thirty-plus survivors kept as slaves. Up to twenty guards with a range of weapons including at least five shotguns, a rifle and two semiautomatic pistols. High ground approach, but to a dead end.” 
 
    He stopped and rubbed his face, scratching the stiff scar down his left eye.  
 
    “This isn’t going to be easy, kid,” he said.  
 
    “You’ll figure it out; you always do,” she said helpfully. “I’ll make a model of their camp,” she declared as she skipped off to find Marie, who was teaching her how to draw in their sessions.  
 
    “Oh, if I had your faith in me,” he said to himself as Boris jumped onto his notes and hissed at him.  
 
  
 
  


 
    HOT SHOWERS 
 
    With help from Ewan over the next week, the pitched roof was now mostly covered on both sides by solar panels. Eight metal tanks lined the apex, all firmly connected to the scaffolding frame which was being secured wherever they could. Pipes ran down to the two bathrooms and the kitchen where Adam had fitted new taps. Heavy wires wrapped in rolls of tape snaked back up, powering the battery bank, which in turn fed electricity to the house.  
 
    Mike said it wasn’t an endless supply, and suggested a further scaffold tower or two be erected on the flat ground near the house. More materials were required for this, as well as a smaller but similar setup for the farm and gardens, and teams were deployed to recover what he needed.  
 
    The big win was what Adam and Carl had done: the rainwater reservoir tanks fitted to the guttering system now filled the uppermost floor of the house, and the newly fitted electric showers – three in each bathroom – were ready for use.  
 
    Marie was the most excited, claiming she hadn’t washed her hair properly for nearly a year, and organised an official opening ceremony. A ribbon was found and cut in lighthearted mockery of their old lives, and the queues went along the corridor. Neil had to use the generators to boost the power supply, as the solar panels hadn’t yet had a chance to fully charge the batteries.  
 
    Dan was amazed at how the small things in life, like a hot shower, made everyone happy. Happy was good. Happy was productive.  
 
    The new hands had made the farming and gardening tasks much easier. They had four polytunnels of potatoes growing and a handful of other vegetables which could be grown early. Ewan had been a godsend in that respect, as he brought sacks of mouldy potatoes sprouting lank shoots and they had gone in the ground to make a new crop. His return trips had also yielded pigs, a cockerel and some chickens, and more cows as well as some pieces of farm machinery which made work quicker.  
 
    The general feeling was good, and people went about their daily routines with a smile.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan brooded, saving his own thoughts of the impending conflict for only a few who knew what he was planning.  
 
    His Rangers went out, scouting the things he needed. He tried different scenarios out in his head, calculating problems and losses. That was the issue: he couldn’t serve up a plan to the council which allowed for any losses.  
 
    He theorised with Steve over Leah’s cardboard model; they pored over the maps and suggested different plans of attack which the others were invited to criticise.  
 
    Leah surprised him by saying, “Why don’t you just go and ask them to let the people go?” 
 
    The stunned silence was broken by Steve laughing.  
 
    Leah looked annoyed and snapped at him. “That’s just the start, but if you’re going to laugh, then I won’t tell you!” 
 
    Dan looked at her more closely. She had an idea, and she had the balls to offer it in their company.  
 
    “Run me through it, kid,” he said.  
 
  
 
  


 
    WAR GAMES 
 
    “Drive straight up to the gate and ask to talk to their boss,” she explained. “You’ll have top cover here and here,” she said impatiently, pointing at two marks on her model. “All of the people we want to rescue will be inside metal containers, so they won’t get shot by accident,” she said, as though she spoke to a child in a weird role reversal. “If they say no, then you shoot the guards on the top – never more than eight to ten – and deal with the rest coming from where their building is.” She was annoyed because it was the fifth time she had talked him through it step by step.  
 
    He thought about it. “How do we know they’ll all be there?” he asked.  
 
    She flipped the laptop around, showing her now typed notes of the debrief. “No night activity, and all guards sleep in an adjacent building bar the ones watching the pen. We get there for sunrise and they’ll be there,” she finished with a triumphant look.  
 
    Dan looked to the other Rangers sitting around the table. “Leah,” he said carefully, “do you realise your plan involves killing twenty or so people?” 
 
    “Yes. But they aren’t nice people, and they aren’t coming to live here.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her logic, but he worried that he may have created a monster. “How am I supposed to ‘deal’ with more than ten people rushing out shooting at me, even assuming that the ones on guard duty have been shot?” he asked, fearing the answer.  
 
    “Machine gun. In the back of a truck like in the films,” she said with finality.  
 
    He hated to admit it, but she had come up with a simple plan which had every possibility of working. Their plans all fell down when they tried to extract scared people without confronting their captors.  
 
    “There’s a lot more to it, but fundamentally I think she’s right,” said Steve carefully. Leah practically burst with smug pride.  
 
    “OK, everyone think on it, but keep it to yourselves,” Dan said as they left. He called Steve back and asked him if he thought Leah was too quick to suggest killing. “I haven’t pushed her too far, have I?” he asked.  
 
    Steve had spent a lot of time with her as her training progressed and knew her well. “No. She’s looking at this as a problem to be solved using what we have. She was never constrained by rules of engagement before, and never will be now. She’s not a psychopath; she’s being pragmatic like you. Albeit a little cold…”  
 
    Dan laughed. “Mount the GPMG in the back of a truck like in the films! What’s she been watching?” 
 
    Steve laughed with him and poured two glasses from the bottle he retrieved from a drawer. “It has its merits and is entirely doable. Personally, I’d like more evidence that they are actually mistreating people. I’d like eyes on myself, ideally.” 
 
    “Me too, but the risk is too high,” said Dan as he sipped. “I’ll work it out, and see if Neil can weld a tripod into a Defender! In the meantime, train her hard tomorrow; she’s getting cocky.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    His head swam with possible tweaks to her plan, but essentially she was right: get everyone in place, demand they release the people, and kill them if they didn’t. They still had to then calm and rescue the people inside and take responsibility for them – after all, they had been dependent on the bastards for food and shelter and probably wouldn’t know how to look after themselves. He was planning to kill twenty and bring back over thirty.  
 
    What if they didn’t want to be here? What if they wanted to stay where they were? What if some of them knew the guards or were related to them? 
 
    After breakfast, Dan walked outside with Ash; it was just about warm enough for shirtsleeves, but his body armour gave him another layer. He smoked as he walked up to the farm to find Neil in his workshop.  
 
    “Wotcha, old bean,” Neil said cheerfully from under the bonnet of a Defender he was servicing.  
 
    Ash ran to him and sniffed his pockets until he gave up his work, giggling, and tossed him a treat. Neil always had some on him, as the group now had four dogs. All of them liked him, which was no surprise at all based on the contents of his pockets.  
 
    “Hypothetical question, mate,” Dan said, getting a well-deserved sceptical look. “Is it possible to mount the GPMG on a Land Rover?”  
 
    “Of course it’s possible, but this ain’t Desert bloody Storm! What the hell are you planning, mate?” 
 
    Dan’s mind flashed to pictures of the “pinkies” with GPMGs on each side and a fifty calibre in the back. He didn’t keep secrets from Neil and trusted him not to gossip.  
 
    “I want to rescue those people to the south, and we don’t have the numbers to take them on conventionally. We need to surprise them with overwhelming force,” he said. He ran through the basics of Leah’s plan, and told him what he imagined for the heavy gun.  
 
    Neil mulled it over. “It’s a bit cold-blooded, isn’t it?” he asked.  
 
    Dan told him it was a teenage girl who suggested it.  
 
    “You’ve cloned yourself!” Neil laughed, then faded off to his thoughts.  
 
    “If you’re serious, I can do it. I need a long-wheelbase pickup with a removable tin back, like the farm ones.”  
 
    “Done,” said Dan, and he left Neil to his tinkering.  
 
    “Bring that flash Disco of yours in for an oil change too,” Neil shouted after him.  
 
    Dan walked through the farm, keeping Ash close. He saw Chris and Ewan deep in conversation by a large lean-to – basically a three-sided barn where the spare vehicles had been stored. Pig saw them first and bounced over to play with Ash and lick at his face until he swatted a huge paw at her and played. She was small for a collie, not much bigger than Pete’s cockers, but considering her early life, she was lucky to be alive. She always stayed close to Chris with an unquestioning loyalty.  
 
    Dan spoke with them for a while, hearing their plans for the farm over the coming years.  
 
    Chris seemed awkward after Ewan left them, and asked Dan, “What’s this I’m hearing about a rescue mission?” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely shocked that people had talked, but was certain it hadn’t come from his Rangers, so people wouldn’t know how they planned to do it.  
 
    “I’m going to suggest it, yes. Our cattle are kept better than they are, from what we’ve heard.”  
 
    Chris was pleased and offered any help he could provide.  
 
    “I might need everyone who knows how to use a shotgun to stand guard if we all go. I think I’ll need all the Rangers on this one,” Dan said.  
 
    “No problem,” Chris replied, meaning it.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan was happy with the support and reckoned any future coup attempts would fail based on his popularity. He lit another smoke and wandered towards the sound of single rounds being fired from a rifle. He found Steve drilling Leah on their makeshift range, which was framed by high banks on each side and dead ground in front.  
 
    Steve had done well, making scarecrow-type targets in-between the trees. As Dan approached, they spotted him and stopped. They seemed to be having an intense conversation, and as he got to them, Steve asked if Leah could demonstrate her current exercise. She beamed at Dan under the weight of her vest, with the G36 hung across her chest.  
 
    Dan looked at her for a while before saying, “Continue.”  
 
    He called Ash to him and walked back a short way.  
 
    Steve stood ready with his stopwatch as Leah drove in a lazy circle to come back to the range. As she neared, he yelled “CONTACT” and started the clock. She slammed the brakes on the vehicle and slid from the driver’s door to drop to the ground. She appeared under the open door and fired two rounds from the G36 into the closest dummy. One in the chest, one in the head.  
 
    She rolled to the side and rose to her knee, where she fired two more into the next dummy. Again, her accuracy was good. She ran forward ten metres and dropped to one knee again. Steve yelled “STOPPAGE” so she dropped the carbine to hang at her chest while she drew the Glock as she simulated a weapon jam. She rose as she fired two more rounds, slower this time but still as lethally accurate, then advanced at a crouch.  
 
    “RELOAD. CLEAR PRIMARY WEAPON,” Steve shouted. 
 
    Leah dropped to her knee again, holstering the pistol.  
 
    She dropped the magazine from the carbine and racked the slide three times before seating a fresh magazine and pushing it home. She chambered a round and called out “RELOADED,” then stood and stalked to the end of the range using available cover to good effect. 
 
    On approaching the final dummy, Steve shouted “AUTOMATIC FIRE,” prompting Leah to duck into cover and make herself small. Steve then called “ENEMY RELOADING,” and Leah popped out to fire five rounds into the last target.  
 
    “STOP, STOP, STOP,” Steve called. Leah made her weapons safe and ran back for debriefing. She was barely out of breath. 
 
    “Twenty-nine seconds, four enemies down, no injury,” Steve declared. Both looked at Dan.  
 
    “I am impressed!” Dan said with a genuine smile as he walked towards them. “Why five rounds in the last target?” he asked.  
 
    “No clear line of sight for headshot. Four shots to the centre mass until I got line of sight,” she barked like a marine corps recruit.  
 
    Dan really was impressed; their little girl was becoming quite the capable killer.  
 
    “What’s your time?” she asked in an innocent voice which oozed with challenge.  
 
    He thought about it for a while, then decided to humour her.  
 
    “Let’s find out,” he said, taking the G36 and a spare magazine. He thought through the exercise and decided on a different approach. “I’m not that familiar with this weapon, so that’s my excuse if you beat me!” he said jokingly.  
 
    He climbed into the Defender, put the seat back about two feet, and drove a loop as Leah had.  
 
    Steve called the start of the contact, and Dan accelerated hard to the range. He skidded to a stop and took out the first two dummies with a single headshot as he rounded the Defender’s door. He ran forward, and when the weapon jam was called, he fired a double-tap from his Sig into the dummy before taking the position it was in. He cleared and reloaded quickly, then stood and stalked along the left side to the next piece of cover. On being told he was under automatic fire, he took cover and dropped to the floor. The instant the “RELOADING” call came, he rose and fired into the head of his last remaining target.  
 
    He strolled back to Leah and handed over the weapon. She looked at Steve, hoping.  
 
    “Nineteen seconds,” Steve said, keeping his face neutral and hiding the smile that threatened to emerge.  
 
    Leah looked dismayed. He hadn’t done that to humiliate her, she knew that, but she felt like she was being taught a lesson.  
 
    “Cheer up, kid. At thirteen, I would’ve shot my toes off!” Dan said kindly. He bent down to her. “Seriously, Leah, you’re good. Really good. Keep it up and you can have my job soon.” 
 
    She smiled her biggest grin before Steve told her to sprint to the farm and back before cleaning the weapons. She ran away, feigning annoyance but actually very happy.  
 
    “There’s a big difference when they shoot back, mate,” Dan said tiredly to Steve.  
 
    “We both know that,” Steve said. “I just wish she didn’t have to find out one day.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    NO ESCAPE 
 
    She lay there and coughed all night.  
 
    It wasn’t a normal cough; it was a deep, chesty cough that racked her whole body into convulsions and went on endlessly, leaving her breathless and weak. Her skin burned and her head pounded.  
 
    She cried during the brief respite and tried to breathe in shallow gasps so as not to aggravate the cough again. 
 
    Each one was worse than the last, and her heart beat so fast she thought it would burst. She had no idea how long she had been like that; all measure of time was lost in the endless cycle of pain and delirium.  
 
    Effectively, that was what happened to her the next day when she was too sick to move anywhere. Others were in the room with her, but they were trapped inside their own failing bodies too.  
 
    During a coughing episode, the pressure on her cardiovascular system became so intense that the multiple haemorrhages in her system caused too much clotting for her weakened body to deal with.  
 
    She suffered a fatal heart attack and died within forty-eight hours of exposure to the poisoned air.  
 
    Two of the group who had been allowed into the bunker – seemingly to rebuild their country and its infrastructure when the infection burned itself out – survived past the forty-eight-hour mark without any symptoms.  
 
    The junior medical lab assistant, Emma, sat alone talking to herself. At first glance, you would think that she had seen too much and the trauma had caused her grip on reality to weaken. It hadn’t; she sat with her eyes closed and visualised her lab as she spoke her notes out loud into a small digital voice recorder.  
 
    “Infection through airborne means it’s most likely due to the lack of other visible means of transmission. Very fast gestation period, ranging from ten to fourteen hours, death followed within thirty-four hours of visible symptoms to all subjects monitored. Other subjects available for monitoring left the test area during gestation.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at the array of bodies who had died in front of her as she walked between them, making observations and notes.  
 
    “Two subjects out of twenty-nine remain unaffected. Based on the available – and very limited – data, I can extrapolate no common denominator to establish a basis for immunity. Gender, age range, ethnicity, physical size and appearance are effectively opposite in both surviving subjects.” 
 
    She stopped recording and looked sadly at the other survivor.  
 
    The colonel had gone downhill significantly since people started to show signs of infection. He had ranted loudly about being the last high-ranking Army officer left, making him Commander in Chief. He shouted at the bodies, giving his authority to launch tactical missiles at Russian cities immediately before ordering further strikes on China. On seeing the lab assistant watching him, he began to scream that she was a Chinese spy and ordered her to be arrested immediately. She wasn’t Chinese – she was part Korean and had never actually been there –  but she was sure that it would be a waste of time to explain this. She left him to his solitary war and monitored the others who had not survived.  
 
    She took a small rucksack from the possessions of a soldier who would no longer have need of it, collecting similarly useful items from everyone and closing their eyes when required.  
 
    She sorted her small pile into order and packed her rucksack, including the blessedly thin and light laptop and its charger, useless without power, knowing that the battery life must be preserved until another source was found. She carefully wrapped it inside a zip-topped plastic bag to protect the contents.  
 
    She readied herself to sleep in another room not occupied by dead people. She did not feel brave enough to travel at night, and planned to leave in the morning. She would have to leave the colonel so as not to be shot on sight for the crime of looking a bit Chinese.  
 
  
 
  


 
    THUNDERBIRD TWO 
 
    Dan had spent two days scouting and recovering the things he needed. He had found a coach company and managed to start an almost brand-new vehicle which was stored inside a large weatherproof unit.  
 
    Ian was recruited to drive it, and it was now parked on the road by the farm.  
 
    Steve had found a high-capacity Defender pickup truck, a one-thirty wheelbase with three seats up front. Neil had gone over it mechanically first, then started on the tubular steel work in the back. He had brought Mike in to consult, and a series of flexible rubber mounts were fashioned to stop the machine gun from shaking itself loose.  
 
    Dan’s additions to Leah’s plan involved Steve and Lexi acting as snipers, and for that he needed them accurate over three hundred and fifty metres minimum.  
 
    The sights of the newer semiautomatic rifles were swapped out for more powerful optics, and in the absence of heavier weapons, they practised with their new HK416s.  
 
    Dan was worried that he would have to rely on Joe to fire the big gun, but Neil was the only person other than himself who had ever even seen one fired before, let alone used one. He told Dan as much, and said he was coming. He would hear no argument against, and Dan didn’t try too hard. He was glad to have Neil with him if this went down.  
 
    On their first day of sniper training, Steve declared the 416s to be inadequate. “It’s not the accuracy; it’s the weight of the round,” he explained. “To guarantee a kill at the distance you’re looking at, we need bigger guns.”  
 
    Dan considered the heavier of the hunting rifles, but these only held a few rounds and were bolt action. He thought for a while, then turned to Lexi. 
 
    “Clean and stow the HKs and remove the optics. Put the holographic sights back on, please?” he said, then turned to Steve. “Remember that army camp you went to years ago for your E&E training?”  
 
    He did.  
 
    “Good, we’re going in ten minutes.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    RETURN TRIP 
 
    Dan drove hard as Steve scanned the countryside. Ash nosed his now huge snout through the gap between their seats, and when Steve gave him a sideways look, his tongue slashed out like a viper to drench his face with sticky dog drool.  
 
    Steve told Ash exactly how much he enjoyed it and was answered with a short growl. He leaned over closer to his window for the remainder of the journey.  
 
    They arrived there by lunchtime, drove straight through the gate and into the camp after a drive-by check.  
 
    Dan navigated them between the buildings back to where he found the soldier. He told Steve the story on the way there, explaining that he had wished he could bury the man but had an unshakeable feeling that he was being watched.  
 
    He felt much better now he had a well-trained pair of eyes watching his back – not that Ash wasn’t good backup, but he had yet to master using a carbine.  
 
    “That explains this exotic piece then?” Steve surmised, patting the rare short-barrelled SPAS shotgun resting on the dash where it sat when it wasn’t on Dan’s back.  
 
    They got out of the Discovery quickly as it stopped. Vehicles attracted fire, Dan remembered being told repeatedly when he was younger.  
 
    They fanned out each side to find hard cover, scanning all round looking for any sign of danger. There was none, but neither of them fully relaxed.  
 
    “People probably know what this place is, and who was based here,” Dan said.  
 
    “But I doubt they know where they keep the good stuff,” Steve finished for him. “There’s more guns here than in West Africa.” 
 
    “I’m happy with these ones,” said Dan as he moved carefully forward, Ash stalking by his side, “but more rounds and some heavier toys would be nice.” 
 
    He followed Steve through buildings, past where the suicidal soldier’s boots were still visible, eventually stopping by the unremarkable door of an unremarkable building.  
 
    The electronic keypad and swipe card system was long since rendered useless, but brute force was making a comeback. They spent some time using their “master key” to cut a squarish hole in the thick layered metal, planning to use Neil’s patented door-opening piece. He hadn’t yet named his invention, and Dan thought of dubbing it “the swipe card.” He looked at the reinforced door, then at his still attractively unique Discovery. Not wanting to risk damaging it, he suggested that they find a disposable vehicle to use. They took a diesel jerrycan and starter pack on a hunt, both setting eyes on a large Unimog at the same time. Dan smiled; these things would go places which would embarrass their own fleet of Land Rovers.  
 
    “Yes please!” Steve said.  
 
    He tinkered with it for a while with no joy. They had to drag a generator from the vehicle workshop nearby and attach a long set of jump leads to the battery.  
 
    After spraying some flammable engine starter from an aerosol can into the air filter – a trick of Neil’s – the huge Mercedes engine barked and struggled into renewed life.  
 
    They scanned around for evidence that the noise hadn’t alerted anyone, and when they felt comfortable, they turned back to their new addition.  
 
    Although technically the short-wheelbase version, this was basically a very capable off-road militarised lorry. They checked it over, and it even had a weapon mount above the three-person cab. The back was like a large high-sided skip, with sides thick enough to be safe from small arms fire. It was filthy, but it was a very good find.  
 
    “This is too goddamned cool to leave behind,” said Dan. 
 
    Steve grinned at him. “Don’t you mean too valuable?” 
 
    “Yeah. That too,” he replied. “Now let’s get those tyres pumped up.” 
 
    They used the generator to power a compressor, having found the tyre pressures indicated on a helpful sticker in the driver’s doorframe. There were two spares in the back, luckily. They would never have loaded them without a forklift.  
 
    Steve revved the huge engine, making Dan smile again. He slowly eased it towards the armoury door with the creaks and mechanical moans of being unused loud in the air.  
 
    It was backed up, and the heavy chain fixed to the towing hitch. On the other end was Neil’s swipe card, effectively a folding anchor made of heavy steel.  
 
    They posted it through and heard the loud metallic thud of it hitting the concrete floor below. 
 
    Dan hoped it would hold, as it was designed for slightly less resistance than reinforced steel.  
 
    Flashes of his training came back to him: “an expensive door lock is only as strong as the sixteen screws holding the hinges into the wood.” 
 
    He hoped the chain was strong enough to do the job, as it wasn’t wood screws he was trying to break here.  
 
    He gave Steve a thumbs up as Steve climbed into the cab of the Unimog, revving the engine and creeping forwards to take up the slack.  
 
    Dan ran clear, calling Ash away with him.  
 
    The chain clanked and creaked under the growing pressure, each knotted link snapping into place with enough force to sever a carelessly placed finger. Steve gunned the big diesel again and again, until the steel door gave its first sign of weakness. It buckled outwards slightly, at the same time as a large chunk of concrete fell away.  
 
    Steve knew what he was doing, and Dan doubted that anyone he knew had the same deft foot control as a helicopter pilot. Steve relaxed the pressure on the clutch slightly, allowing the pressure to ease on the door for a second before he lifted the pedal again, faster this time. More of the door surround fell away with each movement as Steve made each pull faster and harder than the last.  
 
    Eventually, with a noise like metallic thunder audible over the huge straining engine, the concrete split and the door fell away with a loud bang. The massive vehicle shot forward and bounced on its suspension, then stalled.  
 
    Steve tried to fire it up again, but it would only let out a wheezing noise as it refused to turn over.  
 
    He got out, full of sadness. Dan felt the same; he would have loved having the truck for a number of justifiable reasons.  
 
    Priorities.  
 
    They allowed the dust to settle before moving into the armoury. Dan had put Ash in the Discovery with the windows open; he was likely to hurt himself on the rubble but could still sound a warning.  
 
    They tentatively entered, searching the dusty air with the bright torches mounted on their weapons.  
 
    “Clear,” said Steve, who had taken the lead. “Now, nothing silly like a fifty calibre; we need to find a few decent rifles and a boot full of seven six two.” 
 
    The racks of weaponry in front of him were immense. Row upon row of different weapons, some modified and others stock. Dan took a large armful of Remington pump-action shotguns. Easy to use, reliable, and capable of being used for hunting, blowing door hinges away or cutting bad people in half.  
 
    They searched, resisting the urge to take everything. There were so many weapons neither of them recognised, some bearing Cyrillic or oriental markings.  
 
    A rack of rifles looked promising, and Steve crowed at their success. He had found three new Mk14s, the American-made enhanced battle rifle with a full-length rail and skeleton stocks. They were part-painted in tan colouring over the black underneath. 
 
    These types of rifle had been popular for some time now, designed to bridge the gap between frontline and snipers. A kind of specialist middle-ground killer. They fired a heavy-calibre bullet from a ten- or twenty-round magazine on semiautomatic. Perfect for what they wanted, and lethal up to a kilometre away – if you were skilled enough to put the bullet in the right place. A true sniper took years to perfect the art of long-distance shooting, of studying the physics required to thread the metaphorical needles. 
 
    They searched every inch to look for ammunition for them, eventually only finding a few empty spare magazines.  
 
    Dan ran his eyes along the racks again, ignoring the weird, wonderful and exotic. He took another few M4s – all that remained in the rack – and put them with his stash of shotguns.  
 
    Steve called him through to another room which was decked out like a workshop with bench-mounted tools along one side. There were suppressors and optics lined up, and Steve selected three of the bulbous telescopic sights which amplified light. They also grabbed small bipods, vertical and adjustable foregrips, and shorter-range sights like the holographic red dots on some of their other guns.  
 
    Steve grabbed everything he could, excitedly throwing all of it into boxes. Dan carried on until he found the next room stocked with various ammunition types. They filled his Land Rover with crates of heavy ammunition and shotgun cartridges. They filled the remaining space with 5.56; although they had lots of it at home, it would run out eventually.  
 
    Steve came back in and saw that they still had a lot more ammunition to take but no space to carry it. He ran back to the Unimog and desperately tried again to start it. He bucked it forwards in gear until it finally caught and started. Dan’s joy was short-lived, as it died again instantly and began to steam from under the bonnet.  
 
    “It’s fucked,” said Steve unhappily.  
 
    Dan stated that he was well aware of that, then looked at Steve and said, “Trailer!” 
 
    They walked back to the vehicle workshop and found a trailer. Its tyres were flat, and they had to drag it closer to pump them up using the generator and compressor. They wheeled it back to the Discovery and loaded all the boxes of ammunition they could find.  
 
    On the final sweep, Dan found a box of small suppressors, which he tried to attach to his Sig. They didn’t fit, and he looked around the handguns for one that did, throwing everything he could find into boxes. They loaded every crate of ammunition they could find into the trailer until a bark from the Land Rover snapped Dan’s attention back to the present.  
 
    Dan suddenly felt that familiar sense of dread as he did last time. Unwilling to push their luck any further, he shouted to Steve, “Time to go!” 
 
    They drove towards home, eyes constantly scanning for danger.  
 
    Their CB was finally in range of the house when they crested high ground about fifteen miles out, getting Leah on the other end.  
 
    “You’ve been ages!” she moaned at them. “People are starting to worry.” 
 
    “Tell them we’re fine, and we will be home soon,” he said, driving onwards. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE HARD SELL 
 
    They had brought back so much ammunition that Dan lost most of his room to store it. He thought that maybe it was time he established an armoury in there and move to another bedroom. Maybe there was one near Marie’s room.  
 
    He forced himself to think productively and not daydream; he had the workings of a plan and the tools to execute it. It needed some rehearsal and fine-tuning, but a lot depended on what the opposition decided to do.  
 
    Neil had fitted the big machine gun into the mount and test-fired fifty rounds in short bursts on the range. He showed Dan how he had fitted the metal truck back with rubber loops, allowing him to unclip them silently from inside. He had attached a pole to the front so that when he lifted it, the whole cover flipped over backwards and exposed the machine gun.  
 
    Steve and Lexi had stripped and oiled the rifles, and each fired a further fifty rounds to sight their huge optics and practise. They were ready to go at four hundred metres, easily inside the range where the wind or atmosphere would be a serious issue for aiming. At that distance, they would drop a human like they were water. Now came the big problem of convincing the council to endorse his plan, as this was too big an issue to decide by himself.  
 
    He called a meeting, having spoken to James and some others in advance for support.  
 
    After dinner, all departmental heads gathered at his request, and he laid out the groundwork.  
 
    “As you may know, the place where James and Ed were found is under the control of a man who calls himself ‘Bronson’. I’m told the name stems from what he does to people who disagree with his methods. I won’t bore you with secondhand details of his atrocities, but with your permission, I’d like to bring James in to share some of what he saw.” Dan looked around the room, receiving nods all round, and the mood took a darker feel.  
 
    He called James loudly by name, and the nervous young man came in.  
 
    “Thank you, James,” he said. “You know why you’re here, so please tell us what living conditions you suffered and what punishments were dished out by this Bronson.” 
 
    James seemed nervous, but he had been well coached in which bits to highlight. “They kept us in metal shipping containers, in a circle so we couldn’t get out unless they lowered the crane to us. That’s how they got us out to work and how they put in food and water and the buckets for…” He trailed off.  
 
    “What work did they make you do?” asked Dan.  
 
    “Fetching food for them, carrying things around; that was the men anyway,” he replied.  
 
    “What did they make the women do?” Kate asked in a measured voice to control the anger of the obvious answer.  
 
    “Cook, clean, and…” James faltered.  
 
    “And what, man? Please speak up,” said Penny, softening her snap with a reassuring smile.  
 
    “Bronson says his boys need entertaining. He uses the girls to entertain them. Some of them bring food and drink back to share with the others afterwards,” he finished. Enough said on that point.  
 
    “The punishments. Tell us about the punishments,” said Dan. 
 
    James’s face creased slightly. “They’ll have punished the others because we ran. I don’t know what he would have done, but it won’t have been nice. He made us all watch him cut out a man’s tongue for shouting at him once. He made another man, a boy really, fight him because he stood up to him to protect a girl. He beat him to death in front of us.” 
 
    “You say he fed and watered you. Was it enough?” asked Neil, secretly part of the plan to endorse the mission.  
 
    “No. Some people fought over it, saying they should have it. A few of those, Bronson lifted out and made them guards. Ed got a few beatings for trying to make sure everyone got a share. When they saw he was big enough to take it, they offered him a job carrying stuff for them. That’s how he got me out with him to work where Lexi found us,” he said.  
 
    “What about your living conditions? How many people are we talking about?” asked Chris, also secretly onside thanks to Neil.  
 
    “There were over thirty of us to start with. Three people died in the winter. They got sick and never got better.” 
 
    “No medical care?” asked Kate angrily. 
 
    “No. They thought it might be the bug that killed everyone and didn’t let anyone out for a few days,” James said sadly. “One girl died of an asthma attack.” 
 
    Nobody spoke, and Dan asked the council if they had any further questions for him. They didn’t.  
 
    “Thanks, James. Could you please ask Leah to come in?” he said.  
 
    He left, and Leah entered full of confidence carrying a model of the area as described by James.  
 
    She laid it on the table and looked at Dan hopefully.  
 
    “Thanks, now go enjoy your evening,” he said, disappointing her with the dismissal. He didn’t want her letting anything slip.  
 
    As the door closed, he turned to the assembled heads and asked, “Are there any objections to a rescue mission at this point?” Nobody spoke; he was sure the objections would come thick and fast soon. “This is the area James described,” he began. “As you can see, it is heavily fortified, and a stealth approach has been ruled out due to the geography. I propose to visit the camp and speak to the leader. If diplomacy fails – and let’s be realistic here, it probably will – a plan to remove the captives by force is available.” 
 
    He looked at the council and received blank stares from some, nods of encouragement from others.  
 
    “This is a big operation and holds equally big risks. I want this to be a vote, but I want everyone to be clear about why I want to do it. Humanity must prevail, and with that we must save people from a system that uses slavery and brutality for the benefit of the few,” Dan said, launching into his prepared speech about doing the right thing. “Two of my Rangers will be placed here and here,” he said, indicating nearby buildings. “I will approach in a vehicle I have prepared for a confrontation.” As agreed, he left out Neil’s involvement for now so he didn’t seem complicit. Democracy was all well and good, but he liked to hedge his bets. “Should they not release the prisoners, the snipers will deal with the guards on top of the containers. I will have to deal with the remaining hostiles coming from this building here,” he said, again pointing to a part of the model.  
 
    “How many are we talking about, mate?” asked Chris.  
 
    “Up to twenty. I plan to be there at dawn so they will all be inside and probably still drunk,” Dan replied with some trepidation. 
 
    All part of the plan.  
 
    “Can you handle that many?” Neil asked, full of rehearsed concern.  
 
    “I’ll have to; nobody else can work the machine gun,” he said, easing into the sticky part of the plan.  
 
    “Snipers? Machine gun?” said Penny. “Is it safe to assume that you plan to kill these guards and Bronson?” 
 
    “Yes. I do. It’s true that I’m the violent one here, and sadly, that is my skill set. I can’t grow things or make things or heal people, but I have used my abilities to keep every single one of you alive. I want to save these people, and I’m asking you all to allow me to take our Rangers and a few others to bring back thirty-plus people who deserve better and to stop a tyrant before he is too powerful to deal with. What if we ignore this now and next year he knocks on our door to take what he wants?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” said Penny. “Your plan is obviously flawed, as you will never have time to use the machine gun if they are watching you.” 
 
    Neil cleared his throat. “Actually, I’m the only one here to have ever used one. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that–” Dan began, but Neil cut him off harshly. 
 
    “I was using them when you were still in school, so don’t tell me what you can and can’t let me do,” he said, keeping his face stern and staring Dan into submission. 
 
    “In that case, the plan will work much better and faster,” Dan said with carefully feigned resignation. He looked to Chris and Kate in turn.  
 
    “Yes,” said Chris.  
 
    “Absolutely,” said Kate.  
 
    Cara looked apprehensive. “I’m worried people – our people – will get killed,” she said nervously.  
 
    “I agree,” said Andrew with uncharacteristic confidence.  
 
    “I don’t know. It seems very dangerous to have all the Rangers leave at once,” said Jimmy, giving Penny some glimmer of support.  
 
    He moved to Penny.  
 
    “I’m concerned for the welfare of everyone. It’s not just you risking your own life again; if you all go and get yourselves killed, then what about everyone else?” she began. “That said, I could not allow my conscience to rest knowing that we did nothing. You must promise that you will seek a diplomatic solution first, though?” 
 
    “Trust me, I will. Are we all agreed then?”  
 
    They were. 
 
    Dan hid his smile and reminded himself to do some extra washing up for Cara and share a beer with Jimmy for playing their parts. If everyone supported him publicly, then Penny would feel alone enough to argue against the plan in justifiably good conscience.  
 
  
 
  


 
    OPERATION EGGSHELL 
 
    “Why is it called that?” Leah interrupted for the third time since he started talking.  
 
    “Because we need to tread lightly. Now stop talking over me or I’ll tell Ash you’re edible,” he said, snarling. He loved that sarcastic little girl, but she really knew how to piss him off at times. “Anyway! Thanks to everyone here for volunteering. As you know, nobody will be forced to do this,” Dan said as he addressed the assembled team.  
 
    Steve, Joe and Lexi at the front. Neil, Ian, James and Ed behind. Leah had nagged to be allowed to go, but Dan had flatly refused. He would be too busy to watch over her, as would the other Rangers. He had to compromise by allowing her to be armed when they went, under Chris’s careful eye, as he would be nominally in charge of house protection during the mission.  
 
    “You’ve all heard where we are going and why we are going there, so I won’t go over the whys and wherefores again except to say that our purpose is to rescue survivors being kept prisoner. We will be setting off long before dawn tomorrow to be in place by sunrise. Lexi and Steve know their insertion points and will be providing cover throughout. Neil and I will be in the modified Land Rover, stopping short for him to get in the back. Ian will drive the coach with Ed and James to reassure the people we are rescuing, and they will stop a couple of miles short under Joe’s protection until called in via CB. Reminder: there will be NO radio traffic until the threats are dealt with.”  
 
    He paused to make sure they got the point, repeating the instruction carefully, word for word, out of habit.  
 
    “I will drive to the site and talk to them. If it needs to go noisy, I will indicate for the snipers to open fire with a hand signal as agreed. Neil will then unveil the machine gun and I will crawl under the Land Rover screaming and trying not to get shot.” His joke got the nervous laugh it deserved. “Snipers will stay in place until extraction, then fall back and regroup at the agreed site before we return home in convoy.” 
 
    “Just in time for tea and medals,” declared Wing Commander Neil.  
 
    Penny and the others had not been idle. Bedding and clothing packs had been prepared, and the second-level dormitories were cleared and fresh bedding laid out. Cara had spent the two days since the meeting baking cakes and pastries as Nina maintained the commercial cooking side effectively.  
 
    Kate had laid out a triage area and had a set of hospital scrubs ready for each of her team. Marie and Penny were standing by to welcome the new arrivals and organise them with all those not busy on the farms.  
 
    “Get some sleep; alarm clocks set for two a.m.” He nodded dismissal to the group and turned to see Leah’s face set in a stone mask of neutrality, which she had adopted since being told to be quiet.  
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked.  
 
    Leah fixed him with an evilly fake smile, replying in a sweet voice, “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan didn’t sleep, but that was fairly normal for him. Just after midnight, he took Ash outside and then went into Ops and loaded four of the new Remington shotguns which had been stored in his room. Chris would distribute these as he saw fit, and Dan trusted him to make the right choices.  
 
    He checked over all the equipment he was taking, but left the personal weapons of the other Rangers, as he wouldn’t like someone tampering with his; it messed with a person’s chi.  
 
    He was restless and ready by one a.m., waiting for the others. They trickled down one by one in silence, but all were early. As they were preparing to go, Leah stumbled in looking sleepy but carrying two flasks of coffee. She must have got up early to boil the water. She gave one to Dan and kept the second for herself, making him wonder when she had started drinking coffee. More bad parenting, he assumed, but wasn’t like he had got her an appropriate present for her birthday.  
 
    She pulled on her vest and took her Glock and carbine, checking both chambers and making sure they were safe before adding sugar to her drink. That was good: a sleepy teenager demonstrating weapon discipline when half-asleep. He went to go and a grunt from her made him turn back. She walked over and tentatively put her arms around him, unsure of herself. He hugged her back tighter, and she simply said, “See you later”, then turned to switch on the CB to monitor their progress.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan led the convoy with Neil sitting beside him. He had left Ash behind, not wanting to risk him being hit in the hail of bullets he anticipated or biting a refugee. They didn’t speak, save to look behind and say that they still had their convoy.  
 
    Lexi and Steve followed, with Ian driving the coach stocked with food and water, and Joe behind. They took the route Lexi had followed, knowing it to be clear, going at a steady speed so Ian could easily keep pace. They went like this for over three hours, until Dan pulled up at the point where Ian’s coach and Joe would wait for word that it was safe to move up.  
 
    Dan drank a coffee and rehearsed exactly how he wanted it to go, then factored in what could go wrong. Lexi and Steve left after thirty minutes, creeping towards their posts on goggles to save using vehicle lights. He had insisted on radio silence in case the other group had a CB and were monitoring it. Slim chance, but his paranoid way avoided the possibility that they would be the ones ambushed and not the other way around.  
 
    Another hour went by and the sun started to creep onto the horizon. His snipers should be in place by now. He felt good to have them there; he trusted them, and both owed their lives to him.  
 
    He willed himself to be calm and went over and over the variables. He finally admitted two things to himself: one, he had no intention of allowing this pack of bastards and their psycho leader to live, and two, he realised all the people with him trusted their own lives and that of the prisoners on his ability to wing it.  
 
    He looked at Neil, who looked as anxious as he felt inside. “We doing this?” Neil asked.  
 
    “Ten minutes,” Dan replied, looking at the first rays of sun in the distance.  
 
    Ten minutes came and went in silence. Dan started the engine.  
 
    Neil quietly recited some part of a speech from Gladiator before winking and climbing out. Noises from the back and a gentle double thump on the thin bulkhead between them let Dan know that Neil was ready.  
 
    “Show time,” Dan said quietly to himself before setting off with his lights on full beam.  
 
  
 
  


 
    MAKE IT RAIN 
 
    He arrived at the camp in a few minutes, seeing a dirty multicoloured replica of Leah’s white model. He rolled in slowly, saying through the bulkhead to Neil, “Thirty seconds!” 
 
    The muffled reply of “Roger” came back with a jaunty roll of the letter R.  
 
    Dan drove closer just as the sun was up over his left shoulder. He saw a flurry of movement on top of the curious array of shipping containers, then, as the low building to his right came into view, he skewed the nose of the Land Rover to the left to give Neil a better arc of fire.  
 
    He got out of the vehicle, wearing clothes that made him not look like himself; he had grey trousers on and a bright-coloured T-shirt scavenged from the camping shop months ago.  
 
    He called a “Hello” to the visible guard and received a string of obscene abuse back. He decided to adopt the idiot approach, which annoyed him that people always found believable, and tried again. 
 
    Just his luck – Bronson was awake.  
 
    Dan was thrown for an instant. He recovered in time to assess the big man walking towards him. He had the inescapable look of an ex-pro heavyweight boxer, and hands big enough to choke the life out of a grown man.  
 
    Bronson was intimidating before he saw him, but now Dan was properly scared and considered ordering his troops to open up immediately.  
 
    He gathered his nerves and tried to play the idiot for a little while longer.  
 
    “Hello there!” he said cheerfully with a faked lisp. “Haven’t seen anyone in days now. I’m Eric,” he said, offering a hand. He didn’t look like an Eric, and Bronson didn’t accept the hand.  
 
    “What do you want, little man?” Bronson growled. Not many people could say that to him with any degree of accuracy, but Bronson was right. The man was a monster.  
 
    Every second Dan waited, the sun climbed higher in the sky, making the targets easier for his team. It also gave time for the other enemies inside to get organised. He decided to speed things along.  
 
    “I’ve heard you have people in there. I’d like to take them off your hands,” he said, knowing that without the snipers and Neil, he had just signed his own, and likely very painful, death warrant.  
 
    “You want to take them, do you?” Bronson said in a voice dripping with dangerous menace. “Then fucking take them, runt. Right now, or call for the fucking cavalry to come and save your arse, because I will rip you to pieces.” 
 
    “OK, but I want you to bring your people out to watch me beat you. Fair fight, you and me,” Dan replied, feigning a confidence he didn’t possess in the slightest. 
 
    Bronson smiled at him. “You!” he shouted as he turned and pointed at a half-drunk guard. “Everyone out here, now,” he yelled, turning back to Dan with a smile.  
 
    Dan began some ludicrous-looking stretches and bounced on the spot like he was preparing for some Victorian bout. He killed maybe half a minute by doing this, hoping to get all the targets out into the killing ground.  
 
    As more men began to emerge from the building, Bronson could wait no longer and advanced to get his breakfast.  
 
    “I warn you, I’m armed!” Dan said suddenly, showing a demented smile, and then pointed his finger at the beast like he held an imaginary gun.  
 
    Bronson stared at his finger for a second, looked at him directly, and roared with laughter.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve lay prone, the crosshairs of his rifle’s sight resting dead-centre on the huge man standing in front of his friend. Dan wasn’t a big man, but he certainly wasn’t small, and he had a presence which couldn’t be ignored. In current company, however, Dan was dwarfed. Steve watched intently, keeping his breathing slow and regulated as the monster suddenly laughed at Dan pointing his imaginary gun.  
 
    The corner of Steve’s mouth curled slightly in smile before he let out his breath, held it again, and squeezed the trigger with the crosshairs still on Bronson’s chest. 
 
    The impact rocked him, but miraculously he stayed on his feet. His mouth opened and closed twice, before he slowly turned and fell, exposing the gaping hole in his back.  
 
    Bronson was dead; now for the rest of the snake.  
 
    Dan dived behind the Defender, going low for the opposite door to retrieve his equipment. Simultaneously, he heard the crack of Steve’s first round, followed quickly by the zipping sounds of more bullets homing in on their targets. All he heard was zip, crack, zip, crack until a roar of challenge erupted from the back of his vehicle.  
 
      
 
    Neil heard the exchange. He heard the zip, followed by the sickening impact, and then the report of the rifle reached his ears. He unclipped the last rubber straps holding the back down, then heaved the pole up and over to reveal his weapon. He roared as he did so, flung the heavy metal lid away, and racked the long bolt of the gun with his left hand.  
 
    “I am the cavalry, bitches!” he yelled, then fired his first burst into three watery-eyed enforcers running from the building.  
 
    Dan forced himself to be calm. Methodical. Without his kit, he was a hindrance. He pulled on his vest, tightened it, and then picked up his carbine. His mags were fully loaded, and he had a lucky bullet in the pipe ready.  
 
    He flicked the catch to automatic and ran away from the vehicle as he used it for cover. He climbed aboard the large crane sitting a few metres away, then ran up the extended arm to get on top of the containers. He dropped to one knee and fired a series of short bursts at the confused guards who were standing exposed.  
 
    One of these was winged, clipped in the upper arm. He spun almost gracefully and fell the fifteen feet into the prison pen where he landed on his back with a thud.  
 
    Dan fired three more bursts, once seeing his target snatched out of his scope as Lexi’s – he assumed hers from the angle of the shot – bullet took the intended victim straight through the lower back and felled him instantly. Dan could hear the steady rhythm of carefully aimed shots coming from the snipers, interspersed with Neil’s short bursts so as not to overheat the gun and risk a jam. He swore he could hear laughing from somewhere.  
 
    He moved along, taking advantage of the top cover, before the shooting stopped.  
 
    Dan had to clear the building fast, before any slackers had the chance to organise themselves. He seated a fresh magazine and racked the gun, then turned the torch on to full, which was blinding in close quarters even in full daylight. He quickly went room to room, finding nothing until he reached the back of the building. He kicked open a door and advanced, seeing a man pull a girl to her feet by her hair. She couldn’t have been much older than Leah. The ragged man started to issue a poorly planned threat to make this murderous intruder leave him alone, and died with three bullets in his head and one in his neck.  
 
    Dan moved on, slinging the M4 on his back and drawing the stubby shotgun over his right shoulder, as the stairwell was too tight for the carbine. He took the stairs quickly, bizarrely thinking how many times he would have heard “BANG” clearing a house this fast before.  
 
    Fuck the lot of them – new manual. Speed was the key here.  
 
    The top of the stairs was suddenly filled with a man throwing a bomber jacket on before he froze seeing Dan. The man’s blood sprayed on Dan’s face as his chest exploded from the heavy shot which sent his body flying backwards to tangle the legs of another running along the corridor. Dan almost fired again, but recognised the body shape of a young woman just in time.  
 
    He switched back to the M4 and cleared five other rooms, in the last being faced with what should be a difficult situation of a surrendering man.  
 
    One in the chest, one in the head.  
 
    He checked each room again and found three women coming out from their hiding places.  
 
    He went back to the front door and tied a red strip of cloth from his pocket onto the end of his hot carbine, the agreed signal for It’s me. Please don’t shoot me in the bloody head. 
 
    Neil called out to him, saying it was safe. He came out slowly, holding the rag high as he stepped through a pile of broken bodies in front of Neil’s smoking barrel.  
 
    He turned to where the snipers would be and gave a thumbs up, the agreed signal for Clear. Stay on post and shoot anything unfriendly. 
 
    He safetied his weapons and went to Neil.  
 
    “Twelve!” Neil said, slapping the big gun and instantly regretting it for the mild burn.  
 
    “Three up there,” Dan replied, pointing to the containers and trying not to think that they were bragging about ending human lives. He considered this for a second and imagined that the girls inside probably weren’t there by choice. “Four inside. One point-blank with the shotgun,” he finished.  
 
    Neil made a pained sucking sound, before delivering an extremely camp “nasty pasty”. 
 
    Dan climbed into the bullet-holed driver’s door and found that of the few shots returned at them, only one had done serious damage. The radio was destroyed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHAT WERE YOU EXPECTING… GRATITUDE? 
 
    Neil offered to walk back to get the coach, but Dan told him to drive the Land Rover.  
 
    “Go steady,” Dan warned, knowing that Neil would be full of adrenaline still.  
 
    Dan walked amongst the piled bodies, thrown down in grotesque poses by the heavy bullets. Now he had seen for himself what they had been doing, he felt no remorse for attacking them, nor even for ambushing them as they had.  
 
    He saw that some carried weapons: bats and knives, a pickaxe handle, even a whip. These were slavers, not survivors. They were dressed and equipped more for taking on a zombie horde than anything else. They weren’t survivors; they were tyrants. 
 
    He stopped above Bronson’s shattered body and marvelled again at the size of the man. Bronson probably would have been capable of ripping him to pieces.  
 
    He collected a few shotguns from the scattered bodies and three handguns from Bronson and another now unrecognisable man, thanks to the bullet in his face, checking their pockets for spare ammo. None of the other weapons were much good, and those he had were filthy and pitted through a lack of proper maintenance.  
 
    Movement in the doorway made him raise the carbine, and he saw two girls in their teens huddled together. They stared at him with red eyes, waiting to see if he were to be their next master. As if to indicate that they would not resist him, one of them slipped the shoulder of her dirty top down to show the skin.  
 
    Dan nearly flipped, striding over to them with his weapons out of his hands.  
 
    “You don’t need to do that. Ever again, not unless you choose to.”  
 
    The girls looked blankly at him. He gave up.  
 
    He stowed the revolvers he had recovered in his pockets and looked at the semiautomatic, as it didn’t feel right. He ejected the magazine to find it filled with little yellow plastic balls.  
 
    The bastard had been terrorising these people using a BB gun. A child’s toy.  
 
    A low groan came from a body to his right. Conscious that he was being watched, he put his back to the building and drew his knife without making a show of it. He found the man, a boy really, with two bullet wounds in his abdomen. Neither had hit anything vital, but he was assured of a long death as he bled out in agony. Dan pushed the knife into the side of his neck, twisted it a quarter turn to allow the blood to gush out to the ground, then removed the blade and cleaned it on his clothes.  
 
    As subtle as he had been about it, the two girls in the doorway had seen what he did. Neither showed any reaction as they were joined by another woman. Based on her lack of clothing, Dan guessed that she was the one he nearly cut in two at the top of the stairs.  
 
    He decided he should address the sounds of excited talking from inside the pen of containers. He climbed the crane again, standing on top of the containers. The sun was higher now, and the murmuring sound swelled as he stood in sight of them. He waited for a question to be asked of him, then remembered that these people had been punished for speaking up before. He would have to say something.  
 
    “I come from a group of survivors. We do not keep prisoners. Everyone has a say. Everyone is protected. Everyone is fed properly. We rescued two people and learned of this place, so we came to set you free.” 
 
    Over sixty eyes were glued to him, but nobody said a word. He could hear engines coming and glanced behind to double-check it was Neil and Ian. He saw the coach first, then the Land Rover in front as they crested the rise to approach him downhill.  
 
    He turned back to the dishevelled people in their pen.  
 
    “We have medical care waiting at home, and everyone is invited to join us. You would not be a prisoner there; we offer our help.” 
 
    He was growing concerned that they all just stared at him, and he turned to jump down before a small voice reached him.  
 
    “Did you kill them?” a woman asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Dan said after a brief pause.  
 
    The woman’s face dropped, and her head and shoulders followed. Others seemed to take this news badly too, but the majority rejoiced.  
 
    He dropped down to see Neil coming forward ahead of the coach.  
 
    Dan approached him as he stopped.  
 
    “Think you can work that?” Dan asked, pointing at the crane.  
 
    “No, but I can probably drag one of these back instead,” Neil answered as he indicated the shipping containers in front of him. He went to find a chain.  
 
    Ian pulled up and manoeuvred the coach into position like it was some aid mission to refugees. He supposed it was, in a way. He poked his head into the coach, climbing the first few stairs. Both James and Ed looked sick, whether that was from the bodies they stared at or being back in this place, he couldn’t say. They hadn’t wasted their time; each seat of the coach had a blanket, bottle of water, an energy bar, and other snacks.  
 
    Neil was rigging the chain he found at the crane to the towing hitch of his vehicle, having secured it to the corner of a container. He planned to drag it back at an angle which would put it flush against the one next to it and leave a gap where they could file out towards the coach.  
 
    Dan gave him the nod and the tyres bit into the rough concrete, hunkering the truck down on its springs. The container inched along, making a painful noise as it ground backwards, leaving deep scores.  
 
    The gap opened enough for a person to get out, but nobody came. Wider still, enough for two, and still nobody ran from their prison. Dan waved Neil to stop, and then walked into the circular compound. Everywhere people hid, as others stood still in the open. He realised these people were more damaged than he expected.  
 
    “It’s not a trick,” he yelled at them. “You are free and we are offering you shelter, food, medicine and protection.”  
 
    A few nervous people shuffled on their feet, before James and Ed came into view. People recognised them and another ripple of low talk went round.  
 
    James ran in, heading straight for a container and shouting a girl’s name as he went. He came back out into the growing light, leading a young woman. The migration started slowly as people followed those led by James and Ed. Then people jostled for position at the gap. He saw three people run as soon as they were out in the open.  
 
    He knew they didn’t trust him, so he did not try to stop them. Good luck to them, he thought. He watched the girl James was leading as she stood over the broken body of Bronson, pure hatred in her eyes. She spat in his lifeless face.  
 
    People brought what meagre possessions they had and filed onto the coach one by one. Some talked, but most were silent. Dan walked around their prison, seeing the way they had been forced to live. He eventually set his eyes on the guard he had wounded and knocked into the pen. His head had been bashed in and was almost completely flat. What was most worrying though was the empty holster at his waist.  
 
  
 
  


 
    HUMANITARIAN AID 
 
    Dan told the others about the missing gun. It concerned him deeply. He remembered training for hostage scenarios, where the hostage takers would hide themselves as victims. He had a terrible feeling that there was a wasp amongst the flies.  
 
    He walked along the coach, wanting to draw the Sig and search each person. They tore hungrily into the water and snacks, barely giving him a glance. Those who did look at him had eyes full of suspicion.  
 
    He didn’t have time for this; their one-sided gun battle would have been audible for miles around.  
 
    “We’ve got to get moving,” he said as he strode to the front.  
 
    He had to trust that everyone knew what to do and led the coach back up the road past where they had waited. Joe had set up at the rendezvous point already. He watched the road ahead as Neil got back on the big gun, watching behind.  
 
    Dan walked along the aisle of the coach again, looking for any subtle hint that any of the passengers were hiding something…like a gun.  
 
    It was useless; they all looked edgy and all but a few gave him looks that made him feel sick. They were waiting to see what tortures lay in wait from their new captors.  
 
    One man had the courage to speak up. “Where are you taking us?” he asked.  
 
    Dan spoke loudly for the benefit of the others. “We’re taking you to our home. You can have a hot shower, clean clothes and a warm bed. You’ll have medical care and a proper meal.” 
 
    Some regarded this news as too good to be true, and the mistrust was plain on their faces.  
 
    “What do we have to do?” asked a woman.  
 
    “Nothing,” said Dan. “I hope you will want to stay and be a part of the group, but I promise you that you will not be captives. If you want to stay, you can find work to do, but you should all gather your strength and get better first.” 
 
    He hoped that they would trust him; any show of strength on his part would put him in the category of those who had imprisoned them.  
 
    Lexi arrived next, holding up four fingers to Neil in answer to a question Dan hadn’t heard but easily guessed what they were talking about. That made twenty-three. 
 
    Steve drove up a short time after, and Dan saw his lips mouth five as he pulled up by Neil.  
 
    Twenty-seven, and only twenty-five bodies. Dan told himself the miscount was due to multiple people aiming at different targets. He was sure none survived, but without Ash or a team of forensic experts, he would never know.  
 
    They formed up again, and this time Dan took Lexi’s Land Rover and went up front with Steve. The coach rode in the middle, then Joe and finally Lexi driving with Neil still manning the big gun.  
 
    Twice the rearguard stopped and planned an ambush as the coach and lead vehicles went ahead slowly.  
 
    Dan tried the CB in Lexi’s Defender as they neared their home turf, finally getting through nearly twenty miles out.  
 
    They made it home in three hours, where the welcoming committee was ready.  
 
  
 
  


 
    DAN’S HIGH COMMISSION FOR REFUGEES 
 
    The coach pulled up and the doors opened. Nobody came out.  
 
    Dan jogged to the front door of the house as people were coming out and he stopped in front of them. “They aren’t the trusting type,” he said, “and I think one of them may have taken a gun from a guard. Everyone be careful and send for me if there is any trouble.”  
 
    Kate went into the coach, wearing her old paramedic uniform for added reassurance. “My name is Kate, and I am in charge of medical services. My team will see everyone to take care of you. There will be hot showers, clean clothes and food. Please follow me,” she said and then turned away.  
 
    Slowly, people started to emerge cautiously after James led the girl and encouraged the others to follow them.  
 
    One by one, the scared, ragged survivors filed towards the house. A conveyor belt system had been organised, where survivors gave their name to Karen, who was established on a desk in the reception area. Others were standing by to issue clean underwear, trousers and tops, as well as a plastic bag containing basic toiletries and a towel.  
 
    James led the girl to Karen, still holding her hand. She was thin, dirty, and had dark rings around her sunken eyes.  
 
    “What’s your name, sweet?” asked Karen kindly.  
 
    “Pip,” she said in a small voice, wild eyes scanning desperately.  
 
    She gave her age and her former occupation, then shook her head when asked if she had any other skills. Kate led her straight into medical as soon as she was given some clean clothing. 
 
    As the pattern was established, so too the pace picked up. Their suspicions were slowly being eroded as the promises were made good.  
 
    Dan left Penny and the others hard at work sorting the new people into small groups where they were led to the bathrooms.  
 
    “Please keep the showers short for now. We don’t want to run out of hot water,” Carl said as he took a group of three men upstairs.  
 
    Dan saw his Rangers loitering around their gunship with Neil.  
 
    He walked to them, as he didn’t want a string of heavily armed troops walking past the traumatised intake.  
 
    He had let Ash out, keeping him very close despite his interest in all the new people who may feed him. He recognised Neil and bounded over, receiving some treats hidden in his leg pocket.  
 
    Dan lit a smoke and offered one to Lexi. He inhaled deeply, eyes closed and head upturned before letting it out slowly and blowing a plume of smoke over their heads.  
 
    “Fucking nice work, people,” he said at last. He looked at Steve and asked him how his perspective went.  
 
    “Took some trouble getting in place to start with, and had to move to a closer building and climb the stairs to the roof,” he said. “Perfect line of sight, and I had that big bastard in my scope with you ready for the signal. When it went loud, I dropped three on the containers where they sat, then covered the windows as you went inside, taking a runner from the building after you went in.” 
 
    Dan nodded approval, worrying that he had missed one when he went inside. Five for five, 100 per cent.  
 
    He turned to Lexi.  
 
    “I got on target easy enough, but the height advantage wasn’t enough to get an angle on you and Neil. I took four out as they came into view on the containers. One miss,” she said.  
 
    Dan guessed that she had been the one to snatch his target from his scope but figured this wasn’t the time to argue over the hunting etiquette of whose bird it should’ve been.  
 
    Neil chimed in after. “I heard dozy bollocks here challenging the Sasquatch to a boxing match and unclipped the back as quietly as I could. I saw the guy go down through a slot in the side, then jumped out of the cake like a stripper.” 
 
    He feigned taking offence at the intentionally invited giggles.  
 
    “There were half a dozen standing around the big guy, waiting to see him kill someone. It was sick, like a playground bully with no teachers to run to.” Neil got serious then. “They went down before they had a chance to figure out what was happening. I took seven down in the first two bursts, then another five as they ran out. I didn’t hear it, but one bastard emptied a revolver at me. I saw him aiming as I was taking down a runner and saw the muzzle flashes. Look!” he said theatrically, and held his shirt out to the side.  
 
    “What?” said Dan, looking for the point of his show.  
 
    Neil poked a finger through a small hole running through his top twice. “It’s a good job I’m thin,” he said, joking.  
 
    With anyone else, Dan would worry that he was in shock and that the panic of nearly catching a bullet in the stomach would affect him. Not Neil: he genuinely found it funny.  
 
    “Good news is,” Neil went on “Thunderbird Two here worked perfectly. Mike’s rubber mounts were the key, I reckon.”  
 
    Dan agreed. Without the big machine gun, there would undoubtedly have been losses, probably himself. “Good job, you lot,” he said.  
 
    Before he could continue, Steve asked, “What about you?” 
 
    He paused, then said, “You saw it. I pulled up and that Bronson was the one to greet me. I played dumb and offered to fight him for the survivors. I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist the chance to show off, and he sent someone to fetch his audience. Then Steve ended his reign and I grabbed my kit, taking three on top of the containers.” 
 
    “What about inside?” Steve enquired gently.  
 
    “Four more. Stairs were very tight, so I had to use the shotgun. One came at me on the top of the stairs and I hit him in the chest at close range. Damn near cut him in half.” 
 
    The gruesomeness of this revelation hung heavy for a few seconds before Dan snapped himself out of it. “Quiet as you can, guns into Ops and clean them. Neil, just stow the belts for the GPMG for now. And everyone, keep sidearms on you until we’re sure we haven’t brought back anyone dangerous. I want to be sure no foxes ran home with the hounds, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    They took their leave, and Dan brought his own guns to his room, where he cleaned them and locked them away, keeping the Sig. He left Ash in his room, now more of an ammo store than his quarters, and went to see how the high commission for refugees was faring.  
 
    He opened his door to the sight of Leah holding a cup of coffee to him, smiling. He accepted it, thanked her, and said she could put her guns away now. She seemed a little put out, so Dan explained that these people had been kept prisoner by armed guards and he didn’t want to look like that was the case here. She understood. 
 
    He took his coffee to the dining hall, flanked by his eager apprentice, and saw lines of freshly washed people wearing a collection of new clothes, mostly prison tracksuits. In hindsight, maybe not the best things to put them in, but it would have to do for tonight.  
 
    Cara was greeting the new arrivals, explaining which way the impressive buffet went and inviting them to get a plate and join the queue which led to Nina dishing up large helpings of pasta bake.  
 
    Cara and her team had outdone themselves with the spread, which included a long table full of pastries and cakes. Andrew was probably having kittens somewhere over the amount of extra supplies they had used.  
 
    There were cans and bottles of sweet drinks, even cartons of cigarettes and lighters left out. 
 
    The people seemed more relaxed and had even started to talk amongst themselves quietly. He felt a few cold looks from some, but he joined the line for lunch. Three times he had to refuse being offered to jump ahead of those who clearly needed it more than him.  
 
    He sat with Leah aside from the others. None of them joined him until a freshly showered Pip sat down a few seats away. She hesitated before summoning up the courage to turn to Dan and offer their thanks. She seemed like she wanted to say more, but didn’t.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Pip. It’s good to have you here safely,” he said quite loudly, eager to show the others that he wasn’t guarding them.  
 
    He could guess from her interaction with the former Bronson how she had earned her food previously. 
 
    That was what offended him the most about the way life had become after it happened, like the Mad Max twins and the country boys. Some people were just waiting for the bigger players to leave before they threw their weight around and took advantage of others. Sure, they were surviving in their own way, but what good was the human race without humanity?  
 
  
 
  


 
    REVERSING THE PAVLOVIAN EFFECT 
 
    It took days for most of the thirty-one survivors to adapt to freedom. Some of them had been captives for months, others only a week or two. The brutality they had lived under was terrible, and Dan could only guess at the damage done.  
 
    The downside of this was that they had effectively taken in thirty-one mouths to feed who were all weak, malnourished, injured and scared.  
 
    He knew he wouldn’t be lucky enough to have found a couple of special forces reconnaissance soldiers, and the thought lingered on how many of those they had killed would have been offered positions as Rangers if they had been found here instead.  
 
    That led to the thought of how many of his own would have become enforcers if the scenario were different. He pushed that thought from his head. The answer was simple: none. None of his would act like that, not even to save their own. It wasn’t right, and using violence was not the same as what had been done to these people. At least, that was the theory he swore by. 
 
    Slowly, they began to integrate. After a week, Maggie took ten of the new arrivals and taught them the basics of the gardening side. Another five accepted work on the farm for Chris. One group of eight kept very much to themselves, almost a split faction. Dan kept a close eye on those.  
 
    Pip insisted she earn her keep but was outright refused by Kate, as she found her in very poor health. She told them that she had been pregnant when it happened and gave birth to a stillborn baby in their makeshift prison.  
 
    James hung around her like a moth, but Dan saw he was annoying her and sent him back to work with Pete. He slipped the old gamekeeper a half bottle of Johnny Walker red label and asked him to keep the man very busy and tired. Pete gave a conspiratorial wink, and true to his word had James out until very late netting rabbits, then up before dawn to deal with them. He kept him out hunting overnight at least once a week. 
 
    The ringleader of the separatist front approached Dan one day as he smoked. Ash didn’t like the look of him and made that clear with a low growl. Dan told him to stay, and he lay on the ground, never taking his eyes off his master as he walked away with the stranger.  
 
    His name was Martin. He was a thin, pinched-looking man with a permanent scowl. He started with some insincere thanks for the hospitality, but he struck Dan as a man who hadn’t unpacked his suitcase. Dan listened in silence; his dad had always said to let the other person fill the silence and only speak when you had something important to say.  
 
    Dan stopped and turned to him. “I’m not a man to piss about, as you have probably guessed. Make your point, please.” 
 
    Martin straightened himself and asked permission for him and the other seven to leave.  
 
    “You don’t need my permission, but you will need my help,” Dan said. “Where do you plan to go?” he asked.  
 
    Martin was clearly annoyed that he was being asked to tell this man his secrets and said nothing.  
 
    “Let me guess,” Dan said, “you’re either planning to hit the coast and take a boat, probably south for the continent, or you know of a place where you can set up by yourselves.” 
 
    Martin looked uncomfortable and a little embarrassed. “South of France,” he said finally.  
 
    Dan took his time finishing his cigarette, then looked at him directly. “I told you all that we were getting you out of there. We fed you, we fixed you, we clothed you,” he explained. “At no point did I say that any of you had to repay that, even though we risked the lives of everyone here to do so. I’m not rubbing it in. I’m stating facts,” he finished.  
 
    Martin said nothing.  
 
    “Speak to your friends tonight, then find me after breakfast tomorrow. We’ll help you plan your routes, your equipment, teach you some things you may not have learned, and find you a vehicle.” He turned away, leaving a shocked Martin nervously clutching the stolen gun in his coat pocket.  
 
    Martin let it go and wiped his sweaty palm on his leg, worried that it was too easy.  
 
    The following morning, Dan emerged to take Ash outside. He hadn’t even had a coffee before he went back inside to find Martin waiting for him. Dan held up a hand and asked for five minutes, visiting the toilets and the kitchen for a pot of coffee before he returned. He poured a cup for Martin, not bothering to ask if he took milk or sugar. All of his team drank black coffee, probably because he did, although he was sure Leah probably had a stash of sugar somewhere.  
 
    Martin was invited to explain their plan. They wanted to head for the southwest coast, where one of his group had a sailing boat. They planned to get there, stock up, and sail for France, where another of them had a gîte near the coast.  
 
    Dan asked what supplies he needed.  
 
    “A few days’ food and water, nothing else,” Martin replied.  
 
    “Maps?” Dan enquired. 
 
    “A road map would be helpful,” Martin answered.  
 
    Dan stood and took a gulp of coffee before selecting an unused A3-sized road atlas book of the United Kingdom. He dropped it on the table in front of Martin and offered rucksacks and sleeping bags as well as some other basic equipment to see them to the coast. They should do that in three days easily, even given the degraded state of the roads and the risk of banditry.  
 
    Martin still looked at him suspiciously before blurting out, “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “No catch. None at all. If you want to go, then good luck. I’ll find a minibus or a pair of vehicles for you today to leave in the morning,” Dan said.  
 
    “Honestly?” Martin said, his face pleading.  
 
    “Yes. While we’re on the subject of honesty,” Dan said, backing a hunch, “don’t you think you’ll need something better than the little handgun you’ve got?” 
 
    Martin’s face told him he was right.  
 
    “Show it to me,” Dan instructed him.  
 
    Martin reached into a pocket and carefully produced an ancient small-calibre revolver. The thing would most likely fire, but you’d have to be holding it to someone’s head to kill them. He checked the cylinder – four rounds, practically useless.  
 
    Dan made a judgment call. “We have a rule here: nobody carries a gun unless trained and authorised. By me.” He spun the gun gently around on the table. “You’ll get this back in the morning, along with a good pump-action shotgun and spare ammunition. It’s easy to use and maintain. You’ll have a vehicle by then, you have my word.” 
 
    Martin had been played into a corner, and he had little choice but to trust the man.  
 
    Leah wandered in shortly after to find Dan sat at the table with a pathetically small gun. She gave him a puzzled look and a greeting.  
 
    “Morning, kid. Kit up, we’re going to buy a car.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    YOU BREAK IT, YOU BUY IT 
 
    Dan took his Discovery, the now familiar three heads riding along looking out at the world.  
 
    They took spare fuel and a starter pack as they headed to the coach company where they found the rescue vehicle. Inside, they practised the building clearance in a real situation. Dan was very happy with Leah’s technique but unsure if she had the maturity to make a challenge and maybe shoot someone if she had to.  
 
    They selected a sixteen-seat minibus and set about getting it started and fuelled. They used a cigarette-lighter pump to inflate the tyres and left it running to settle the disused engine.  
 
    Dan asked Leah if she had a D1 category on her licence. She was confused and unhelpfully pointed out that she didn’t have a driving licence.  
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to drive mine then,” he nonchalantly declared. Her face slowly broke into her characteristic grin where she tried to hide how excited she was.  
 
    “You’re OK with the automatic gearbox now?”  
 
    She was. She had been watching his movements as he drove for months. “Yeah,” she tried, as coolly as possible.  
 
    “You sure? Because the last time you tried, you crashed into a forty-grand convertible, if you remember,” he said, enjoying goading her.  
 
    She smiled sweetly. “True. But now I know how to strip that weapon you’re holding in the dark. People change.” 
 
    Once again, he couldn’t argue with her logic.  
 
    He held the keys out to her but held tight to them as she tried to pull them away. “Don’t. Crash. It,” he said firmly.  
 
    “If I do, I’ll get you a new one for your birthday. When is it, by the way?” she asked innocently.  
 
    “Bugger off.” 
 
    They set off back home, Dan driving the minibus up front with Ash riding in the passenger seat.  
 
    He looked in his rearview mirror. There was a thirteen-year-old driving a nearly sixty-thousand-pound, three-litre diesel, off-road car. If that wasn’t bizarre enough, she was driving it well and carried two guns which she knew how to use. 
 
    The following morning came and went. The council had wholly agreed to allow the group to leave; the unanimous decision was that to prevent them would be to imprison them. They supported the minibus idea and they were given extra clothing as well as basic camping supplies. Dan had kept his word and returned the tiny revolver to Martin. He had also included a stock Remington with no attachments and showed the group the basics of operating and cleaning it. He added a box of ammo – hunting cartridges, but still quite a heavy load.  
 
    They left and life moved on easily enough.  
 
  
 
  


 
    DEAD WEIGHT 
 
    Penny called a council meeting that evening. She had been a rare sight amongst the occupants of the house in the last few days. For that matter, she had spent a lot of time in bed recently. She passed it off as just being a little under the weather but refused all offers of help from Kate.  
 
    She saw her personal matters as exactly that: personal.  
 
    She was in a bad enough mood as it was, and the pains in her belly were crippling some days. She knew it was something serious, something that needed doctors and hospitals and expensive machinery to take scans that consultants would meet and discuss. She walked into the meeting with her own dark cloud hanging over her, and her feelings made themselves known a little too strongly.  
 
    “We have eight people here who are not contributing,” she started, holding up a hand to stop the few protests she saw forming. “I know one of them is unwell after being pregnant, which is a passable excuse for part-time employment, but that still leaves seven who are a drain.” She went to continue but was hit with a wave of pain from her stomach.  
 
    Kate took the opportunity to jump in before the rant started again.  
 
    “I’ll stop you right there, Penny,” she said acidly. “The girl is malnourished and has been badly mistreated. It’s a miracle she didn’t die in labour, and that’s taken a toll on her body. She stays close to me and my team at all times, not negotiable, and as for the others, they are also physically very weak. I’ve got two in medical right now if you cared to check.” 
 
    Penny winced, fought back a cry of pain, and sat down.  
 
    Kate stood and continued. “That leaves five frightened, damaged and abused people who aren’t ready to work a chain gang for you, so you can–” 
 
    “Kate! Enough,” snapped Dan, not because he disagreed but because he saw the pain hidden in Penny’s eyes.  
 
    “What? You’re on her side?” Kate asked angrily.  
 
    “No. Look at her!” he said as Penny stood with some difficulty and turned to leave the room.  
 
    Dan stood too and only just made it in time to stop her from cracking her skull on the steps to the door.  
 
    Kate barged him aside to check her. Typical paramedic: she did everything she could to save a life regardless of what she thought of the person.  
 
    Kate called Penny’s name and was rewarded with a faint squeak through shallow breathing. Penny’s eyes screwed shut and her body went into spasm as the pain overtook her again.  
 
    Kate looked at Dan with wide eyes, and said “Trolley”. He ran to medical, ignoring the worried looks from those he thundered past, returning with the ambulance stretcher and raising the panic levels further.  
 
    Penny was wheeled through, and the shouted names from Kate ended the free time of her team. Dan followed and had the door shut in his face. He turned to the assembled crowd and tried to act blithe.  
 
    “It’s OK, everyone. Just let them do their jobs,” he said with a smile he was sure was as fake as a gold Rolex from a market stall.  
 
    He maintained the TV-presenter face as he strode into the dining room to find the council still seated, bar two members.  
 
    “Meeting adjourned, I think. Unless anyone has anything else?” he said.  
 
    If they did, they had probably forgotten it now.  
 
  
 
  


 
    FIELD PROMOTION 
 
    She guessed she was now the senior lab assistant, as there were no other candidates. She theorised with herself as she walked, reckoning that a cure was a little pointless now, but finding out the cause could be useful.  
 
    She spoke into her digital recorder again. “Theory: what if the virus mutates? Could natural immunity be beaten in this way? Are there any other effects of exposure to those immune to the lethality?”  
 
    She stopped recording, running the numbers through her head.  
 
    “Assuming a ninety to ninety-nine per cent non-immunity, based on available data, further mutation could be assumed to result in similar lethality, with an eventual population effect of point one per cent.”  
 
    She paused, unsure if she should theorise further without a more senior scientist to check her work. She told herself she was the senior scientist, probably in the whole country. So she recorded what she believed.  
 
    “A viral mutation would effectively eradicate the population of the country without a rapid reaction to bring all surviving humans into a controlled breeding programme. This would almost certainly require outside organisation. If the virus has spread worldwide, which must be assumed based on the transmission being believed airborne, then planetary population by humans is unlikely within a generation.” 
 
    Serious shit.  
 
    She walked on, looking for alternative transport to walking even though she had prepared herself by running on the treadmills every day.  
 
    “You’re like a hamster on a wheel,” the Chief Researcher used to say to her. “Maybe we should use you as a test subject.” He laughed, thinking it was funny. He was a sexist, racist pervert. If things were normal she would have written a formal complaint to the university that employed him. As it wasn’t, she had to tolerate his endless sick joke of waving a five-pound note at her and asking for a happy ending.  
 
    Still, he was dead now, and she didn’t mind one bit.  
 
    She walked on, planning to find a vehicle and enough supplies to get her on the way to the other site in Scotland. Their virology data would advance her theories one way or another.  
 
    Travel light and keep moving, she told herself. Avoid contact with others in case of viral mutation.  
 
  
 
  


 
    THE FRAGILITY OF LIFE 
 
    Penny was weak. The pain racked her in waves, taking her breath away. She wanted to tell someone. People said that sharing problems halved them.  
 
    Did that mean they believed that if she told someone then her cancer would shrink by half? Stupid thoughts by stupid people.  
 
    In the end, she had to tell Kate. The paramedic had seen the scars. Being a paramedic, she had learned to guess the surgery from the location and size of the operation scars.  
 
    “Penny,” Kate said softly, “when did you have the colonoscopy?” 
 
    Penny cried gently as she told the story of how the pains started and how the consultant had wanted to operate quickly. She had tried to refuse, saying that she was too busy at school to take months off to recover. The consultant had told her straight: no operation meant no chance of survival. She had the operation, leaving her deputy head in charge for nine weeks before she dragged herself back to work. She had put off the follow-up appointments, then it happened and there were no longer any doctors left to prescribe her course of chemotherapy. She was dying, and she knew it. She wept into Kate’s arms until she fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Miles away, Kyle also wept pitifully. He did so in silence so they didn’t beat him again for being soft. They brought him out every so often, making him crawl like a dog with a lead around his neck. Soon, they said, soon he would lead them to his old home where they would take over what the others had built. Then they would give him a new kennel, they laughed. Kyle wished he were dead, but he lacked the courage to invite it from them or do it himself.  
 
  
 
  


 
    STEPPING DOWN 
 
    Penny asked to speak to Marie. She came straight away, thinking it was an emergency of conscience. Penny explained what she wanted of her, and extracted her promise to keep her word.  
 
    Penny called again for a council meeting that evening, a week after she had collapsed. She was helped into the room by Kate. 
 
    She thanked them for coming at short notice and promised to keep the matter brief. “I had bowel cancer last year. It was removed by operation, but I believe it has returned and will soon be the end of me.” She looked at the assembled faces, registering shock and fear. Kate had clearly been good for her word on confidentiality. “I fear I am of little use to everyone as I am, and it will only worsen for a short time until,” she paused, swallowing, “until I’m no longer with you.” 
 
    Tears began to show on her cheeks, mirroring the silent crying from others around the table.  
 
    “It is my wish that my seat on the council be passed on to a worthy candidate, effective immediately. To that end, I propose that Marie be considered for Head of House. If any of you have an alternative suggestion, please make it now.” 
 
    She tried to veil the tiredness she felt, but wanted nothing more than to lie down.  
 
    Nobody suggested another name as she looked at each face in turn.  
 
    “Very well. All those in favour?” she said, forcing a smile.  
 
    All the assembled raised a hand.  
 
    “My other wish is for people to start having babies,” she said, throwing out a shocking revelation. “Thank you for indulging me,” she said with a smile. “Now if you’ll excuse me, my doctor insists I rest.” 
 
    Kate helped her from her chair as the council watched her walk slowly from the room.  
 
    One by one, they rose and left without a word, deep in their own thoughts.  
 
  
 
  


 
    UNBURDENED 
 
    Dan went to Penny the next day at her request. He thought he should have brought a gift or something, seeing as she was in hospital and terminally ill. He said as much to her and she dismissed his frivolity. She asked Kate to give them some privacy, which Kate did without a word. 
 
    “I wanted to speak to you, for my own peace of mind,” she said weakly. She was propped up in bed and looked drawn. Pale.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” Dan asked, guessing what it was. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself. Who you were before, I mean,” she asked. 
 
    “I think you know some of it,” Dan said, stalling. 
 
    “I believe you were a military man. Maybe a policeman after that,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Dan smiled back. “Right on both counts. I was a Royal Military Policeman, then I joined the regular police after I got out.” 
 
    “Why did you leave?” she asked. 
 
    “Boredom,” said Dan honestly. “I wanted a family and I didn’t want my kids born and raised on some drab camp in Germany. I was sick of fighting with pissed-up squaddies, so I left.” 
 
    “And what then?” Penny urged, her smile wavering with a sudden pain. 
 
    “I started again from the bottom, which wasn’t fun, but I got married and had two kids. Emily would be seven now, and Michael would be four.” A single tear dropped suddenly from his cheek, soundlessly hitting the sheets of the bed and soaking away to nothing. Penny gripped his hand reassuringly. “They weren’t with me when it happened; they were with their mother. None of them made it. I was too upset to bury them.” Dan’s head dropped and the tears flowed freely as he let go of the stress. 
 
    “You were separated?” Penny asked gently. 
 
    “Divorced. Long story,” Dan said with a mirthless laugh, cuffing the tears away from his face. 
 
    “Will you make me a promise?” she urged him. 
 
    “What’s that?” he replied. 
 
    “Speak to Marie,” she said with a tremor of passion. “She can help you.” 
 
    Dan nodded, not entirely certain he would keep that promise. 
 
    “You had nobody else?” she asked. 
 
    “Parents. Didn’t speak to them much because of the divorce and the stuff before. I think they blamed me. I had a girlfriend; we hadn’t been together too long, but she died too.” 
 
    “What happened before?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh, that is a long story,” Dan answered. 
 
    “Tell me,” she asked with a squeeze of his hand. 
 
    Dan told her. Told her everything. He told her of the guilt, the fear and pain of what he went through which led to the divorce and all the hurtful revelations that came with it. 
 
    When he looked up, he saw that Penny had drifted off to sleep with the pain medication and the exhaustion of her illness. Part of him hoped she hadn’t heard him, that she wasn’t burdened by his secrets and his pain. He hadn’t spoken about it for almost a year, but he did feel better to have shared it. 
 
    Dan stood, wiped his eyes, and put back on the mask he hid behind every day and left quietly. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NORMAL SERVICE RESUMED 
 
    Penny died in her sleep ten days later, kept comfortable in medical with liberal pain medication. Dan suspected that Kate had helped speed things along with the morphine. He never mentioned it but liked to think that she had and was grateful for it.  
 
    She was buried during a small ceremony, in a patch of woodland overlooking the lake where bluebells grew. Everyone sat through a sombre evening meal before Dan broke out a few bottles and poured lots of glasses.  
 
    He stood on a low table in front of the television and raised his glass. “To Penny,” he said, holding his glass up as tears rolled down his cheeks. The assembled survivors, a true cooperative society as envisaged by the few he first brought together, echoed his words.  
 
    The following morning saw the mood no higher, and routine tasks were given out. Dan sent Lexi and Joe out together to gather all the how-to books they could find in a library not far away. Neil made a fuel run with Steve running protection, and a logistics team went with them to clear any more supplies still in date.  
 
    Mike had continued with the solar power project, having requested the rest of the warehouse contents be brought back. Two scaffolding towers sat proudly in the space that now saw sunlight, as Jay had cleared almost a dozen trees with the help of some of the newest recruits. Dan had never learned their names, other than Pip, who grew healthier by the day. Pip had loved to read before, she said, and set herself up in the library where she read and sorted the books into order. 
 
    Mike and Carl were busy providing electricity to the farm, with further plans to do the same for the gardens. That included the cottage on the edge of the now blooming walled utopia.  
 
    Maggie and Cedric spent a lot of time there, having cleared it out piecemeal. Dan was invited to look at it when he stopped to see their progress one day. It was a lovely place with a large garden and three bedrooms. They had hot water there, courtesy of the solid fuel burner. With electricity, they would have power to the large shower in the wet room.  
 
    Their formal request to live there permanently came in spring and was agreed to by the council. Before Dan could raise objections from a safety perspective, Marie asked if they were not overly exposed and without protection. Their firework alarm system was extended and a CB radio was to be installed in the house as well as the gardens themselves. Dan also insisted that Cedric keep possession of a Remington shotgun and ammunition. These caveats satisfied, they moved in as soon as their solar panels and additional hot water tank were fitted.  
 
    They were probably the happiest people there. Even happier than Leah, who had become bored with endless training and no live deployments. Even after he had explained that no matter how good she was, she wasn’t going out alone until she was older, Dan’s thoughts of getting her a short-wheelbase Defender were shelved for now, despite him having recovered the right vehicle. He didn’t want to risk a teenage strop where instead of going to her room and slamming the door to play loud music, she took a vehicle and automatic weapons.  
 
    In truth, her accuracy and range drills were second only to a few. She could spar well; removing knives from would-be attackers was easy for her. She was fit and strong, but still he couldn’t allow himself to send a child out to fight on his orders. He loved her like she was his own child, which in a way she was, and his feelings of responsibility made him hold her back. 
 
    The farms and gardens were producing fresh meat, eggs and vegetables. Soon there would even be salad. In fact, the only department to be under strength was Ops. One of the refugees saved was very ill when he came to them, but when he healed, he formally requested an interview with the “OC Operations”. Dan showed the written application to Steve, who also recognised the military jargon for Officer Commanding. 
 
    The man was sent for immediately, and Leah found him helping in the stores.  
 
    He knocked before entering, despite the door being open, and Dan stood with Steve as he said, “Come in.” 
 
    Dan extended his hand to the man, who was standing rigidly to attention.  
 
    “At ease, man!” said Steve, playing the second in charge perfectly.  
 
    The man relaxed a fraction, allowing his shoulders to drop an inch. He was tall but very spare, like he had been starved. Dan put him at about thirty, but the worry lines in his face could be betraying a younger man.  
 
    He hesitated, then went to shake Dan’s hand, displaying his own, which was missing the two smallest fingers and part of the hand. Thick burn scars were visible on his right arm and at his neck.  
 
    Dan sat, inviting the man to do the same. Three cups of coffee were poured by Leah before she returned to her desk and tapped away at her laptop, pretending not to listen.  
 
    “What’s your story, soldier?” Dan said as he blew in his drink.  
 
    The man looked at him, realising he had completely given himself away.  
 
    “No, sir,” he said, offended. “I was a Royal Marine. Corporal.” 
 
    “In that case,” said Dan, “accept my apologies, and call me Dan. At the most formal, I accept ‘boss’ from my lot.” 
 
    “OK, Dan, I’m Richard. Rich if you like.” 
 
    The marine saw Steve looking at his hand. “Helmand. Pyrotechnic IED. Got me sent home with two boxes that used to be my mates. Last man only survived because us three took the brunt of it.” 
 
    Dan nodded, lost for empty words often used to pacify someone’s sacrifice for a now utterly pointless loss. He had met a few people injured by improvised explosive devices, and knew that the scars ran so much deeper than the visible layer. 
 
    “After that?” Steve asked.  
 
    Rich sagged a little. “Medical discharge. Six weeks’ counselling on the NHS for the PTSD. Then the booze. Wife left and took the money. Ended up homeless for a time.” 
 
    “And then you were captured?” Steve asked.  
 
    “Yes. Captured and beaten. I hurt one of them badly when they took me. They woke me,” he said simply. Waking a soldier by surprise was one thing, but startling a Royal Marine with PTSD was another entirely.  
 
    “Tell me about your time there,” said Dan in an interested tone.  
 
    “I was sick a lot of the time. No booze. Made me bad for weeks,” he offered. “I let myself down. In my day, I could’ve taken that Bronson character.” 
 
    Dan doubted him slightly on that. “So,” Dan said, “how can I help?” 
 
    The Marine Corporal straightened in his seat, becoming more formal. “Sir. I’d like to offer my service to you,” he said.  
 
    “It’s Dan,” he said patiently, “and I’ve got some concerns.” 
 
    “I’m off the drink; that’s the only good thing to come from that,” he said forcefully. “I let myself down, and I need to make up for it.” 
 
    There was fire left in the man. Dan saw that and he wanted it, but not at the risk of others.  
 
    “Maybe so, but there are other issues you will need to address. Namely the PTSD; what if I gave you a gun and the first time you heard a bang it set you off?” Dan asked rhetorically before continuing. “We have a counsellor, and you will see her twice a week until she gives me the clearance to give you active duty.” 
 
    Rich nodded.  
 
    “You will also undergo physical training until you are fit, and I warn you, she,” he said, pointing at Leah, “will outrun and outgun you now. She’s thirteen.” Leah smiled as her pretence of being busy cracked. “Her mile and a half is down to nine minutes and her range scores are almost as high as mine. After that,” Dan said, “you can work from here manning the CB and cleaning weapons. You’ll be our quartermaster until we are both independently satisfied of your return to active-duty status. So, tell me, Marine, are you still interested?”  
 
    Without hesitation, Rich replied, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “It’s Dan. ‘Boss’ to my lot at best,” he repeated patiently. 
 
    “I’m in, boss,” Rich said, looking him directly in the eyes.  
 
    Dan offered his hand again with an accompanying smile. “I’ll let you know where to be then, Rich.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    ANY EXCUSE 
 
    Like an excited boy, Dan went to find Marie. He felt a bit pathetic and exposed when he spoke to her, but this was a perfect excuse for some alone time.  
 
    He found her room door ajar, and knocked.  
 
    “Hello?” came the voice from inside.  
 
    “It’s Dan. Are you busy?” he said, trying to sound casual.  
 
    “No, come in.” 
 
    He walked in to find her sitting on her bed reading a book. She pulled her glasses down her nose and regarded him warmly. They had seen more of each other since she joined the council, and he liked that.  
 
    “How can I help?” she asked. “You haven’t shot someone again, have you?” 
 
    “Funny,” he said. “No. I’ve just had a rather damaged Royal Marine ask to join, and I need your help.” 
 
    Marie put down her book and patted the bed next to him. He hesitated and she said, “Do I smell?” 
 
    Dan blushed and mumbled that she didn’t.  
 
    “Have you brought your wolf?” she asked mockingly. Ash seemed to betray him utterly with her and played the puppy when she called him.  
 
    “No. Just me,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Well, come in then.” 
 
    He sat with her and explained the meeting he had just had with Rich. He realised halfway through that she must know some of this already, and in better detail, but he carried on with his story to cover the fact that he was sitting in bed with a woman he found irresistible but aloof.  
 
    “So, can you work with him twice a week for the PTSD and the alcohol issues?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, but I want you to promise he won’t have a gun until I say he’s not likely to kill himself with it,” she said.  
 
    “Agreed,” replied Dan.  
 
    “Good. Now, where were you based?” she questioned him lightly, surprising him with a subject change.  
 
    He rose from the bed, concerned that he was being analysed. “Thanks for your help. I’ll send Rich to you soon,” he said from the doorway as he turned to escape. 
 
    “Hey!” she snapped lightheartedly. “Come here and sit down.” 
 
    With no idea why, he did as he was told. 
 
    “Now. I know you were in the job, so tell me the rest,” she said as she closed her book and took off her glasses. 
 
    He told her some and she extracted the rest expertly. He didn’t tell her everything, though – he wasn’t ready for that. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHAT NEXT? 
 
    A few weeks later, Dan and Marie took a walk around the grounds of the house. 
 
    “It’s not so much the PTSD,” Marie explained. “It’s more survivor’s guilt but hugely intensified.” 
 
    “We’ve all got some of both, to a degree,” he reasoned. 
 
    “True, but what most of us don’t have is massive underlying trauma like Rich does. Think about it: he’s maimed, he sees two friends die in front of him, his career is over. All of this after years of active service. That’s just the beginning; he then goes into self-destruct and spirals into a completely different person.” 
 
    “Hence the wife jumping ship, as they do,” Dan interjected bitterly.  
 
    Marie raised an eyebrow but let it slide – for now. “Yes. He’s alone, and the only thing he has to do is replay the bad things over and over. I’m amazed he’s still alive,” she finished.  
 
    “So the question remains: will he get better?” Dan asked.  
 
    She thought for a few seconds, not about the answer but about the explanation. “Yes. In actual fact, our situation may bring about an almost complete absence of symptoms given the right stimulus,” she said.  
 
    Rich was a unique story to start with, even before it happened. She firmly believed that he was a natural survivor; he’d been shot at, blown up, burned, crippled, abandoned, abused and beaten. Still he refused to give in and die.  
 
    She explained all this to him and suggested that a gradual increase in responsibility for him alongside careful progress of talking therapy would give him a purpose. “With duties, responsibilities and a reason to get up in the morning and be useful, he will get better quickly. As to the long-term effectiveness of him as a soldier, I simply can’t say yet.” 
 
    Dan thought on what she had said. “So you agree that he should follow a daily routine of physical training and rehabilitation, then be given more responsibility in Ops without being armed and sent out?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “I’d like to see him every other day. If all else fails, then repeating ‘it’s not your fault’ at him will at least do some good.” 
 
    “OK then,” said Dan, and he walked along in silence next to her. He liked spending time near her, and selfishly used official reasons to capitalise on it.  
 
    Ash loped from the trees to his left, effortlessly sliding towards them. He nuzzled his huge head into Marie’s crotch, making her squeal and tell him off for being a dirty bastard.  
 
    Dan smiled, keeping his thoughts private.  
 
    “So where do we go from here?” she asked wistfully, stopping to light another cigarette.  
 
    He did the same. “We let Chris and the others do what they do; within a couple of years, we should be almost self-sufficient. Andrew is happy enough with the stores, without the unexpected arrival of another twenty-three people to feed, that is. All in all, we’re doing OK, but we still need to stockpile as much as we can to survive half a dozen winters. I know it seems a bit childish, but I want to stockpile more weapons too; bullets won’t last forever, so we either learn to make them – which is dangerous and difficult – or we have alternatives for the future.” He finished his small speech and stood there in silence.  
 
    “That’s cute,” she said, “but I meant us as in you and me, not us as in the whole group.” 
 
    Heart thumping and colour rising in his cheeks, he didn’t know what to say. She filled the silence for him by kissing him lightly on the lips.  
 
    “One condition,” she said seriously, drawing away, “that beard’s got to go!” 
 
  
 
  


 
    MAIN SEASON 
 
    Spring was in full flow, and the farms and gardens were full of activity from breakfast until evening.  
 
    Lambs were born, which meant that Chris and Ana lived in a caravan they had towed up to the farm so that they were on hand to help the ewes give birth.  
 
    The garden team under Cedric and Maggie had adopted a routine of planting new crops weekly to try and ensure a steady supply of fresh food without wastage.  
 
    Scouting missions went out, with Dan and Steve taking Leah on a few to keep her boredom levels down. There was very little training left for her to do, and Steve suggested testing her E&E skills soon by seeing if she could make it home while they hunted her. Dan thought that was a good idea, but it needed fine-tuning, as he didn’t really want her to kill him by accident.  
 
    The pigs raised a difficult question, and Kerry’s biology and genetics knowledge paid off. They marked their herd according to the family tree she had created. To ensure they didn’t have inbred livestock, the piglets from last year were separated to keep a couple of boars ready for the breeding programme, mixing the different breeds of pigs to create their own hybrid. Three generations were deemed enough to prevent any unwanted side effects, and the plan was checked over twice; they had enough variety to breed and sustain a herd for the future.  
 
    Luckily the bull was young and had plenty of years left in him. The future of the cows was dependent on finding another one at some point. Some joked that he had the best job of everyone there. 
 
    The egg collections had been stopped, and the chickens had become broody. Soon a multitude of fuzzy yellow chicks were running around making peeping noises. Ewan had reinforced the fences with extra layers of tight mesh and then requested the help of the Rangers. Dan and Steve spent the night awake on the farm using their suppressed carbines with ambient light optics.  
 
    The following morning, they proudly displayed the ranks of six dead foxes for the Welshman.  
 
    Ewan was happy, and the carcasses were swiftly skinned and fed to the pigs before anyone more squeamish saw them.  
 
    Dan’s freshly shaved face was noticed, but not commented on. He realised how lazy he had become, having spent months just using a set of clippers to trim his whole head every few weeks.  
 
    He finally moved his room upstairs, after stubbing his toe for the last time on the boxes of ammunition stored in his draughty quarters. He gave up and moved into what was the Governor’s office. The big desk was moved to a corner and the filing cabinets went into medical; there were still plenty of spare rooms, as the offices had been cleared out. He moved his double bed in, and soon found that someone else was adding some more feminine touches occasionally.  
 
    He had given up his old room to be a proper armoury, using the cupboard in Ops as the store for the farming and hunting weapons.  
 
    Rich had got himself into a routine, going for a run before breakfast. He had asked for a wetsuit and was taken on a scavenging run. He added a swim of the lake to his fitness regime, which others had taken to copying. Within a few weeks, he seemed much better, both physically and mentally. Dan decided to officially declare him recruited on a restricted basis. He spent his days sorting the armoury out, as there were still bags of weaponry taken from various places that had not been sorted. Leah took him to their clothing stores and pointed him towards the black section. 
 
    Dan had asked him to show Leah all the weaponry and check her skills at cleaning and maintaining them. This served not only to keep her busy with a new skill, but on Dan’s request, Rich spoke freely when he could of the horrors he had seen during his service. He still wouldn’t talk of the incident that took two people he knew like brothers and left him crippled, but his descriptions of dead Taliban were detailed enough to remove the romantic thoughts in her head about what she was training to be.  
 
    He watched them from the doorway one morning, sitting at a bench with a rack of guns in front of them.  
 
    Rich pointed at one, and Leah recited the statistics.  
 
    “Heckler and Koch 416 carbine, police model which isn’t fully automatic. Fires NATO five-five-six from a thirty-round mag.” 
 
    Rich moved on to other weapons, receiving similar reports. When she hefted the full-length Remington shotgun with a pistol grip, she looked ridiculous. Rich heard Dan’s small laugh and perked up.  
 
    “Boss. Didn’t see you there,” he said.  
 
    “I was just looking at Nikita here carrying an artillery piece,” Dan replied, smiling at the girl.  
 
    She had been given the book, but he doubted she had read it yet. In reply, she stuck her tongue out at him.  
 
    Rich stood, bringing a new weapon from a shelf across the room. “I thought you might be interested in this,” he said, handing it to Leah and nodding at her.  
 
    “Walther P99. Nine-mil parabellum, semiauto, fourteen-round mag,” she parroted.  
 
    “In itself, nothing that special,” said Rich with an echo of the professional soldier he once was, “but it’s the only weapon which fits these,” he finished, twisting a short suppressor onto the end of the gun. He showed Dan an empty chamber to prove that the weapon was safe, and handed it over.  
 
    It felt a little top-heavy, as he was used to the weight of the short Sig, but the suppressor was a very useful addition.  
 
    He turned it around, weighed it in his hands and checked the action. The gun felt good in his hands. Solid and chunky. “Any spare mags?” he asked. 
 
    “Thought you might like it,” Rich said, smiling, and he produced two spares. 
 
    Dan loaded the weapon, keeping it pointed at the floor. It felt good. He put his Sig on the table and tried the Walther in the holster. It was a universal one and needed a slight adjustment, but the nearly silent weapon fit OK.  
 
    “Nice,” he said, “I’ll take it!” 
 
    “You might want to take a look at these too, then,” said Rich as he gently tipped out a box of attachments and sorted through them before he found the stubby torch attachment to fit the gun. He offered Dan an extended magazine, but with the suppressor on the end and the mag sticking out the bottom, he may as well be carrying the shotgun. Dan also took a holster designed to slip inside a belt which was custom-made to fit the weapon.  
 
    Something casual for the weekends.  
 
    Dan left his Sig for cleaning and stowing, and took the new toy with him. “Keep up the good work,” he said as he left them, “and grab Neil when you see him to ask about reinforcing these windows now I’m not sleeping down here.”  
 
    From outside the doorway, he said, “Oh, and Leah?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she answered slowly, fearing that he was setting her up for a joke at her expense. 
 
    “Driving assessment tomorrow,” he said before walking off to find Lou and trade for more needlework. She tweaked the holster perfectly to draw more from under his left arm than across his chest. He preferred that, and it left extra room for two more pouches: one to take a small notebook and pencil and the other the perfect size for a box of twenty and a lighter. 
 
    The world turned, the sun rose and fell, and progress was made.  
 
  
 
  


 
    BURN THE L-PLATES 
 
    A driving lesson from Dan was not a relaxing experience. He rattled on and on about gear changes and how to assess a bend and what to look out for and what certain things meant. He seemed to forget himself sometimes and told stories of car chases and spectacular crashes, but when she asked him more, he clammed up. She guessed he used to have an exciting job before it happened, but he wouldn’t tell her any more about it. 
 
    He made her talk him through checking the vehicle over first, explaining everything she should look for and the reasons why. Dan always drummed into her that she shouldn’t just be able to perform a skill – she should understand why she was doing it.  
 
    “If you only know one way to do something, then you’re already out of options,” she mimicked back to him during the time he had spent training her. 
 
    She gave a good rundown of the vehicle: a Defender 90, in a deep metallic red colour with chunky tyres and a big bull bar on the front. It wasn’t modified like some of the others, but she had heavy tow ropes looped on both bumpers. She didn’t know it was hers, and Steve had thought he was funny by sticking learner plates in the rear window. 
 
    She got in and depressed the clutch before starting the engine, going through all the checks she was taught. The first part of her assessment was done on the roads around the house and farm before she drove to the gardens. Dan made her drive into the narrow sections between the greenhouses and polytunnels to practise her manoeuvring in cramped areas, and she performed well. 
 
    He took her out onto faster roads and made her push the speed up. Her reactions and observations were good, but Dan still offered pointers for improvement. He forced himself to be quiet and objective. She saw obstructions and assessed them well, especially when Dan made her drag a car out of the way as though it was blocking the road. She connected the tow rope securely and reversed her Land Rover away under control. 
 
    He took her over rough terrain and watched her technique critically. He couldn’t really fault her, but then she was just replicating what he had shown her. 
 
    She drove him back to the house after over an hour and Dan gave her the final test. 
 
    “OK. Imagine you’ve got a flat tyre. Change the wheel,” he said, pointing at the passenger side at the front. 
 
    Leah hesitated. She got the tyre wrench from inside the back door and tried to loosen the nuts on the spare wheel mounted high on the back door. 
 
    She struggled, eventually removing them, but she couldn’t lift the wheel down without risking damage to the wheel or herself. 
 
    It finally dawned on her that she wasn’t physically capable of doing it, and she sagged with the failure. 
 
    Dan rested a hand on her shoulder kindly. “Don’t worry about it for now. We’ll have to figure something out,” he said. 
 
    Leah wiped a tear away from her cheek and nodded. She went inside and Dan put the spare wheel back on, feeling bad for disappointing her. If she couldn’t do the most basic repair, then it wasn’t safe for her to go out alone yet. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE LEAH SHOW 
 
    Dan felt bad for her. She had learned so much and trained so hard only to be denied her independence because she was too small to change a wheel.  
 
    He couldn’t, in good conscience, let her go out alone. What he could do was take her on a run and be her backup.  
 
    A food run was planned. They had to go much further afield now, as they’d picked clean the supermarkets within a short radius of home. With the distance being longer, the danger increased. Other than that, it would be business as usual: two scavenging trucks and a Ranger escort.  
 
    Their target was on the outskirts of the city to their north, about as close to the fetid population centre as he dared go.  
 
    Jimmy and Mark were in one lorry, with Laura and one of the Bronson survivors in another. Dan’s feelings of shallowness returned briefly as he again realised he didn’t know half of the people who relied on him and his team for protection.  
 
    He told Leah that she was on the protection team for the operation, making her day but trying to sound casual about it so as not to be seen to be throwing her a sympathy party. He justified the additional firepower by making a point about the proximity to the city.  
 
    She loaded up her G36 and took three spare magazines. She tried to be casual about it too, hiding her excitement at a live deployment well. Right up until Dan threw her the keys to his Discovery.  
 
    She drove well, leading the convoy north with the huge head of a slobbering dog over her left shoulder. Dan had to tell her to keep her speed down to take the pressure off the following heavy trucks. It took them almost an hour to reach the target, and on instruction, she drove slowly into the car park. No recent signs of activity were evident, so Dan called in the others to wait as they cleared the shop.  
 
    They forced open the sliding doors and stalked in, crouching low. Even Ash mimicked the search pose, dropping his body weight like a panther as he sniffed the ground. He was restless. He didn’t like something he smelled. His low growl was interspersed with a throaty whine which Dan hadn’t heard before.  
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked the uneasy dog as they checked each aisle and found the shop devoid of life.  
 
    Ash continued to whine and even let out an uncharacteristic bark. Dan wasn’t impressed, as he’d worked for hours on keeping Ash silent when on the job. His instincts were to trust the animal, but his eyes told him there was nothing there. Literally, no sign of human life at all.  
 
    He ignored both the dog’s and his own instincts and put Ash back in the Discovery after they had cleared the shop floor. They returned to do another sweep and found a fire exit wide open after they passed through the plastic curtains leading to the stock room.  
 
    Dan and Leah came back outside and called the others in to clear what was left. Only about a quarter of the contents were of use anymore, the rest having spoiled way beyond salvage.  
 
    The four scavengers moved fast. Most bizarrely, Jimmy used a handful of pound coins to release trolleys for them to use. Why he didn’t just cut them away with bolt croppers amused Dan greatly. Jimmy liked those small intricacies of life.  
 
    Ash barked again from the inside of the 4x4 and the muted sound made Dan turn.  
 
    “What’s wrong with that bloody dog today?” he asked Leah.  
 
    She shrugged and turned back to the shop.  
 
    Ash whined and scratched at the windows, unseen by the absent Dan. Movement in the car park made Dan turn and watch in sudden alert silence before his frantic barking started again. Dan came back out into the car park, striding angrily towards the car and the ill-behaved animal.  
 
    A scream rang out from inside the shop. A scream of pain and fear, somehow guttural and primeval. Ignoring his ballistic companion, Dan turned on his heel and sprinted for the entrance.  
 
  
 
  


 
    GONE TO THE DOGS 
 
    Leah was unsettled by Ash’s behaviour. She had never seen him act like that, but Dan had locked him away, so obviously it wasn’t an issue. She trusted Dan’s instincts.  
 
    He should have trusted them too.  
 
    She walked along the aisles, looking for anything of interest as the others worked hard stacking tin cans into the bags for life in the trolleys. She reached the section where the bakery had been, expecting to find the bread and cakes rotted away as in the other shops she had seen.  
 
    Only they weren’t. They weren’t there at all. The packaging had all been ripped open, leaving a mess of torn wrappers on the floor. She froze, trying to figure out what she was seeing. She couldn’t make sense of it: why would people have ripped it all up like that when they could’ve just opened it?  
 
    The scream cut through her pondering. It cut through the very air like a serrated blade.  
 
    She hoisted her weapon and sprinted the three aisles to where the noise had come from. She was met with three of the team all looking terrified.  
 
    Jimmy was the only one to be switched on.  
 
    “Mark!” he said aloud, counting the only one of them not there. He automatically discounted it being Dan, unless he was the one to have elicited the scream from someone else.  
 
    Another scream, slightly further away, and this time it continued in panic and pain.  
 
    Leah ran towards the sound. She later realised that, deep down, she was that kind of person. People always said, “Oh, if that happens I’d do this…” They reeled off their actions to any given scenario, not realising that they would probably do the complete opposite. Very few people had the natural instinct to run towards danger when every fibre of your body wanted you to flee and protect yourself.  
 
    She reached the end of the aisle and turned. What she saw would stay with her forever.  
 
    Mark was bleeding heavily and jerking like a float on a fishing line. The jerking and the bleeding were caused by the four or five – she couldn’t be sure because they moved too much – dogs that were ripping him apart.  
 
    They were ten metres away, and as she let out an involuntary cry of shock, two of them looked up at her. They were filthy, mangy, cruel-looking creatures. The one nearest her was a thin Staffordshire bull terrier, and it still wore a ragged collar once put around its neck by a loving owner.  
 
    The yellow eyes fixed on her as it let out a savage snarl. Along with another rangy-looking mongrel, it launched itself at her, feet scrabbling desperately for purchase on the shiny floor.  
 
    Leah reacted. Most people would freeze or scream in terror. Most people would get killed by the pack of wild dogs. Most people weren’t carrying weapons, however.  
 
    She dropped to put her right knee on the floor as she raised the weapon and flicked off the safety all in one fluid movement.  
 
    BANG. BANG.  
 
    BANG. BANG.  
 
    The force of the launch had given the squat terrier a terrible momentum, which served no purpose other than to propel its dead body across the ground, where it slid to a bloody stop against her left boot. The mongrel had been stopped in its tracks metres away by her second double-tap, but the other three paused in their attack of the now silent Mark and stared at her.  
 
    Dogs weren’t supposed to do that, she thought, losing valuable seconds of reaction time. They were supposed to be scared of loud noises.  
 
    These dogs weren’t.  
 
    They had banded together, more natural a reaction than the cohesion of their own group of survivors. The reason this area was devoid of signs of looting was because of this vicious pack of killers. They tolerated no intrusion into their territory, and they also wasted no meat.  
 
    The two dead dogs represented a significant change in opposition number to Leah, she reasoned, as she lined up to kill the other three.  
 
    What she didn’t know was that the five she saw were only the advance party.  
 
    She heard growling and the noise of claws on the floor, making a swarm of clacking noises as more of the pack attacked from behind her.  
 
    She flew to her feet.  
 
    “Climb!” she screamed at the three dumbstruck scavengers. They scrambled up onto the shelves, her last trailing limb only just getting out of reach of the snapping jaws. “Dan! Dan!” Leah bawled, not out of panic but to warm him to get off the ground.  
 
    They were trapped on wobbling shelves, a horde of ferocious teeth hungrily flowing below them and making attempts to jump to reach the intruders.  
 
    Leah tried to turn and kneel up, but the shelf wobbled too much. Afraid of falling into the mass of murderous teeth below, she carefully shifted her weight in an attempt to bring the weapon to bear on the wild animals, all the while bawling Dan’s name.  
 
  
 
  


 
    CRY HAVOC 
 
    Dan ran in, hearing the two controlled double reports from Leah’s gun.  
 
    How could I have missed something, he thought angrily to himself, cursing his mistakes for putting the others in danger.  
 
    He heard strange noises as he ran through the shop. The snarling, snapping and barking from a multitude of canine mouths was unmistakable.  
 
    Leah’s voice calling his name cut over the cacophony.  
 
    “I’m here!” he yelled back.  
 
    “Climb!” she screamed. “Get off the fucking ground!” 
 
    Bizarrely, he wanted to admonish her for the language. That such a thought could force its way to the front of his mind was ludicrous given the situation. He leapt onto a low chiller unit and used his hands to pull himself to the top where he could stand.  
 
    The scene below him was hideous. He guessed about thirty dogs swarmed en masse around the next aisles, desperate to reach their quarry. He could see Leah wobbling on top of a stack of tins, pushing them to the floor in an effort to stand up without falling. The others were similarly perched in a precarious way, trying to stay flat and not fall to a terrible death.  
 
    He flicked the safety catch to automatic and stitched the mass of dogs with four long bursts, killing maybe ten and emptying the magazine. He reloaded and looked for more targets but was blocked by the shelves between him and his friends. He moved to the end of the refrigerator he was on, twice slipping in the dust and grime out of sight from ground level. As he reached the end, he saw Mark – not that he could tell it was him from the blood – crawling away with difficulty.  
 
    Three dogs peeled away from the pack and made their way towards the prone Mark, excited by the movement. Dan fired into them, not wasting time by picking individual targets but just firing until they stopped. He was trapped; he couldn’t reach the others without getting down, but to do so would invite more targets than he could fell.  
 
    Desperately, he looked over to see Leah finally gaining purchase and pushing up onto her knees.  
 
    Leah’s heart was pounding her blood around her body with more force than she had ever known. Her hands shook from the adrenaline, making her movements ungainly and clumsy as she manipulated her weapon to bring it to bear on the besieging pack.  
 
    She fired bullet after bullet into the pack just as Dan had, without picking targets. She fired the remainder of the magazine and almost fell as she twisted to free a replacement from her vest.  
 
    She righted herself, breathing as steadily as she could before resuming her methodical execution of the animals. She fired, aimed at another dog, fired again and switched her aim to see a dog flinch and snarl in pain as it was struck by a tin can. She flicked her gaze sideways, following the reverse trajectory of the missile to see Jimmy hurling cans at the monstrous dogs before resuming her executions. 
 
    After she had killed almost half of them, a single loud bark sounded. As one, the pack turned and fled through the plastic curtains and out of sight.  
 
    Dan had emptied his magazine on full auto into the fleeing dogs, taking down another eight or ten as they ran.  
 
    “Are you OK?” he shouted blindly to her in desperation.  
 
    She looked at the other three with her, two still frozen in fear on top of the shelving. “Fine here,” she shouted back, her voice cracked with terror. “Mark’s down,” she said.  
 
    “He’s alive,” Dan yelled back, unsure how long his condition would remain that way.  
 
    A few stragglers still roamed the shop, growling as they paced angrily, having been denied their kills. Before the thought could make its way to Dan’s mouth, Leah shouted to him, “We need to move before they come back.” 
 
    He couldn’t agree more. “On me!” he yelled as he jumped down and dropped to his knee to cover the door where the pack had gone.  
 
    Tins cascaded to the floor as Leah marshalled the others down. Jimmy came first, now holding Leah’s sidearm and scanning with wild eyes. Leah held the rear, scanning for the marauding animals and walking backwards in a semi-crouch as they approached the bleeding mess of their friend.  
 
    “Get him up. Move!” Dan said, the panic making his tone more threatening than he intended. They dragged Mark to his feet. He groaned in pain but didn’t seem to be bleeding out; it was pure luck that they hadn’t ripped open an artery.  
 
    They moved towards the entrance in a bubble, Leah looking forwards and Dan looking back towards the stock room.  
 
    Movement flashed all around them as the wild dogs slipped between the aisles to stalk their progress. The dogs had lost most of their pack and were wary.  
 
    Wary but hungry.  
 
      
 
    “Hold!” said Leah as they reached the threshold to the outside world. She took careful aim and fired a series of calculated shots at the few animals who had made it out the back to cut off their retreat.  
 
    More movement showed at the rear of the shop as the dogs poured back into the aisles.  
 
    “We need to move!” Dan called to her without taking his eyes off the targets. He was forced to aim along the barrel, as the distance was too short to use the optic. He fired at shapes, only hitting one as they stalled in the entrance.  
 
    “As one, keep together,” Leah answered as they crept painfully slowly towards the safety of their vehicles. To break formation and run would be to invite the animals who hunted them to attack again. Sticking together was the safest way to move, but it was also the most frightening.  
 
    They reached the rear of the first truck, and Jimmy hoisted the roller door for the other two to load the bloodied Mark inside. They climbed through the window into the cab and were told to start the engine and wait.  
 
    The remaining three made their crablike way to the other lorry where Jimmy climbed in first.  
 
    Dan and Leah followed, giving instructions to drive them close to the Discovery to save a panicked dash across the tarmac.  
 
    Ash was beside himself with impotent fury. His spittle had soaked the inside of the window and steamed up the van as he had barked with intensity watching the scene unfold. Dan couldn’t risk him getting out; as good as Ash was, even the remaining dogs of this pack would tear him apart.  
 
    Dan forced his way in, keeping a tight hold on his livid dog. Leah climbed behind the wheel and took off at speed, the two lorries following suit. The pack chased them for a few hundred metres until outpaced by the machines.  
 
    After a mile of Leah setting a fast pace and checking the mirrors, she stopped abruptly. She grabbed her bag and piled out, telling Dan to drive. She climbed into the back of the first truck and pulled down the shutter as the convoy got underway again.  
 
    It took three quarters of an hour to get back, during which Leah worked on cleaning and dressing Mark’s wounds in an attempt to stop the bleeding. Not a single limb had been left without deep puncture wounds, the worst being on his hands and his upper left arm. She staunched the flow of blood as best as she could, talking to him the whole time to try and keep him conscious. She held his legs high in spite of being constantly buffeted by the moving van.  
 
    By the time they got back, he had faded. The grey pallor and clammy feel of his skin denoted his descent into shock.  
 
    Unbeknown to her, Dan had the sense to put the medical team on alert via radio.  
 
    His message of a dog attack didn’t even begin to convey the severity of the near miss they had just experienced.  
 
    Laura drove straight to the entrance and stopped hard, sliding both Leah and Mark along the bed of the lorry. The shutter burst open to reveal Kate with a stretcher. Hands grabbed at Mark and pulled him out where he was wheeled away for treatment.  
 
    Leah sat back on her feet and stayed kneeling for a minute as she caught her breath. Blood-soaked dressings littered the truck, and as she followed the blood trail in reverse from the door, she saw her hands and arms were red with sticky blood as it congealed on her skin.  
 
    Disgusted, she got to her feet and felt the pins and needles tingle her legs in pain. She jumped down, almost losing her footing as she landed and fell into Dan. She was exhausted from the adrenaline, as well as from the stress and the physical effort. 
 
    Not in the mood for talking, she pushed him away without making eye contact. “Next time, listen to Ash,” she said as she walked towards the house, rubbing away her tears of anger.  
 
  
 
  


 
    IT’S ALWAYS WHEN THE DOG DIES 
 
    Mark survived. He was in medical for a fortnight and needed fluids and a significant donation of blood. The injuries weren’t too severe on the whole, but the infections rampaged through his body, leaving him skeletal and weak. His eyes were sunken and his skin took on an unhealthy tinge, but he lived, albeit horribly scarred. 
 
    Sera’s knowledge was as important as Kate’s when it came to his treatment. Knowledge of the diseases that feral dogs could carry probably saved his life as she suggested the best ways to counteract the illnesses he suffered.  
 
    He didn’t blame anyone, despite Dan blaming himself, as was his manner. Mark never even knew the dogs were there until he was pulled to the ground. Most of what followed seemed like a bad dream to him now.  
 
    Leah’s mood evaporated quickly. The first thing she did was to go straight in the shower as she stood, washing the blood from her clothes and equipment as well as scrubbing it from her skin. She dressed in clean clothes and sorted her gear out before finding Marie and crying her heart out.  
 
    People were fine. People were the enemy – bad people, anyway. She wasn’t at all prepared for the primeval fear of being hunted for food, and that had scared her badly.  
 
    What had upset her more was that she had killed so many dogs.  
 
    “They were pets, or at least they used to be,” she had said after the tears had stopped. She joked that Dan had said in films that the bit that always made people cry was when the dog died. Not the people – that was part of life.  
 
    She reasoned that it could’ve been much worse, reeling through a long list of what ifs before she stopped.  
 
    “It happened, though,” she said as much to herself as to Marie. “We could have all died, Ash too, but we didn’t, and it was down to me.” 
 
    She hugged Marie and left to find caffeine. Marie sat in silence; the girl had been there for almost an hour and had done all of the talking. She had come in tears but left as strong as ever. Probably more so. Marie was amazed at how quickly the girl could sort and compartmentalise events. She was strong.  
 
    Leah walked into Ops wearing clean combats and a black T-shirt with a gun at her side. Dan was sitting at the table looking over a map with Jack as she entered, her emotional outburst seemingly forgotten.  
 
    Dan nodded to Jack, who subtly took his leave.  
 
    “You OK, kid?” Dan asked the girl as she poured herself a coffee.  
 
    “Fine now,” she said, a little embarrassed about earlier.  
 
    She sat down opposite him, waiting to be told she couldn’t go out again. Quite why she was expecting it, she didn’t know, but in truth, she wouldn’t feel fear like that again if she were forced to stay put.  
 
    “We’d have come off a lot worse without you today,” he said, surprising her with praise instead of grounding her. “Mark would likely have died, and I doubt we would’ve got out without being attacked again if you weren’t there. You did well, thank you.” 
 
    She put her drink down and regarded him for a few seconds. She was happy with his praise and had already dealt with the incident in her own mind – that she would have nightmares about dogs was as yet unknown to her – but to hear Dan saying that she had saved his life in a roundabout way was pleasing.  
 
    She shot him a crooked smile.  
 
    “Like I said,” she told him, “next time, if the dog sounds off, we walk away.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Dan, meaning it.  
 
  
 
  


 
    LIFE IN BLOOM 
 
    It wasn’t long before Ana announced that she was pregnant. The news caused excitement amongst the group, and when the subject was raised in the council meeting, Cara gave her own admission with a red face. 
 
    Both Chris and Matty were to be proud fathers.  
 
    Kate gave a groan at finding her team responsible for midwifery, although she had been expecting it at some point. “Has anyone delivered a baby before?” she asked. 
 
    “Loads,” said Chris. “More than I can count,” he admitted, prompting silence from the gathered heads of department who could not believe he had kept such skills from their knowledge. “I never said they were human babies…” He trailed off lamely, receiving jeering comments at his poor humour. 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    Kyle was dragged out of his kennel and walked into the building where they beat him, initially for information then afterwards for entertainment.  
 
    The leader told him to sit and stay.  
 
    “Good dog. Do you know what we’re doing tomorrow?” he asked in a voice oozing with threat.  
 
    Kyle shook his head, looking at the floor.  
 
    “Tomorrow, we’re going to go and meet your old friends.” 
 
    Kyle tried not to cry. If he cried, they would hit him again. He thought of the others there: Lexi, Penny, the kids. He tried not to think about what they would do to them.  
 
    He cried in silence, despite his fears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    After it Happened 
 
    Book 3: Society 
 
      
 
    Devon C Ford 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Dedicated to The Few. 
 
    The true friends, no matter how far away they are, who always showed their support. 
 
    You know who you are. 
 
  
 
  



 PROLOGUE 
 
    Maggie woke Cedric with a cup of black tea. She always woke before him, and their morning routine had begun to reintroduce itself. They were busy, and they were happy. 
 
    The twelve others who worked on the gardens would be coming soon, ready for a fresh day of working in the chilly sunshine. Cedric woke and smiled at her, pushing himself up in bed and squinting as he put his glasses on. She left him to get up in his own time and went downstairs to open the gates to their own walled utopia. She felt nothing was wrong as she walked past the rows of greenhouses.  
 
    Matty drove through the gates shortly afterwards, towing a benched trailer full of people. 
 
    They all greeted each other happily and Maggie laid out the plan for the day. 
 
    Cedric drank his tea and dressed, eager to join the others. He walked past the same greenhouses his wife had, without a care in the world. He slowed, his subconscious telling him something was different. He listened and couldn’t hear the normal sounds of the morning. He couldn’t place it, but something wasn’t right. A shout: not a normal raised voice as people would do to be heard, but something in the tone that reached his ears made the panic start to rise in him. He stood still, debating whether to run to find his wife or go back and call for help. He didn’t want to startle everyone by firing the fireworks alarm, but he felt something bad was happening. 
 
    Slowly, he turned around and walked back towards the house. His walk turned into a run, his fear growing every second until his shaking hands reached for the big pump-action Remington hung on the dining room wall. He kept it loaded so he just had to flick the safety catch off. He went back outside and heard more noises: a scream, another shout. He heard a single blast from a shotgun and ran to the garden. Inside the old lean-to garage, he kept a pallet of fireworks ready to go. He dragged it out, uncovered it, and lit the fuse. He didn’t wait to see the bright rockets plume into the sky; instead, he ran to the road and turned right to cross the fields and get to the gardens from the rear as the sound of the rockets echoed and reverberated between the old walls. They were under attack. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOSTILE TAKEOVER 
 
    Three of them were dropped off before the sun rose. 
 
    “Make me proud, boys,” growled Billy from the driver’s seat of the car. 
 
    They walked the short distance in and went along the wall until they crossed a field to climb fences and find a place to hide. 
 
    They waited for almost three hours until one of the ambushers heard someone walking towards them from inside the grounds. There isn’t supposed to be anyone here, he thought, fighting his panic. 
 
    Failure was not something Billy liked. 
 
    He forced himself to keep calm and stay hidden, waiting for the others to turn up. A woman came into sight and opened the gates. Good, they must be coming, he thought. 
 
    A Land Rover drove in towing a big trailer. People were sitting in the back on benches. Lots of people. Including the woman, he counted thirteen of them, but none of them had weapons he could see. 
 
    They all gathered around the woman, who was telling them what she wanted them to do. He flexed his shoulders and gripped the evil weapon in his hands, preparing for action. 
 
    “Now!” he said loudly as he stepped out and levelled his sawn-off shotgun at them. The two others emerged similarly armed and took them all completely by surprise. 
 
    “In the shed, all of you. Now,” he said.  
 
    They didn’t move. 
 
    He stepped forward and drove the savage short barrel of the gun into the belly of a fat lad with a scared, round face. The lad doubled over, retching and struggling for breath.  
 
    “Now!” he said again. They started to move. “Where’s the fireworks?” he yelled at the woman. She seemed confused, making him shout it at her again. Silently, she pointed to a box by a door into what looked like an office. 
 
    They filed into a large shed, where the other two began to drag the creaking doors closed. The woman began to speak, so he fired a single shot in the air. The noise was huge, and she didn’t finish what she had started to say. The doors closed, shutting them in the dark.  
 
    Mission accomplished, he thought. Now to wait and launch the fireworks when the others were in position. He sat down, relaxing for now. He smiled, knowing that he had done his part well. 
 
    He leaned back in cruel satisfaction just as two dozen fireworks began to scream into the sky from the other side of the distant greenhouses. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DEAD ARM 
 
    Dan was awake, but he didn’t dare move. Marie was asleep with her back to him, her hips and lower back pressed against his body. His right arm was under her neck and couldn’t be moved without waking her. His shoulder was locked; the pins and needles were creeping up his arm. 
 
    He was happy. The rumour that she had been seen coming out of his room was a badly kept secret and was one that he refused to confirm or deny. 
 
    He heard the distant popping sound. It sounded like fireworks. 
 
    Fireworks, he thought. He hadn’t heard fireworks in ages. 
 
    “Fireworks!” he said. 
 
    His bliss was burst like a balloon, and as he flew from the bed, he almost tipped Marie onto the floor, inviting a string of swear words from her. 
 
    She turned to see him throwing clothes on in a panic. Ash barked at him, also startled at the rude awakening. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she snapped, dazed. 
 
    “Fireworks. The alarm,” he said, eyes wild with panic. 
 
    He ran downstairs, shouting at the others to wake up. A crowd ran from the dining hall, their breakfast interrupted, and he repeated his shout. He burst into Ops and threw open the armoury, loading his carbine quickly and shoving the ugly brute of a shotgun in the holster on his back. Steve ran in next, followed by half a dozen others. Dan looked at the CB radio. Nothing. He daren’t try and call them. 
 
    “The gardens,” Dan shouted. Steve said nothing and began to arm himself. A few minutes later, his Rangers were equipped and he faced the assembling crowd. 
 
    “The fireworks alarm from the garden was set off,” he said. “Nothing on the radio to say it was an accident,” he continued, pointing at the CB. “I’ll go over and see what’s happening.” 
 
    He saw Leah and waved her towards him. “Fully armed,” he muttered. “Get on the solar panel platform and cover the entrance.”  
 
    She nodded and walked away, no fear in her eyes, only a grim determination. 
 
    “Neil!” he yelled. 
 
    “Here,” came the call from over the heads of others. 
 
    “Get Thunderbird Two and mount the GPMG out front.”  
 
    Neil nodded unquestioningly and left. 
 
    “Steve, with me. Joe?” he continued. 
 
    “Boss,” said Joe from behind him. 
 
    “Clear the farm with Lexi. Stay on post until I call you back. Lex? Take a battle rifle as well and get up high.”  
 
    They understood, but nobody moved immediately. 
 
    “Go,” Dan barked, scattering them. 
 
    Calm yourself, he thought. 
 
    “What about me, boss?” asked Rich. 
 
    Dan thought that now wasn’t the time to hold back. 
 
    “Kit up. Neil will be on the gun in front of the house, and Leah will be on a solar tower. Place yourself in the trees to the left of the road where you can cover them both.” Dan stopped, grabbed Rich’s shoulder, and spoke quietly. “Can you do this? If you aren’t ready, you say so right now.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Rich replied, the flash of steel in his eyes reminding Dan that this man had seen war and did not want it to come to his home. “I’m ready,” he said again with pure resolve. 
 
    Dan believed him. 
 
    “Chris?” Dan shouted. He wasn’t there; he was on the farm with Ana. 
 
    “Ewan?” he tried. 
 
    “Here,” came the little voice from somewhere around the knees of the crowd. 
 
    “Everyone else who has been trained, give them a shotgun and some ammo.” 
 
    Pete hefted his rifle and shotguns. “Me and the lad will be down by the lake,” he said, waiting for no confirmation.  
 
    That was good, very good. If whoever was intruding knew this place, they would know of the small access road leading to the rear. 
 
    Please let this be an accident, Dan thought to himself as he strode outside flanked by Ash and Steve. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOSTAGE NEGOTIATION 
 
    Dan forced himself to drive steadily, his eyes scanning for an ambush. Steve had also brought a heavy military rifle and had his carbine on his back. He loaded a twenty-round magazine, dropping an extra bullet into the chamber. 
 
    “Drop me short. I’ll loop and come in from the back,” Steve said. 
 
    “OK. Sit tight and do nothing until I do,” Dan replied. He slowed down as they approached a junction, allowing Steve to slide out of the still-moving truck and sprint into the treeline. Steve would need maybe three or four minutes to get into position quietly, thought Dan as he rolled as slowly as he could to the entrance and turned in. 
 
    Nobody there. Definitely not an accident. 
 
    He got out of the car, leaving the driver’s door open. 
 
    “Down. Stay,” he growled at Ash. He wanted Ash hidden for now. 
 
    He walked slowly along, weapon ready but relaxed. He called Maggie and Cedric by name and only heard banging in response. They were shut in what they called the potting shed. He resisted the urge to open the doors yet, not wanting to fall for the classic come-on to put him in a kill zone. He waited. 
 
    If his opposition were trained, they would either be flanking him or waiting for him to make a move. If they were untrained, they’d be waiting for him to do what they wanted or expected. 
 
    He was sure he was being watched; his spine tingled with that familiar inexplicable sense. He stood still and waited. He saw a twitch of movement from the shadows of an open-fronted storeroom: undisciplined, moving position for comfort. 
 
    He decided to play on their nerves. 
 
    “Maggie? Can you hear me?” he shouted, loud and clear. 
 
    “Dan?” came the muffled reply and the sound of shushing. 
 
    “Yes. How many?” he asked. 
 
    “I saw three with sawn-off shotguns,” she said, correctly anticipating the next question. 
 
    The hidden man’s nerve-racked patience failed him. He emerged from the storeroom and walked towards Dan holding the shotgun at his waist. Dan looked at him, pulling a similar face to Ash’s before he was let loose. 
 
    “What’s your plan, boy?” Dan asked him. 
 
    “Shut up,” he replied nervously, “guns on the ground.” 
 
    He was still about twenty metres away, way too far for the sawn-off to do any serious damage to him. 
 
    “No thanks,” Dan said, deliberately trying to unsettle him. “Let my people out and you and your two mates can go,” he lied. 
 
    The man laughed nervously. “You’ll put your guns down and join them.”  
 
    Nothing like a bit of bravado to express how truly scared you really are, Dan thought. “I won’t,” Dan said. “You’ll have to kill me, but you’ll need to be a lot closer to do that. You ever shot anyone with one of those?” 
 
    The man clutched at his gun with sweaty palms. He hadn’t ever shot at anyone with anything, and he was worried that this man in front of him had. Probably lots of times. 
 
    Dan saw a slight shadow of movement at the extreme distance of the gardens. Steve, he hoped. 
 
    If it was, he was in line of sight of Steve and his rifle. Dan turned and walked quickly to the building line before he sprinted around the back of the building and stopped behind the corner.  
 
    The man watching Dan's arrival had two choices: follow him or don’t. One of his mates had gone to see where the fireworks had come from and hadn’t come back yet. The other one was hidden on the other side of the shed where they had shut the others away. He chose to follow him. 
 
    He chose wrong and walked past the open door of the Discovery. 
 
    Dan watched from the corner of the building as the man’s shadow crept closer. He timed it right, releasing Ash. 
 
    “GET HIM!” he yelled, hearing a snarl and a scream as he saw the shotgun fall to the floor. 
 
    He ran forward to secure the weapon and stop Ash from killing the invader. 
 
    Two things happened simultaneously. The man who had gone to check the house and the source of the unplanned fireworks came back after hearing the raised voices to see Dan at the corner of the building. He crept up on this black-clad newcomer, and as he moved, the attacker raised the ugly gun to aim at the back of his head. He was about five metres away, close enough to decapitate Dan with a single twitch of his finger. 
 
    The other man hidden by the shed ran forward to help his friend, who was being dragged around the door of the Land Rover like in a horror film. As he stepped out, Steve saw daylight behind his target. No longer fearing hitting someone friendly, he fired. 
 
    The man aiming at Dan’s head smiled, and as he heard the shot from Steve’s rifle, he instinctively looked left. 
 
    Directly into the muzzle of Cedric’s shotgun. 
 
    The man froze. He had no idea what to do, and there was nobody there to make his decision for him. He raised the shotgun, meaning to scare the old man. 
 
    The old man wasn’t scared, and as soon as Cedric saw the man move, he pulled the trigger. The flame spreading from the end of the barrel was the last thing he ever saw as his ragged and torn body was flung backwards to slam lifeless into a low wall. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Dan’s voice called from around the corner, shaking Cedric from his entranced gaze at the dead man. 
 
    “It’s me. Cedric,” he said as he rounded the corner, shotgun held low. He saw Dan dragging Ash off another man who looked very pale and in obvious agony. A great lump of flesh was missing from his forearm, exposing fat and muscle. It reminded him of pictures he had seen of shark attacks. 
 
    “Maggie?” Cedric asked desperately. 
 
    “Shed, locked in,” replied Dan as he got his dog under control. “Another one down further up. Come out carefully – Steve’s down there with a rifle.” 
 
    Cedric held both hands in the air, still carrying the pump-action. With less regard for his own safety than he normally would have, he moved into Steve’s line of sight and rushed to open the doors. 
 
    He stepped over the last man, now lying where he fell with his arms in a grotesque pose, like a string puppet cut loose to fall to the floor. All that was missing was the chalk outline. 
 
    As the doors opened, Maggie threw herself into his arms. 
 
    Dan shut Ash in the Discovery and returned to the man on the floor. He slung his own weapon and picked up the sawn-off. Opening the breech, he found both barrels loaded. The man was whimpering where he lay, curled up, legs thrashing with the pain he felt. 
 
    No wonder, Dan thought; Ash had really taken a dislike to him. Blood loss was a concern, and he would probably never use that arm properly again. On the off chance he lived, that was. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere, treacle,” Dan said with a worrying smile as he kicked the man onto his back. “I’m going to ask you some questions in a minute.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHECKMATE 
 
    Billy and his boys rolled down the hill towards the house. They had seen the fireworks much sooner than he anticipated and waited for the cavalry to rush out and leave the main prize unguarded. They didn’t disappoint him. 
 
    While the heroes were busy negotiating the release of their hostages, he would swoop in and take the house. Cruel, fast, simple and bloody. 
 
  
 
  


 
    I WANT A LAWYER 
 
    The man was hurting badly, grey with shock and blood loss, and shivering uncontrollably. 
 
    Dan dragged him to the front bumper where he sat him hard up against it. 
 
    Cedric had checked that everyone was unhurt and left them in Maggie’s hands. She was straight on the radio to the house to let them know they were safe. Cedric came back over, still gripping the Remington. Dan looked at him, saw him shaking, and asked him if he was OK. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he said unconvincingly. 
 
    Dan stepped closer to him. “Thanks. I owe you one. You did the right thing.” 
 
    Cedric cut him off. “It’s not that,” he said angrily, then took a breath and closed his eyes momentarily. “It’s not that,” he said more calmly, looking directly at Dan. “I thought I’d lost Maggie.” He closed his eyes again, letting the adrenaline wash out of his body. 
 
    “She’s safe thanks to you,” Dan told him softly. 
 
    Steve jogged up, having checked and disarmed his victim on the way up. 
 
    Dan saw him and nodded to convey his thanks for the good shot. 
 
    “Just three?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Looks like it. Let’s ask,” Dan said with a wolfish look on his face. 
 
    Dan turned to the pale man cringing against the front of his car. Dan drew his knife and cut a length of the man’s top, making him flinch. He tied it tightly around his savaged arm as a tourniquet. “Don’t want you passing out before you’ve told me everything you know, do we, treacle?” he said, giving him a less-than-playful slap around the face.  
 
    Dan stood. “Now. Who are you and why are you here, scaring my friends?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” the man said through gritted teeth.  
 
    OK, try the hard man act.  
 
    Dan bent down to his face and spoke quietly to him. “Let’s get something clear: there’s nobody going to drag me away if I get too rough. There’s no solicitor arguing for you. There’s nobody to complain to. There’s just us, and chances are if you don’t tell me what I want to know, then you’ll die slowly in a great deal of pain.” 
 
    He stood again, receiving an angry stare through teary eyes. “Are you going to answer my questions?” he asked calmly. 
 
    “No. Comment,” the man said, smiling through the excruciating pain as though he felt he had made a great joke. 
 
    “Very well,” said Dan in a formal tone as he walked to open the door of the Discovery. “I’ll give you a choice: talk to me, or talk to my colleague.” With that, he whistled once and Ash bounded out of the car and stalked over to him. He circled around his owner’s legs like a hunting wolf, never taking his eyes off the bleeding man. 
 
    “Watch him,” Dan said, and Ash slowly stepped closer. Inches from the man’s face, Ash gave him the full display of big, sharp teeth as he pulled his lips back and snarled. 
 
    “Watch him, Ash!” Dan shouted again, making the dog snap at his face and intensify the display with barking as he kicked it up a gear. “Good boy.” Turning back to the man, Dan said, “Now, which one of us would you like to talk to?” 
 
    He decided to talk to Dan, who told Ash to sit. 
 
    “Billy gave us the orders. His ‘dog’ told him everything about you,” he said in between gasps of pain. 
 
    “From the beginning,” said Dan patiently. “Who is Billy, and how did his dog tell him about us?” 
 
    “We found him around Christmas. Wanted us to come and kill someone for him,” he said. 
 
    “Who?” Dan asked impatiently, fearing the answer. 
 
    “You,” he said, smiling through gritted teeth. 
 
    Dan turned to Steve in horror as the truth dawned on him. “Kyle. He’s coming for the house,” he said.   
 
    He considered putting two bullets in the wounded man’s head, but he would have to wait.  
 
    “Cedric!” Dan bawled, running over to the rest of them. “Radio the house and tell them this was a diversion. Lock this place down and give those sawn-offs out.” He turned and ran to the Discovery. “And tie this piece of shit up. Ash wants another word with him later,” he yelled as he climbed behind the wheel. He reversed at speed, dumping the laughing man on his back painfully. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RAIDERS 
 
    Pete heard them first. 
 
    “Get yourself up there, lad,” he said to James, pointing to a higher patch of ground ahead to his left. “Stay behind the big tree and only come out shooting if I shout for you.” 
 
    James was white with terror but fought to control his breathing and find his courage. He nodded and ran, carrying a shotgun and cartridge bag. 
 
    Pete settled down on a large tree stump to look down the scope. He saw the two vehicles approaching and settled the crosshairs of his scope on the driver of the lead car. 
 
    He agonised over whether he should shoot or not. Everything told him that these people were coming to take what they had built. Wait, he told himself. Wait. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Neil had worked fast. With Rich helping, the GPMG was sitting ready and proud in front of the house in the bed of the truck. Nobody would risk driving straight up to it. 
 
    That made him pause. If they wouldn’t come here, they would go somewhere else. Somewhere undefended. 
 
    He yelled inside for Ian. Jimmy poked his head out to say Ian wasn’t there. 
 
    “Can you grab the keys to one of the lorries?” Neil shouted back. He told him what he wanted, and Jimmy didn’t hesitate. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah lay flat in sniper pose: right leg cocked at an angle to allow her diaphragm to move without affecting her shot. She had taken a G36 which she had fitted with a bipod and scope for distance shooting. Nobody else used the guns, so they were effectively hers. She lined three magazines up by her left hand and felt for them as she looked through the optic, ready to reload without looking at what she was doing. Ninety rounds ready to go, and she would make them count. 
 
    She scanned the scope up and down the driveway, waiting as Neil called up to her to stay hidden until he fired first. She yelled that she understood. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Rich knelt behind a large oak tree. He was scared. Terrified, in fact, but the carbine felt good in his hands. He looked through the holographic sight, checking the approach road. He was to the left of the house, closest to the ones who had gone to cover the rear access track, a fact he was acutely aware of when a single gunshot echoed through the trees from where they were. 
 
    They had put all their best guns up front, leaving two civilians with hunting weapons to defend the rear. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Pete waited for the car to reach the narrowest part of the track with mud either side before he fired, putting a bullet in the driver’s head. The car stopped, causing a pileup behind, as the others couldn’t get past. The driver of the rear car tried the mud to the side and got bogged down as Pete hoped he would.  
 
    Pete racked the bolt slowly on his rifle, lined up again, and shot the second driver in the neck, seeing him flinch and grab at the wound, which now sprayed blood over the inside of the windscreen. 
 
    They realised that their element of surprise was lost, and they started to get out. They pointed in his direction and began to fan out. Pete slid the bolt with a smooth, practised action to load another bullet into the chamber, and vowed to take as many of these bastards as he could before they got him. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Lexi lay flat on top of a metal grain silo on the farm. Joe was below her somewhere, eyes on the road. She saw the three cars drive into sight. They didn’t come to the farm but sped down the hill to the main house. She didn’t have time to get a shot off, and had to make a choice. 
 
    “Joe!” she shouted. 
 
    “I’m here. What do you see?” 
 
    “Three cars heading fast for the house. I’ll stay here; you move up to cut off the drive. Don’t go in sight of the house, as you’ll get shot by ours.” 
 
    “Moving,” was the only reply she heard. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    When Rich heard the second shot, he knew he had to do something. He shouted for Neil’s attention, but the older man couldn’t hear him. 
 
    “NIKKI!” Rich shouted, using the abbreviated Nikita nickname as he usually did. He saw her scope swing towards him. He gave her three exaggerated hand movements: pointing to himself, then to the woods behind him, then a change of hand movement. He was telling her he was moving to flank the rear attack. Leah understood. She gave one flash on the torch attached to her weapon in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Go,” she said to herself, “go get them.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The three cars raced along the drive, four hundred metres from the house. At three hundred metres, Jimmy did what Neil had asked him to: he drove the lorry forward and left around the ornate turning circle, exposing Neil with his legs braced wide and his hands on the machine gun. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Pete fired a whole magazine, killing three for the five bullets. He only had one magazine for the gun, so he had to load single rounds into the breech. It was quicker than trying to reload the mag. They were getting closer. He wasn’t going to take them all down before they got to him. 
 
    Twice more he fired, missing with one shot. He thought of his girls, and a tear pricked the corner of one eye. 
 
    “Bastards,” he growled. “Bastards.” 
 
    He lined up on another, this time close enough to see the features of the target’s face. He fell before Pete fired, his legs dropping like someone had switched his power off. They had. The twin reports of a double-tap from a gun with a different sound reached Pete’s ears, and he knew that he had been saved. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Rich ran a lung-bursting sprint through the ancient woodland thick with gnarled tree roots. He had almost a quarter of a mile to cover on bad ground. In his day, he would have covered that in less than three minutes. 
 
    He ran, slipping twice and scrabbling to his feet to continue as he counted more shots from ahead and to his right. He was blowing hard, but he knew there had to be more in the tank. He paused, finding where Pete had stopped the vehicles by killing two drivers. The cars were abandoned, the occupants gone forward on foot. The foliage was too thick to see into the distance, but the steady rhythm of gunshots still came, only now it was mixed with the staccato sound of return fire from something smaller firing automatic bursts. He turned to his left again and ran as hard as he could for two hundred metres to gain the high ground. He steadied his breath, checked his weapon and crept down towards the road, scanning. 
 
    Movement ahead, he raised the gun in a fluid motion and instinctively fired twice into the middle of the body in front of him. He moved forward, willing himself to go on despite his fear. 
 
    Movement to his right. Two of them. He dropped one knee and aimed, firing twice more into each shape. He forced himself to his feet to keep moving. 
 
    He was lost in himself, a machine designed to kill the enemy quicker than they could kill him. His weapon drills were slick and spoke of long hours of practice he’d feared he had forgotten. He was alive, he was angry, and they would be sorry. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “NOW!” Neil screamed. 
 
    Jimmy gunned the engine of the small lorry, making it jolt forward to unveil the heavy machine gun mounted in the bed of the truck. 
 
    Neil opened up on the lead vehicle, heavy bullets punching through metal and plastic easily. At that distance, it was butchery. The front vehicle swerved off the road into a fence where it stopped dead against a tree, exposing the second car in line to the murderous fire. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah took careful aim on the windscreen of the tail-end vehicle. As soon as Neil began to fire, she put four rounds in quick succession straight where the driver’s centre mass would be. 
 
    The car lost control and slammed into the rear of the second vehicle, which had ground to a halt. Leah scanned along the wreckage, searching for a target. A rear door opened on the last car on the side away from her, and a tentative head popped into view and looked forward to where it thought the danger was. 
 
    “Over here,” she whispered to herself, like in the film she shouldn’t have watched about the alien who killed all the soldiers in the jungle. 
 
    She fired, immediately searching for a new target. 
 
    Neil fired only occasional bursts now while she scanned for movement. 
 
    They were hiding in the dead ground on the other side of the vehicles. Rich would have been there, but he had gone to ambush the ones attacking Pete. She waited for a break in the firing and bawled Neil’s name as loudly as she could. 
 
    “What?” he shouted back. 
 
    “Fire under two,” she shouted. They had to be forced from cover before they had a chance to reorganise and fire back. 
 
    “What?” he yelled again. 
 
    “FIRE. UNDER. THE. SECOND. CAR!” she screamed, carefully pronouncing each word.  
 
    They heard her and started to move. 
 
    Neil sent three bursts under the car, splaying two of the attackers out on the ground and making another two run for the nearest cover of the treeline. 
 
    She lined up on the first one, judged his speed, and fired just in front of him. She fired a second and third bullet into him as he hit the ground. 
 
    The other one was gone. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Joe had thrown himself into the bushes to cut the corner between the farm and the road. He now lay flat, catching his breath. 
 
    He heard the undergrowth being trampled, and the sound was fast approaching him. He knelt up, rifle scanning the bushes ahead. Too big to be a dog – not even Ash – and no farm animals were anywhere near this woodland. The noise was coming fast, desperate sounds escaping the runner as they blindly fled the heavy firing coming from the house. 
 
    Then movement to his right. He turned instinctively and fired a short burst. He was rewarded with the thump of a person hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan nearly had his heavy vehicle on two wheels as he drove as hard as he could. He tore down the driveway with Steve bouncing off the window as he swapped his rifle for the carbine. 
 
    He slowed to a stop when he saw a wrecked convoy spoiling the views of their home. He got out, and he and Steve went along each side of the vehicles in tandem. Six dead. He ran the last three hundred metres to the house, forgetting about his Land Rover and the dog guarding it. Neil met him there, shouting for Rich, who was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Leah had climbed down from her perch and was running over. 
 
    “He heard Pete open up and ran back through the woods to help,” she shouted over them. 
 
    Neil and Dan glanced at each other. Dan suddenly realised he needed his car and his dog and turned to see Steve driving it towards him, pressed up to the driver’s window to be as far away from Ash as he could get. As Steve pulled up, Dan saw Ash was “smiling” at him to show off his teeth. 
 
    Dan wasn’t in the mood for a possessive dog and shouted at him to leave Steve be. He threw himself behind the wheel and Leah jumped in the back with a reproved Ash. He drove as fast as he could again, cutting out the road and using the grass as the direct route to the track behind their home. He stopped behind a large tree stump which had been Pete’s chosen firing position. 
 
    Pete had been hit. 
 
    Dan yelled at Steve to deal with him, pointing Leah to the high ground on his left as he stalked forward with his weapon up and his dog at his heel. 
 
    A low, short whistle sounded to his right. He turned to see Rich, covered in leaf mould and with mud on his face, kneeling in the bushes with his gun up and scanning. 
 
    Dan crouched by his side. “Report,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Vehicle ambush, driver killed. Second vehicle tried to go round; driver also killed. Rest went on foot. I hit them from the bushes to the side. Took out four. All dead. Pete killed four including the drivers,” Rich said bluntly, giving each succinct sentence like it was a bullet point. It sounded professional. 
 
    “Any outstanding?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Unsure. Vehicles empty when I saw,” he said back, still sweeping the rifle side to side. 
 
    “With me, then. Friendlies to the rear and left flank, and don’t shoot my fucking dog.” 
 
    Rich smiled out of the corner of his mouth. It was a grim smile, but it told Dan that the Marine was still connected to the real world, no matter how unreal it had just become. 
 
    The three of them stalked forward. Dan and Ash moved, then covered Rich as he leapfrogged. The scene of the ambush Rich pulled on them was gruesome. Four bodies lay quite close to each other, all with neatly grouped pairs of bullet holes in their chests. Dan reckoned that Rich must have fallen on these unsuspecting bastards like a fury. 
 
    They got to the vehicles and found nobody alive. 
 
    “Find ’em!” he said to Ash, pointing him ahead. If any stragglers had got away, they wouldn’t be going far. Ash put his nose to the ground and sniffed around, twice being sent ahead to cast for a scent. Nothing. 
 
    They turned and jogged back to Pete’s position as Dan called out to Leah not to shoot them. She brought James back with her. He was dazed, but it seemed that something had snapped inside him when he heard Pete cry out. 
 
    He poured shotgun rounds towards the sounds of enemy gunfire as fast as he could, making them pause. Rich descended on them immediately afterwards, after they closed up to discuss what to do. 
 
    Pete didn’t seem badly hurt, but he had a pair of bullets in the fleshy part of his shoulder where it met the upper arm. Leah pulled a clotting field dressing from her vest and replaced the slightly less effective hand of Steve’s. She wound it tight, telling Pete to keep pressing on it. 
 
    “Get him in the truck; I’ll take him to Kate,” Dan said. He wanted to leave a guard down there and didn’t want it to be the terribly damaged Royal Marine or his teenage protégée. 
 
    “Steve, can you hold down here for a while?” he asked. Steve retrieved his big rifle and nodded. Pete was lifted into the back seat, relegating the dog to the boot, much to his annoyance. 
 
    “I’ll bleed on your seats, lad. I can walk,” Pete moaned typically as one of the “don’t want to cause a fuss” generation. 
 
    “It’s leather. It’ll wipe clean,” Dan replied. 
 
    He looked behind him in the mirror as he drove the short distance. He saw an old alcoholic poacher having gunshot wounds treated by a heavily armed teenage girl as a concerned dog with a blood-soaked muzzle licked Pete's sweating head and whimpered in sympathy. 
 
    Pete was receiving so much attention he could barely open one of his hip flasks. 
 
    Dan glanced to his side where Rich had opened the passenger window to rest his rifle out. Rich was half-turned, as if expecting a contact at any moment. 
 
    “Rich,” Dan said, “tell me where you are.” 
 
    Without taking his eyes off the landscape, he replied, “Not Afghanistan. Or Iraq or Belfast. But right now just as bloody dangerous. I’m good, boss, seriously.” He knew exactly what Dan meant. 
 
    They pulled up at the front of the house and Dan yelled for Kate. Pete was making a huge racket, telling everyone he was fine and that he could walk. He tried but ended up more carried upright than walking. 
 
    He took his dignity intact into medical, although that dignity was still holding a hip flask as though his life depended on it. As Kate walked out, Leah gave her a casualty-style history just as she had taught her. 
 
    “Male, sixties, GSW times two, upper right arm and shoulder. No exit wound. Field dressing with coagulant applied less than five ago.”  
 
    Kate thanked her, as though receiving a verbal trauma report from a teenager with a machine gun was perfectly normal. 
 
    “I’m fifty-eight, you little shit!” yelled Pete half in jest as he was led away inside. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHAT THE HELL JUST HAPPENED? 
 
    Dan called everyone together. He told Jimmy and Neil what he wanted and left them to it. He warned them to be careful, as Steve, Lexi and Joe were still deployed. He told Leah she was with him, and asked Rich to get on the radio and tell the gardens he was on his way back and that they had repelled an attack on the house. 
 
    “Tell them I’m coming to talk to Ash’s chew toy,” he added nastily. 
 
    Rich knew he was being benched now that the state of emergency was over, and he took it gracefully. He felt proud of himself. He felt useful for the first time since his life was changed by a crude roadside firebomb. 
 
    Marie burst from the main doors carrying a shotgun and demanding to know what was going on. Dan tried the “not now” tactic and nearly lost his head as she bit it off. 
 
    “Tell me what happened!” she said, somewhat close to his face and showing a dangerous look in her eyes: a mixture of fear and rage. 
 
    “The gardens were attacked by three people with sawn-offs. Steve killed one, Cedric another, and Ash ripped the last one half to pieces. He’s still alive for now, but I will be having a chat with him very soon.” 
 
    She absorbed this quickly, knowing that she would get the full details from everyone in turn. “And?” she said. 
 
    “And it was a diversion. They were coming here, which they did in two convoys, front and rear. Pete stopped the rear convoy but took a couple in the shoulder. James fired at them enough to confuse them into bunching up, then Rich hit them from the side. You can see what happened there,” he said, indicating the smoking ruins of three Swiss-cheese-like vehicles in the near distance behind him. 
 
    There was so much to take in that she said nothing for now. She simply raised herself on her tiptoes and kissed him gently. She handed him the shotgun like it was making her hands dirty and told him to come back safe. 
 
    He turned away and tossed the shotgun to Rich before getting back behind the wheel and driving up the road, only to stop by the driveway entrance where Joe was dragging a body from the trees. 
 
    Dan stopped and looked at the man. He was filthy, with long hair and a matted beard. He stank. He looked such a mess that Joe had to point out that it was Kyle. Dan stared in silence for a while at the emaciated body of the man who had tried to kill him once. 
 
    “Well done, Joe,” he said. “Take him down to the others. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    They reached the gardens and Dan asked where the prisoner was. He was not doing well, but he didn’t have to last long for what Dan wanted. 
 
    “Oi, fuckface. Remember me?” Dan said as he slapped the prisoner back into consciousness, looking at the butcher’s mess of his arm and noticing that two fingers were badly dislocated and splayed out at grotesque angles. 
 
    If Leah was affected by the sight of a badly wounded man being mistreated, she showed no sign of it. Dan doubted if she knew about either the Geneva Convention or the Human Rights Act. 
 
    Pain racked his face as the consciousness brought back the feeling of the mangled flesh that used to be his forearm. 
 
    “Of course you do. Now, I’ve got a job for you. If you do it properly, I’ll get you medical care. If you don’t, I’ll feed you to my dog.” Dan snapped his fingers in front of the guy’s face as he was drifting away again.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Dan liked to keep the rules simple. He had his hands tied together at the front and bandaging around the jagged wounds. Leah put her rifle in the front seat out of his reach and sat behind Dan as their prisoner was dumped in where Dan could see him in the mirror behind the passenger’s seat. Ash rode up front, watching. 
 
    It was less than a minute before the desperate fool made his move. 
 
    Instead of opening the door and rolling out for a bid for freedom, which would have resulted in Dan gently stopping and allowing Ash to exit via the window, he went for Leah’s knife on her left shoulder. He was quick, turning and reaching out with his left hand, but as quick as the flurry of movement started, it was ended. 
 
    Dan looked back to see Leah’s left boot pressing into the guy’s throat and holding him painfully against the window. She had drawn her sidearm as fast as a lightning strike and held it pointed at his face as she braced her shoulders against her door and arched her back to increase the pressure. He froze, experiencing yet more agony. 
 
    She had it covered. 
 
    “Nicely done, Nikita. I think our friend can travel the rest of the way like that,” Dan said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Roger,” came the reply, in a funny voice copied from a film he couldn’t remember. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SIMPLE INVESTIGATION 
 
    The bodies of the attackers had all been laid out on the drive next to the smoking ruins of the convoy. 
 
    Eight of them had been brought up by tractor from the rear attack and laid next to the ten from the three vehicles. Kyle was one of them, marked out as different by his filthy clothing and obvious malnutrition. 
 
    Leah released her new best friend’s throat, recoiling like a mongoose as she slipped from the vehicle while keeping the foresight of her Glock firmly between his eyes. 
 
    Dan dragged him out and marched him to the line of bodies. 
 
    “Which one’s Billy?” Dan demanded.  
 
    The shade of pale purple the man had turned during the journey was fading, and he had just about recovered sufficient breath to speak. “Him,” he said, indicating a normal-looking man with bullet holes either side of his skull. 
 
    “That was me,” Leah said aloud, trying not to sound too proud. 
 
    Dan glanced casually from the ambush site to the tower she had been perched on during the attack. Bloody good shot, he thought to himself as he fought the urge to offer a high five.  
 
    “Excellent answer,” he said with a false smile. “You progress to round two. Are these all of your friends apart from the two dead bastards we left where you pointed guns at innocent people?” 
 
    He started to cry, a pathetic keening noise which cut through Dan’s brain painfully. 
 
    They were. His entire gang. Billy’s crew, all wiped out. He was sure. No matter how much this psychopath threatened him with his child assassin and his evil dog, no matter how much pain he was in, he was the only one left. 
 
    “OK. You can go,” Dan said, looking around. 
 
    Dan saw only Rangers, Jimmy and Neil, and knew that they were shielded from the house by trees. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, the revelation stopping his tears instantly. 
 
    “Yes. How far is your place? I’ll drop you off,” Dan said reasonably.  
 
    Dumbstruck, the man’s mouth opened and closed a few times as he processed what he had just heard. “You know the athletics stadium? Just off the motorway?” he asked, naïve and hopeful. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dan, drawing the suppressed Walther from his vest and putting one round behind the man’s ear at point-blank range. 
 
    Nobody spoke as the man’s body slumped to the floor with his friends. His legs gave out just like someone had switched off the power supply. A few seconds of silence reigned as they all stared at the additional body on the ground. 
 
    “Well, that was frightfully silly of him,” declared Neil in his favourite accent, breaking the silence. “Who would pick a fight with a group of armed gentlemen and expect to get away?” 
 
    They laughed at Neil’s impression as they all accepted their agreed account of how the man died. 
 
    “Silly chap. Still, couldn’t be helped, eh? Who wants a cup of tea?” 
 
  
 
  


 
    CLEANUP 
 
    The bodies were stripped of anything useful, as were the cars. It had been months since they had burned dead people in the tennis court, but they used petrol to light another fire as they had before. The difference being that they had made these people dead intentionally. 
 
    Ewan spent the afternoon using the big forklift to drag the five cars to the track that provided access to the rear by the lake. They were dumped in tight formation to block it completely from the road. 
 
    Joe offered to move to the gardens for a while until things settled down, taking his vehicle and extra weaponry. 
 
    Everyone was brought in for the day to get to grips with what had just happened. 
 
    Marie gave the facts to the assembled group. Now that they numbered over seventy, she had to stand at the pulpit in the chapel – or Diverse Multiple Faith Room, as the sign read – to be heard easily. 
 
    She gave the brief facts, left out the gory details, and told everyone what was being done about it. “Some of you will remember Kyle, and the others will have heard about him, I’m sure,” she said. “It seems that after he fled from here, a group of undesirable people found him and imprisoned him. He must have given them in-depth details about our home, which allowed them to attack us.” 
 
    Murmurs rippled around the crowd. 
 
    “Their attack was repelled.” She spoke loudly and confidently. “Their group is no longer a threat to us. Everyone who knew about this is dead.” She let that sink in. “Thanks to the quick thinking and bravery of Cedric, Pete, James, Neil and our Rangers, we are still whole.” She looked at each person she named as she spoke. “Rangers were expected to fight – it’s what they chose to do. When farmers and gardeners and mechanics put their lives on the line, then that needs recognising to reassure them.” 
 
    The murmur picked up a notch. 
 
    “Now, it’s true. Pete has been shot in the attack as he and James defended us.” 
 
    The murmur dropped in happiness a level. 
 
    “But expert medical care from Leah at the scene and then Kate, Lizzie and Alice has saved him. He is now resting in medical and needs time to heal, but I’m sure all of our thoughts are with him.” Again, she looked at those as she named them, amazing Dan at how she knew where they were in the crowd. 
 
    The murmur swayed from concerned to proud and now returned to happy. 
 
    “I know this has been difficult and frightening, but until order is established on a wider scale, then we must do as we have done to protect innocent people.” She paused, orchestrating the mood of the crowd like a maestro. “We have all been through bad things since it happened, and more bad things may be in store yet, but today we have proven that we are stronger as a group than these people thought. That’s why we’re here and they’re not.”  
 
    The excitement rose again as Marie went on with her effective propaganda. 
 
    Dan didn’t know how she managed the strings so well, but she actually got a cheer at the end of the speech. 
 
    Dan wanted nothing more than to take the day off, to get back in bed with Marie. To have had breakfast instead of skipping straight to dinner. 
 
    However, he had a dog covered in blood, a damaged Marine in need of a serious checkup, a thirteen-year-old who had just killed three people and seemed to think nothing of it, and a friend in the hospital with two big holes where Kate had pulled bullets out of him. 
 
    He had Cedric to manage, who had killed someone with a shotgun as he aimed at Dan’s own head – something that hadn’t even sunk into his own mind yet. He also had over a dozen people frightened by being held hostage, a shortage of ammunition for the machine gun, and an enemy lair to find and destroy. 
 
    “Grant me the serenity,” Dan said aloud to himself as he walked through the house. He decided to start with the things he could fix easily; that way his to-do list seemed to make progress. 
 
    First stop: Pete. Dan found him happily propped up on a hospital bed with a large clean bandage over his shoulder and his arm in a sling. Kate showed Dan the small bullets she had removed, and told him that she had had to give Pete a little “sauce” to aid his recovery. Dan understood and asked for a quiet report on how much he was having to keep functioning. 
 
    Pete accepted the thanks blithely, playing down the evident sacrifice he would have most likely made had James not done what he did and Rich not chosen to come to their rescue. 
 
    Dan provided Kate with a bottle of Scotch to help her keep Pete happy and save on the medication. He fetched Ash and headed for Ops, looking for Leah or Rich or both. He found both. All the weapons that had been used that day were stripped fully and put back together oiled. The big machine gun had suffered a jam on the last burst, and Neil had been unable to clear it. The gun now lay in pieces, the delegate components laid out in OCD straight lines on a clean cloth. 
 
    Leah and Rich sat at the table looking over the new weapons picked up from their attackers. They were arguing kind-heartedly over which gun had injured Pete. 
 
    Rich was adamant that it was the ancient and very illegal Uzi automatic pistol with filed-off serial numbers. That thing had probably changed hands numerous times over the last thirty years as it made its rounds through the criminal underworld, being held sideways and pointed out of car windows. 
 
    “Right calibre, two wounds close together. High rate of fire. It was this,” Rich said, resting his finger on the dull and uncared-for weapon. 
 
    “OK, maybe you’re right,” Leah admitted. 
 
    “You two gun geeks have any other hobbies?” Dan asked them. 
 
    “No. Not really,” Leah said, deadly serious. 
 
    Dan sighed. He knew she would never have the end of her childhood as she deserved, but the fact that she seemed to enjoy it so much concerned him sometimes.  
 
    “Fine. I’ve got a search-and-rescue mission for you instead. Solo. Can you do it?” he asked seriously. 
 
    “Yes. Details?” she said, jumping up. 
 
    “Ops. Missing bottle of single malt. Not been seen for two days. Should be in company with a glass. Go.” 
 
    Leah knew when she’d been played, and walked off to fetch what she was sent for. Dan opened one of the large windows and sat on the floor with his head resting on the sill. He lit a cigarette and answered the dog’s grumbling with, “Shut it, tobacco Nazi.” Ash put his head down with a grumble and didn’t press the issue. 
 
    Leah returned with the bottle and glass, taking her leave before she was sent. Dan had already primed Marie to intercept her. 
 
    “Do your teeth before bed,” he called after her. 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” came the sarcastic reply. 
 
    Some dad, he thought. 
 
    Both Leah and Rich knew what the shakedown was for, and she knew she would be sent away so Dan could do his “after-action” report. He poured himself a measure and suddenly realised how thoughtless he was being. He started to apologise to Rich, who stopped him. 
 
    “It’s fine. I can choose to drink or not. Today isn’t really a celebration day for me, so I won’t be having one. But thanks.” 
 
    Dan raised his glass to him anyway and took a sip. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you something,” Dan started. 
 
    “I’m fine. I went into a bit of autopilot and I was scared. Really scared, actually,” Rich said, fiddling with the extended magazine from the Uzi. 
 
    “I was actually going to ask what made you leave the post you were given,” Dan said quietly. 
 
    Rich stopped fiddling and looked at him coldly. 
 
    “That came out wrong,” Dan said, backtracking. “What I meant was, how did you know to reinforce the rear?” 
 
    Rich calmed down immediately, having momentarily thought he had been accused of desertion because Dan had not been careful with his words. 
 
    “Two civvies out back, three trained out front. Judgement call,” he said, almost grudgingly. 
 
    Dan took a sip of his drink. “You did bloody well. You saved lives, possibly all of ours. I need you to understand that this isn’t the military; there’s no chain of command with orders to obey, not really. I don’t have the monopoly on good ideas, and I appreciate having people around me who can think independently. What matters to me is that you got the job done. You saw a leak and you plugged it. Not only that, you dropped four people who looked like they hadn’t even seen you.” 
 
    “They hadn’t,” Rich said, smiling wickedly out of the scarred corner of his mouth. 
 
    Dan raised the glass to him again. “What about our resident child assassin? Did you hear what she did in the back of my truck?” 
 
    He hadn’t. Dan filled him in on the details. Rich laughed heartily as he imagined Leah going “full ninja”, as he put it. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to make of her sometimes,” Rich said. “She doesn’t show any signs I’d recognise as anything being wrong. Maybe she’s just adapted to it?” 
 
    Dan took another drink, draining the glass. “Maybe,” he answered. “I just sometimes wish she’d refuse to get out of bed or something. You know, be a normal teenager?” 
 
    “You can’t expect her to be normal,” explained Rich. “We don’t live in a normal world anymore.” 
 
    “True,” said Dan. “Anyway, I’m officially bloody impressed with your work. Are you looking to get out and about?” He was offering him a shot at being a Ranger, and Rich surprised him. 
 
    “Not yet, no,” Rich said. “I’ve honestly spent enough of my life creeping along waiting to get shot at. I’d like to stay as quartermaster and look at the defences for this place if I can?” 
 
    Dan was happy with that. “What about special occasions? Can we dust you off for the odd one?” 
 
    He laughed. “Dawn raid, guest starring me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan.  
 
    Rich nodded his agreement, and offered him his congratulations on a successful day. Dan shook his maimed hand as he left. 
 
    Dan looked for Leah and found her walking with Marie to her office, each carrying a hot chocolate from a large batch made up by Nina. Dan went back to Ops and poured himself another drink as Ash whined nervously at Satan’s reincarnation. The cat had been dislodged from its normal perch as Rich had sorted out the ammunition properly, so it now chose to lounge on a shelf with its legs hanging down. It avoided the shopping basket bed and preferred the height advantage from which to tease the dogs.  
 
    Steve sat reading a book with his feet up by the window, which looked along the drive. The CB set to his right was silent and the coffee to his left looked cold. 
 
    The pilot looked up from his book long enough to give a friendly nod. Dan liked that about Steve: he could do comfortable silences. 
 
    Dan wandered out to find Cedric and thank him for saving his life. He also planned to ask him if he would kindly not mention to Marie how close he had been to getting his head blown off. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE LAIR 
 
    Dan did not entirely trust Ash’s friend that the whole group had come in force to take over their home. He planned to make sure. 
 
    Leah and Rich were left as guard, and he took the three Rangers to work in pairs. They went in two vehicles, Dan in his Discovery with Joe and Ash, and Steve behind in his Defender with Lexi. 
 
    He knew the stadium, as it was the only one within a fifty-mile radius at least. The main reason they had never come across this group was that there were no real main roads that connected their areas, and to find them would have made for an illogical and ponderous journey. If one of them had panicked and fled blindly across country for over ten miles, they might have found the place eventually. 
 
    As they approached, they saw a supermarket on the opposite side of the road. That was why they weren’t struggling for supplies or having to go out anywhere. Kyle dropping in must have been something of a surprise for them. 
 
    Across the front of the supermarket were the painted words “CLAIMED: LOOTERS WILL BE KILLED”. Friendly people. 
 
    They had stopped the cars short of the building and made the last half mile on foot, working in two pairs covering and moving in silence. 
 
    They found the place abandoned, with evidence of where the occupants had slept and a cache of bags ready to be collected after they had established themselves in their new home. It had been well planned, but by amateurs. They deserved their fate. They had made no attempt to plan for the future, either through inability or a lack of imagination. Did they really expect to survive forever like this? 
 
    Lexi emptied all the bags looking for anything useful and found nothing. They had put all their eggs in one basket and had had it knocked from their hands as they deserved. 
 
    Dan cleared the upper level with Ash as the others did the same downstairs. Nobody home. Either there were others and they had fled after the rest didn’t come home, or Dan had extracted the truth before he shot the only survivor in the head. They returned to the vehicles and poured coffee, deciding what to do with the rest of the day. Steve laid out a road map on the bonnet of the Discovery as Dan wondered aloud if there were any groups of survivors left who weren’t arseholes. 
 
    Lexi knew the towns of a nearby county, having grown up there. Steve, not being from the area originally, went with Joe in his own Defender towards the countryside in the direction they were pointing. Lexi went with Dan and Ash, as that way, both crews had a sniper option if needed. 
 
    They wished each other luck and planned to be back home by nightfall. Dan called up home on the CB and got Rich straight away. 
 
    “Go ahead, boss,” Rich said. 
 
    “Nothing here. Intel must have been good. Splitting into two teams for recce further afield. Back by nightfall,” Dan replied. 
 
    “Roger. Happy hunting, and stay safe,” Rich came back. 
 
    The weather was blowing cold and wet as Dan drove along endless fifty-mile-an-hour roads, thinking that the commute along here would have been dull. They reached a small town that didn’t even have a full supermarket and saw that the windows had been broken long ago, probably before the winter. 
 
    They pressed on, going from small town to village as they went. Each settlement showed aged signs of having been systematically emptied of supplies. They were probably two hours from home when Lexi pointed out a vehicle that didn’t look right. 
 
    Dan rolled to a stop and killed the engine. They watched from a distance, waiting for anyone to return to the small truck which was obviously still in use; no vehicle which had been left idle for over half a year would be in such good condition. Everywhere, the cars were covered in old dead leaves and a green film of neglect, but this one had fresh windscreen wiper marks showing clear glass. 
 
    “Play it nice, or play it careful?” he asked the car out loud. Ash stopped panting to give a small grumble and nuzzle his face. Lexi suggested that they play it nice. 
 
    Dan started the car and drove slowly forwards. As they neared the car, he stopped and went to get out. Lexi followed suit. 
 
    “No,” he said, “wait here. If they aren’t friendly, then let Ash out and you follow.” 
 
    She nodded and let go of her door handle. 
 
    Dan slipped out, walking slowly and keeping the barrel of his gun pointing towards the floor. He got his familiar feeling of being watched and hoped it wasn’t through the sights of anything which went bang. He stopped by the car, looking around. 
 
    “Hello?” he called out, and waited. He looked around, fighting the urge to raise the weapon and use the scope for better detail. He knew Lexi would be itching to get out, but they had to give off the vibe of being friendly. 
 
    “Hello?” he tried again, louder. 
 
    A noise behind him made him turn to see a man dressed in camouflage clothing in a doorway. He held a large rifle, the same size as their own battle rifles but this one was older with a wooden stock. 
 
    “Hello,” he said back, keeping his own gun pointed at the floor. 
 
    Dan took his hands away from his weapon to make a point of it. “Friendly,” he said. “We’ve met plenty who weren’t, but I’m hoping you are.” 
 
    The man regarded him closely. He was older than Dan, older than Steve too. He carried himself well and had the look of a professional man at one point before he grew his hair and beard long and wild. He kept the gun where it was. “What about your friend in the car?” he asked. 
 
    “She means no harm either. We’ve taken to travelling in pairs because there has been some trouble. You experienced any?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve had our share,” he said carefully. 
 
    We, thought Dan. “How many is we?” he asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Not sure I should say just yet. No offence,” the man replied. 
 
    “There are about seventy of us, mostly farming and growing crops. Only the explorers like me go around dressed like this,” Dan said with a smile, hoping to reassure the man that he wasn’t from a military camp. 
 
    “Seventy?” he asked, straightening slightly. “That’s good going.” He seemed to consider his situation for a little longer, then relaxed a bit and allowed the gun to rest on its sling, which he put over a shoulder. “Name’s Gregory,” he said, “you?” 
 
    “Dan,” he said, pointing his thumb at himself before turning over to his left side. “Lexi’s in the car with my dog.” 
 
    “Truce?” Gregory suggested. 
 
    “We mean no harm; I swear it,” Dan replied.  
 
    Gregory walked from the building and came out, still keeping clear of this armed and armoured man who had walked into his world. 
 
    “Shall we talk?” asked Dan. 
 
    “Not here. Follow me,” replied Gregory, climbing into his car. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEIGHBOURS 
 
    They followed Gregory away from the main road onto a playing field. It was overgrown but well-trodden in places where Gregory had driven in before. He turned his car around to face them and stopped. 
 
    Gregory emerged slowly, the rifle held low in one hand. Dan unclipped the carbine and left it on his seat, and he walked towards the man carrying only his suppressed Walther and the brute of a shotgun on his back. Lexi emerged similarly disarmed but with a sidearm visible in the holster on her chest. 
 
    Dan brought one extra item with him: his flask of coffee, which he raised to Gregory as they neared. 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve got biscuits,” he said without a hint of humour.  
 
    After a bit of standoffish acceptance, they finally relaxed in each other’s company sufficiently to talk. 
 
    “I found some folks about a week after. I’d loaded up all my stuff to go and find out what was happening but realised it was everywhere and I wouldn’t know where to start. They already live a bit like this, you know, all environmental and that,” he explained. “I don’t stay there all the time when the weather’s good. I drive around looking for people and things.” 
 
    Dan reciprocated with their own story, leaving out some details such as raiding other camps and killing everyone or having their own home attacked and killing all of them, too. He worried it might give the wrong impression of them. The words “I can explain” never really help, he thought. 
 
    “We managed to get holed up well before winter, and now we have a farm and a commercial garden with greenhouses.” Dan went on to say about their solar power and hot water, which made Gregory’s eyes open wider. 
 
    “Will you take us to your group?” Lexi asked. 
 
    Gregory swallowed his drink as he thought. “Follow me. It’ll take about twenty minutes.” 
 
    They all talked as they drove, running through options. Could they recruit these survivors to come back with them? Would they want to? How did they generate power? Fresh water? 
 
    They followed Gregory down a farm track and saw curious-looking buildings. There were signs by the entrance making bold statements about geothermal heating and emission-free homes. They had found some kind of hippy camp, Dan thought, and he tried to practise his nonjudgemental face. 
 
    He would be fine as long as they didn’t try to get him to meditate with them or give him an earth name or something else ridiculous. 
 
    As it was, their minds were blown by the peace of the place. They were well situated in a valley with low, rolling hills either side. They had a well and were in the process of building a timber-framed house with straw walls. They explained how they would put timber boards over the frame and pack the whole thing with mud and other things to make it weather-tight. Everyone seemed happy and smiled at them as they walked around, feeling totally alien with their black clothes and guns. It was like these people had come from a different world and not the same violent dystopia that his own group had escaped. 
 
    They had a small working farm, complete with another well, and when Dan talked about the breeding problems on their own farm, someone mentioned that they had a bull, and two cockerels which had to be permanently separated to stop them from killing each other. 
 
    As they toured the place, the word commune sprang to Dan’s head. He had thoughts emerging that they could trade with these people if they had things that each other wanted. 
 
    They were invited into the main building, which was formerly the visitors’ centre, where a person could pay just under five pounds for a homemade tea bag made up of wild berries and other spices or over six for a small bottle of pear and elderflower cider. They probably both tasted like toilet water, Dan decided, vowing to stick to coffee and Scotch. 
 
    They sat, and the apparent leader of the group sat down to speak with them. She was a thin old woman, permanently smiling in a serene manner. Dan would have probably found her very annoying a year ago, but then he wouldn’t have been sitting here dressed as he was a year ago. 
 
    They were offered refreshments, and both Lexi and Dan chose water. 
 
    “My name is Scarlet,” she said, and they introduced themselves to her in turn. She didn’t look like a Scarlet; she was at least sixty and had white hair which hung thinly to her shoulders. 
 
    “As you have seen, we have been blessed here,” she said. It turned out that most of the people here had come in the first week. They were either workers or regular visitors to the site, and they all agreed that their little corner of peace was the best place to rebuild. 
 
    “We have saved over forty people from the harshness of the outside,” she said mystically, “and we are nearly all of us happy here.” 
 
    Interesting, he thought. “Nearly?” he asked. 
 
    “Some of those brought here do not like our way of life. They long for the things they have lost, you see?” she explained. The slow way she spoke was starting to get on his nerves. “We have two of the younger ones who express a wish to leave, but they have not because it is not safe,” she finished. 
 
    “What about Gregory? Why don’t they go with him?” Lexi asked. 
 
    “Gregory is happy in his own company and will not take them with him. He visits occasionally, bringing those he finds in need of help, but his wish is to live alone.” 
 
    In the current company, Dan thought he could understand why. He got to the point. “The way I see it, we can be of use to each other. We can swap the stud animals for the farm to ensure the breeds live on. We grow our own vegetables and will be adding salads to the list as soon as the weather gets better. I’m offering to establish trade,” he said. 
 
    Scarlet smiled sickeningly. “I think that is wise. Will you return here one week from today? If you speak to Zachary, I’m sure he can help.”  
 
    Dan thanked her and stood to leave. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I have another request,” Scarlet said. 
 
    “Go on,” he replied. 
 
    “The younger ones we have who do not like it here. They do not share our philosophies and our beliefs; will you speak with them? Explain the dangers of the outside world?” 
 
    Dan said he would, but he had his own suggestion. “And if they still want to see the world? What then?” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Scarlet asked, the curtain of tranquillity over her face twitching to betray her thoughts. 
 
    “If they want to go, they can come with us. If they want to come back, we will bring them back when we return. You have my word,” he said firmly. 
 
    Scarlet smiled again, glad that she had manoeuvred this man to where she wanted him. In truth, she couldn’t stand those kids: they were loud and they didn’t respect nature. They wanted to eat the cows and the chickens instead of nurturing them for their eggs and milk. 
 
    “Very well,” she said magnanimously. 
 
    They went outside to find Zachary. He was every bit the vegetarian organic farmer Dan expected, and he doubted that anything the man wore had ever had a label in. They discussed livestock, Dan’s knowledge being just about sufficient to do the trade, and he agreed to bring back the bull and cockerel for straight swaps as well as a few of last year’s lambs to swap for one of their own yearling rams. This should allow the livestock population to enlarge a bit quicker, he thought, then went to find the ones who didn’t fit in. 
 
  
 
  


 
    VEGETARIAN PRISON 
 
    Henry was maybe a little older than Leah, and very easily bored. He had even taken to doing press-ups obsessively in an attempt to impress the older girls from the group. There were two of them, and he took their giggling to mean that he was getting somewhere when in fact they were laughing at him. 
 
    Lucy was ten and looked as though she had just given up. She looked at the chicken pen for hours, longing for the chance to cook one of the ungainly birds and eat every last scrap of flesh from its bones. It consumed her; she dreamed of roast chicken. 
 
    Neither enjoyed it there, and both had a similar story in that they were found and brought here, one by Gregory and one by a kind woman who harboured thoughts of raising her for future breeding. 
 
    They both rebelled: both were punished by being sent to sit in solitary boredom for hours at a time. Neither of them wanted to work, and neither wanted to stay. 
 
    “Have you tried to leave?” Dan asked them. 
 
    Henry did once, but he came back. He wouldn’t admit that he was scared, and Dan doubted if he’d even got to the main road. Lucy hadn’t; she just sat bored. They were both unhappy. 
 
    Lexi began to tell them about their home. As she spoke, the kids looked up. They grew more attentive with each line she spoke, and when finally they were offered to come and live with them instead, both jumped up to say yes. They would both have probably asked anyway. Dan couldn’t believe how trusting these people were, or maybe he underestimated just how much they didn’t like people who didn’t fit in. He recognised it for what it was: it was one bizarre meeting about the power of Mother Nature away from being a cult. 
 
    Dan had no great wish to involve the spiritual in their lives – a person’s beliefs were their own, he thought. He very much believed in the concept of each to their own, but having to live under the stifling blanket of a faith you didn’t want would be too much to cope with. Both kids packed their small amount of belongings and barely held their excitement as they bounced to the Discovery. 
 
    Dan turned to Scarlet, seeing her flanked by younger women dressed in the same way as her. 
 
    “We will be back to trade in a week; if the kids don’t like it there, they will be brought back then.” 
 
    Scarlet nodded sagely.  
 
    He noticed that not one person said goodbye to the children. He turned and unlocked the Land Rover, asking them to wait. “Ash, over,” he said, making the reluctant dog jump into the boot.  
 
    Lucy made a noise at seeing him, and Dan explained to them both. 
 
    “He is not a pet. Please don’t put your hands through to him or he might bite you.” He struggled for the words to get it through to them exactly what Ash was.  
 
    Lexi stepped in. “Did either of you ever see a police dog?” she asked. Both nodded. “Well, until Ash knows you and gets used to you, just be careful of him, OK? Don’t try and stroke him!” 
 
    They understood. 
 
    Henry’s face when he saw their guns was a picture; his eyes grew so wide on seeing the shotgun that he could barely speak or break his gaze away.  
 
    Dan talked as he drove. “There are a few of us who make sure that everyone is safe. We’re the ones who go out and make the dangerous places less dangerous. It’s not for everyone, but it needs to be done so we can live in safety. We’re called Rangers.” 
 
    Henry showed his immaturity by asking outright if he could be one too. 
 
    “It’s about what training we’ve had,” Dan said, thinking that he had to come up with an excuse for a girl younger than him having weapons. “We all have previous experience, which takes years to learn. You’ll have to see how it goes, get really fit, and try when you’re older. If you want to stay, that is.” 
 
    Henry sank back in his seat. Lucy said nothing for about thirty miles, until she asked, “What’s for lunch?” 
 
    They had left “The Haven,” as they had called it, before mealtime, and Dan looked to Lexi. She dug into her E&E bag and came out with snack bars, crisps, and two bottles of water. 
 
    “Here,” she said, handing them back and ignoring Ash’s best “I’m a good boy” face with his top lip tucked behind a row of teeth. “We usually eat lunch on the go as we work. There’ll be a hot meal tonight, though.” 
 
    Neither kids really heard her; they were ripping into the carbohydrate-rich food like they had spent years in a Turkish prison, their faces melting with the satisfaction of the taste of food they weren’t allowed. 
 
    A few questions came from the back as they drove, and the four spoke about the way life went in their own personal manor house. Ash watched Lexi for a while, still waiting for his treat. He gave up, grumbled, and turned to look out of the rear window. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GAINS AND LOSSES 
 
    They arrived back before Steve and Joe, sedately coming down the drive and rolling over the patches on the tarmac where the blood and fluids from the wrecked cars were starting to wash away. 
 
    Both made the right noises as the ornate building came into sight, although Dan felt that its original grandeur was slightly marred by the solar panels which looked like they had landed from space on the roof. 
 
    Dan pulled up to his usual space by the front door and climbed out. 
 
    “Hang on here for a minute with them,” he said to Lexi. She nodded. Dan let Ash out of the boot and nearly tripped over him as he made straight for the nearest tyre to irrigate it. Leah met him at the door. She was wearing a belt holster with an identical gun to Dan’s new Walther, which was sitting proudly on her skinny left hip in a cross draw position. 
 
    He smiled at her and asked for Marie and Kate to come and meet the newbies. Leah tiptoed and strained her eyes past him but couldn’t see inside the Discovery’s tinted windows. 
 
    Kate was the first out, asking Dan who he had found.  
 
    “Hang on for a minute. I’ll explain in one go. Is Lizzie free to give them a tour while we talk?”  
 
    She nodded and went inside, bringing Alice and Lizzie out for induction duties. 
 
    Marie appeared, having politely cut short one of her sessions with a survivor from the shipping container cage. Rich stayed in Ops; he didn’t like the stares his scars got from people who didn’t know him. 
 
    Dan beckoned Lexi to bring them out and a smiling but nervous ten-year-old Lucy and fourteen-year-old Henry were introduced. Henry’s eyes rested on Leah’s left hip, but a respectable attempt at a death stare from her made him look away embarrassed. Dan reminded himself to explain to Henry that Leah wasn’t on the menu, not unless he wanted an injury or three. 
 
    Lizzie and Alice took them in for the tour and for new clothes, as they were still in the white linen outfits of the “organic fanatics”, as Lexi had named them. 
 
    As they went inside out of sight, Dan leaned back against his vehicle and lit a smoke. Lexi and Marie did the same, and he wondered that it was strange how the idea to light a cigarette was socially catching. Rich walked out to hear the debrief and stood behind Leah. 
 
    Dan explained about meeting the slightly weird loner guy, and how he led them to The Haven. The way he explained the place actually made it sound really good, so he shot their collective hopes down by making a point of it seeming like a cult. 
 
    “Lexi calls them the organic fanatics,” he said. 
 
    Lexi shrugged. “It’s accurate,” she added. 
 
    “Anyway, it seems to us that they have no interest in having these kids back, so unless they have a big change of heart, they are ours now.”  
 
    Nobody disagreed with Dan’s statement. 
 
    Marie went back inside to make plans for the children to be inducted properly and found living space. Not only that, they needed a chaperone as such to start with. Kate followed, readying for another two medical histories to be taken. Dan saw Lexi look at her watch. He knew Paul would be in the gym now, and he was feeling generous. 
 
    “I’ll go speak to Chris about the trade; take the afternoon off,” he said. She lit up and walked inside to secure her kit, thanking him. 
 
    Dan called her back to take his carbine and shotgun. He walked up to the farm with Ash sniffing along the hedgerows beside him. He found Chris talking with Melissa and gave them both the rundown on the hippy farm.  
 
    Chris was annoyed. “How could I have forgotten that place?!” he cursed himself. He went on to say how they used pre-machinery farming methods and described the place as the closest the area had to an Amish community. They thought the gene pool swap was a great idea, and Chris asked to accompany him on the return trip. 
 
    “Of course you can,” Dan agreed. “You think I’m taking a bull anywhere without your help?” 
 
    Plans were made, and Melissa turned to Chris to give him her new ideas for expansion. The timing of it would allow them to get lambs out of this coming season. He bid his farewells, leaving the Farm Manager and Chief Geneticist to their discussions, and walked back to the house as he smoked. The realisation of a Penny legacy put a smile on his face, as he had unwittingly given his friends grand titles. 
 
    He got back and was immediately collared by Leah to come and see what they had done. The large map covering one wall had been moved, as they had been sorting out the office now it wasn’t partly an ammo store. In doing so, they had uncovered a large blackboard which must have become defunct when the prison had years ago turned to computers to manage their roll call. It had a grid system for writing in numbers of prisoners based on where they were. There was a section for the farms, the gardens, the works party, the kitchens, and others. Leah and Rich had scrubbed off some sections and added new ones using Tippex. The “total count” section at the bottom right became their first official population counter. 
 
    “Now, when someone goes out,” said Leah excitedly, “we mark down how many go to what place and mark them back in.” She made a point of rubbing R1 and R2 off of the section “Ranging” and adding two to the count in the house. He looked at her: seeing a young girl so pleased with herself for doing something new made his heart melt a little. He really was pleased with her and proud of her work. His eyes rested on the Walther on her hip, and he was about to say something about her using a weapon she hadn’t been trained with. He decided not to; this girl had done everything and more to get his approval and to be the best she could be at everything she did. She had killed to protect her home, and he thought that he should probably give her some leeway. It was way past the point where he didn’t trust her with weapons, so he let it slide. 
 
    “Good work. I’m impressed!” he said. “You two sure you can keep on top of this, then? Lots of people moving in and out nowadays.” 
 
    “We’ve got it under control, boss,” said Rich, giving a conspiratorial wink behind Leah’s back. Dan turned to her. 
 
    “I see you’ve switched to the P99 too?” he said.  
 
    She placed her left hand on the weapon, slightly self-consciously. “Yeah, I like the weight of it. It feels chunky,” she said quietly, not wishing to sound childish by admitting that she wanted to carry the same gun as him. 
 
    “Me too,” he said, satisfied with the flattery of imitation.  
 
    He walked to the dining room to get a hot coffee. 
 
    The kids were excited about the place, not giving any indication that they thought it was a temporary arrangement. He was happy with that. Word went around those in the house quickly about the new arrivals, and he found a small huddle around them. He saw Lucy tucking into a plate of jam tarts brought out by Cara, who was ever happy to see people enjoying her treats. Henry was telling them about the place where they had been, and he wasn’t making it sound very welcoming. Dan noticed Eve listening intently, lapping up every word he said. 
 
    He hadn’t thought of her for a while – her or the child who spent months attached to her leg. He couldn’t see the girl now and looked around for her. He leaned closer to Nina as she walked past carrying drinks for the kids and asked her where she was. 
 
    “She’s moved into Cara’s room now,” she said, shocked that Dan didn’t know. “Both the little ones stay with her, but the girl still doesn’t talk to anyone.”  
 
    He felt a little bit bad for not knowing, but then reasoned with himself that he wasn’t exactly idle and couldn’t be expected to know the social ins and outs of over seventy people. He left them to it and went to find something constructive to do.  
 
    Carrying his coffee and two jam tarts, he walked out through the lounge area where Ash had curled up on one of the large settees. Smelling food, Ash jumped down and followed expectantly, receiving the pastry crusts to reinforce his faith in scrounging from people. They walked outside, where Dan lit another cigarette and stood in the cold sunlight. 
 
    He suddenly felt very lonely, as if everyone else but him was busy right now. He thought of things he could do to be constructive and settled on a visit to Pete to see how he was healing. 
 
    Dan found Pete sitting up in bed with Alice reading to him. He could read just fine, but he liked the company. Not wanting to intrude, Dan nodded his hellos to the pair and left. 
 
    Still lost for something to do, he went to his room and took off his boots. With Ash taking up a large portion of the floor – Marie made it clear she was not sharing the bed with him too – he lay back and picked up the book he had on the table next to the bed. He’d meant to start reading it about six months ago, but until now he hadn’t had the chance. 
 
    He must have dozed off at one point, because Marie woke them both, having looked everywhere for him to say dinner was ready. As they walked downstairs, she said that Eve had come to talk to her. She beat around the bush a lot, but she wanted to go on the trade run to see The Haven. Dan saw no real reason to refuse her, so agreed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ESTABLISHING TRADE 
 
    The week went quickly, and on the day their first trade caravan went out, Dan met an excited Chris ready with a Land Rover and the horsebox trailer. He towed the bull with a lividly aggressive chicken sitting in a cage on the back seat. Ana was driving a pickup not dissimilar to Thunderbird Two, only hers had a tin cover on and half a dozen sheep in the back instead of a huge machine gun. 
 
    Dan left Ash with Leah, which caused him more worry than giving her guns did. He was satisfied that they would be fine, as Ash would just spend the day in Ops waiting for her to feed him. 
 
    They wove their way through the towns and villages until Dan recognised a familiar vehicle sitting on an approach to the road. He pointed it out to Eve, who had remained annoyingly silent the whole journey. As he slowed down near Gregory’s car, allowing him to pull out and lead the way, Eve sat up. 
 
    “I’ve seen that car before,” she said. Dan looked at her. “Just before you turned up, that was the car I saw the soldier in.” 
 
    Dan thought for a minute. If she had stepped out and spoken to Gregory instead of hiding, then she and the girl would have probably been brought here months ago and saved him from hearing her whine. 
 
    They pulled up after bouncing along the track, and Eve’s eyes lit up. She got out of the car and walked slowly as if in a daze. Dan got out and waved the others through to the farm area, hoping to get done quickly. Zachary shook hands with Chris and, maybe Dan imagined it, flinched from the strength of his grip. They spoke briefly, then organised the loading and unloading of animals. 
 
    Dan walked to the visitors’ centre or whatever they called it now to find Eve sitting with Scarlet and her two flanking clones. They were drinking some kind of herbal infusion, which boring people like him would probably call tea. 
 
    He had never seen Eve smile, and she was smiling now. He was invited to sit down and a cup of infused something or other was poured for him. He tried it, and found it to taste like shit. He politely swallowed and put the cup down, resisting the urge to spit it out. 
 
    “Well, ask him, child,” urged Scarlet with a false smile of serenity. 
 
    Eve straightened herself in her carved wooden seat, then looked at him. “I want to stay,” she said with a grand amount of drama. 
 
    “OK,” he said, and then turned to Scarlet. “They’re swapping animals now. Shall we make this a yearly thing to keep our herds healthy?” 
 
    Scarlet seemed taken back that he hadn’t made more of an issue about Eve’s big news. “Yes, that seems like a wonderful idea,” she said, recovering her poise. 
 
    Eve tried again to get a reaction. “I won’t need any of my things. Everything I could want will be provided here,” she said. 
 
    Except shampoo, conditioner, razors, toothpaste… thought Dan. 
 
    “That’s fine,” he said, not bothering to be as false as the hippies and make up rubbish about how she would be missed and blah, blah, blah. Truth was, she constantly moaned, wouldn’t lift a finger to help, and instead of looking after the traumatised girl who clung to her, she tried to dump her off on anyone else. She had finally succeeded, and if she wanted to go and live in a tepee or whatever and dance in the mud with no shoes on, then that was fine by him. 
 
    Dan got up to leave. “Thanks again for your hospitality,” he said to Scarlet, receiving an annoying slow nod like she was the oracle of all things. If he didn’t like her much before, then he certainly wasn’t under her spell now. 
 
    He walked to the door and said over his shoulder, “In case you were wondering, the kids wanted to stay with us.” He left without waiting for an answer. 
 
    He found Chris had loaded the bull without issue but the cockerel he had in exchange was even more foul-tempered than the one they had brought. It was a similar story with the young ram. Its little horns had just started to grow and looked out of place, like a teenage boy with a light fluff of a moustache. He displayed a bit of attitude to Ana until Chris picked it up bodily and slid it into the back of the pickup. 
 
    “Good to go,” Chris said to Dan with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Me too,” Dan replied, smiling wider. “I’ve done my own trade.” 
 
    They looked puzzled, until he couldn’t contain it any longer. “I’ve swapped Eve for the kids!” 
 
    They were still confused, and he explained that Eve had made a huge drama about announcing that she wanted to stay and be at one with nature. They both laughed with him and began the journey home. 
 
    So was established Dan’s settlement’s first official trade route. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FISH OUT OF WATER 
 
    Emma gave up on the idea of using a vehicle after a week. She eventually found a working car on the third day of her journey, living off the remaining food and water she found in abandoned shops still hosting the desiccated remains of the former owners. 
 
    The problem was the roads: they were blocked in most places. She hadn’t driven in nearly seven years since she had first learned, having lived in university accommodation and used public transport ever since. She didn’t know the city from the road perspective, and using trains was clearly no longer an option. 
 
    In the end, she had to travel over thirty miles to the south to escape the built-up areas before she began to look for transport again. She travelled lightly, with only the small rucksack containing a few items. She kept the handgun and spare things of bullets – magazines, she believed they were called – and kept the precious laptop safe. 
 
    Three times she had to hide when she heard the sounds of other people; she couldn’t afford the delay or the inherent risk of interacting with them. 
 
    She had taken to travelling on foot during darkness, a darkness so complete as she had never seen before. The lack of light pollution made her see the skies over the city as she never had. 
 
    Eventually she found a working vehicle, having used the hill it was parked on to get the engine going. 
 
    She began her long, looping journey around the country to find her way north. She had never driven on a motorway before, and found that she had to go slowly and weave between abandoned and crashed cars, their drivers’ skeletal remains left where they were exposed. 
 
    After she had escaped the city limits, she took to travelling during the daylight, twice in the first day having to go back up the motorway to find an alternative route, as the pileups had blocked the lanes entirely. She made slow progress, made worse on the fourth day of driving when she struggled to siphon enough fuel to keep going. She tried the radio as she drove, finding nothing but static on every station. Not even an emergency broadcast remained, and she wondered if the system had ever even been activated. 
 
    She crept northwards, sticking to the centre of the country and using the blue road signs to direct her. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEW LIFE, OLD LIFE 
 
    On Dan’s instruction, the Rangers had been hunting in pairs further afield. The farms were a hive of activity, with crops being planted and animals being bred. Chris was happy and excited, claiming that the herds would be doubled within a couple of years. There was fresh meat, and fresh vegetables were starting to ripen. Apple and plum trees were sprouting, and every square inch of greenhouse space at the gardens was either already planted or earmarked for planting soon. 
 
    Dan was sleeping off a night shift spent awake in Ops when he woke around lunchtime to noise downstairs: more than normal noise, there was some excitement going on. He dressed in trousers and boots with a T-shirt, fitting a gun behind his back as habitually as lacing his boots. He made his lazy way into the dining room, thinking caffeine thoughts. 
 
    A woman and two men were sitting at the tables surrounded by those not out at work. Three new pairs of hands were a good thing, Dan thought as he poured a coffee. He turned and rested against the long table as he sipped. Heads moved in the small crowd and he saw the profile of one of the men. 
 
    A flash of recognition hit Dan, making him feel sick to his stomach. He knew this man from his distant past. 
 
    He put down his coffee cup without taking his eyes away and reassured himself that the gun was just behind his right hip before he drew himself up to his full height. 
 
    “Kelvin Parkes,” Dan announced in an icy tone that cut through the noise like a razor. 
 
    The room was instantly silenced. One of the inexplicable customs of their new world was that nobody ever used a surname. The man went pale and turned towards him. 
 
    “Me? That’s not my name!” he said, adding a disarming smile. 
 
    The reply gave Dan all the confirmation he needed: that wheedling voice, the slight lisp, the utterly obsequious tone. 
 
    It was him, and he absolutely had to go. 
 
    “Stand up,” Dan commanded.  
 
    Others started to speak, to question what he was doing. Some of them had heard that tone of voice before. Andrew watched in confused fear: the last time he’d heard Dan speak like this, he had nearly killed a man in a supermarket with his bare hands. 
 
    The man didn’t move. He looked around smiling at the other faces in the room in silent appeal for help. 
 
    Dan took a step forward and drew himself up. 
 
    “Stand up. Now,” he said, fighting to contain his rising anger. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Marie hissed at him. 
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off the man and replied, “I’ll tell you in a minute.” 
 
    He stepped forward, now within reach of the sitting man. “Get. Up,” he growled. 
 
    The man stood, panic evident on his face, and started to speak. Dan’s temper finally snapped. He grabbed the man by his jacket and dragged him from the room on his tiptoes, prompting shouts and screams from others. 
 
    As Dan dragged the man out of the room, he threw himself on the floor, holding up his hands to fend off Dan’s aggression. 
 
    Dan dragged him to his feet again, locking his arm behind his back with his left and using his right hand to pull the opposite shoulder. The man moved in pain, arching his back to try and relieve the agonising pressure on his right arm and shoulder. 
 
    He pleaded with Dan as he was marched into Ops. Rich looked up in surprise as the disruption burst into his peace. 
 
    Dan threw the man into the room, making him stagger to remain standing. 
 
    “Rich, search him and don’t let him out of your sight,” Dan said, snarling.  
 
    Rich did as he was asked. 
 
    Dan turned to see Marie standing in front of him, furious, and a small crowd gathering behind her. 
 
    “What the hell–” she began, lost for words at his sudden violence. 
 
    Dan had no choice but to admit what he knew, exposing his own history in doing so. “Because he’s a fucking sex offender,” he said loudly, silencing them all. “I know this. He was sentenced to ten years in prison.” 
 
    The mixture of shock and disgust at the revelation left them stunned. 
 
    “He will not stay here. I will not allow it,” he finished. 
 
    He saw Cara at the back of the crowd, ushering the growing gaggle of children away into the house. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Marie asked quietly. 
 
    “Positive. Hand on Bible,” he replied. She knew what that meant. 
 
    She thought for a moment before asking Rich to watch the man. She nodded her head back inside to indicate that Dan should follow. She walked towards the dining room, sending runners to collect the other council members. 
 
    A tense wait ensued while the others were gathered, and Marie sent everyone else from the room. 
 
    When they were gathered, Dan asked for a rundown of how the three came to be there. 
 
    “Lexi and Joe found them travelling south, told them about this place and brought them here. As we have before,” she added, warning Dan not to lay blame. 
 
    “Where were they coming from?” he asked. Nobody knew. He suggested bringing the other man in. 
 
    He was called Rob. He and the woman had been travelling south to escape the next harsh winter. They found the other man alone, coming from the northeast. 
 
    “What story did he give you?” Marie asked. 
 
    “Not much, really,” said Rob. “He said he’d spent a few years up there working but had no family around. He asked to come with us.” 
 
    Rob was thanked and invited to leave. 
 
    “You all have my word that this man is a dangerous, predatory paedophile,” Dan said.  
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    “How do you know, mate?” asked Neil quietly. 
 
    Dan sagged. “Twelve years ago, I worked not far from here. I was a police officer. A young girl went missing, and by the time we got into her laptop at home, it was too late. He pretended to be her age and arranged to meet her. She got in his car and he took her and repeatedly raped her. We threw everything we had at it and found his car on CCTV picking her up. I found him and locked him up. He still had her blood on his trousers,” he said, swallowing hard at the images flashing in his mind. “She killed herself just after the trial,” he said flatly. “Tablets.” 
 
    Marie broke the silence. 
 
    “Does anyone here doubt Dan?” Nobody did. “So what do we do with him?” she asked. 
 
    Cara, for once, found her voice. “He’s not coming anywhere near my kids!” she said. A murmur of agreement rippled around. 
 
    “All in favour of banishing him immediately?” Dan said, rising. 
 
    All hands were raised. 
 
    Dan strode from the room back to Ops. He threw on his equipment and transferred the Walther to his vest, screwing on the short suppressor. 
 
    “Rich, with me,” he said. Rich put on his own equipment vest, watching the cowering man at all times. 
 
    “Please!” he begged. “You’ve got this all wrong! I’m not a paedophile!” 
 
    “Shut your fucking mouth,” snapped Dan. “I know exactly what you are; I caught you, remember?” 
 
    A slow veil of recognition washed over his face, quickly hidden behind more denials. 
 
    He wasted his breath. 
 
    “Your name is Kelvin Parkes. You are a convicted sex offender who should be serving a life sentence.”  
 
    The man opened his mouth but couldn’t speak.  
 
    Dan forced him to empty his pockets, finding an almost empty wallet. It contained a debit card in the name of Mr K L Parkes. Dan smiled triumphantly, holding the card out as further proof to the others. 
 
    “Rich, empty their car and follow us,” Dan said, grabbing a roll of black duct tape and wrapping it around Kelvin’s wrists roughly as he twisted them into the small of his back. 
 
    “Stop! Please!” whined Parkes pointlessly. 
 
    He was thrown in the boot of the Discovery, watched carefully by Ash from the back seat. Rich threw the handful of bags out of the car as Rob picked up his own. 
 
    “That’s his,” Rob said, pointing at a bag. Rich put it back in the car and drove after Dan. 
 
    They drove for nearly two hours, at times with Rich struggling to keep up. Eventually, Dan pulled up at a quarry on waste ground and got out. 
 
    He dragged Parkes from the boot and dropped him heavily onto the ground. Parkes was crying. 
 
    Dan pointed to Rich where he wanted the car. He dragged the man to his feet and slammed him against the side of his Discovery. 
 
    “Where are we?” Dan asked him. 
 
    Parkes moaned and closed his eyes tightly. 
 
    “TELL ME WHERE WE ARE,” Dan screamed in his face. He drew the knife from his shoulder, seeing eyes widen in front of him. He spun Parkes around and slashed through the bindings, cutting him in the process. 
 
    Dan turned him again and hit him hard in the stomach. 
 
    As Kelvin Parkes gasped for breath in the dirt, Dan walked to Rich. 
 
    “This is where he took an eleven-year-old girl,” he said. “He made friends with her through the internet. He groomed her for months, pretending he was her age. They agreed to meet up and he brought her here.” He walked over and stood above him. “Tell my friend what you did to her,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Please! No!” Parkes begged. 
 
    “Tell him. Now,” Dan said again. 
 
    “SHE LOVED ME!” he sobbed pitifully. “They made her say those things about me!” 
 
    “She was a child. You lied to her and then you raped her. She killed herself because of you.” 
 
    Dan looked at Rich, seeing silent agreement in his face. 
 
    He drew his gun, pointing it at the man’s head. 
 
    “Get up,” he said. “Get up and get in the car. We’re letting you go.”  
 
    Parkes stopped crying, barely able to believe what he had heard. 
 
    Nervously, he got to his feet and walked towards the car with the engine running, never taking his eyes off the gun.  
 
    Dan twitched the barrel at him, indicating that he should climb into the driver’s seat. As Parkes got behind the wheel, Dan glanced once at Rich. 
 
    Rich nodded. 
 
    Dan stepped round and fired once into Parkes’s right hand, the bullet destroying bone, tendon and ligament as it tore through his flesh. He screamed in agony and shock. Rich ran to the passenger door and shoved the car in gear as Dan forced the man’s legs onto the pedals. The car went into gear and the engine howled as it revved highly. 
 
    They shut the doors, cocooning the screaming man inside the car. Dan leaned the gun into the window and shot him again in his left leg, making Parkes flinch his foot off the clutch. 
 
    The car leapt forward, hopping as it went. The momentum of the slope took the car in its inevitable grip and slowly it rolled to the cliff edge where it tipped to crash end over end into the dirty water below. 
 
    “Technically,” said Rich as casually as he could as they both looked at the sinking car below them, “I saw him drive off on his own. You?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Dan as he lit a cigarette with shaking hands, “rode off into the sunset all by himself. I doubt he’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    They climbed back in the car, Rich to return to his peaceful day and Dan to go and avoid explaining why he hid his past from everyone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RECOVERY 
 
    Pete’s shoulder was healing slowly, helped, he claimed, by the two little spaniels who lay on his legs and seemed happy to sleep all day and all night with occasional breaks to eat or go outside. Every day, James went to him for instructions in the morning, and every evening he would sit with the old poacher and discuss his results, receiving tips and pointers based on his performance. James was putting weight on and no longer resembled the skinny, terrified kid Lexi had brought home. He had grown a sturdy set of shoulders, having taken over every heavy task from Pete. He trusted the older man, which was why, one evening, Pete told him straight that Pip didn’t need him to follow her everywhere and that she was going to be fine without his help. 
 
    What Dan learned later was that the young girl had spent a long time talking with Pete, as they were the only ones being treated daily by the medical team. She had asked Pete for advice, then for his help in putting James off trying to be the husband he had never been asked to be. 
 
    James seemed to take it well, but a subtle eye was kept on him to be sure. Jack stepped in a few times a week to show him some skills and teach him about different types of animals and when their breeding seasons were. 
 
    Pete was even allowed out for a few hours at a time, which he spent fishing while sitting on a folding chair on the lake’s jetty. True, he did have a fishing rod, but the only thing he ever caught seemed to be a small bottle of Scotch. 
 
    Dan didn’t feel guilty about the ruse; he had discussed it with Kate beforehand, who agreed as she didn’t want him sitting in medical either moping or drinking. 
 
    “It’s actually not that much,” she said to Dan as they discussed Pete’s drinking in private one day. “He never seems to be actually drunk as such; he just needs a top-up to keep him going. I’ve seen way worse alcohol problems than this, and I would class Pete as ‘functioning’ at absolute worst.” 
 
    Dan had to agree. Not once had he ever seen Pete staggering drunk, not even at Christmas when he himself had ended up throwing up in the snow, and Pete never showed any adverse signs of the alcohol affecting him. He decided to categorise Pete as “Drinker” now, and not “Alcoholic”. 
 
    Marie had started to take her one day off a week to coincide with Dan’s. They enjoyed a lazy lie-in which they planned ahead for and stocked his room with drinks and snacks the night before. After a morning not wasted in bed, they got up for lunch and did whatever they felt like for the rest of the day. Marie called it “pottering”. 
 
    The routine had established itself well enough that on those days, Ash would spend the morning with Leah. He knew she loved the status of walking around with the huge dog at her heel. Maybe Ash would father a litter one day and she could have her own, Dan thought. 
 
    On one of their free days, Marie was restless. She wanted to go out somewhere. The irony of being a Ranger for fun on his day off from being a Ranger wasn’t lost on him, but if she wanted to go out, then he would take her out. 
 
    “Where would madam like to go?” he asked lazily. 
 
    “Anywhere,” she replied. “Just take me out somewhere.”  
 
    He realised the furthest she had been from the house since he brought her back months ago was to the gardens where she visited Cedric and Maggie every week. “OK,” he said, “but you work to my rules.” He kissed her arm as they lay in bed.  
 
    She rolled over slightly so he could see her raised eyebrows. “Oh?” she asked. 
 
    “You move when I say, and you stand still when I say.” He kissed her shoulder. “And you follow my instructions to the letter.” He kissed her neck, making her squeak and pull away. 
 
    “You’re so melodramatic!” she teased. 
 
    They dressed, and Leah reluctantly relinquished control of his dog back to him. Ash seemed unhappy too, as he probably doubted Dan would feed him anywhere near as much as Leah would. 
 
    He drove well, showing off and completely wasting his effort, as Marie didn’t even notice. She was no longer the only person there who knew what Dan had been before, but she decided to push a little harder for the reasons why he was so moody at times. 
 
    She asked him to stop the car. She got out and looked around, spinning a slow circle. Dan scanned the area with his weapon, looking for dangers. He was just about to call her back to the car, to tell her to be careful, when he realised that all he ever saw nowadays was danger. He never stopped to see what she was seeing. 
 
    Now that the earth had started to claim back all the concrete and tarmac, and the busy pace of the world had replaced the rat race with the race for survival, he never stopped to appreciate the beauty around him. It was a clear day, and from the motorway flyover they had stopped on, he could see for miles. He could see three sets of hills, the two smaller ones showing the way north through a valley and a much larger range to the south. He had driven through this place so many times in his life, but never once had he seen what was beyond the line of traffic. He lowered his carbine and slowly stood up straight. 
 
    “Relax, Daniel,” she said kindly. 
 
  
 
  


 
    UNBURDENED 
 
    He relaxed. He walked over to her, discarding the weapon by slinging it behind his back, and put his arms around her waist. He kissed her gently, and she responded. 
 
    They disentangled themselves and leaned back against the barrier. They lit cigarettes, and, as he exhaled slowly, she asked him the question he’d known was coming. 
 
    “What happened?” she said quietly. From all their conversations, all his attempts at diverting or distracting her, it always came back to this. She wanted to know what tortured him so much. 
 
    “Three years ago, nearly,” he started, “I was a firearms officer. You know, flash car and sexy-looking kit. I was happy with life. She was in the job too. And the kids…” He stopped, swallowing down the tears which threatened. “It was a Friday night. Busy as usual. We got a call for a kid with a knife on the outskirts, bad area, you know? Concrete jungle kind of place: all high-rises, high crime rates and high unemployment.”  
 
    Marie knew. 
 
    “We got there, looked around, and couldn’t see anyone who looked more suspicious than normal. We’d had a lot of hoax calls there, kids on the estate throwing things at the cars. Couple of guys got hurt; one was quite bad when a freezer went over the balcony and hit a car. It was becoming an estate you didn’t go onto unless you went in force.” 
 
    Marie knew those areas well, having sent plenty of people in force to fetch her the bad people to lock away. 
 
    “Anyway. Walking back to the car and my mate goes down; they’d lobbed a half-brick at us from a balcony. Just dumb luck that he took it in the head. Lights out, fractured skull.” He drew on his cigarette, taking it down to the end before he flicked it away with his thumb and forefinger. “A kid appears from by the car. It came to my head that they’d figured out what we were and were going to take the guns. I still believe that now, even when it doesn’t matter anymore. I tried to call for backup but this kid ran at us. He had something in his hand. I couldn’t see it clearly, but I was sure it was a weapon. I drew on him, shouting at the top of my voice for him to stop. He didn’t, so I shot him once in the chest,” he said, eyes vacant and tapping the fingers of his right hand on his sternum. 
 
    Marie stayed silent, letting Dan fill the gap. 
 
    “They all scattered,” he said, looking up with tears streaming down his face. “Backup arrived and helped me do CPR on the kid. My mate survived; the kid died on scene. They took my gun, swabbed my hands, and led me away to give my initial statement; they all had that look of pity on their faces. Dead man walking.” He cuffed at his eyes. “The press screamed racism. Police brutality. Black youth murdered by white cop, all that shit. He was fourteen years old. I was sure it was a gun he was carrying, but the only thing they found was his fucking phone. He was running to help, and I killed him. He wanted to be a paramedic when he grew up. He was first aid mad when all the other kids his age were chalking up robberies and weapons charges.”  
 
    He cried. “It was awful. They hung me out to dry. My name got leaked and I had death threats. ‘Racist pig murderer’ – that’s what they painted on my car. I went downhill badly. Depression, insomnia, mood swings. I was in a bad way. Not just my career. I didn’t care about that anymore, but my life was over.” 
 
    He looked down at the floor. “That’s when she left and took the kids. I found out afterwards that she’d been dropping on her back for her boss anyway. Not that it mattered by then; everything I’d ever worked for was gone. I did my job, and the organisation crucified me for it. I was in a situation and reacted how I was taught, but it was wrong. I was wrong. Not once did the job stand up in the inquest and say I was innocent; they bent over backwards to help prove I wasn’t. After eighteen months of hell, the inquiry declared a lack of any evidence to convict me for murder, but nobody forgot. It was ruled an ‘accidental death following police contact’. I’d moved back to where I’d started out before transferring. Everywhere I went, it was the whispering: ‘That’s the bloke who shot that kid.’ Bastards. You’d think your own side would look after you, wouldn’t you? After that, word of the private prosecution came through. I was suspended again and was looking at a trial for manslaughter.”  
 
    He paused. “It looked likely that I was going down for it.” Dan angrily wiped the tears from his face and lit another cigarette. “So now you know everything,” he said bitterly, “still want me around?” 
 
    Marie had stayed still and silent as it all poured out of him, and now she took a breath to speak. 
 
    He held up a hand and shushed her. She fought down her angry indignation and supressed the urge to cuff him around the head. He leapt to his feet and threw away the cigarette, calling Ash back to heel as he swung the carbine back to his front and raised it in one smooth action. He squinted through the optic pointed down the abandoned and overgrown motorway. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, a hint of fear making her voice slightly higher than normal. 
 
    “Movement,” he said gruffly. “Vehicle, almost a mile away.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    HARD CHOICES 
 
    Emma nursed the uncomfortable car northwards on a motorway littered with cars and green plants overgrowing the hard shoulder and central reservation. She was sure last week that she was going to die. She had started to cough and had felt drained very quickly. She recorded her notes throughout, dictating what she felt to be her own death so that someone might find her research and the data she carried and one day understand what it was that happened to them all. 
 
    For three days, she coughed and shivered, drinking all the water she carried and being too weak to find more. She was confused, fevered. She couldn’t understand how she had gone past the forty-eight-hour mark. Had she? Was she not reading her watch correctly? 
 
    She was even more confused when she woke up on the fourth day, feeling better. She had coughed so hard that her throat was sore and had bled from the minute rips caused by the violent coughing. Her abdomen hurt, and looking under her top, she saw her stomach muscles were more pronounced than ever; she found herself looking at a six-pack and wondering who it could belong to, as it couldn’t be hers. She had coughed herself to death, and this was some form of afterlife. That was it. 
 
    Only it wasn’t. As her mind cleared from the fever she had suffered, she realised that she had been ill but had not died. She suffered exactly the same symptoms, so she thought, but the virus had not killed her. She saw her digital voice recorder abandoned on the floor next to where she’d lain sweating and shivering. She had left it on and flattened the battery. Hopefully she could charge it in the car when she got moving again, but first she needed water. 
 
    She needed water, food and clean clothes. She had to admit she stank. 
 
    She gathered what she needed, taking aspirin to try and numb the pain in her head and body. She found clothes to wear in an abandoned shop after climbing in through the window. She washed with cold water and helped herself to deodorant and fresh clothes before leaving through a fire escape. She paused at the sign which told her that the door was alarmed, and pushed the bar anyway. She doubted there was anyone alive close enough to hear it. She started her car and continued north.  
 
    Completely unaware that she was being watched. 
 
    The two men in the car followed her. They kept back in the distance, keeping her car over a mile away when the geography allowed and waiting for the right time. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan whistled Ash and told him to get in. The dog launched himself through the open window of the Discovery. Dan started to walk sideways, keeping the car in his scope as he moved towards the driver’s side. 
 
    “Get in, Marie,” he said calmly. 
 
    “We’re not going after them, are we?” she asked. “I don’t… I think… Let’s call up the others.” She reached for the CB. 
 
    “No time,” he said, and he started the big three-litre engine as she watched the car approach without the need for the optic. 
 
    “Female. Alone,” he said as he reversed and went to drive down the exit slip to get behind the car. Benefits of no traffic, he thought. He stopped, turning the nose of the car to the left and moving to lean out of the window and raise the gun again. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Marie, flustered and more than a little annoyed at him. 
 
    He didn’t answer, just reached for the CB. 
 
    “It’s Dan, anyone there?” he said, keying the switch. 
 
    “Here, boss. Go,” Leah snapped back efficiently after a few seconds. 
 
    Damn. “Who’s there with you?” he asked. 
 
    “Just me. Lexi and Steve are off site, Rich is swimming in the lake, and Joe is sleeping off the night shift,” she replied, sounding curious. 
 
    Shit, he thought. He either had to do this alone and keep Marie safe, or ask Leah to drive to find them. If she left now, she could be backing him up in ten minutes. He looked at Marie, agonising over the decision. 
 
    “Is she ready?” she asked, reading his thoughts easily. 
 
    He nodded and keyed the mic again. “Fastball op, kid. I need you to write the following down, ready?” 
 
    A second’s pause, then, “Go.” 
 
    He gave very succinct directions to his current location, then, “One vehicle seen, second vehicle looks to be stalking it. Suspect hostiles. I need you to back me up, get on the motorway THE WRONG WAY and follow. Take a car with a CB and go. Now.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    I WON’T LET YOU DOWN 
 
    She froze for a second, letting it sink in. She threw on her vest and added the Glock and mags to it and then selected her carbine with a scope. Four magazines were charged ready, and she seated one in the weapon before adding the others to her vest. She still had the loaded Walther and a spare magazine on her left hip. She also carried a hidden sheath knife inside her trousers by her kidneys – a short blade, more of a punch knife really. The really disturbing thing about all of this was that she knew how to use them all. If any Kelvin Parkes had tried to abduct this girl, he would have been found piece by piece over the course of a few years. 
 
    She opened the cabinet where they kept the spare keys to the vehicles – those brand-new ones they had found, that was – and threw herself in Steve’s Defender. She fired up the engine and accelerated hard up the driveway. 
 
    “At the motorway,” came the young voice over the crackling radio. 
 
    Dan snatched up the mic. “Hard right, down the slip, then back on yourself. Go fast until you find me and then tuck in behind me,” he instructed. 
 
    “Roger,” came the reply. 
 
    Almost fifteen agonising minutes later, she caught sight of the back of Dan’s big Discovery cruising along. She called him to say she had him in sight, and he explained what he wanted her to do. 
 
    “Next vehicle up ahead is possible hostile. Match speed and force a stop on them, then you go ahead and stop the one in front,” he said. 
 
    “Confirm you want me to force stop on hostiles and then chase the other one?” she asked. 
 
    “YES,” he said clearly. 
 
    “Negative. You have Marie on board. You force stop and I’ll deal with hostiles,” she countered. 
 
    Dan nearly threw the mic in sheer exasperation. She was right, really, and was only doing what he would do. She had tried so hard to be like him that she now was him, and he hated it. He looked at Marie for help. 
 
    “You made her a child soldier; you deal with it!” she said with amusement to cover her rising fear. 
 
    Dan shook his head at her and tried again. “Negative. You are to assist in forcing a stop and then…” He stopped talking as the vehicle in front started to speed away. 
 
    “Change of plan; we’ve been made. Take out hostiles now,” he yelled into the radio as he accelerated hard, kicking the automatic gearbox down twice. Marie pressed herself into her seat and looked frightened. He leant over and opened the glove compartment, exposing a Sig and two spare magazines. She stared wide-eyed at him. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The two men in the car saw the flash of movement as the Discovery crested the rise behind them too close. They never knew that the driver was distracted by a radio argument with a young girl, but their plans were forced into early execution by the intrusion. They planned to follow her to the blockage up ahead and trap her. 
 
    Both were concerned it was some kind of government team; a second black 4x4 appeared next to the first, and they were coming hard at them. The girl still hadn’t seen them as they pressed up behind her. They had been anticipating catching her ever since she went to ground somewhere last week; now that she had surfaced, their excitement had turned to fear. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah used the power in the gears and brought herself up level to Dan. She had the vehicle with the heavy winch bumpers, not to mention a lot less chrome than his Discovery had. She keyed the radio. 
 
    “I’ll take lead and give them a nudge,” she said.  
 
    It occurred to Dan that she wasn’t asking: she was telling. Again, it was the best idea, as she had the vehicle which would end their pursuit of the girl instantly. He thought back to the only basis she had for this kind of thing that wasn’t on the television: a demonstration using kids’ toy cars on how to make contact to stop another vehicle. It was so ridiculous that she had taken such idly given information and turned it into real-world tactics. 
 
    “Do it,” he said back to her.  
 
    She looked over at him and nodded before gripping the wheel tighter and pushing ahead. Dan dropped back a couple of car lengths behind her right quarter. They gained on the car quickly. As Leah got to within ten metres, the passenger window opened and a man leaned his head and shoulder out with a gun in his hand. Definitely hostile. 
 
    Leah stood hard on the accelerator and swiped her wheel to the right, hitting the smaller car in the rear doors and pushing it at an angle. She lifted off to give herself space and saw the passenger aim directly at her as their car lost control and spun. She floored the throttle, hitting the car side on and bouncing it away from her. She lifted off again before stamping down and ducking low to avoid the shot. She hit the car again and peeled off to the left as she flinched away. 
 
    She heard a metallic clang as a single round ricocheted off the roof. She glanced to her right and saw the car skidding sideways, then spin so violently back towards her that she didn’t believe they could survive the crash. 
 
    The uncontrolled back end of their car had hit a stationary vehicle which was crashed nose first into the central barrier. It spun out three times before coming to a mangled stop. 
 
    Dan timed it perfectly. He saw Leah hit the car and destabilise it, then hit it again to turn it sideways. He saw her final shunt and then she peeled away, leaving the uncontrollable car to smash into the back of an abandoned Vauxhall. The car spun back around the other way, just as he timed it right to squeeze his big vehicle through the gap it left as it went. Marie screamed, and Dan tried to pretend he wasn’t holding his breath. 
 
    Leah had come to a stop and was starting to reverse. She changed the plan again. 
 
    “I’ll cover them. You bring the civvy back and help clear it,” she said, breathless with adrenaline or fear or both. “Hurry up,” she added. 
 
    “Will do,” Dan answered, and he accelerated hard to hunt down the quarter-mile distance between them and the little car. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Emma first realised she wasn’t alone when a sound behind her made her glance in the mirror. She saw a car spinning after a big crash, and through the flying debris came a big black vehicle. It got bigger in her mirror. 
 
    She panicked. Her breathing was rapid and threatened to become uncontrollable. 
 
    The car wouldn’t go any faster; she tried and it just made more noise, but the speedo wouldn’t go over sixty-eight miles an hour. She should’ve tried to find a better car. 
 
    It gained on her fast, and she knew she wouldn’t get away. With one hand, she tried to get the laptop from her bag to hide it, but lost speed by doing so. The big car surged past her, pulled in front, and slowed. She tried to get past but lacked the acceleration. It was hopeless. She slowed down to stop and her mind raced with what these people would do to her. The words of the senior analyst came back to her: “You’re like a hamster on a wheel. We should use you as a test subject.” 
 
    She stopped and tried to prepare herself for the worst, searching the bag desperately for the gun. 
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah climbed over the passenger’s seat and out of the vehicle to give herself cover. She took the gun with the scope and lay flat on the ground, watching the wrecked car. Both men were still in their seats, motionless. She forced her breathing to slow down and watched both carefully at six times magnification, watching for signs of life and waiting for help to come back. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan told both of his passengers to stay down and then got out and held both hands up in front of him. He kept them away from his weapons and approached slowly. He saw the young woman frantically moving before coming up with a gun pointed at him held in both hands. He was about to dive back to the cover of the vehicle but couldn’t risk her firing and hitting Marie or Ash. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah lay flat and watched the two men. The passenger stirred, shaking the shoulder of the driver. She kept the sight over the man’s head, hoping she could keep one of them alive to answer questions. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Emma panicked. She held the gun shaking in both hands and pointed it at the man who emerged from the big car. He was dressed like a soldier, and he walked slowly with his hands up. She didn’t know what to do, but she was sure that she couldn’t get away. 
 
    Dan kept his hands clear of the weapons, not wanting to scare the girl further; she already looked terrified. 
 
    “We’ve stopped the men chasing you,” he said.  
 
    She was confused; she thought he was chasing her. Her mouth opened and closed, but the courage to ask anything deserted her. 
 
    “Please put that down. We’re not going to hurt you. There’s a young girl back there who needs my help, and the longer you fuck about, the more danger she’s in,” he snapped.  
 
    She wanted to trust him. She thought he seemed more annoyed than threatening. 
 
    Marie quickly grew bored of the lack of reassurance coming from her emotionally constipated partner. She carefully put the gun down on the seat and got out, walking towards the car showing her empty hands. 
 
    The girl’s gun switched wildly between the two targets. Dan considered rushing forward and breaking the window, but now couldn’t risk Marie getting hurt. 
 
    “Please,” Marie called out, “we can help you.” 
 
    Dan took another step forward as the girl’s grip on the gun faltered. Just as he heard two gunshots pierce the air. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah watched him try to wake the driver, then give up and force the mangled door open. It was twisted and bent where she had rammed into the passenger’s side, and he had to kick out to give himself space to escape. He fell to the floor on all fours and looked around, his eyes resting on her Land Rover. He had a big, heavy-looking automatic handgun in his right hand and was dressed all in black similar to herself. 
 
    He raised himself up, dazed by the impact, and pointed the gun at her. 
 
    She fired, hitting him in the lower leg – an easy shot through her scope. He spun to the floor, pulling the trigger and sending a harmless bullet into the air as he fell. She stayed in position, silently willing her hero and mentor to come back. The scream seemed to take an age to escape the man’s mouth, the shock of the pain making it build until it finally escaped and tore the air. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan couldn’t see Leah or the car from where he was, and he shot a pleading look at Marie.  
 
    “Go,” she said to him. 
 
    He had to trust that the girl was not a threat, just scared. He threw himself behind the wheel and turned around to launch the big 4x4 towards Leah. 
 
    The seconds it took to cover the ground felt like minutes, and he pulled up short to get out. He left Ash in the car with the door open, telling him to stay. Taking cover behind a vehicle and raising his carbine, he called out to his protégé. “Leah!” he yelled. 
 
    “Here,” came the instant reply, easily heard over twenty metres. “Driver’s out of it; passenger armed with one in the leg. Covering,” she called back, not taking her eye off the bleeding, writhing man. 
 
    Dan moved up along the central reservation, keeping the car visible over his weapon and seeking cover from the side where the passenger was. 
 
    At five metres away, he slowed, sidestepping to his right to get a view of the injured man. Dan stepped in quickly, kicking the gun away from him. 
 
    “Move up,” Dan called to Leah. 
 
    Leah abandoned the G36 where it was, drawing the Glock from the holster on her chest with a well-practised hand. She rounded the front of her vehicle and took a line of cover to stand behind Dan, all the while keeping the immobile driver in her sights. The hours of practice showed as they performed their contact drills in silence. 
 
    She tapped Dan on the back, and he slung his carbine to grab the man she had wounded. Dan dragged him up and held him against the side of the car, looking for more weapons and spare ammunition for the gun. The bleeding man said nothing and kept his eyes screwed shut. Dan put him back on the ground and moved to the driver’s side. Leah automatically switched her aim to cover the man Dan had searched. 
 
    Dan drew the Walther and went to open the driver’s door, finding it similarly wedged from the impact. He took his finger off the trigger and smashed the window using the butt of the gun. The driver didn’t move as the beads of broken glass cascaded over him; little wonder, Dan thought as he saw the huge injury to the right side of the driver’s head. The skull was crushed on one side just above his ear from the impact, and it leaked blood slowly. 
 
    Dan nodded to Leah and went to the injured man. He was groggy from the crash, and the bullet that passed through his calf had taken enough blood from him to make his face pale. 
 
    “Who are you? Why were you after the girl?” Dan asked. He received no reply other than the man opening his eyes and staring straight through him. “Who are you?” he asked again, more forcefully. 
 
    He smiled, dribbling blood from his mouth, and said in a heavily accented voice, “Fuck you” before his eyes closed and his head sagged. Dan checked for a pulse, finding him alive for now. He left him where he was. 
 
    “Good work, kid, really good,” he said to Leah, prompting a smile of pride. 
 
    A noise made him look up, and he saw the little car heading back to them. Marie drove and the girl sat in the passenger’s seat, hugging her bag with eyes wide as she saw the mess in front of her, still gripping the gun tightly. 
 
    They stopped, and the girl stared at the carnage in front of her. She glanced at Leah and visibly did a double take at the child. 
 
    “These men were chasing you,” said Dan. “Any idea why?”  
 
    She shook her head slowly, unable to tear her gaze away from the pool of blood on the ground. 
 
    “Dan, this is Emma,” Marie said. On hearing her name, Emma snapped out of her trance and looked at him. “And this is Leah,” Marie finished. 
 
    Leah kept her gaze over the sights of her gun still trained on the unconscious man, but said “’sup,” trying to sound cool and succeeding. 
 
    Emma didn’t recognise the men, nor did she know why they were coming after her. 
 
    “We’ll take him back for questioning. Marie, can you drive mine with Emma?” Dan said. 
 
    Marie nodded, but the girl woke up from her daze again. 
 
    “No! I’ve got to keep going!” she said, almost believing it herself. 
 
    “Fine, but rest with us and go on after with supplies and a better car,” Dan said.  
 
    Emma didn’t think she had much of a choice, and in the back of her mind she longed for a conversation with anyone but herself. 
 
    Marie sealed the deal. “Hot showers,” she said, leaving the rest to Emma’s imagination. 
 
    Emma shuffled off to the big car and let out a small scream as she saw a huge dog in the window displaying rows of big, sharp teeth. Marie gently reached out and took the gun from Emma’s unresisting hands. 
 
    “Ash, heel!” Dan said with a smile, and Ash slunk out of the open door to stand by his feet. 
 
    “Watch him,” he said quietly, pointing at the unconscious man. Ash turned a snarl on him, adding a snap of his teeth but getting no response. 
 
    Dan turned to the adult women and nodded. “Leah can take me back with him.” 
 
    They went, and Dan dragged the man to the boot of Leah’s car, Ash following ready to attack if given permission or if he moved. Dan sat in the back, keeping a careful eye and a gun on their prisoner as Leah drove. He had a worry that this man was more than averagely dangerous. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FIRST RANGER’S QUESTION TIME 
 
    He told Leah to drive to the farm, a sadistic but effective idea forming in his head. 
 
    They pulled in and she went to search for Chris. Dan told him what he wanted, adding, “You’ve read Silence of the Lambs?”  
 
    Chris had, and he looked puzzled – even a little disturbed – but knew well enough not to ask now.  
 
    Dan stripped the man and tied his black shirt tight around the ragged bullet hole in his leg. That got a pain response. 
 
    The naked man was tipped into a wheelbarrow and taken to a small shed where a litter of last year’s pigs ran. He tied him up and waited. He got bored of waiting and threw a bucket of dirty water in the man’s face, forcing him back into consciousness. 
 
    Dan kicked him lightly in his wounded leg and stood back as the cry of pain became a murderous look aimed directly through him. Definitely more than averagely dangerous. 
 
    “Why were you chasing that girl?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Go fuck your mother,” the man said helpfully. 
 
    “I don’t have the time right now; I’m too busy about to fuck you instead,” Dan retorted in an annoyingly calm manner. The man responded with a fairly legible rant about England, Dan, and his mother again, along with other various subjects which rapidly bored him. He even threatened Dan with what would happen when he got out of his current predicament, before he lapsed back into his native language to better continue the obscenities. 
 
    Dan sighed, explaining that he obviously wasn’t going to untie him just so he could try and escape and have to have his arse handed to him a second time today. “Only this time it won’t be done by a thirteen-year-old girl,” he said with a smile, and stepped close. “I do hope you can understand me properly,” he said as he leaned in closer to him. “I’m going to really, really hurt you unless you tell me what I want to know. If you do, you might get a doctor. If you don’t, I’ll keep going until you die. Up to you.”  
 
    The man probably understood him, because he spat at Dan’s face. 
 
    That was a mistake: Dan could handle being punched, shot at, stabbed, but he really disliked spitters. 
 
    He hit him in the body with four hard punches in quick succession, alternating hands as he did. 
 
    He stepped back, waiting for the man to catch his breath and abuse him again. He suddenly remembered that Leah was still there watching and thought to send her away. He didn’t; it wasn’t like he could remove any more of her childhood, as there was probably nothing left. The only reason he had someone to interrogate was because she’d had the foresight to intentionally wound him. If she had wanted to from that distance, she could have put bullets through both eyes. 
 
    The head rose again, and Dan didn’t wait for the next volley of obscene abuse. He stepped in and delivered another series of stinging blows. The man hung limply again, catching his breath. 
 
    Twice more Dan did that, trying to establish a pattern in the man’s head that this wouldn’t stop, no matter what he said. That way he wouldn’t bother keeping anything back. That was the theory, anyway. 
 
    Dan decided on a different approach as his impatience got the better of him, selecting a pronged fork for moving straw which he used to poke at the bullet wound, drawing screams of agony. 
 
    “You’re going to die of infection, and these pigs are going to eat you,” Dan said nastily. 
 
    “No more! Please!” the man said. 
 
    Dan asked him again. He gave his answers in gasps, his breath ragged from the beatings, finally giving up their intentions when Leah ended their pursuit. 
 
    “We follow her, waiting for her to hit roadblock.” 
 
    “What else?” he asked, raising the pitchfork again. 
 
    “NO! I tell you everything!” he screamed. 
 
    Dan doubted that, but he’d at least removed his suspicions that the girl was different to any other vulnerable survivor. 
 
    Still, there was just something not right about her; she seemed too… new. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE SCIENTIST 
 
    The prisoner was shut in a room on the farm. Chris watched the door until Dan got back to the house and sent Joe up to take over. Dan would have to deal with him soon, but not before he had found out more. He wanted to ask the new girl her story before his suspicion got the better of him. 
 
    He walked into the house with Leah and Ash. He left Leah in Ops cleaning her carbine and full of pride, giving Ash a bowl of food and telling him to stay with her. 
 
    She did well today, he thought. He walked into the dining room looking for the new arrival, instead finding Marie with a hot drink. 
 
    “Where is she?” he barked.  
 
    Marie was not amused with his tone, and her face let him know that. 
 
    “Hello. Where’s the new girl?” he said patiently with a smile and a tone of voice which showed far more deference.  
 
    Marie thought that was better. “She’s showering. She hasn’t had hot water in weeks.” 
 
    “What did she tell you?” Dan asked, trying to get as much background as he could until he could speak to her. 
 
    “She was in a facility down south somewhere, underground. Some kind of shelter, I presume. The power ran out and they went outside; she’s heading for Scotland. That’s all she said,” Marie told him. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” he said, sitting down opposite her. “Up for a little tag-team interview with her?” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Emma stood under the hot water, letting it soak through her greasy hair and wash the film of dried sweat from her skin. She scrubbed herself clean twice over, letting the fear of the previous weeks rinse down the plug with the soapy water. She shaved and washed until she started to feel human again. 
 
    She dried herself with a clean towel and dressed in the clean clothes they had given her. She picked up her bag before walking out of the bathroom, making her way back downstairs. Cara had laid out a selection of food, making her forget her normal hang-ups about people seeing her eat. She ate hungrily, savouring real food again. When she had finished, the man she had pointed a gun at earlier stood and offered her coffee. It tasted good. 
 
    “So, Emma,” said the blonde woman, Marie, smiling, “tell us about yourself.” 
 
    She paused, wondering why she felt the need to be secretive about her plans. 
 
    “It’s OK,” said the man, “we’ve all of us got a past, but something tells me yours is a little different.” 
 
    What did he know? She glanced at her bag, then back to them. Dan resisted the urge to reach over and snatch the rucksack away and find out for himself. 
 
    “I need a plug point,” Emma said quietly, “to be able to show you properly.” 
 
    The three of them went to Ops, where the laptop was plugged in and started its slow warm-up. She took her voice recorder and connected it to the USB port. 
 
    “I was involved in a virology research programme as part of my doctorate,” she said. “When word first reached us that an epidemic was spreading, they moved all of our research and most of the team into a facility in the city. There were others – politicians and military.” Her eyes glazed over.  
 
    Marie prompted her to continue. 
 
    “Most people sent to our site didn’t get in; it was only really the first ones who weren’t infected. We locked down and watched the world fall apart from the CCTV monitors, but we lost power in the end.” She spoke softly, slowly, like it was all becoming real to her just now. “Eventually the solar power and the generator fuel ran out, and we had to leave. It was never designed to hold out indefinitely without being able to go topside. We left, and everyone got sick and died. Except me.” She decided not to mention the Colonel and his breakdown; she didn’t want to have to justify out loud leaving a human being to die. 
 
    “What’s in Scotland?” asked Dan. 
 
    “The main virology research centre. It’s a top-secret thing; even my team didn’t know about it until we spoke to them in the bunker. We lost contact with them too,” she said sadly, suddenly feeling very tired. “I was hoping I could get there and find out what this is. I have a theory, but you might not like it,” she finished as she typed in a long password to log on to the computer. 
 
    “Go on,” Marie urged her gently. 
 
    “This pathogen is very fast-acting. The gestation period to fatality is the quickest of all known lethal infections ever. It’s like Spanish Flu on steroids,” she explained as she turned the computer to show coloured graphs depicting something which Dan lacked the patience to comprehend. 
 
    Get to the point, he thought irritably. “So?” he asked when no further explanation came. 
 
    “So I think it IS Spanish Flu on steroids. Don’t you see?” She brought up another chart showing times between exposure, symptoms becoming visible, and death. “Nothing natural should be this lethal so quickly, but there must be a random element of natural immunity. How are we all still alive? I see no obvious genetic theme running in all of the survivors, so why didn’t we die?”  
 
    Dan hoped the questions were rhetorical, as she was starting to lose him a little. “So what are you saying?” he asked. “In simple terms.” 
 
    “I’m saying we were attacked. I believe this to be an airborne biological weapon. Possibly,” she said with resounding finality. 
 
    Dan’s mind swam with ideas and theories as he walked back to the farm. Joe had taken over watching the unconscious attacker. Dan had talked with Marie about what to do with him, not necessarily open to ideas other than putting him down. It was Leah who pointed out that he had been bound, blindfolded and mostly unconscious when they brought him back, and that he had only seen the inside of a shed while there. 
 
    Dan agreed that he didn’t need to die, but dumping him somewhere with a bullet hole in his leg would be worse than killing the man himself. He cleaned and dressed the wound, giving the man back his clothes and adding a bottle of antibiotic tablets. His hands were tied behind his back and he was blindfolded again before being put in the boot of Dan’s Discovery, then driven around for over twenty miles of aimless driving just to confuse him before he was taken back to where his dead friend sat in the wrecked car. He was handed the keys to the small vehicle Emma had been driving and told very firmly that if he was ever seen by them again, they would kill him. 
 
    The man drove south without looking back. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SCIENCE TRIP 
 
    Emma agreed to stay for a while and recover her strength, as her recent illness had left her weak. Marie called a council meeting that night and explained what had happened with Emma and what she had said afterwards. 
 
    The news of an attack using biological weapons being a possibility didn’t really affect any of them, which frustrated Dan. 
 
    “If this is a bioweapon, don’t you see the implications?” he asked the blank faces staring at him. “If we’ve been attacked by another country, ask yourselves why?”  
 
    Nobody spoke. 
 
    “What if it’s a precursor to invasion?” he suggested to them, finally getting some hint in their faces that they were beginning to grasp the point. “We have no idea if any other countries are affected by it; it could simply be that the island has been quarantined.” 
 
    “Slight problem with that theory,” offered Neil. “If there were still other people, other intact governments, out there in the world, then why haven’t we seen any aircraft?” 
 
    Dan thought about that one. He hadn’t seen anything in the sky that hadn’t evolved to fly in almost a year, not even a faint vapour trail. He assumed that if they were under quarantine, there would at least be some kind of reconnaissance flight higher up, or even a broadcast on the radio. 
 
    “Granted,” Dan said, “so the other possibilities are that we’ve been attacked and are going to see Chinese tanks or whoever heading down the driveway soon, or that the whole world is affected.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter what we think, though, does it?” said Chris quietly. “How are we going to know for sure?” 
 
    Dan took a breath and told them of the conversation he and Marie had had with their newest guest. “Emma wants to go to some lab in Scotland where they test stuff like this. She said she might be able to say whether the virus is synthetic or not.” 
 
    There was silence in the room as each considered the benefits. 
 
    “But what would the point be?” asked Chris again. “How will it affect us?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know, but it may give us some answers. I think there’s no harm in helping her,” Dan said, waiting for the next question. 
 
    “Help her how?” said Marie. 
 
    “She’ll need a vehicle and supplies. I also think she should have an escort.” He left it there. 
 
    “Who?” said Marie, worrying what the answer would be. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” said Dan carefully. “It would have to be a Ranger, obviously, and it would be their choice to go.” This meant that it would probably be him. 
 
    “Shall we bring the other Rangers in?” Marie enquired. 
 
    “Please let me speak to them first,” Dan replied. “Shall we meet tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    He sat at the table in Ops, having asked Leah to shut the door. The door hadn’t been shut since the day they found the house. 
 
    Dan finished the explanation and let the silence hang heavy. The same questions were floated around the table, and they weighed the benefits and risks of the journey. 
 
    “It’s not like a cure is an issue; there’s very few of us left,” said Steve. “Knowing if it was deliberate or nature redressing some kind of imbalance is academic, surely?” 
 
    Lexi agreed – better to forget the past and concentrate on the future, she felt. 
 
    Still, something in the back of Dan’s mind wanted to know more about what had happened to them. 
 
    “Are none of you interested to know if it’s the same everywhere? What if we’re the only ones affected?” he asked them. 
 
    He sensed something from them, more nervous than apathetic. 
 
    “She wants to go, and I won’t stop her,” Dan said, “but she has a better chance of surviving the trip and bringing back answers if she has an escort. She didn’t even know she was being chased when we found her, for God’s sake!” 
 
    “I’d go, but you probably won’t let me,” Leah offered. 
 
    “Correct,” said Steve, “you’re not going. I will.” He looked directly at Dan and repeated himself. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “OK,” Dan said, seeing the relief on the faces of Lexi and Joe. 
 
    “Get me the location,” said Leah. “I’ll start looking at a route.” 
 
    They went to find Emma to tell her what they had decided. She accepted the news quietly, shaking Steve’s hand as they were formally introduced. 
 
    “I want to give you the best chance of making it there, so that’s why Steve is going to take you,” said Dan. “Also, I’d like you to do some training with us so that you know what to do in different situations. Chances are the journey north will be dangerous; without us, it’s highly unlikely you’ll make it there. Sorry to sound blunt, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    Emma accepted this and asked when they would leave. Steve said it would take a week to prepare properly. 
 
    Emma closed the laptop and stood, indicating her readiness to start straight away. 
 
    Steve led Emma off to begin survival 101 after Dan asked for the location of the facility. He gave this to Leah as he passed, taking Steve’s Defender to Neil’s workshop on the farm. 
 
    An oil-stained Neil looked up from where he was buried in the engine of a tractor, with the diminutive Ewan assisting in replacing whatever part had failed. 
 
    They greeted Dan warmly, giving the sense of being men happy in their work. 
 
    Dan told him what he wanted, making Neil’s brain spin with the possibilities and problems. 
 
    “Extra fuel tank up top,” he suggested, pointing to the roof rack. “I’ll have to strip the rear seats to make space for spare wheels and tools, but they’ll still have to travel fairly light.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” said Dan. “How long do you reckon?” 
 
    Neil thought for a while and said five days. Dan knew he meant three; he just wanted to look good getting it done ahead of time. He thanked him and walked back to the house with Ash. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE MISSION 
 
    Steve had been thorough with Emma’s training. She was well equipped and he had given her basic weapon training with a pistol for worst-case self-defence situations. She packed and repacked her equipment until he was happy that she could save no more weight. 
 
    Neil had done well. Steve’s Defender had been thoroughly serviced and checked before the retrofitting had begun, and it now had a large heavy plastic reservoir tank on the roof rack. Neil’s estimate that it held enough fuel for another five hundred miles was probably generous, but he had included a hand pump to fill the two charged jerrycans fitted inside the rear door. The roof tank had a large opening on top which could be refilled with ease, and he had brimmed it with the slightly pink-tinged liquid from the agricultural tank. 
 
    Four spare wheels were strapped down behind the rear seats, with almost half of the boot space left for their equipment. He had even patched the bullet score mark above the windscreen. 
 
    Evidence of Leah’s interception marked the front bumper with minor dents and scratches, but having hit the soft skin of a car with the heavy steel bumper left nothing more than cosmetic damage. 
 
    He brought the heavy off-roader down to the house, sporting its nine wheels and almost thousand-mile fuel range. 
 
    Steve emerged carrying heavy bags. He was armed with his sidearm and M4 and had a vest stocked well with spare magazines. He also took an Mk14 and an additional handgun which was stashed in the glove compartment. Emma had been equipped with a ballistic vest and sturdy clothing. Both carried minimal personal equipment, with camp cots and sleeping bags to complement their small stove and box of tinned food. They took plenty of water, anticipating a few weeks away at worst. 
 
    Emma cleared her throat nervously. “Can I ask one more favour?” she asked the small assembled group.  
 
    Dan invited her to proceed. 
 
    “I have collected blood samples from the people I was underground with, after they showed signs of infection.” Her voice dropped into uncertainty before she took a breath and raised her head. “To be able to have other samples to test against, I need – I’d like if you would allow me to take samples from some of you,” she finished.  
 
    Awkward silence hung over the gathering until Dan took the lead and rolled up his left sleeve. “I’ll go first,” he announced, prompting half a dozen people to follow suit and file into the medical wing. 
 
    They left after breakfast with no ceremony, everyone acting as though it were a normal trip out to try and convince themselves. 
 
    Steve drove steadily, weaving the heavy Defender through the overgrown roads. In places, what used to be two wide lanes had become a single tunnel between the hedges grown wild in the spring. Leah had done well with their route; she had marked a series of roads snaking north with alternative loops in places. Their journey was engineered to avoid the major population centres and to keep off the motorways through the most built-up areas. It would not be a quick drive, but it should minimise the risks they had to take. 
 
    Steve found Emma to be a quiet, nervous girl. In truth, she was no girl, and close to finishing her doctorate, although still half his own age. He didn’t mind; he liked silence, and she didn’t have much to say for the first day. He didn’t feel the need to fill the void with unnecessary talking, and she didn’t ask questions. His job was to get them there, and she couldn’t help much with that. Her job was at the lab. 
 
    They moved onwards, Emma lost in her thoughts and theories and Steve concentrating on the road ahead. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ROADBLOCKS 
 
    Three times on the first day they had to double back and take alternative loops. It was easy enough to avoid the blockages, but after the third time, Steve’s impatience and tiredness got to him. He had been concentrating all day and they had barely made more than a hundred miles. 
 
    Emma was some help reading the maps, but she wasn’t a navigator by any means; she was more used to negotiating underground train maps than planning a route by car. He had to stop and check it himself a few times, conscious not to let his annoyance show through as he did so. 
 
    As the sun started to set, Steve called a stop to the day and cleared a small building on a higher patch of ground off the road. Emma had still barely said two words since they had left, not that he took offence to her manner. As Steve set up the camping cooker and began to erect his cot, she broke her silence and asked for help. 
 
    She caught her finger and swore loudly, dropping the half-made bed as she hopped around, holding her hand. Steve smiled at her misfortune. 
 
    “It’s not bloody funny!” she admonished him. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. Here,” he replied, helping her put the square poles in the right order. He finished the bed easily and she sat on the taut canvas heavily, tired from a day sitting in a car concentrating. 
 
    “I had never even slept outside of a proper bed until the bunker,” she said, head in her hands as she rubbed her face. 
 
    “Never too old to experience something new,” Steve said, instantly regretting sounding so contrite. He busied himself heating the water for a hot drink as she got up and wandered around, looking at the old contents of the shelves in their temporary shelter. 
 
    “I wondered about this kind of thing for years,” she said distantly.  
 
    Steve had never heard her speak other than to ask or answer direct questions, so his interest was piqued by her sudden daydreaming. “About camping in a derelict shop with an ageing helicopter pilot?” he asked, attempting to lighten the mood. 
 
    “No,” she said, running a finger along the packets containing long-ago-spoiled food. “About what would happen with a virus or something like this. It was all numbers and theories: infectivity ratios, urban population versus rural survival rates, developing algorithms to predict the spread…” She trailed off as she walked slowly, bringing her back to her cot. “That kind of thing. I never once actually considered what it would have been like to survive day by day without modern comforts.” She stopped, fixing her gaze directly on him. “Without fast food and the Internet, most people would just fade away!” she said with a smile, bringing herself out of her daydream with levity to detract from her darker thoughts. 
 
    “They surely would,” agreed Steve, decanting hot water into two mugs and replacing it on the cooker to add packets of instant noodles. 
 
    The regular silence lowered its veil over them for the rest of the evening. They ate, they walked away quietly to tend to their own personal needs, and they lay in their cots after darkness settled with no conversation other than to wish each other a customary goodnight. 
 
    The next four days went by very similarly. Some days they made more distance, others far less. They found places of interest on the journey north, and Steve took the opportunity to top up his fuel despite not having had to use the large reserve tank on the roof yet. Emma offered to drive once, and Steve accepted to give his body a rest from the constant position behind the wheel. 
 
    She crunched the gears and her clutch control was so ineffective that Steve’s back hurt more in the passenger’s seat. Despite their lack of conversation, he felt comfortable enough in her company to offer his opinion about it. 
 
    “Do you actually know how to drive?” he asked after they nudged the kerb for no reason for the third time. 
 
    “Yes! I just haven’t been behind the wheel much since I learned how,” she admitted reluctantly.  
 
    He took back the controls as soon as it was polite to do so. He tried to explain that he wasn’t being chauvinistic about it, but was more worried for the fuel consumption and the possible damage to the car. The more he explained, the more he felt himself sinking into the hole he was digging. He gave up and they fell back into their normal quiet routine. 
 
    After six days and not a single soul seen, they crossed over the border into Scotland. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ROYAL VISIT 
 
    Pat thought long and hard about how to go about his business. He considered sending some of his boys in to be “rescued” by them, conjuring up elaborate plans of showing resistance with a gun battle so they were more inclined to trust his moles. He dismissed that; the accuracy and savagery of the shooting aimed at them when just one of them came still echoed in his thoughts. 
 
    Maybe just a straightforward visit? Stroll up and knock on the front door – a bit of civility cost nothing. His new chief scout had told him about two other vehicles like the one which had come to his land – he had to assume that meant another two armed similarly and just as dangerous. He didn’t have the hardware to counter that; true, he had lots of guns, but they were all hunting tools and not military-grade like those he had faced. 
 
    He didn’t want to risk a conflict with this group, as he had no idea how many of them there were, but he couldn’t allow their incursion to go unchallenged. Rules must be agreed and compensation paid. 
 
    “Load up, boys!” he shouted, sparking a series of flurried movements as the nearest of his subjects scrambled to their feet. “We’re going to visit the English!” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
    Dan gave up on trying to keep Leah off the front line. She was undoubtedly capable, but he still worried that she was far too young to go out alone. He was teaching her how to use the heavy-calibre battle rifle one morning – not that she required much instruction after Steve’s thorough lessons. She had mastered using the automatic carbine in a day, and followed suit with a suppressor and scope like Dan’s. Her M4 was painted in a dappled camouflage colour, and she cherished it more than she used to cherish her phone. 
 
    He realised how quickly he had become accustomed to seeing her armed. Before it happened, the thought of a child carrying guns was abhorrent to him – even more so because of his personal experiences – but seeing her emulate him was flattering, and he felt a genuine pride in her abilities. The scared little girl was long gone. In her place stood a fierce and fit young woman, the next generation of their leadership. 
 
    Dan had decided that if he was going to have to rely on her to cover him, he preferred it if she was firing either lots more or heavier rounds. They took turns firing five rounds each from the battle rifle into a large tree at about four hundred metres, and Leah matched his accuracy easily. At half that distance, she joked that she could draw a smiley face. 
 
    Engine noise pierced the edge of their hearing, rendering both of them quiet just as Ash sat up from where he lay flat, turning his head towards the source. The noise was wrong. It wasn’t the heavy metallic sounds of their own diesels, but the higher-pitched note of a petrol engine. More notes joined the first, until it sounded like a small swarm of bees were headed their way. They ran back to the house and as they neared the drive, Dan handed back the heavy rifle he had carried and silently pointed Leah up to one of the solar panel towers. He stood his ground in the middle of the drive fifty metres in front of the house and fired the ugly shotgun twice into the air. 
 
    Seconds later, Rich ran from the house with a rifle in hand; he dropped to one knee by the treeline to Dan’s left and asked what was going on. 
 
    “Engines, not ours. Sounds like quite a few, and they’re coming our way. I need the gardens and the farm on lockdown and everyone armed,” Dan said as he scanned the limits of his vision through his scope. 
 
    Rich ran back to the house without another word, no doubt getting straight on the CB radio. Lexi and Joe were off site, but Joe was still in radio range and turned around to head home in support.  
 
    Noises of activity started to grow behind Dan, indicating that others were arming themselves and preparing for whatever came their way. Rich sprinted back to him, now wearing a vest filled with spare magazines. 
 
    “Jack’s on the radio. Where do you want me?” Rich asked. 
 
    “Farm. If they come down there, then put an ambush in on the driveway. I’ve got Leah up top with a heavy rifle,” Dan replied, pointing towards Leah’s nest.  
 
    Rich nodded and ran in a wide loop to the right, making cross-country to the farm as Dan sent Ash into the trees to hide.  
 
    The noises of engines grew louder until Dan could clearly make out different notes before the sight that unfolded made his mouth drop open. 
 
    A large black car rolled down the drive, surrounded by six motorcycles positioned as outriders. It was an unintentional parody of a travelling dignitary: a farce in the ruins of their old lives. Dan would have laughed had he not been so shocked and on edge at the intrusion. 
 
    He made a show of slowly racking the bolt on his weapon before settling it into his shoulder and taking a sideways stance. He was conscious not to point the gun at them, but held it ready enough to raise it if needed. He hoped that the message was clear enough. 
 
    The ridiculous motorcade came to rest twenty metres from him as the driver got out and made a show of looking around before he opened the rear door. Very Secret Service, but he completely failed to notice the young girl pointing a rifle at him which was capable of tearing through the roof and killing the important passenger without even seeing him. 
 
    Amateurs, thought Dan, all for show. 
 
    The passenger got out. Dan was presented with a fat man wearing a suit with the most pretentious thing he had ever seen on his head: the man was wearing a crown. The fake Secret Service agent strode forward, complete with sunglasses, and stood in front of Dan. 
 
    “I present the King of Wales. You will address him as ‘Your Majesty’,” he commanded. 
 
    “Will I? Well, you can bugger off and go talk into your sleeve, sunshine,” Dan replied. He was not in the mood to be dictated to on his own doorstep. 
 
    His Majesty King Patrick took the reins. “No need for unpleasantness,” boomed the self-made sovereign as he stepped forward and offered Dan a hand. 
 
    “Patrick,” he said, “King of Wales.” 
 
    Dan ignored the hand and tightened the grip on his carbine. “What’s your business here, Fagin?” Dan said. 
 
    He dropped his hand and boomed a laugh. “Do I need a reason to visit a neighbouring country and offer the hand of friendship?” 
 
    “Let me tell you what I know,” Dan said carefully. “A while ago, one of my lot fired on your ambush and rescued four women who didn’t want to be part of your happy gang. With that in mind, you can see why I’m a little sceptical about you being here.” 
 
    King Patrick’s face dropped, all semblance of joviality abandoned. “You forgot that one of yours killed one of mine in cold blood,” he said acidly. 
 
    “Regrettable but unavoidable,” replied Dan equably. “If you don’t want more bloodshed, I suggest you turn around and fuck off over the border, pal.” 
 
    Pat sneered. “What’s to stop me cutting you down right here?” he said nastily as he opened his suit jacket and exposed a gun in his waistband.  
 
    Dan slowly took his hands away from his weapon, drew himself up to his full height and smiled. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Only that you wouldn’t live long enough to drag that toy past your gut. HEEL,” he snapped to his left without taking his eyes from the man. Ash prowled forwards, head low and teeth exposed in a silent snarl. To make his point more firmly, Dan glanced very deliberately up to his right and back to the intruder. 
 
    Pat tore his eyes away from the savage animal watching him and glanced in the direction of the scaffolding tower. From a distance of less than thirty metres, the sound of a heavy bullet slowly being racked into a chamber was unmistakable. 
 
    “And we’re just the ones you can see,” Dan said. “If you tried anything now, and by some miracle survived, then the way out is far more dangerous than you could imagine. So leave now and forget any ideas you have about taking us on.” 
 
    Pat was many things, but he was not stupid. He relaxed and brought back the genial smile from before as he waved to his group to relax. “How about we just talk, then?” he said. 
 
    “Your lot stay here. No weapons inside,” Dan said.  
 
    Pat removed his handgun, as did his bodyguard. “If they move from the car, they will be shot. Please make that clear to them,” he finished. 
 
    He looked to Leah, who raised a thumb to tell him that she had overheard and understood. Dan walked to the house, and at the front door he turned to face his two uninvited guests. 
 
    “Hold your arms out,” he instructed them.  
 
    Pat smiled and complied as Dan ran deft hands over him, checking for weapons. The bodyguard wasn’t happy and started to protest being searched. 
 
    “Fine,” snapped Dan, “stay out here with him.” He pointed to Ash as he muttered, “Watch him.” The dog’s sudden snarling was encouragement enough for the man to hold his arms out and stand very still. Dan took a knife from the man’s waistband and dropped it on the floor outside. 
 
    “What about your weapons?” the bodyguard summoned up the courage to ask. 
 
    Dan turned to him. “My roof, my rules,” he said with finality before leading them inside. People were moving around, some carrying shotguns. Dan walked into the lounge area and nodded to Marie to stay before loudly asking to have the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FOREIGN RELATIONS 
 
    The four sat in silence for a while until His Majesty King Patrick asked an audacious question. “No coffee?” he said with a smile. 
 
    “You won’t be staying long enough,” replied Dan. “State your business.” 
 
    Patrick sighed, annoyed at missing the opportunity to observe the proprieties. “Seems to me that we need to discuss borders, among other things,” he began. 
 
    “Simple,” said Marie, rapidly picking up on exactly who this man wearing a ridiculous gold circlet was. “We don’t cross into Wales and you don’t cross into England.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “It’s not quite that simple, my love,” he began.  
 
    Marie’s anger flashed, putting the fat pretender firmly in his place. “Do not walk into my house and patronise me,” she snapped savagely as she stood to tower over him. “I see a very clear solution: you call yourself the King of Wales, so you have Wales and we won’t encroach. You are not in any position to dictate terms otherwise. I will happily provide details of the fates of people who have threatened us here if you would like?” 
 
    Her outburst silenced the man. His bodyguard looked nervous; he doubted he had any chance of competing with the man sitting opposite him even if he was unarmed and the huge dog watching his every move unsettled him greatly. Outgunned and outclassed, he felt it best to keep silent. 
 
    Patrick seemed to realise that he shouldn’t push the issue. “I meant no offence, my lo–” he stopped himself before he invited another tirade from the steely woman, “madam. I merely wish to establish firm rules to prevent further clashes between our nations.” 
 
    “Agreed. You stay in your country and we shall stay in ours. I can’t see any way we would clash as long as that is observed,” she said more calmly. “Now, tell us how you knew where to find our home.” 
 
    Patrick sat back and grinned with smug satisfaction. “My eyes and ears have a long reach,” he bragged magnanimously. 
 
    “So one of your feral children followed my Ranger back undetected,” said Dan. “We’re more than capable of returning the favour. We paid a visit to a group we didn’t like recently. I’d say you could ask them how it went, but you’d need a séance.” He left it there, the threat hanging heavily. 
 
    “Fine,” said Patrick. “We keep to our own and you do the same, but that doesn’t mean we have to be enemies.” 
 
    “What are you proposing?” Marie asked. 
 
    “We aren’t animals, despite what the women you brought back told you. We need more women to have babies, and we’ve suffered miscarriages and a stillbirth since this all started. We’re not unlike yourselves, honestly,” he said unconvincingly. 
 
    Dan reckoned that they probably were just how he thought. He wanted breeders. “If you suggest for one second that we give you women, you’re out of your bloody mind. We don’t run a dictatorship here; we look after our people and don’t force them to do things they don’t want to. We still have our humanity.” 
 
    Marie stood. “Thank you for the visit, but we will not trade with your group, nor will you take anyone from us. Goodbye,” she said with finality. 
 
    “There’s still the matter of compensation to be discussed,” Patrick announced in a commanding tone. “The death of one of my boys and the destruction of three cars.” 
 
    “Compensation?” asked Dan incredulously.  
 
    Patrick nodded, wobbling his jowls and the ludicrous crown as his head moved.  
 
    “No. There will be no compensation. You can go now, but you had better not consider coming back.” 
 
    Pat wasn’t so easily dissuaded. “All I ask is for some weapons to defend ourselves,” he blurted out, all confidence gone. 
 
    “To bully and steal, you mean,” Marie bit back. 
 
    “I have a rule: I never put a gun in the hands of anyone I don’t trust. I don’t trust you,” Dan said simply. 
 
    “You can leave now,” said Marie, turning her back and walking out. 
 
    Dan smiled and gestured with his arm the way to the front door. A deflated King and his useless bodyguard shuffled out, marked every step by Ash and followed by Dan. The bodyguard nervously stopped to retrieve his knife, still watched by the big dog. Dan considered telling Ash to leave him but decided to let the dog enjoy himself. Ash was a killer, but he also enjoyed his amateur dramatics. 
 
    Dan followed them to their car, and as Patrick was walking to the rear door, he spoke softly to him. “Tell them whatever you like to save face, but seriously, don’t come back. We have over seventy people and I can arm more than half of them. Don’t think you can take us on, because you can’t. We want to be left alone, and trust me, you don’t want us to have to come calling.” 
 
    Patrick looked at him and nodded once. He sat down heavily in the back of the car and breathed out a long sigh of defeat. He had come expecting his royal status to carry weight, only to find a larger group of people who were far better equipped and organised than his own. He had showed his hand and found himself facing better cards. Luckily, he had gambled nothing on this round, and doubted he could afford to sit down at the green cloth again. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOLD YOUR FIRE! 
 
    Steve threw himself behind the engine block of an abandoned car and screamed at Emma to get down. 
 
    Rounds pinged and whined off the metal as three or four people shot at his hiding place. 
 
    “STOP SHOOTING!” he bellowed. Three times he repeated this until he heard shouts and voices coming from the blocked road ahead. He had got out to see if he could force a way through or drag clear an obstruction using the winches on his Land Rover, but the way was thoroughly blocked. Almost deliberately so, he thought, just as the first shot tore the air. It probably wasn’t intended to hit him, but that made little difference when being fired at. 
 
    Emma had ducked down in the footwell of the truck, despite Steve’s instructions to never hide in a vehicle if someone shoots at you. They ignored her, concentrating their fire on his position until they finally relented. 
 
    “What do you want?” came the faint shout in an unmistakably Scottish accent. 
 
    “We just want to get past. We’ll go another way, just please don’t bloody shoot!” he responded, blood pumping hard around his body. 
 
    “Put down your guns,” came the instruction.  
 
    Steve was annoyed. He had brought enough weaponry to cope with losing his personal weapons, but it was a matter of principle not to allow himself to be robbed. “We mean you no harm; we are literally passing through. We don’t want any trouble!” he shouted back from his hiding place. 
 
    “Hands in the air and come out now,” shouted a new voice, this one closer and full of authority. 
 
    Steve held both hands up and slowly rose with the carbine dangling on its sling. He saw a big man in green camouflage pointing a military rifle at him. Everything about him – his clothes, his stance, his voice – made Steve think he was a trained soldier. He tried a new approach. 
 
    “I’m Flight Lieutenant Steven Bennett of the Royal Air Force,” he declared, standing tall and investing his words with an entitlement which bordered on arrogance.  
 
    The man responded, only a slight flinch as he fought down the urge of ingrained obedience to senior officers. 
 
    Enlisted man, Steve thought. 
 
    “What’s your purpose here… sir?” the man asked in a quieter voice. 
 
    “Like I said, we’re passing through,” he replied. “We’re from a group a week’s journey to the south. I’m taking someone to the Highlands.” 
 
    Still the man hesitated, keeping his weapon trained on Steve’s chest. 
 
    “Look, we’re friendly. We just want to be on our way,” he tried again. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, can’t let you do that,” replied the soldier stiffly. 
 
    “On whose orders?” Steve invested the question with all the commissioned officer-like tone he could muster, seeing the man struggle with his sense of duty. 
 
    “Sir,” he barked, “with respect, I’d ask you to remove your weapons and come with us voluntarily.” 
 
    Steve sighed and slowly reached down to unclip the carbine. The soldier indicated for him to put it on the bonnet and add his sidearm and knife next to it. 
 
    “Please call your friend out, sir,” he instructed politely. “Tell them to keep their hands up and move slow.” 
 
    Steve called out to Emma, repeating the instructions. She came out and stood by his side. The soldier lowered his rifle a little but kept it at the ready. He assured them that they would be treated well as long as they showed no hostility, stuttering over his words, as he seemed a little transfixed with the attractive young woman who had emerged scared from the Land Rover. 
 
    They were searched and allowed to lower their hands before they walked with the soldier and two others through a gap in the deliberately piled-up vehicle barricade. They walked for about a mile before emerging through a treeline to see rows of large green tents lined up neatly against the wall of a big distribution warehouse. Activity flurried everywhere, and Steve lost count of the people but guessed he had seen almost a hundred of them. 
 
    Neither tried to engage the soldier in conversation, Emma preferring silence anyway and Steve electing to save his breath for the organ grinder. 
 
    They were walked into the huge hangar and into an outer office which previously would have belonged to the manager of this place. It now belonged to the commander of this group, with a heavy military theme running throughout. They sat and waited, even being offered coffee, until the door to the inner office opened and a clean-shaven young man smiled at them. He looked to be about mid-twenties, fit, and wearing a three-starred epaulette on the chest of his uniform. 
 
    “Captain Richards,” he said in his soft Scottish accent, shaking their hands. “Formerly of the 51st Infantry, but now it seems I am officer commanding the 1st Battalion of Survivors.” He smiled at his own joke, clearly having made it before on numerous occasions. 
 
    “Flight Lieutenant Steve Bennett, RAF,” he replied, adding “retired” before he could be pressed instantly into active service by this enthusiastic young man.  
 
    The young officer’s face lit up to find a fellow officer’s mess buddy. 
 
    “Emma,” she said quietly, taking the offered hand shyly. 
 
    “What were you flying?” he asked Steve, inviting them both to sit opposite his large desk covered in papers.  
 
    “Merlins mostly. Sea Kings to oil rigs most recently.” 
 
    “Wonderful stuff,” replied Captain Richards, brain working overtime behind his smiling eyes. “What brings you to our camp?” he asked. 
 
    “Your soldier frogmarched us here at gunpoint,” Emma said, quiet but indignant. 
 
    “I can only apologise for that. I am truly sorry for the manner in which you were detained,” he said, full of sincerity. “As you can imagine, there are some who don’t play nicely with others.” He shrugged, offering no further explanation. 
 
    “We’ve met our fair share,” said Steve. “Tell us about what you have here, please.” 
 
    Richards looked delighted, the perpetual mask of politeness and contentment on his face staying firmly in place. “We have almost one hundred and fifty survivors on the strength. We’ve established medical services and have sufficient stores stockpiled to sustain us for quite some time. We are looking to move in the future to an area we can easily occupy and grow supplies,” he said, giving very little away. “What about yourselves?” 
 
    “Over a hundred of us, a week’s journey south. Medical services and farms established. Well-armed and entrenched, as we’ve suffered some attacks,” Steve said, embellishing the figures slightly, as he wasn’t sure about their host just yet. 
 
    “Excellent!” Richards said as something flashed in his eyes. “Would you consider joining us?” he asked, taking them by surprise.  
 
    Steve answered carefully, not wanting to offend the brash man twenty years his junior. “We are well established and settled, but thanks. We’ve put a lot of effort into adapting our home, and I doubt anyone would want to leave.” 
 
    Richards nodded but said nothing.  
 
    Steve was starting to trust him less. 
 
    “We seem to be in luck!” Richards said, changing the subject with startling suddenness. “We have a helicopter not far from here and now we have someone to fly it!” 
 
    Steve was taken back by the change of topic, and by reflex asked what it was. 
 
    “Chinook!” declared Richards with glee. “Bloody massive beast it is!” 
 
    Steve told him, regrettably, that he had never flown one. “They’re not the easiest things to control; you’d need another pilot and crew to get one of those in the air. What about maintenance?” he asked, knowing that without significant skilled work, there was no way even a small craft would ever fly. 
 
    “I’m sure there are some manuals lying around,” Richards said with arrogant dismissal of the problems facing his plans to get a helicopter in the air. 
 
    “It’s not that easy, really–” Steve started, but was cut short with an irritated wave of Richards’s hand. 
 
    “We’ll discuss that later. Tell me why you’re here,” he ordered with a false smile.  
 
    Steve was wary. He didn’t exactly trust what he was seeing here; it was too military, and Richards was deploying far too much effort in looking happy with life. He thought quickly but was unable to come up with a reason for their trip that didn’t involve the whole truth. He looked at Emma, who met his gaze and shrugged. “Emma is a scientist and she wants to find a lab she knows to run some tests,” he said simply. 
 
    Richards raised his eyebrows, but his smile stayed fixed in place. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs as he fiddled with a pen in his hand. “Tests?” he said lightly. 
 
    Emma shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Yes. I want to check if the – if whatever it was – will mutate. There’s a very small percentage of natural immunity, and a mutation could wipe us all out permanently. I need the lab because I know it’s got the equipment I need to run the tests.” 
 
    Steve tried to keep his face neutral as she smoothly lied next to him. He wanted to conjure up a story like that, as he didn’t want to inflame the situation by mentioning biological warfare. Emma was providing exactly that, and it was coming out seamlessly. No doubt there was a lot of truth in the things she was saying, because it all sounded so realistic, but it was all news to Richards.  
 
    Richards listened intently, never once letting his mask slip as Emma made her explanations.  
 
    When she finished, Steve chimed in. “So we’re hoping to get on our way as soon as possible.”  
 
    Richards thought for a second and then sat forward with sudden movement. He stood, dropped the pen on his desk and invited them to tour his command with him. The invitation was less of a suggestion and more of an instruction, but Steve played along with the pretence of them being guests. They were led among the rows of tents, all neatly lined up in uniform rows. Richards struck Steve as a man who liked straight lines and obedience. 
 
    “Winter was hard on us,” he explained as he paced in front of them. “Had to move everyone inside the hangar. It was a very unproductive time.” He invested the word unproductive with scorn, as if the insult was a serious one. “Operations have gone well, though, on the whole. We’re close to the point where we can send an advance party ahead to scout where we want to relocate.” He stopped and turned to face Steve. “I’ll not mess you around,” he said intensely. “I want you to join us. You’ll be given appropriate rank and have the pick of anyone you need to get me a bird in the air.”  
 
    Steve was dumbfounded by the suddenness and directness of the man. He was also silent because he realised his first instinct wasn’t to decline.  
 
    Richards turned to Emma before Steve could say a word. “And yourself too; we have a medical team, and your expertise will be valuable,” he said. 
 
    Steve didn’t know how to respond.  
 
    Before he had a chance, Richards let him off the hook. “You can go and do your thing first, obviously. I’d be pleased if you stayed with us tonight, and I’ll provide an escort for you in the morning.” He turned and walked on, giving no indication as to whether they should follow. They did, and Steve caught Emma looking at him with clear concern showing in her eyes. He thought the invitations and the offers of shelter and an escort weren’t negotiable. 
 
    They were driven back to their Land Rover and followed their guide back to the camp via a smaller road. Steve locked everything but his sidearm away hidden in the vehicle and was conscious to keep the weapon tucked under his clothes. They settled in for an awkward night. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE BODYGUARD 
 
    Their evening wasn’t unpleasant. The people all went about their business in a subdued manner, and Steve was reminded of the times he had spent aboard large Navy ships. They were allowed to mix freely with the hundred or so people they could see in camp, and Emma found a fellow medical science type. They talked for a couple of hours about their theories and findings before Emma asked outright about Richards. 
 
    She was assured that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed, but the way of life she described was basically military rule. They brought requests and suggestions to Richards, who had brought a handful of very well-equipped soldiers and lots of military hardware to the fold. It was a very tight ship they lived on, but they were protected, safe, and there was a plan. 
 
    They were given a tent with camp cots and shown where to get washed up after their evening meal, and Steve had relaxed sufficiently to not feel the need to keep the gun close. 
 
    Richards found them at breakfast and resumed his recruitment attempts. 
 
    “I trust you slept safely?” he asked, wearing his rigid smile.  
 
    Steve first thought it was a pretence, that Richards was more likely to force his will on people than respect an individual’s choice. He was starting to realise that Richards was just a little awkward, and the smile was a bit of light social armour. 
 
    “Fine, thank you,” Steve said. “I’d like to get on the road as soon as possible, though.” 
 
    “I thought you would,” Richards replied, and turned over his shoulder. “Andrews!” he called out.  
 
    Andrews came up and saluted before standing himself at ease. The slightly relaxed drill formalities spoke of a compromise for efficiency in an otherwise tight military-run camp. Andrews was about Steve’s height and build but at least fifteen years his junior, and he was dressed in camouflage fatigues like Richards and carrying a sidearm on his right leg. 
 
    “All ready, sir,” he said, nodding greetings to Steve and Emma. 
 
    “Andrews here will see you safely to your destination, not that I think you’re incapable at all!” Richards said with genuine humour in his eyes. 
 
    They shook hands and promised to return with their answer on the way south. They followed Andrews out to the vehicles and saw a military Land Rover parked next to their own. Andrews put on a tactical webbing vest and loaded his rifle – a British Army issue SA80 with a scope. He didn’t ask for the destination, just got behind the wheel and waited to follow. Steve had to wonder whether they were being guarded or protected. 
 
    Their journey resumed its normal pace as the weather closed in. This far north, they saw the damage that winter had caused to some of the roads; huge potholes carved chunks of the roads away. Normal cars would struggle to negotiate some of the bigger bits of damage, and Steve guessed that nothing short of an off-road vehicle would be able to travel within two years in some places.  
 
    They made a couple of stops; both times, Andrews was alert and capable, covering with his rifle and providing backup for Steve. When they finally stopped for the evening after a bumpy day’s travel, Steve tried to get Andrews talking. He expected a brick wall of short answers and was surprised when he opened up. His name was Mitchell, he preferred Mitch, but the military habit of surnames had stuck. 
 
    He had never shed the bounds of Army service, despite the end of the world, and seemed fiercely loyal to Richards. He wasn’t his captain; in fact, of the eight Army personnel there, only one was from Richards’ unit originally. Mitch was one of six trained infantrymen who had been cobbled together to form the blades of Richards' survival camp. 
 
    “It’s not that bad. We’ve had hard times and a few insurgent issues, but on the whole it’s good,” he said genuinely. “And when the plan comes together, we’ll be stronger and hopefully pick up more people on the way. It’s no small task to get this many people across country nowadays.” 
 
    “True, it isn’t,” Steve agreed, sipping the coffee made on the camp stove. “Tell me about this helicopter.” 
 
    “Airfield fifty miles from base. Chinook inside a hangar with some other fixed wings,” Mitch replied. 
 
    “Any other helicopters?” Steve probed. 
 
    “None. The Chinook seems to be in good nick, though; when we found it, we locked the place down tight for winter. It’s been sealed up ever since then, so should be well preserved.” 
 
    “It’d need a full service; all the fluids would need changing,” Steve said to nobody in particular, the thought of flying again clearly occupying his mind. “Tell me about the ‘insurgents’ you mentioned,” he requested. 
 
    Mitch explained about the raids, attempts to steal their supplies by a group in the night. They had captured some of them and offered them a place at the table so they didn’t have to steal. Some of them took the offered inclusion, others didn’t. “It went on for a few months. I think in the end we killed enough of them to make it too much bother,” he finished. 
 
    Their own story wasn’t too dissimilar to how Richards's camp had grown, the main difference being that this group’s core was military with an established hierarchy whereas their own was based more on a civilian government style. Both ways seemed to work. Richards had established a guard, trained capable civilians in weapon drills, fortified their position and sent out scouts just as they had and brought back more and more survivors. They hadn’t encountered the same problems of having to liberate others from slavery – a story which intrigued Mitch mainly for the use of the big machine gun – and there seemed to be less resistance to their recruits here, perhaps due to the harsher terrain and the need for shelter taking over. 
 
    The more they spoke, the more Steve wanted to form some link with this group. Not that he wanted to join, but more that he felt that he could in some way help them. He tried to convince himself it was something other than the lure of getting behind the controls of an aircraft. 
 
    “There are other airfields in Scotland, you know…” Steve said. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE FACILITY 
 
    It took them another two days to find it. They did so just as the light was starting to fade after they had covered the same patch of ground repeatedly looking for it. No handy signposts gave directions to the secret biological weapons development lab; that might have caused local residents to write to their MPs. Not that there were any local residents, as the land was bleak and empty. 
 
    The doors were unlocked and the ship-style airlock door swung open with a groan after the locking wheel was spun. No electricity – as they expected – so they cleared the place as best as they could with torches before finding the generator room deep underground. A jerrycan of diesel and some encouragement finally sparked it up with a series of threatening spluttering coughs. Slowly, the lights began to blink on and machines made whirring noises as they came to life. Steve and Mitch cleared the whole bunker, which was made up of ghostly labs and dusty glass doors. 
 
    They found no trace of anyone there, and assumed that they too had abandoned their haven when the power ran dry. Emma was lost in a rare moment of introspection, wondering if there were a huddle of decaying scientists in a building nearby, having escaped to certain death in excruciating pain. Her reverie was disturbed by the two armed men declaring that their temporary home was devoid of life other than their own. They set up in the living quarters, using their own sleeping bags and discarding the duvets belonging to the former inhabitants. Water was boiled, food was prepared and Emma formed a plan about the tests she wanted to run. Mitch gave her another sample of blood for her subject pool, and the lab was set to be reinvigorated the following day. 
 
    The following morning, Steve tried to offer his help, but after the third polite refusal, Emma allowed her exasperation to show. 
 
    “It will take me longer to explain the very basics of how to run a single test than it will to do it! Now please, let me work!” she snapped, softening her outburst with a smile and a drop of her shoulders. Truth was, she was very stressed. She knew where to start, but she didn’t know where to end. 
 
    Steve got the hint and said that one of them would stand guard while the other scouted the local area. 
 
    Her analysis and comparison of blood samples between the immune and the now dead were the obvious initial places to look. She ran every kind of test she could: haemoglobin levels, white cell count, potassium levels, enzymes, platelets, and a dozen other checks. Each sample was carefully catalogued and the results were recorded in a large notebook as well as on her voice recorder. 
 
    After almost an entire day hunching over the worktop running the same tests repeatedly, she finally gave in to her aching back and growling stomach. There was probably another four days left just doing the basics before she even started work on the microscopic analysis of each sample. She left the lab to find Steve; they were going to be there maybe ten days, and the others needed to bring in supplies and more fuel. She found them both sitting in the communal area, decorated like an early nineties government canteen, and explained the timeframe to them. 
 
    Steve and Mitch looked at each other as though her declaration had touched upon a subject she wasn’t aware of. Steve nodded to Mitch. 
 
    “I’ll go,” said the soldier, “first thing in the morning, and should be back in three days. You stay local and look for food and fuel.” 
 
    Steve agreed, and he turned to Emma to explain. 
 
    “During my service, I spent some time up here; it’s one of the reasons I volunteered to come, but I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up by saying why,” he said, almost cautiously. “There is another Air Force base just over a hundred and fifty miles northeast. I’m hoping there is a smaller helicopter there that is preserved enough to get in the air. The Chinook is too big for me to fly alone, and the engineering required for it is extensive; plus, I’ve never even been in the cockpit of one, as flying them was always done by dedicated squadrons. Something smaller like a Sea King or a Puma or a Merlin would be much easier, and I’ve flown them all enough to know a bit about their engineering requirements. I want to get in the air again, if I can.” 
 
    Emma understood. In her own way, she was enjoying what she was doing now; she had an expertise, and this was probably the last time she would get to use it. Steve was a pilot, and he felt like he’d lost the use of his legs since he’d last flown. 
 
    She raised no objection, and Mitch began preparing for a solo trip as they all pored over a large-scale map of the Highlands. Unlike their current location, the base would be well signposted, which would save a lot of searching. Steve planned to stockpile all the diesel he could find locally, having given Mitch his Land Rover for the journey, and Emma went back to her lab tests. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IMMINENT ARRIVALS 
 
    Dan relented and allowed the logistics crews to load enough baby equipment to last their growing colony for years. With all the powders and bottles and equipment, he reckoned they could raise kids for years, but still more was needed. Kate and her team wanted more and more medical equipment, and a return run to the hospital was suggested. Dan was not an advocate of ever visiting the hospital again, and was supported by Lexi as she absentmindedly rubbed at the thick scars on her chest. 
 
    Nobody had strayed far from home since Steve and Emma had left, and there was a slight air of anticipation about their expedition. Dan wondered why, as there could surely be no great revelations coming from the results. There could be no cure, nor was there anyone to be cured. They were what was left, and the only answers that could matter were to the questions of how and why. 
 
    On one of the morning tasking meetings, Joe and Lexi went out and Leah asked Dan for a minute of his time. 
 
    “I’ve figured it out,” she said. 
 
    “What?” asked Dan, confused. 
 
    “The tyre-changing problem. You said I could go out alone if I could repair a flat tyre. I’ve figured it out.” 
 
    Dan had completely forgotten about her driving assessment and felt bad, as she had been so disappointed that she couldn’t lift the spare wheel down. After her recent performance, he trusted her abilities, but was still reluctant to let her out alone purely because he wanted to keep her safe. The tyre problem was a good excuse to hide behind until now. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said, worrying that she had indeed surmounted the last remaining obstacle to her freedom. 
 
    “I’ve got a pump and some of that stuff you inject in so the puncture fixes itself. The pump runs off the car, so I can repair a flat and get home without having to take the wheel off,” she said proudly. 
 
    As much as Dan wanted to find fault with it, she had presented a valid argument. He sighed with his head down, thinking. 
 
    “Dan?” she asked, concerned that she had got the answer wrong or had upset him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, kid,” he said, giving in. 
 
    “It was nearly a year ago when I found you,” he said wistfully. “You were a scared little girl, and now… Well, now you’re just scary,” he said, investing the last word with pride and admiration.  
 
    She beamed, pleased with the compliment. 
 
    “Let me run your idea past Neil, and I’ll let you know,” he finished. 
 
    “Today?” she pushed. 
 
    “Maybe. No promises.” 
 
    She nodded and went back to looking busy over a map. His little girl was all grown up, in a way. He suddenly felt very sad that she was no longer vulnerable and weak, that she could look after herself despite her age. Modern society had made children stay dependent for so long; just a few hundred years ago, she would have been expected to be getting married soon, so was it really so bad that she was doing adult work now? She had adapted so quickly and efficiently to their new situation, and he couldn’t hold her back much longer. Not without her resenting him. She’d trained intensively over the last nine months without taking a day off just to be the best she could be, and he couldn’t deny that she was good. 
 
    With a heavy heart, he stood and left the house, Ash following at his heel without a command. Dan smoked as he walked slowly up to the farm, delaying the conversation as long as he could in good conscience. He found Neil with a hot drink and his feet up on the rear step of a Land Rover. Ash went straight to him and gave him an expectant stare until Neil’s hand went to a pocket and came out with something for him.  
 
    Dan sat heavily and let out a long sigh. 
 
    Neil sipped his tea and guessed his friend’s problems. “She asked you about the tyre pump, then, mate?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan said with a tired smile, “she did.” 
 
    “It’s viable. I’ve got the stuff, and as long as she doesn’t rip a wheel off, she should be fine. I’ve fitted a CB to her motor and was planning on repainting it black like yours,” Neil said, way ahead of him as always. “Ready in two days.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Dan said. “Am I wrong? Is she ready?” 
 
    “She saved your arse, didn’t she?” he replied. “Twice, as I recall!” 
 
    Dan smiled and leaned his head back. “She did, but I worry about her. She scares me a bit.” 
 
    He meant it. Leah’s abilities were impressive, but her cold attitude towards what she was becoming was his greatest concern. She had killed people. Killed people with the weapons he had given her and the training he had provided. She had calmly assessed situations and made ruthless decisions without hesitation, just as he did. The only difference was that he struggled with the decisions sometimes, whereas she seemed not to. He had had this discussion with Marie more than once. In her counselling sessions, Leah was very matter of fact about it, and the taking of a life was pure logic to her, necessary to protect the group, hence acceptable. She didn’t have trouble sleeping, and she showed no signs of post-traumatic responses. 
 
    “In a way,” Marie had told him, “she’s better equipped to deal with this, as she has less to forget about from before. This is her life, and we are expecting her to still act like a child. She isn’t, not anymore.” 
 
    Dan had to accept it; she wasn’t a little girl now. He had to let her go out into the hostile wasteland that was their home and trust that he had prepared her enough. 
 
    He left Neil with the project to finish Leah’s vehicle and went to find Andrew to find out what stores were the next priority. A supply run for clothing and bedding was planned for three days’ time. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SOLO MISSION 
 
    Leah’s Land Rover was prepared and found sitting proudly with a new matt black paint job and a comedy set of pink dice hanging from the rearview mirror. Just after six in the morning, she shuffled in to Ops with her boots unlaced and a coffee in her hand, dumped her operational bag in the corner near the door and sat at the table. 
 
    A casually lazy salute was thrown Dan’s way and followed by a sarcastic grunt of “boss”. 
 
    Very similar to him: it was unwise to speak to her until the caffeine had soaked in. 
 
    He regarded her critically. She was thirteen, tall, and very leggy for her age, but her thin frame was wiry and strong. She moved like a predator, muscles taut like cables, but there was a kindness and compassion to her. Behind the façade lay an analytical mind capable of complex problem-solving, but her personality showed with her love for film quotes and sarcastic retorts. She was a product of their environment. An amalgamation of himself, Neil, Penny, Marie, Steve and others. It was time he trusted her. 
 
    “Supply run going out after breakfast,” he said. “Make sure you’ve had something to eat.” 
 
    “I know. I mapped the route,” she said after blowing her drink. “That’s yours, isn’t it? Why do I have to eat now?” 
 
    “Because it’s not mine,” Dan said as he rose to his feet, followed by Ash. “It’s yours,” he finished as he slid the Defender keys across the table and walked out to hide his smile. 
 
    Leah sipped her drink and watched the keys slide to a halt just out of her reach, processing what Dan had said twice over, looking for the joke at her expense. She finally understood that he had just given her her own vehicle and her first command – she was going out, and not as anyone’s sidekick. She was going solo.  
 
    Sipping her drink again, she watched the unmoving keys as it sunk in properly, then finished her drink in one large gulp and stood, stretching.  
 
    She walked outside and stood gazing at her own car, taking a slow lap around it to inspect the paintwork. The back section proudly showed a neat rank of puncture-repair bottles next to a large air pump, and a new CB radio was screwed tightly to the dash. 
 
    Still not quite believing the turn of events this early, she walked back inside and got herself a breakfast of thick toast and eggs. She washed down another coffee and stood, catching Jimmy’s eye. 
 
    “Thirty minutes?” she said, trying to convey calm confidence and not let out the bursting excitement she was starting to feel. 
 
    Jimmy raised his cup in acknowledgement and she left the room. She went back to her own quarters after a visit to the bathroom and tied her hair up high in a ponytail. She looked at herself in the mirror, having a silent conversation where she reassured herself that she was ready. That she could do this. That she wasn’t scared. She had been nagging to be let off the lead for weeks, and now she had been, the doubts hit her hard. She thought of going to find Dan and asking him to shadow her, but stopped herself. Drawing up to her full height, she held a long breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “You can do this. Woman up!” she said quietly to herself before turning abruptly away and walking back downstairs. She strode confidently into Ops and donned her kit vest, pulling the Velcro tight with her diaphragm inflated. She checked the chamber of her Walther, screwed on the suppressor and flicked the under barrel light on and off to test it. She pressed her thumb down on the top of the two spare magazines she carried for the sidearm and secured the flap on top of the pouch. She retrieved her desert-dappled carbine and went through the familiar routine of checking the gun’s action and the three spare magazines she carried for it before loading one into the breech and racking the bolt to seat a bullet into the chamber. 
 
    She applied the safety and slung the weapon over her body in completion of her ritual, then slowly walked towards the door, stopping only to write R5 in the “out” section of the chalkboard. She picked up her kit bag, always ready to go, and went to start up her vehicle. Rich stood leaning against the doorframe of the office and offered her a simple gesture as she walked by. She bumped his fist gently and left the house as he called, “Stay safe, Nikki.” 
 
    Jimmy and his team of three others in their two small lorries were ready soon after, and all three vehicles met outside the front of the big house. This was Leah’s first shot at taking the lead, and her mentor was nowhere in sight. Intentionally, she suspected. 
 
    “Morning, everyone,” she started with confidence. “Dan’s not on this run; I’m taking the lead instead.” Best get that out first, she thought. She saw Jimmy smile, but one of the others pulled an obvious face at a teenager being in charge of them. She had to carry on before her confidence evaporated. “I’ll lead the route, clear the target, and we should all be back safely this afternoon. None of us are new to this,” she said, hoping that nobody pointed out that she’d never been out on her own before, “so let’s get it done.” 
 
    She nodded, and thankfully Jimmy filled the immediate silence by encouraging his teams to get moving. He shot her a sly wink and a warm, proud smile as he turned to his truck.  
 
    Thank God that went OK, she thought as she climbed behind the wheel. She would genuinely rather face armed attackers than have her confidence burst by people not wanting to go with her. 
 
    She peeled out, leading the convoy on a winding journey to their target. At about nine miles out, she picked up the mic and keyed it to call the house. Rich came back, acknowledging her transmission. 
 
    “Almost out of CB range. Will shout up when we are on the way back,” she broadcast with partly faked confidence. 
 
    “Roger,” said Rich. “Bring ’em home safe, Nikita.” 
 
      
 
    The journey was uneventful, other than having to nudge one husk of a car out of the way to make space for the bigger vehicles. They arrived at their target and stopped in the car park of the small retail park. Leah got out and readied her weapon, and she nodded to Jimmy, who stood guard by the entrance with a shotgun. She checked the large sliding glass doors and found them locked. Conscious of the others watching her, she went to the large plate glass window and looked through before stepping back a few metres and flicking off the safety catch. She fired a single round into each corner from her suppressed carbine and watched in satisfaction as the glass shattered into a million pieces and cascaded down in a flow of small beads. She went through the wide gap, boots crunching on the shiny fragments, and set about clearing the warehouse-style showroom quickly and efficiently. It took her no more than five minutes to return and call the others inside. 
 
    “All clear,” she announced. “Showroom and stockroom with no upstairs.” She turned to Jimmy and told him she would clear the next building as they took what they wanted. Jimmy waved his team inside to collect beds and mattresses. She walked the short distance to the next building and repeated the entry process, taking longer to clear this time as there was a door leading to a narrow stairway and a series of small offices on a mezzanine floor. The wooden door with its keypad lock yielded to a single round from the carbine. 
 
      
 
    As she went back outside to see the others carrying the items they had come for, a noise at the edge of her hearing focused her attention. She couldn’t place it, but something told her that it wasn’t a natural noise, which set her senses on edge. 
 
    She ran to the nearest lorry and climbed on the wheel to reach the bonnet, from there hauling herself easily onto the roof of the cab to give her a commanding view of the area. She could see nothing, but the noise was still there, brought to her ears intermittently by the eddying breeze. Three minutes went by, then four and five, but still nothing came into view.  
 
    Jimmy saw her looking around like an alert sentry and asked her if everything was OK. 
 
    “Yeah. I can hear something in the distance, I think. How long?” 
 
    “Five minutes, then we’ll hit next door for the clothing and bedding,” he replied. 
 
    Leah stood watch for another fifteen minutes as the others moved into the next building and began to bring out armfuls of clothing and other things. A flash of movement at the extremity of her vision made her raise the weapon to look down the scope. Whatever it was that had moved was no longer there, but the noise was more pronounced now. She suspected that she had heard an engine, maybe more than one. She fought down the urge to call the others back and flee in panic. 
 
    Recalling what Dan had told her, she forced herself to stay calm. “Remember,” he had told her, long before she had gained the experience to fully understand the true meaning, “we’re probably the scariest things out there, so there’s no need to panic.” 
 
    She told herself this over and over, but the feeling of uneasy fear was growing in her belly like a rapid cancer. Jimmy came back and told her that they had filled one of the lorries but wanted to get the second one stocked from the next shop. She thought for a second before jumping down and pulling out a small pair of binoculars from her vest. 
 
    “Get up high and keep an eye out,” she instructed. “There’s definitely something moving around out there.”  
 
    Jimmy nodded and she turned to open the third large commercial building. The sliding doors were unlocked, and with the help of the others, they were forced the rest of the way open. She repeated the clearing process, conscious not to rush the task and cause more problems. As she reached the extreme of the stock area, a single blast of a shotgun made her heart stop for a moment. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MAD MAX II 
 
    Leah turned on her heel and sprinted for the entrance to find the others milling about in mild panic. Her worst fears were alleviated when it became apparent that the shot was for attention and not aimed as a threat. To her left, she saw a handful of motorbikes slowly peeling into the car park and spreading out in a menacing pack. She dropped to one knee in the partial shelter of the entranceway and shouted at the others to get back in the vehicles. They had one shotgun per lorry, and Jimmy was standing on the bonnet of his truck with his legs planted widely. Leah scanned the approaching group through her optic and decided that they did not look friendly. 
 
    The bikes stopped in a line almost perfectly plotted for Leah to strafe the entire group. She stayed put where she was and slowly reloaded a full magazine into the carbine, flicking the fire selector to automatic. The bikes were all canted over onto their stands and one by one the engines were stopped to bring an echoing silence to their small battlefield. 
 
    Leah had no intention of letting her fears rule her, as otherwise she would have opened up on them immediately. She decided to see how it played out and gauge if they really were an enemy. She wasn’t hopeful; their clothes were all ragged and they carried long knives and other cruel-looking weapons on their bikes. None of them wore a helmet, and the one who seemed to be the leader stepped forward and craned his neck up to Jimmy. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked amicably enough, but a threat hung in his words. 
 
    “Shopping, mate. You?” Jimmy replied with his casual cockiness. 
 
    The biker held up his hands in mock defence. “No offence meant,” he said without genuine meaning, “we’re just being friendly.” 
 
    Leah decided that he was not friendly. Not one bit. Jimmy got that impression too. 
 
    “Well, we’re just leaving,” Jimmy said without moving. 
 
    The biker boss tut-tutted and shook his head slowly. “No,” he said slowly, “you’re not. You’re going to come back with us and be our ‘guests’.” 
 
    Leah had heard enough, and she reacted as three other decisions were made simultaneously. First, Jimmy swung the barrel of the Remington towards the bikers and brought the butt into his shoulder. As soon as he moved, four of the bikers reached into their jackets and pulled out weapons. 
 
    She didn’t know who fired first. 
 
      
 
    “The point of any conflict is to kill them quicker than they can kill us.” 
 
    Dan’s words echoed in her mind afterwards, as she replayed what had happened. The bikers were still bunched up in a ragged line facing Jimmy as they drew. Leah had no time to differentiate between those aiming weapons; she just had to drop them quicker than they could drop Jimmy.  
 
    She fired five short bursts before she switched her aim to the last one. As she did so, her victim flew backwards, upper body bending unnaturally as he was thrown down by the huge impact of the shotgun. The conscious thought that he was already hit heavily did not enter her mind as she stitched a further line of bullets into him as he fell. 
 
    She rose to her feet, hands moving with much practised ease as she reloaded without looking. “COMING OUT,” she yelled, not wanting Jimmy to panic and shoot her in case he was in shock. She went along the line of downed bikers. All dead with the exception of one trying to stem the thick flow of blood from the hole in his neck. He looked at her mutely, mouth opening and closing soundlessly, as he struggled to stop the arterial gush. His eyes went vacant in a second, and the hand relaxed to allow the last weak spurts to pour out with the rapidly decreasing pressure of his failing heart. 
 
    She turned away and looked to Jimmy. 
 
    “Are you OK?” she asked him.  
 
    He looked directly at her and gave a small nod, clearly horrified by the speed of what had just unfolded. 
 
    “Everyone else OK?” she shouted.  
 
    The other three emerged from the lorries unharmed. They were fine.  
 
    “Right, clear the last building quickly and let’s get the hell out of here,” she instructed them. She didn’t know why she did that, but the focus of completing a task quickly brought them all back into the present, and they scurried away to comply.  
 
    Leah checked the bodies of the bikers she had ventilated, taking poor-quality and badly maintained weapons from them. She recovered a revolver, a semiautomatic pistol which she didn’t recognise, and three sawn-off shotguns, leaving the large machetes and knives. The bike belonging to the leader had curious markings on the tank, and as she studied them closer, she was horrified. 
 
    Line after line of stick men and women were painted on with something that looked like Tippex; the realisation that this was the same as pilots in World War Two painting the outlines of planes they had shot down on their aircraft made her feel sick. These were bad people, and they deserved to die. 
 
    She thought about that for a second, changing her mind about the declaration she had just made to herself. 
 
    Her group deserve to live, and these people wanted to change that. That’s why they were dead and she wasn’t. She stood up, straightened herself, and shook off the brief violent encounter. She climbed back to her perch on the lorry and scanned for more danger as the others came out of the shop with the valuable supplies. With deft hands, she replenished her weapon with a full magazine without looking. 
 
    Leah was calm. She was shaking slightly, but she recognised the physical reaction to adrenaline and knew that it would fade soon. She sat on her right foot and rested the carbine on her raised left knee, slowly scanning the horizon and breathing slowly to return her body to normal. 
 
    She was calm, she was effective, and she was a leader. 
 
    She wouldn’t recognise it herself, nor would she probably like to admit it, but she was also the most dangerous person in over fifty square miles. 
 
  
 
  


 
    AFTER-ACTION REPORT 
 
    Leah’s convoy made it back in the afternoon. She had called home on the radio ten miles out, reporting a successful trip and a contact. Dan snatched the radio from Jack and asked for details, the nervous strain evident in his voice. Leah assured him that they were all fine and that she would give him a full report as soon as they were back. 
 
    She rolled down the drive and up to the front of the house to find Dan standing outside with Ash at his heel. The lorries peeled off to the store’s shutters as she pulled up and reverse parked next to Dan’s Discovery. 
 
    She readied herself to weather the storm of his questions, to account for the failings she had repeatedly cursed herself for on the return journey. She climbed down and saw him striding towards her with a pained look on his face. He didn’t stop when he got to her, but carried on and threw his arms around her, picking her up easily. He held her tightly and breathed hard, relief washing over him. She fought out of his grip until he put her down. 
 
    “Air!” she gasped theatrically. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked, full of concern. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “Coffee?” 
 
    They went inside and Dan poured a coffee for them each. They sat at the table, where she began to strip down her carbine just as Rich came in. He took the weapon from her. 
 
    “I’ll clean that. You two talk,” he said kindly, and went to leave the room. Leah stopped him and threw him the keys to her Defender. 
 
    “Recovered some weapons on the front seat; they’re in bad shape, I think,” she said. 
 
    “From the beginning,” Dan said, more calm now. 
 
    “Got there fine, cleared two buildings and I got up high to keep watch.” She paused, sipping the hot liquid. “I thought I could hear noises – engine noises – but saw nothing. I cleared the third building after leaving a lookout and Jimmy fired a shot to get me back outside. Six men on motorbikes, not friendly.” She stopped again, cooling the coffee by blowing over the lip of the cup. 
 
    “And?” Dan said, impatience creeping into his voice. 
 
    “I had the angle on them,” she said, demonstrating the oblique lines with her hands, “and they drew on Jimmy after refusing to let us go. They didn’t know I was there and they all went down. The others cleared the last building and we came home.” 
 
    So matter of fact. So emotionless. 
 
    Dan didn’t know whether to be impressed with her cool or worried that she was a psychopath. “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “Bursts into each one. The last one I hit had taken one high in the chest from Jimmy’s Remington. He had twenty-six stick men drawn on his bike. Some were women and some were smaller than the others…” She trailed off. 
 
    Dan knew exactly what that meant, and he was surprised to realise that Leah did too. “Any others?” he asked, getting back to business. 
 
    “No. I got back up high and saw nobody else. I put in two ambushes on the way home and didn’t see a thing.” 
 
    She had done well. Very well, he thought. 
 
    “You stayed after the contact to clear more supplies?” he asked, finally clicking with what she had said earlier. 
 
    “Yes. The others were in a panic and I thought that giving them a job to do would settle their nerves and they were less likely to crash on the way home.” 
 
    Dan could see the logic in that, but even he wasn’t sure if he had the guts to make that decision. The instinct to clear out of the area following a contact was so strong and ingrained that he knew his thought processes were different from hers on the subject. He regarded her as she loosened and removed her vest before picking up her coffee again. 
 
    Dan sighed. “OK, get a shower and see Marie please.” 
 
    The lazy sketch of a salute again, and her personality broke through the curtain of his stress. She had been weighed and measured, and she had not been found wanting. 
 
    She transferred her Walther to the hip holster she wore when off duty and stowed the rest of her gear as Dan drank his coffee before she left to clean up. 
 
    Hearing her leave, Rich emerged from Dan’s old bedroom and came to sit with him. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    Dan sighed again and looked to the ceiling, tilting his head back and rubbing his face. “She took out six armed men who, I reckon, were quite accustomed to violence. You tell me.” 
 
    “That’s our girl,” Rich said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel about it now?” Marie asked, leaning forward slightly in her chair. 
 
    Leah shrugged. “Fine. I had to do it or the five of us would probably be dead by now and the supplies wouldn’t be here,” she replied. She wanted to say that she wasn’t uncaring about it; she knew she had killed people, which was fundamentally wrong, but it was either them or her. There was no simpler way to explain it. “If they were friendly, I wouldn’t have done it, you know that, right?” she asked Marie, mimicking her posture in the chair. 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” Marie answered with a soft smile. “I just want to be sure that you know that.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Obviously. I know you all think I’m cold about it, but it’s us or them – I chose us. Honestly, I think Jimmy needs you more than I do right now.” 
 
    “OK, but promise me you’ll come to me to talk about any feelings you have about it?” Marie said. 
 
    “I promise. I’m fine about it; it’s just one of those things that happens now.” 
 
    Leah helped herself to another biscuit as she got up to leave. She had skipped the shower and decided on going for a run. She put on shorts and a T-shirt, tying the waistband tight to hold the holstered Walther inside by the small of her back. She laced her trainers tight and went back downstairs, poking her head into Ops, where Dan was still sitting. 
 
    “That dog of yours need a run?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dan replied. “He keeps farting, and it smells like a dead badger; by all means take him!” He never minded letting Ash go with her, as he felt better that she had backup even though she wouldn’t leave the immediate area. 
 
    “You carrying?” he asked as she patted her legs for Ash’s attention. 
 
    In response, she turned and showed him her back without a word. Dan nodded at her. 
 
    “Go on then, stinky,” he said as his dog went to her with his tail wagging. “And you, Ash,” he finished, as she knew he would say. 
 
      
 
    Leah ran across the fields to the gardens, Ash loping by her side but still looking up at her expectantly. She stopped at the road and looked both ways, surprising herself at the ridiculous gesture deeply ingrained into her mind. 
 
    After a mile, she had to stop and wait for his ridiculous ritual of sniffing desperately before returning to the first spot to deliver his payload. He scratched all four feet backwards in turn, digging at the ground before bounding after her with renewed energy at his immediate weight loss. She set a brisk pace, making her breathe hard as she ran. Ash kept up effortlessly, still hoping for a treat of some description. 
 
    She stopped after a few miles of cross-country circuits to catch her breath. She worried herself a little bit if she was honest; why wasn’t she affected by killing people? Would everyone be happier if she burst into tears and wept for the loss of life at her hands? 
 
    No, she decided. She wouldn’t fake emotions just for other people to feel happier, and if she was to take control in the future, then she must be strong. That, she knew, she wasn’t faking. She was strong. She wasn’t upset about killing those men, but then again she didn’t enjoy it either. It was a task. A job. It needed doing and she did it. 
 
    Which was exactly what she would always do to keep these people safe. 
 
    She started to run again. Taking a long route back to the house, she set a faster pace, pushing herself. 
 
  
 
  


 
    EAT, SLEEP, TEST, REPEAT 
 
    Emma’s eyes were dry. The air-conditioned atmosphere in the bunker was something that she had forgotten, but now the memory of how it made her feel ill flooded back. She was tired; she needed fresh air and sunlight. 
 
    She made herself a drink and took it outside into the blustery Scottish summer evening. The wind blew hard against her, making her wrap the fleece around her body. She let the cool air blow away the claustrophobia. So far, she had tested almost every blood sample she had. Other than finding some unrelated differences – likely congenital issues which had nothing to do with the virus or whatever it was – there was no difference. She had yet to isolate exactly what it was, but she found nothing in the samples of those who had died in front of her. 
 
    As she stood and enjoyed the breeze, the undeniable realisation became more and more clear. There had to be something, otherwise everyone would still be alive and life would be normal. Logically then, the fact that each sample showed no difference must mean that each sample was relatively the same. That meant that every sample of blood she had tested was exposed to the same infection. 
 
    “We all have it,” she said out loud to herself. 
 
    Nobody answered, as she knew they wouldn’t. She lacked the knowledge or the equipment to test DNA, so couldn’t even begin to isolate any possible reasons why the survivors were immune. 
 
    She had drawn a blank. As far as she could tell, everyone was exposed to “it,” but some just survived where most others didn’t. Exasperated, she threw the remaining half of her drink into the grass and went back inside. She wandered into the lab and decided to pack up her research, as there was nothing new she could learn. As she moved her large notebook, she saw a scribbled note on a desk pad by a computer terminal. It read “H_FLE181. Password: SC13nceGEek1973. Desktop file ‘TOP SECRET’.” 
 
    Emma stared at the note, not believing that she hadn’t seen it before. She carefully moved her bundle of notes to the side and settled in front of the computer terminal. She pressed the power button and watched patiently as the lights and sounds started up. Eventually she was faced with a login screen. She selected the correct user and carefully replicated the password. 
 
    The small folder icon bore the words “TOP SECRET” underneath, and she double-clicked it. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHIRLYBIRDS 
 
    Mitch made good time getting to the base. It took him far longer to winch every hangar open by hand. The huge doors in the sunken, grass-covered tunnels inched open with every muscle-burning effort, eventually allowing him enough space to get inside and search. The dried bodies of a couple of RAF police still sat in their office, their sentry duty set to last until their bones corroded away to dust. 
 
    The first hangar was empty. The second housed a massive C-130 transport plane. He found what he wanted in the third hangar as his torch beam illuminated the tail rotors of an RAF Merlin. The rear ramp was down and he walked up it, boots clanging with a metallic sound as he went. It seemed well preserved and undamaged. He had been a passenger on helicopters in the past, even jumped out of a plane similar to the behemoth parked next door, but had never been in the cockpit of an aircraft. 
 
    He was in awe of all the dials, buttons, switches and gauges. He couldn’t imagine ever learning what they all did, but then he was always happy with his place in life. His place had always been to sit in the back and wake up when they told him to get out. With his limited knowledge and Steve’s instructions, Mitch decided that this was exactly what they wanted. 
 
    He looked for the other things on the list he had been given, finding the aviation fuel stores and the engineering workshop. Manuals lined a large bookcase in large ring binders. He decided to search the rest of the buildings and stay the night before making an early start and hopefully getting back within the day. 
 
    A small arms locker was located in a guardroom, and Mitch took the semiautomatic pistols along with the spare ammunition. He made himself a bed in the most comfortable place – the mess room with the large settees – and ate a dinner of the cold contents of the tins he carried. He was never one for comfort even before this turn of events, having joined the Army as a teenager and spent his whole life living in cold and uncomfortable conditions. He lay back and dreamed of riding around in the back of a helicopter again. 
 
  
 
  



 WHY MESS WITH THINGS YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND? 
 
    Emma read the notes on the Word document which was first in the list. The file held numerous files and videos, each one making her world less and less believable. 
 
    The documented notes on the file referenced a Japanese science team visiting the Arctic Circle. A US-government-run site had a science team drilling into the ice, nominally as an archaeological project. Science teams from all over the world visited under the “protection” of the American Special Forces teams permanently in place. 
 
    Emma had been to a number of government-run science projects, and every one, without fail, had been a weapons-testing project: accelerant for rocket fuel; material bonding for stealth planes and satellite technology; and, in her field of virology, bioweapons research. 
 
    This ice drilling went down so deep that it preceded the ice age and went back millions of years, even past the dinosaurs’ extinction event. It wasn’t enough to stop there; they had already gathered more data and samples and fossils than they could analyse, but they still had to drill further. 
 
    The first few videos showed scientists documenting their finds and discussing theories. They were all wearing protective suits, and the footage looked to be Go-Pro style. She held her breath as she watched, genuinely terrified of what could be down there. 
 
    She clicked through three videos of similar scenes, two of which were in foreign languages she didn’t recognise. The next document was a lab report analysis of biological tissue remains. The report showed the carbon dating of the sample making it almost seventy million years old. 
 
    This was huge. All that remained of this time were fossilised remains, not actual biological tissue. The years she had wasted reading science fiction overloaded her brain with wild ideas; the consequences of handling biological matter from that long ago were enormous. Without reading further, she was sure that this had to have something to do with the phenomenon causing most of the population to die. 
 
    She slumped in her chair, mouth open, and staring at nothing. She didn’t see or hear Steve come in, and when he spoke, she screamed in fright. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, chuckling, “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    Emma opened and closed her mouth to answer, but no words came out. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Steve, instantly losing the humour he had found in her initial reaction. “What have you found?” 
 
    Emma recovered her voice. “They found something under the ice. Seventy million years old. I think that’s what killed everyone.” She turned to stare at him. 
 
    “Show me,” he said. 
 
    Emma quickly explained what was in the documents she had read and showed the videos to him. She went on to the report and had to decipher it for him. “They found biological tissue,” she said. “Preserved. Frozen under the ice from before the event that led to the extinction of the dinosaurs.” 
 
    He didn’t see the relevance, which frustrated her. It had felt like years since she had been the only scientist in the room. 
 
    “It would be like introducing viral meningitis to medieval times; humans wouldn’t be prepared to cope with whatever they’ve found in there – there’s no way of knowing if it was dangerous to us!” 
 
    Steve understood. “How could they be so reckless?” he asked, astonished. 
 
    “They probably thought they were smarter than nature. Clever people have a way of being very stupid sometimes.” 
 
    The next two videos made the discovery clear. A high-definition setup in a lab showed a team of scientists working around a small bench. They were speaking Japanese, and despite the face masks, Emma could tell they were excited. They were thawing out the sample carefully and running various tests on it as they went. When the ice had been thawed, Emma saw what it was. 
 
    A plant. Dark green stem and leaves and a large purple petal remained around the stoma. 
 
    The video ran on for another thirty minutes. Neither of them moved nor spoke, despite not understanding what any of the scientists were saying. The date in the lower left-hand side showed just over a year ago. 
 
    The next file was an email. It had an undecipherable address but was from a government server. 
 
      
 
    BIO SITE STAFF ONLY – CABINET NOT INFORMED. 
 
    Japanese gov tests on prehistoric bio-matter have caused fatal side effects. Unknown source but possibly pollen from flowering fauna. 
 
    Initiate lockdown immediately. Cabinet not informed to date; lockdown procedures initiated. 
 
    Public not informed. No sign of hazard reaching UK. Await instructions. 
 
      
 
    No signature. No other information. The time stamp on the email was about three hours before she had been swept away to her own bunker. They sat in silence for a while. 
 
    “Just so I understand this,” Steve said slowly, “explain to me what I just learned.” 
 
    Emma took a long breath and let it out slowly. “Scientists found a seventy-million-year-old plant preserved in the ice from the cretaceous period. They thawed it out and the pollen caused them to be ill,” she said carefully. “After that, I can only theorise.” 
 
    “Please do,” Steve said quietly. 
 
    Emma chewed her lip for a second, running the idea through her head to check for flaws before she spoke. “The pollen caused a reaction. That reaction must have become viral, otherwise the pollen could not have swept over the planet. Airborne viral reaction, average fifteen hours for symptoms to show, death follows within forty-eight. We’ve been wiped out by a plant that shouldn’t be on the planet anymore.” 
 
    Both sat there and absorbed the information. 
 
    “So why are we alive?” she said, picking the words from Steve’s mind. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. 
 
    “Can’t help you there,” she said, moving for the first time in minutes. “We’ve all got it.” 
 
    Steve looked shocked. 
 
    “I think,” Emma added lamely. 
 
    “You think?” Steve said with a frown. 
 
    “Yes. There are no obvious differences between the blood results. I can’t say why we survived, but there’s no possible way we haven’t been exposed to it.” 
 
    Steve rubbed his face with both hands. He got up to leave, telling her he needed some time to think it over. 
 
    She returned to the computer after he walked out, almost punch-drunk, and started looking at the files again from the beginning. 
 
    How stupid. 
 
    How stupid and arrogant and foolish. 
 
    The curiosity of human nature seemed to have condemned its own existence. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ROYAL DECREE 
 
    Patrick was not happy. He had been shamed, outclassed and sent packing. He brooded over taking revenge on that arrogant bastard and his evil-tongued bitch. 
 
    Obviously, he had no intention of getting his own hands dirty. He had his boys to do that. This wasn’t the medieval era; kings weren’t expected to don shining armour and ride at the very head of the vanguard anymore. 
 
    No, he would be clever about it. Any attack on their base would likely result in a mild case of death with a side of brutal retaliation, so he would have to find another way. 
 
    For over a week now, his boys had been searching for a base closer to the prison, somewhere they could keep an eye on their comings and goings and report back. This had worked wonders, and already he had built a picture of what their routine was. The plan was forming in his head nicely, and he was close to a formal declaration of war. His boys knew it was coming. The fact that their efforts to find more weapons and vehicles had doubled was a clear indication. 
 
    Patrick wanted to return the shaming on Dan, and he intended to bleed him slowly. 
 
    “Gather round, my boys,” he bellowed as he hauled himself to his feet. “The time has come,” he said confidently, looking at the faces of the assembling ragtag army. “I’m sick of scratching a living, and I know you are too.” He waited for agreement. It wasn’t coming, not yet. He had to whip them up. “There’s a nice place over the border, and I want it. I want it for us. I want their supplies.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement from the assembled faces. 
 
    “I want their warm beds and their electricity.” 
 
    Louder now. 
 
    “I want their hot water and their guns,” he said, voice rising with every word. 
 
    A cheer began. 
 
    “I want their farm… AND I WANT THEIR WOMEN!” 
 
    Arms were raised. The cheer became a shout and the shout became a chant. 
 
    “PA-TRICK, PA-TRICK, PA-TRICK, PA-TRICK…” 
 
    Satisfied, the overweight man sat down and smiled, accepting the praise with a regal wave of his hand. The time was now. He would move his best force up and take the bastard. 
 
    Three days later, they moved their temporary camp to within five miles of the prison. It was done carefully, not in convoy so as to avoid detection. Their ambush plan was set. 
 
  
 
  


 
    COMPLACENCY 
 
    Leah was on duty in Ops and had the coffee ready for after breakfast when the others gathered. 
 
    Steve’s absence was starting to be noticed; nearly two weeks without him had left a gap in the team makeup. Also, the workload was harder on everyone, even now with Leah not wearing her armbands as Rich joked. 
 
    Rich had started taking all the night duties to relieve the pressure; he said he never slept much anyway and took about five hours over lunch to refresh himself. He still looked awake in the briefing now. 
 
    “What have we got then, kid?” Dan asked, receiving an annoyed look in return. He made a mental note to treat her more like an adult in front of people. 
 
    “Lexi, protection for scavenging team.” She slid the map around to show Lexi the location.  
 
    “Dan and Joe, recce farmland for any animals and other stuff. Here’s a list of what Chris and Ewan want.” She passed them both a piece of paper. 
 
    “Dan, you’re going south, and Joe north.”  
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “I’m stuck here” – a hint of petulance crept in before she got a hold of herself – “and Rich will do the afternoon rounds to the farm and gardens.” 
 
    “OK,” said Dan, “let’s do it.” 
 
    Rich passed their weapons out one by one and they all went through their familiar routine of gearing up. 
 
    Within half an hour, they were all gone. Leah sat back in the office and turned the music up a bit, conscious not to drown out any sound that could come from the CB radio. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Joe made his way on the familiar roads, half asleep as he always was this early. He had never been a morning person. 
 
    Perhaps the fog on his brain made him utterly fail to see the danger. Perhaps he was doing a job that he wasn’t experienced enough for. Not trained well enough. Maybe he was just having a slow day. 
 
    If he had been switched on, he would have realised there was something so horribly wrong with the vehicle blocking the road. 
 
    If he had been switched on, he would have stood off and called Dan back, or made contact with Leah, or done something, anything other than what he did. 
 
    Lazily, he drove up to within a few feet of the wreck and got out. As he bent to unhook the heavy rope from the front bumper, he heard a scrape on the concrete from behind him. He froze, suddenly aware of his vulnerability. He only carried the Glock on his leg; the M4 sat uselessly in the cab of his Defender. He spun, drawing the weapon as he moved. 
 
    Nothing. He stood motionless in a half-crouch with the gun held in both hands out in front of him. Slowly, he calmed and stood up, sliding the gun home in the holster. 
 
    He never saw the baseball bat swing from behind him. The sickening crack as it hit him full in the back of the head echoed between the derelict cars over the sound of his diesel engine idling. 
 
    He fell to the floor like a bag of sand, lights out. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SCOTLAND, IT’S BEEN FUN 
 
    Mitch got back just as the sun was starting to sink. He was excited about finding the preserved helicopter, and was careful to seal the hangar to keep it that way. 
 
    He returned to find the mood low. Steve was sitting quietly on a chair outside in a T-shirt, carbine resting across his knees. 
 
    “What’s up?” Mitch asked, picking up on the total lack of excitement at his return. 
 
    Steve sighed and stood, throwing away the dregs of his coffee. “Emma’s got to the bottom of it,” he said tiredly. “I’ll let her explain.” 
 
    They sat down together in the lounge area and Emma gave a simple explanation. Mitch was unfazed; typically, with a soldier’s mentality, he reckoned that anything not directly affecting him in the immediate future wasn’t a concern. 
 
    Emma had transferred all the files to her laptop, and they planned to get back on the road the following morning. 
 
    They set off early, and as they drove south retracing their steps, she was quiet again. She couldn’t get the possibilities out of her head about the effects of the virus on those who were immune. Her mind raced, but she didn’t have the knowledge or the equipment to find out; she hated not knowing the answers to things, which was exactly why she had become a scientist. 
 
    It took them three uneventful days to get back to Richards' camp, and Mitch led them through the roadblocks without challenge. A familiar feeling of claustrophobia descended on Steve; he found that he much preferred the freedom granted by Dan to the thought of returning to military service. 
 
    Richards was his usual unconvincingly exuberant self and listened intently to the results of their trip. They agreed not to hide their findings from him, as the information was mostly irrelevant now. 
 
    After they ate, Richards asked Steve for a private word. He led him to his office, past the two armed sentries as they returned the salutes, and produced a bottle of Chivas and two crystal tumblers from the bottom drawer of his desk. 
 
    Steve recognised the officer-to-officer approach; he had seen it so many times in the past that it had no effect on him. It hadn’t for years, not since he was a young man proud to be in exalted company. 
 
    “So, Andrews tells me he’s found a bird you can fly,” he said with veiled excitement. He seemed desperate to extend his military might to the skies. 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Steve in an equally languid style as he leaned back and sipped the fiery drink. “It all depends on how many good engineers you have.” 
 
    “Five. All experienced. They should be able to use the manuals to fill in the gaps in their knowledge, and of course your experience will be wholly necessary.” The way Richards said it made his cooperation a foregone conclusion.  
 
    Steve had to tread carefully; he didn’t want his liberty removed, which was clearly in Richards’s power. “Absolutely,” he said, taking another drink to give himself time to think. “I’ll get back as soon as I’ve taken Emma home and head up there with the engineering team. Hopefully I can get in the air again.” He finished with a disarming smile and raised the glass in toast. 
 
    Richards reciprocated the gesture. He was quite ready to call the two briefed sentries in to detain and disarm this valuable man, but better to encourage his love for flying than force him into the role. Still, he could not afford to let him out of his sight. “Very well,” he said, “let’s talk in the morning.” He drained his glass and stood, dismissing Steve. 
 
    He maintained his smile right up until Steve’s footsteps echoed into silence before summoning the two soldiers outside. He sat and crossed his legs as they entered and stood to attention, salutes quivering. 
 
    “Keep watch on them all night; I don’t want them leaving.” He looked directly in their eyes to make the point clear. “Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they chorused before turning to their left and leaving.  
 
    Richards poured himself another measure and leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve went to find Emma. He was worried because he fully expected to have his weapons taken from him and the keys to his Defender seized, but the implication of freedom concerned him greatly. He found her lying on her camp cot, staring at the ceiling of the tent. He walked in and knelt next to her, making her recoil slightly at the encroachment into her space. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re planning on letting us go,” he whispered close to her ear. 
 
    Her eyes showed panic and her breathing became rapid as the fear rose in her chest. She retained the wherewithal to keep her voice to a whisper in response. 
 
    “What do we do?” she asked in terror. 
 
    “I need to get you out of here. Do you think you can find your way back?” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she processed what he was saying. 
 
    “What about you?” she hissed, making him raise his hands in a calming gesture. 
 
    “It’s really me they want; I want you to get home and tell them where I am,” he said, sure that they would pursue them if he went too. 
 
    She thought on that for a minute, wondering how he could possibly be rescued. He seemed to read her thoughts as he cut off the next question. 
 
    “That helicopter should fly. As soon as it’s in the air, I’ll be flying it straight home; it’ll only take me a few hours or so,” he said, the plan forming in his head. He pushed away the thoughts of what he would do if he couldn’t get airborne. 
 
    “OK,” she said, “what do I need to do?” 
 
    Steve whispered his instructions of how she could get out of the complex. The benefit of her analytical mind meant that she had clear memories of the way out. 
 
    “All you have to do is head south; make as much progress as you can and only stop when you need to. When you do stop, you hide.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to find the prison, though!” she whispered with the expression of a worried but brave child. 
 
    “All you have to do is get within twenty miles of home and use the radio. Tell them where you are and they can come and find you,” he said, sure that this was the only way either of them would get away. 
 
    “When do we do it?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. Soon, though. Be ready.” 
 
    She nodded and quietly put her belongings back in her bag. He gave her the keys and asked her where her gun was. She had left it in the glove compartment. 
 
    Steve racked his brain. He was sure they would let her go if he could only get her outside the compound; he was the real prize. He decided to act normal and fill the time by looking for Mitch. 
 
    As he emerged from the tent and stood upright, one of the sentries from Richards's office ducked his head out of sight. It had already started, then. Steve stood tall and sauntered with confidence directly towards where the sentry had been. He rounded the corner and almost bumped into him. 
 
    Steve’s feigned surprise was hopefully taken as genuine as he apologised and walked off towards the mess hall. Mitch was there, showered and changed and tucking into a plate of something that looked fairly undesirable. 
 
    Steve sat opposite him and chatted amiably. Steve was unsure if he should bring him into his confidence; certainly if he helped, then it would make Emma’s chances of escape much better. They chatted generally as Steve tried to gauge the risk in telling him. 
 
    “You seem a little distant,” Mitch said, fishing. 
 
    “Yeah. Long journey, you know?” Steve answered vaguely. 
 
    Mitch finished his mouthful and put down the fork he was using to shovel the food into his mouth. He leaned forward and spoke softly. “This got anything to do with your two shadows?” he muttered. 
 
    Steve gave a hint of a smile to fake some confidence. “Two? I’d only clocked the one,” he said truthfully. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Mitch went on, barely moving his mouth. “You don’t think you’re going to be allowed to leave tomorrow, do you?” 
 
    “No,” he replied after a thoughtful pause, deadly serious. 
 
    “So why come to me?” Mitch asked, looking him straight in the eye. 
 
    Steve had to show his hand or fold; there was no other way. “I’ll stay, but I need Emma out,” he said after a long pause, hoping Mitch wouldn’t burn him. 
 
    The soldier leaned back and picked at his teeth before draining his mug and burping behind his hand. “Tricky, that,” he said cryptically. 
 
    The two men regarded each other for a while. Mitch didn’t need to point out the position of power he was in, that he could just tell the soldiers watching Steve that he was planning an escape. 
 
    “I’ve had no orders,” he said.  
 
    Steve didn’t know what he meant by that yet, so he kept quiet. 
 
    “So I wouldn’t be breaking any orders by giving you some help, would I?” He smiled and stood, collecting up his tray. He leaned over and slapped Steve on the shoulder with the smile still stuck in place, muttering like a ventriloquist as he did. “Her tent. Ten minutes. Be ready.” 
 
    He left and Steve stood, not quite believing or trusting that he had a better chance of getting her out. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHERE’S JOE? 
 
    Lexi’s supply run went smoothly, getting back without incident and with a full lorry. The supply situation was healthy with fresh meat, salad and vegetables arriving daily. Neil ventured out with them to fill his tanker, and he peeled off to fill the reserve tank on the farm, as it was the most commonly used. 
 
    Dan had scouted a number of places where stray livestock had survived and could be added to their menagerie, and hadn’t seen a single person since leaving the house that morning. All the locations were marked on the map, and Ewan could happily spend the next week rounding up more livestock and recovering the few machines they had asked the Rangers to look out for. 
 
    Leah was still in a slight mood but was hiding behind efficiency by taking detailed accounts of the trips; it was unnecessary, really, but thoroughness wasn’t to be discouraged. 
 
    “What about Joe?” Dan asked her. 
 
    “Not back yet,” she fired back without looking up from her work. 
 
    Dan frowned. He checked his watch and couldn’t think why Joe would have been out this long, as his route was shorter than his own. He must have found something useful. He tried to push the feeling of impending doom away but couldn’t. He walked to the radio and called into the mic. 
 
    No response. 
 
    He tried again, louder and with more authority, as though that would force the signal out further. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    He checked his watch again, forgetting that less than a minute had elapsed since his last look. There were still four or five hours left before darkness. 
 
    His decision was easily made. He snatched up his bag and turned to Leah. “Shotgun?” he asked her. 
 
    She looked up at him, quickly figuring out that he wasn’t asking for a shotgun but wanted her to ride with him. She put down her pen and stood, walking out of the office and back in after a couple of seconds, carrying her M4 as she stooped to pick up her bag. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said, whistling for Ash as she turned. Ash stopped panting and looked up at Dan. 
 
    “Go on then,” he said, releasing the dog to lope out after the girl. 
 
    They drove north, following roads they had both travelled many times. They passed the small, now empty shop where she had cleared her first building with a loaded weapon. That seemed like so long ago. 
 
    After a few more miles, Dan slowed as they headed towards a small cluster of vehicles. He had personally cleared the way sufficiently to get their lorries through almost a year ago. He wasn’t sure, but something just didn’t seem right. 
 
    “Stay,” he said as he opened his door. “You too, Ash.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” she said as she opened the large electric sunroof and stood on the seat to scan with her carbine. 
 
    Dan walked slowly forwards, seeing clearly what was wrong. A small car, once red and now a grimy off-pink colour, was facing the wrong way. There were clear gouge marks in the road surface where the long-ago perished tyres had failed to prevent the pitted wheels from leaving fresh scars in the tarmac. 
 
    Dan froze like a mannequin for a moment, then bent down. 
 
    Leah watched on as Ash whined and fidgeted to see his master all of forty metres away without him. She watched him bend down, then stand abruptly and raise his weapon. She flicked off her safety and bent to the scope, scanning desperately for the unseen threat. He backed away, returning to the Discovery, head turning different ways as he stepped carefully. 
 
    Leah kept her eye to the scope, lifting her head intermittently to get the wider picture. Dan reached the driver’s door and got in. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, still searching. 
 
    “Blood,” Dan said, selecting reverse and turning his head to look past the curious dog on the back seat. 
 
    Leah braced herself and maintained her position until Dan turned a wide half-circle, selected drive, and accelerated away. She flicked on the safety catch and held the gun vertically as she slid back down into the passenger’s seat to stare at him. 
 
    “The car had been moved. It was an ambush,” he said, looking straight ahead. 
 
    Leah thought for a second, absorbing the news before her logical brain calculated the appropriate response. She reached for the CB but stopped herself just as Dan opened his mouth to deny her using it. 
 
    “They’ve got his Defender, and his radio,” she said aloud, figuring it out. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, wondering with fear who “they” were. 
 
    He drove them fast back to the house, stopping at the gardens and the farm to summon everyone back to the safety of the house. 
 
    The sun was sinking when he called the Rangers and the council members to cram into Ops. A worried buzz of excitement had spread among their group. Dan stopped that dead in its tracks with his first words. 
 
    “Joe’s been captured. They have his weapons and his vehicle, so NO CB RADIO USE AT ALL.” He let that sink in. “I don’t know how and I don’t know who, but there was a deliberate blockage on the road – here,” he said as he quickly scanned and jabbed his finger at the site on the large map on the wall.  
 
    People craned to see the location, like it made a difference to them. 
 
    “There was blood on the road,” he finished. 
 
    “Who took him?” Marie asked over the stunned silence in the small room. 
 
    “I don’t know. Possibility that it’s someone we’ve already encountered is slim; the group who attacked us are all dead, the ones we attacked I highly doubt could have found us, and the bikers we met took too much automatic fire to risk this, if there are even any of them left. This was carefully planned. Someone targeted us.” 
 
    As soon as he said those words aloud, he met Marie’s eyes and the flash of understanding between them made him feel cold in his stomach. She raised an eyebrow in silent question, looking for corroboration of their joint epiphany. 
 
    “The Welsh,” he said to the group, receiving more silence in return. “They see it that we attacked them, then they followed us and found our home. You all know what they wanted with their little farcical visit, and we sent them away with a promise to kill them if they came back.” 
 
    Again, nobody spoke for a few seconds. Rich cleared his throat. “Regardless of who it was, what do we do about it?” he asked. 
 
    “We find them and we get Joe back. We can bargain with them, give them a few weapons if needs be just to get them to leave,” said Kate. 
 
    “That won’t work,” Leah said quietly. She stood a little taller and raised her voice in volume and confidence. “It won’t work because they don’t want to force a deal. Look at what they did; they picked off a single Ranger and now they have weapons and can listen to our radios. That’s strategic. They are cutting the head off the snake.” 
 
    It was Dan’s turn to stare in stunned silence. Thirteen years old and wiser than most in the room in some ways. He couldn’t fault her logic, as always. 
 
    “I think she’s right,” Lexi chimed in. “It’s the only way to take over this place, to take out the few fighters and force obedience on the rest. We’ve proven what happens to anyone attacking in force before,” she added, like any of them had forgotten the murderously one-sided battle. 
 
    “Options,” Dan said, a familiar question to his Rangers, but the civilian contingent in the room stuttered as though something profound was expected of them each. 
 
    “Make contact on the radio, open a dialogue,” said Neil, more subdued than ever. 
 
    “Set up OPs in each direction under darkness,” said Rich, suggesting that two of them hide and observe the roads for any sign of the unseen besieging force. 
 
    “I’m in favour of negotiating,” said Andrew, ever acquiescent. 
 
    “I’m in favour of finding every last one of them and putting them against the wall,” spat Jimmy vehemently. It was unlike him to show anger, which betrayed just how scared he was. 
 
    As Dan was considering action over inaction, assault over negotiation, the radio crackled into life. 
 
    “Are you listening, boyo?” said the smug voice. 
 
  
 
  


 
    PAROLE 
 
    Steve had to hope that Mitch wouldn’t turn him in. He only had the Sig on his chest and three magazines, so any kind of gunfight was likely to end quickly with him sporting some very unfashionable holes in his torso. He had to try and distract the soldiers enough so that Emma could slip away in their Defender and get far enough south to hide from them. 
 
    Hopefully he could convince Richards that she wasn’t worth pursuing, that he was the prize and he would stay to fly his helicopter as long as they let the girl go. He considered asking this instead of planning her escape, but the risk of refusal and her imprisonment was too high. 
 
    He had slipped through the lines of tents to whisper to Emma through the canvas. Twice he bumped into people, pretending on impulse that he had been drinking. It worked, so he kept up the act and looked for the sentry who was trying to casually dog his steps around the camp. 
 
    “I want to see Richards. Take me to him.” He invested the instructions with as much officer-like privilege as he could, seeing the ingrained obedience tug at the man. 
 
    “The captain,” he said stiffly, “is not to be disturbed in the evenings.” 
 
    “Rubbish, man,” he snorted at him, “and you will call me ‘sir’,” he said as he walked past him, brushing his shoulder and striding towards Richards’s office with the sentry scurrying after him. He didn’t know where the other one was, but hopefully causing a commotion would bring him out to support his fellow soldier. 
 
    It worked. He was effectively blocked at the doors inside the large hangar and was attracting a bit of a crowd. The soldiers tried the respectful route, calling him ‘sir’ and gently asking him to keep his voice down, but soon they had to resort to shouting over him as he completely ignored them. That raised the noise level sufficiently to draw out Richards, who demanded to know what all the commotion was. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Emma heard the shouting and knew she had to move. The Land Rover was big and unfamiliar, and she didn’t look forward to having to drive it, but it was her only way out and she had no desire whatsoever to stay here. She stole out of the tent as quietly as she could, keeping to the shadows and making for the car park area. She reached the car and hit the fob to unlock it; the six orange flashing bulbs which would have lit the area like a muzzle flash thankfully didn’t illuminate due to the fact that all six had been removed to maintain the low profile they enjoyed. The electrical sound of the locks whirring and the click as the driver’s door opened still sounded impossibly loud to her. 
 
    She climbed in, again in darkness, as the interior lights were switched off, and forced herself to relax. She leaned across the seats and retrieved the gun from the glove compartment, picking up Steve’s machine gun and putting it on the seat next to her. She had little idea how the handgun worked and had forgotten most of the lessons she had been given. She had even less of a clue about the big rifle with its bulbous barrel and telescopic sight. Maybe she would just use it to scare people if she had to. 
 
    She started the big diesel engine and cringed at the sudden noise. She didn’t wait to see if the engine had attracted attention but drove straight for the trees where she remembered coming in and hoping to find the way south. 
 
    Luckily, the Defender was a big, robust vehicle. Her driving had not been great as they headed north, but now it was worse due to the darkness and the fear. She glanced off a few trees and took heavy hits from branches as she swerved through the darkness. After a few hundred metres when the trees closed in, she had to resort to turning on the headlights, which meant stopping to find the switch. The rear lights also had their bulbs removed, so she crept forward with sidelights on at the front and hopefully only the noise of the engine to track her by. 
 
    There was no sign of any pursuit, and as she pulled out onto the road, her confidence grew. She put the lights onto full beam and accelerated onto the pitted tarmac as she headed south. She planned to go for as long as she could before hiding the big car off the road. Nervously, she kept glancing in the rearview mirror, expecting the imagined chasers to bear down on her at any minute. She had no idea how long she drove for, frantically checking forwards and backwards for danger. The sun began to rise and the realisation that she had been travelling for hours gave her renewed hope. It also brought a crippling tiredness, making her look for a place to hide. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve’s distraction worked perfectly. The sentry who was lurking in the shadows watching Emma’s tent hadn’t seen him creep to the back and whisper to her, but he had heard the noise of his friend arguing with the pilot. His friend was clearly losing, and he had to make a decision: he chose to give his mate backup. Unwittingly, Emma had slipped from the tent no more than five seconds after the soldier had turned away to deal with the valuable pilot. Richards stopped shouting as soon as he made eye contact with Steve. He knew his soldiers were being played. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” he barked. 
 
    Mitch ran in at that point, and Steve’s heart fell at the thought that he had betrayed them and stopped Emma’s escape. 
 
    “Sir,” he said as he stopped short and threw a hasty salute. “Car’s gone. Don’t know when.” 
 
    Richards turned to the sentries and fixed them both with a malevolent stare. 
 
    “Damn you, both. Get out!” he snarled. 
 
    “Sir,” they chorused, and fled. 
 
    The captain forced himself to breathe and speak calmly.  
 
    “Congratulations,” Richards said with forced formality as he looked hard into the older man’s eyes. 
 
    Steve let out a sigh of relief. “I’ll fly your helicopter and I’ll not try to escape,” he said, resigned to his fate. An idea struck him, which he hoped would appeal to this petulant control freak. He slowly took his sidearm from the holster and turned it to present to Richards. “You have my parole,” he said formally.  
 
    Richards stared at him. Ancient ritual dictated that he should respect the word of a fellow officer and treat him as a gentleman, that he should politely refuse the offer of the surrendered weapon. He was too angry. He snatched the gun from Steve and fought with every muscle in his body not to give in and whip the polished metal hard across his face. He turned on his heel and stalked away in rage. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHANGE OF PLAN 
 
    Pat had to think on his feet. At first he couldn’t believe his luck that the first one to come their way was the one who had killed his boy. 
 
    That elation soon evaporated when he didn’t wake up after the baseball bat had cracked his head. He lay flat on his back, snoring in short shallow breaths. Pat had no idea that the impact of the heavy wood had caused two fractures in Joe’s skull and a dislocation of the third and fourth cervical vertebrae. The subdural haematoma was getting larger and putting more pressure on his brain, which had already suffered unrecoverable trauma from the injury and the total lack of care. The spinal dislocation was worsened when they dragged his unconscious body off the road – irreparably paralysing him – and tried to remove the evidence of their ambush. 
 
    Pat had watched through binoculars from a round loft window as Dan knelt in the spot where Joe had fallen. He had hoped to extract information from Joe, but his limited medical knowledge put the unconscious man into the category of “completely fucked”. He had to evolve his plan to keep ahead of the dangerous man in the middle of his binoculars. 
 
    He decided to use the radio and scare them, to threaten them, to let them know they were all dead and that he would be the deliverer of that fate. 
 
    He inspected his new weapon, an automatic rifle that he brandished in front of his boys as the weapon that killed one of their own. He promised it would return that favour, which prompted their cheers, quickly subdued to keep from the noise leading to their detection. He promised a promotion to whoever killed that evil dog too. 
 
    He called for hush and climbed into the Land Rover that was hidden inside the barn which had become their temporary headquarters and housed his advance invasion force. 
 
    “Are you listening, boyo?” he said into the microphone speaker attached by the coiled wire to the radio on the dash. Silence. 
 
    He pressed the button again and chuckled with an evil confidence he summoned from deep within him. 
 
    “I know you’re listening,” he said smoothly, “and I know you’re missing a soldier. I warned you this would happen,” he finished. He hadn’t, but he didn’t know who else would be listening either; better to sew a little misinformation into the enemy and have them turn on each other. Still no response. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch. Sleep well,” he said as he replaced the mic. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CONTROLLED RESPONSE 
 
    Three people tried to get to the radio at once, forcing Dan to stand in front of it and hold them back. He turned to dial up the volume and tried to listen to the serpentine voice creeping from the speakers. 
 
    “QUIET!” he yelled, turning back to look at the radio. He heard the sign off, the threat heavy in the final words. 
 
    He turned to the concerned congregation in front of him and had to act fast or suffer a loss of leadership. He had to take charge before too many suggestions were made. Better to do something than nothing. 
 
    “Nobody leaves the house. Everyone with training is to be armed at all times,” he said, to give himself more time to think. Stating the obvious in a confident manner usually settled the nerves of people who, deep down, just needed to be led. “That was a goad; nothing more. They want us to panic and fracture, as that way we’ll be easier to pick off. Everyone spread the word and keep the people calm, but don’t give too much detail. Rangers with me, please.”  
 
    He turned and poured himself a coffee, allowing time for his instructions to be followed without having to stare anyone down. He heard shuffling movement, and after the first gulp of the warm drink, he turned to see Leah, Lexi, Rich, Neil and Marie still standing there. 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask them to sit, not contesting Neil’s and Marie’s presence at all, but was cut off. 
 
    “Don’t even try to send me out,” Marie said. “I need to know what you’re planning. I know that look!” 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to say he had no intention of banishing her when Neil spoke up. 
 
    “And you’re down two soldiers with Steve away, so I’m staying too,” said Neil. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said. They sat. 
 
    “Marie, I want your input because you’re not going to like what I’m going to say. It’s safer for me to tell you here so they can protect me.” The joke served to soften the atmosphere slightly, but not much. The Rangers stayed silent, not wanting to get in between the two biggest hitters in the room. 
 
    “Neil,” he said, turning to the man he’d known longest who still lived. “Thank you. We need you. Rich should be able to get you some kit afterwards.” He looked at Rich, who gave a single nod. Not a problem. 
 
    He resisted the urge to rub his face and scrub away the tiredness and the stress; he must remain in control for all of them to see. 
 
    “Leah, Lex, Neil, I need you to rest in shifts and keep sentry on the house. Leah, you have Ash.” By deploying his dog to her side, he made it clear that he was going somewhere that required stealth. That wasn’t lost on Marie, who sat forward to object to whatever he was planning. He shot her a look, and despite all her fire, she knew when to not push back too far. 
 
    “Rich. Your observation point idea is good. Are you up to it?” he said, trying not to look pleadingly at the Marine. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Rich said with his characteristic can-do style. 
 
    “We’ll go out on foot and look for activity with night optics. We need to stay out until full light, but it won’t be in both directions.” That got their attention, as Dan had clearly realised something that the others hadn’t. “It’s absolutely the right thing to do if we’re dealing with trained opposition, but these are amateur thugs; I think they’re set up close to where the ambush was.” 
 
    It was a big gamble, but one that he hoped would pay off. In his own mind, he was sure that Joe was as good as dead already; Patrick’s vehement claims about his actions made it clear to him that he had to be seen to punish Joe for killing one of his own, otherwise his pack of feral rats would turn on him. People like that had to show results because their leadership was based on fear and retribution more than respect and confidence in ability. 
 
    Dan’s purpose now was to find the infestation and clear the nest. If Joe was still alive, then that was good, but he still prepared himself for the worst. 
 
    He pulled the map of their area down to the table and showed them where the site was, describing it in as much detail as he could. 
 
    “Buildings?” he asked Leah. 
 
    The young girl put down her coffee cup and shut her eyes, hands rising from the table as she mimed out the layout from the mental picture she conjured in her mind. 
 
    “Walled yard to the left, entrance just before the wrecked cars. Trees and thick hedge to the right, blind crest of the road a hundred metres ahead. Fields each side.” She dropped her hands down and opened her eyes, back in the present. 
 
    The realisation that such a young person could effectively provide cognitive recall was astounding, even more so that she had never been taught to. Dan supposed it was just another side effect of her upbringing; it didn’t cross her mind not to be able to flick through the mental snapshots she had taken. 
 
    “So, we need a vantage point without going near the buildings,” he said. 
 
    “One behind the hedge on the crest and another on the bend in the ditch,” said Rich. Dan deferred to him on this, as his experience of setting up OPs and ambushes far outweighed them all collectively. 
 
    “OK. Leah, can you break out a set of the old one-to-one radios and earpieces?” he asked. Better to have some form of communication between himself and Rich than risk being discovered when the time came to signal their departure. “There will be no contact between us and the house until we get back in person,” he said, hoping that they would get back but not wanting to voice unhelpful fears. 
 
    Rich stood to fetch the right equipment with Leah following suit. Neil went with them to arm himself and help load all the spare shotguns for the others. Lexi busied herself with her personal kit, and when that was done, she took away the cold coffee pot and mugs to refresh them, leaving Dan sitting opposite Marie. 
 
    Neither spoke first, worrying that the other would say the opposite. 
 
    “Be careful,” Marie said quietly, breaking the impasse. 
 
    “I will. I won’t go off fighting a war on my own, I promise,” he replied. 
 
    “Good,” she said, standing, “because I love you, and I don’t particularly like the idea of you getting shot.” She said this over her shoulder as she left the room to collect a Glock that she had spent painful hours learning to use at his insistence. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NIGHT OPERATIONS 
 
    Throughout history, military operations conducted in darkness had produced a number of catastrophic failures and even more needless loss of lives. That was why people like Rich had spent days on end living as an undetected nocturnal killer, both in training and in reality.  
 
    Dan was experienced, but not – by any stretch of the imagination – to the degree of a Royal Marine, which was why he wanted Rich with him. He could move silently in the dark, inch by inch, and once told a story of how in training he had crept up to the “enemy” sentry and tied his boots together. 
 
    Both wrapped up in camouflage gear and carrying their weapons with a camouflaged net strapped to their small packs, they set off at a jog through the woods in case any small eyes were watching the roads. They had to assume they were. It took them over an hour to reach the fields behind the walled yard with the barn and small shop units. They had no choice but to cross a section of open field, so they waited for the darkness to descend further, discussing tactics and emergency procedures. 
 
    “If anything happens, get back to here and wait,” Rich said, unnecessarily simplifying the language for an emergency rendezvous point. 
 
    “ERV here, roger,” Dan replied, gently reminding the Marine that he wasn’t a complete novice. 
 
    “I’ll go for the ditch in the low ground,” Rich said in a low voice. Totally professional – he knew that a whisper carried further than a murmur in the dark. 
 
    “I’ll take the thicket at the crest,” Dan replied similarly. “Radios on and earpieces in.” 
 
    They separated with a bump of their fists – a gesture perpetuated by Leah and curiously infectious – before moving off like predators to their respective targets. 
 
    It took them almost an hour to move the less than quarter mile distance. Each movement was measured and controlled, each footfall tentative to test the noise it would make. They settled in and Dan gave a double-click on the radio’s press button. He received the rewarding double-squelch in his ear as Rich returned the signal. 
 
    In position. 
 
    It had been the very first night of their stay at what was now their home when he had last lain prone and still throughout the night, watching and waiting for a threat which was no longer a danger. He settled in, following the almost forgotten routine of wiggling his toes and tensing his muscles all the way up his body to his eyebrows to keep the blood flowing. It kept his mind focused too, kept him alert. 
 
    They were rewarded soon afterwards when sounds came from the yard. Slowly, Dan moved the barrel of his carbine towards the houses as the oversized optic drank in all the ambient light it could find to give him an enhanced view. The night-vision goggles were useless at this range; everything after about forty feet was like looking into thick, green fog. 
 
    Movement flashed. A person walked between buildings, and the sound of another door reached his ears.  
 
    He risked a call to Rich, burying his head down to the ground in the dry leaf mould to muffle any sounds which may escape. “Movement in the barn,” he said. 
 
    A burst of static preceded Rich’s reply. “Male. Pissed against the wall and went back inside,” he said. 
 
    That had to be them. Anyone staying in a place for any length of time surely wouldn’t shit on their own doorstep, literally. No, whoever was in there wasn’t planning on staying too long. Feeling a vengeance rise in him, he forced himself to stay calm and not suggest storming the place as he wanted to. 
 
    He settled back into his tensing routine, watching and listening. Hours passed by and the glow of dawn began to haze off to his left. Neither of them would get the sun directly in their eyes when it rose. As he was still thinking over plans on how to attack the yard, more movement showed. A scruffy boy was visible in his optic; at this range, he could even see the wispy facial hair he was nurturing. 
 
    Dan’s breathing froze as the boy turned and looked at him. He knew he couldn’t see him, but his eyes were fixed on the thicket he occupied. He began to trudge uphill directly towards him. The radio squelched again in his ear. 
 
    “One towards,” came Rich’s calm and controlled voice.  
 
    Dan hit the button twice in positive response. He watched for a painstaking few minutes as the boy got nearer. He didn’t want to kill him, not because he was at all squeamish about it but because he knew that a missing boy would provoke the others into action and nullify their advantage. Dan watched him until he got so close that to keep him in his sights would mean too much movement of the barrel. He leaned back slowly, laying the gun flat and rolling onto his left side to draw the suppressed Walther from under him. Keeping his movements very slow, he tried to remain as still as possible. The boy got to within ten feet of him and entered the trees. The foliage was thick before the coming autumn, and Dan was nestled deep inside a patch of weeds in camouflage gear with the net strung over him. He held his breath as the boy looked around to make sure he couldn’t see anyone else. 
 
    The boy opened his trousers and leaned his left hand against a tree trunk. Dan could hardly believe that he had come all this way to piss against a tree, but he soon realised that this wasn’t the purpose to the boy’s privacy issues. Even the apocalypse couldn’t stop a teenaged boy from having urges, and he was forced to watch in horror as the boy masturbated furiously for almost a minute. He finished and wiped his right hand against the bark of the abused tree before doing his trousers up again and skipping off back down the hill. 
 
    Slowly, Dan holstered the sidearm and rolled back onto his front to pick up the carbine again. His earpiece played static before Rich asked the question. 
 
    “Dirty little fucker just pulled one off!” Dan said disgustedly. 
 
    It didn’t come back over the radio, nor did he think Rich would allow a laugh to escape his mouth given their current situation, but he knew he wasn’t going to live that one down. 
 
    The disgust and comedy of the near discovery was shattered by the next turn of events. 
 
    Patrick emerged, M4 brandished on his shoulder like a trophy and pointed at the now useless street lamp by the road. A boy scampered up it like a monkey to drape a piece of rope over the top before sliding back down to land heavily. The rope was arranged, and much to the unbelievable horror of Dan and Rich, it was tied into a loop. There was to be a hanging. 
 
    Joe was carried out by six of them, barely able to lift his deadweight. Dan studied him as closely as possible, ignoring the frantic bursts of static from the radio. His skin was a pale grey, his limbs limp and lifeless. A glimpse of his face confirmed Dan’s fears; the open eyes told the story. 
 
    Joe was dead. 
 
    He picked up the radio and spoke softly to Rich. 
 
    “He’s gone. This is for show.” Silence. 
 
    “You’re sure?” came the only response. 
 
    “Positive. I saw his eyes. He’s dead.” 
 
    Another pause, then two bursts of static to acknowledge. They would have to watch their friend be strung up like a piece of meat. If there had been a chance he was still alive, then they would have had no choice but to open up on all of them and risk them getting away. 
 
    A speech was given by the fat King as he waved the stolen gun he had no idea how to use. The boys lapped it up as Joe’s body was hoisted up and the rope tied to the same car used to trap him. The words of the King were too quiet to reach either of them, and soon after they all went back inside to leave Joe slowly spinning lopsided in the breeze. The anger and the frustration rose in Dan, making him want to march straight down there and kill them all. 
 
    The radio came alive. 
 
    “Count twenty,” Rich said. 
 
    Unsure that he could keep his voice calm, Dan gave a double-press to acknowledge. 
 
    “Exfil?” Rich asked, wanting to exfiltrate and leave the horrible scene behind them. 
 
    He double-clicked again as he carefully secured his equipment and backed out of the hiding place to leave the area via the dead ground out of sight of the yard. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GEOGRAPHICALLY CHALLENGED 
 
    Emma was not doing well. She was utterly exhausted and under terrible stress. She craved the safety of the prison but worried that they would blame her for Steve’s capture. She hit blockages constantly and spent too long driving in circles. Eventually she got scared when she saw movement when trying to turn the big, unfamiliar vehicle around and fired three shots wildly from the window to scare whoever was there away. The shots served only to deafen her and leave her ears ringing for the rest of the day. 
 
    She resorted to using the motorway to make distance south, ever fearful that her pursuers were gaining on her. She didn’t even know how much ground she had gained while fleeing south, but each hour, her desperation grew with her panic and the tiredness made her less and less effective. 
 
    She wasn’t to know, but there was no pursuit. Steve had been kept in an office for two days, being brought breakfast, lunch, and dinner but no word from outside his prison. Nobody had thought to remove his knife or spare magazines, which made him think that he wouldn’t be kept like a prisoner for long. His breakfast on the third day was carried in by the smiling Richards, all trace of the volcanic anger from before evaporated. 
 
    “Morning!” he said as he placed the tray down. Two meals were on it, meaning that Richards intended to stay and talk to him. 
 
    Steve stood and straightened himself. He had no intention of being anything other than cooperative; getting behind the controls of a helicopter was the only way he would make it home. He thought of it as home. It was where his new family was, and they were waiting for him. 
 
    “I hope you’ve forgiven me for the ruse,” he said to the captain. “I promised her she could go home,” he finished, laying down the gauntlet to see if Richards was still angry. 
 
    He was, but he masked it behind his fake smile. “No matter now,” he said. “What does matter, however, is you.” He jabbed the point of his knife in Steve’s direction as he said it. 
 
    “Me?” Steve replied cautiously. 
 
    “Yes,” Richards said through a mouthful of food. “Are you ready to get in the air again?” 
 
    Steve smiled and chewed his mouthful before he replied. “Can’t wait,” he said genuinely. 
 
    His Sig was returned to him as a gesture, and plans were made to leave immediately. He was introduced to six engineers who had been pressed into avionics at short notice. A contingent of four soldiers were accompanying them – mostly, he suspected, to watch him. The command of the expedition was officially his; however, the show was really being run by Mitch. 
 
    Mitch shouted his orders and the engineering team jumped to obey. The guards and Steve travelled cramped in a military Land Rover while the engineers brought another. The journey took them a full day and night nonstop with regular driver changes. Steve, exempt from the difficult driving due to his prized status, kept quiet and rested the whole journey as well as he could in a cramped car while being jostled. 
 
    The hangar was wound open by hand, quicker this time because of the extra manpower. Steve strolled in to inspect the machine, running his hands over the controls. He sat in the pilot’s seat and settled himself, feeling the resistance of the pedals. He flicked the pre-ignition switches, finding the helicopter without power. He sighed and climbed out of the figure-hugging seat. 
 
    He missed this, he realised. He missed it a lot. 
 
    He set the engineering team to the manuals to study them in detail as he and the others set about searching the base. Steve opened the lockers to find himself some new flight gear, finding a set to fit on the third attempt. The small arms locker had already been emptied – not that it mattered, as he was still carrying his Sig. 
 
    He found the obligatory setup where water was being boiled for a hot drink and helped himself to a coffee. He sat and bided his time until he was needed to oversee the maintenance of the aircraft. 
 
  
 
  


 
    PEST CONTROL 
 
    The former policeman and his former Royal Marine crept slowly out of the area until the trees masked them. As they stretched out their cramped muscles, Dan lit a cigarette, relishing the harsh smoke after denying himself the addiction all night. They picked up into a jog to get back to the house despite their exhaustion. 
 
    Leah, Lexi and Neil all waited for them. More coffee was poured for them as they stripped off their gear and relaxed. Marie breezed in and sat, waiting to hear their news, looking uncomfortable with a gun on her hip. 
 
    Dan had to get it out of the way. “Shut the door, please,” he said softly, hoping his tone would betray the news he had to give. “Joe’s gone,” he said.  
 
    Marie and Lexi both began to cry, Marie hiding her emotions far less than Lexi could. Neil’s mouth was held taut as he breathed heavily through his nose in response. The muscles in Leah’s cheeks twitched as her teeth were locked tightly together. Dan saw more anger than grief in her stony face as a single tear escaped to roll down her cheek. 
 
    “It gets worse. We saw them stringing his body up. It’s a goad for us, designed to make us vulnerable. There’s maybe twenty of them, possibly a little more, and they’re camped in the barn by the ambush site.” 
 
    Leah sat and spun her laptop around, working the mousepad to bring up the area. “Move in on foot, cutoffs at each end. Main assault goes in at dusk. We can finally use those pyrotechnics too.” An evil smile pricked the corner of her mouth.  
 
    Simple and impressive plan, Dan thought. “OK. Tonight, then. Thoughts?” he offered, asking people to pick their preferred roles. 
 
    “Thunderbird Two,” said Neil quietly, meaning that he wanted to use the vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun again. 
 
    “Good. Cutoff closest to here, please,” Dan said, receiving a nod from Neil in answer.  
 
    He turned to Lexi. “Battle rifle and the high ground as the furthest cutoff?” he said to her, meaning that she should take the position he had occupied through the night. He reminded himself to tell her to avoid the big tree there. 
 
    “That leaves us three to go in,” he said, looking at Rich and Leah.  
 
    Marie shifted in her seat, wanting to object on a purely age-related basis against Leah’s involvement in the execution of twenty people. She held her tongue. 
 
    “Opposition?” Leah asked, and Rich picked up the briefing. 
 
    “Approximately twenty. Some small arms, mostly shotguns. There’s also Joe’s M4 to consider, so they’ve got at least one full auto,” he said. 
 
    “Flashbangs are a good idea,” Dan said to Leah. 
 
    They had kept these in their armoury for a long time, waiting for an appropriate situation to use them. They were a cylindrical grenade which exploded with a concussive noise and a blinding flash before smaller charges flew out and exploded in turn. In confined spaces, they would burst eardrums and sear the retinas of unsuspecting victims, rendering them blind and deaf and therefore much easier to kill. 
 
    “We move up at sundown, get in position and hit them,” Dan said with finality. Not a hugely detailed plan, but they had far superior weaponry and the element of surprise. “Right. We need a few hours’ sleep,” he said, nodding to Rich. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Sleep came fairly easily to Dan for a change, betraying the depth of his exhaustion. He woke and checked his watch, showing it to be mid-afternoon. He climbed out of bed and put on the clothing he wore overnight; there was no sense in getting clean clothes covered in blood and suffering the wrath of the laundry team again. 
 
    He had a ravenous hunger which needed to be satisfied. Nervous looks and timid questions were given to him as he ate, which he diverted carefully. When he was full, he wandered into Ops with a large coffee. The whole team was there, waiting. 
 
    He sat heavily, emotionally drained from seeing his friend – who was his responsibility – dead and desecrated in front of him, and physically tired from the night spent awake. The few hours of restless sleep hadn’t helped his mood much. 
 
    “Anyone got any more thoughts?” he asked the room in general. 
 
    “A hall burning,” Leah said blandly. 
 
    “A what?” said Neil, giving her a horrified look. 
 
    “I read it in a book. It’s what the Vikings did. Wait until they are all inside the barn and set it on fire, then kill anyone who runs out,” she explained without a hint of emotion. 
 
    Simple. Effective. Ruthless. 
 
    “OK,” Dan said, not in the mood to justify engaging the human rights of the invaders. “Lexi picks off anyone uphill; mark your shots and mind you don’t kill us by accident. Us three go in on foot followed by Neil in Thunderbird Two. We light it up and Neil comes reversing in with the big gun.” 
 
    Nobody raised an objection, just as they hadn’t when they agreed to the plan to attack Bronson and his gang of slavers. 
 
    “I’ve got five radios linked,” said Rich, surprising Dan by being so alert and finding the time. “Lex, Nikki, Dan, Neil,” he said in turn as he passed out each one and kept one for himself. 
 
    Marie sat silent, almost as a moral weathervane there to monitor their humanity and ensure they didn’t stray too far from acceptability. She found that she had nothing to say; the murder of Joe and her hatred of Patrick had massaged her senses of vengeance and self-preservation. 
 
    Over the next hour and a half, they ran through every different scenario they could, something that Dan always encouraged. This way, if something unexpected happened, they had already agreed a way of dealing with it. 
 
    As the sun started to sink behind the trees, Dan called a break. They melted away deep in their own thoughts, some to eat and others to rest. 
 
    Dan went outside with his dog and his lover for a peaceful smoke in mutually comfortable silence. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MEANWHILE, UP NORTH 
 
    Steve sat mostly idle for an entire day as the engineers researched everything they could about the aircraft. They began working on bringing it to life that evening by charging the batteries and flushing the fuel and hydraulic lines.  
 
    The following morning, Steve donned his new flight suit and helmet to help. 
 
    Eventually, the huge machine whirred and spluttered into life, allowing him to run through the complex pre-flight procedures. They started it, shut it down, and started it again until all the dials showed ready. He tried to think of more reasons to delay and wasted hours on insisting that reserve fuel tanks were removed from other aircraft and fitted to the Merlin. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Emma battled her way south, making better distance on some days. Her exhaustion made the days merge into one. She had no idea how long she had been going by herself after the third day; she barely stopped long enough to sleep sufficiently to set her mind straight. She obsessed over Steve’s fate and how he had sacrificed his liberty for the chance of her freedom. 
 
    On the same day that Steve set about increasing the flight range of the helicopter, she began to try the CB radio as she drove on. 
 
  
 
  


 
    INFESTATION 
 
    Dan and Lexi set off on foot as the sun dropped low, with Rich bringing the others over later in Neil’s murderous gunship. They knew the timings from their journey yesterday, and Lexi’s fitness kept her easily at pace with Dan. 
 
    He reached the dead ground and lay in wait with her for the darkness that would allow her to reach her position undetected. Noises of movement and talking reached them intermittently from the target. As the night loomed, Dan withdrew to loop around and wait for the rest of their assault force. 
 
    As the last of the light failed, the oversized Defender rolled towards him without lights. Neil stopped and Leah got out with Rich. Ash was sitting in the cab with Neil as planned, ready to hunt down anyone quick enough and unlucky enough to escape the storm of lead soon to be heading at them with supersonic deadliness. 
 
    The three crept low and slow towards the target, more noises drifting to their ears from their unsuspecting victims. A young sentry stood bored outside the large doors to the barn, uninterested in the outside world and clearly wishing he was inside with the others. By now, Lexi would be watching Dan’s blind aspect of the building through her ambient light scope, using the rising moonlight to enhance her view. At that distance, she was guaranteed to be lethal. 
 
    Dan held back the others as he stayed motionless, watching the building. 
 
    Amateurs, he thought. Only one sentry. They must believe completely that they were safe despite the occasional light and the low noise coming from the building. It was almost unfair that they were there to exterminate them, but then the sight of Joe’s body twirling in the wind obliterated those thoughts and all mercy he could have felt evaporated. 
 
    How to discourage a threat? Kill every last one of them. Hurt them so much that they could never hurt you again. 
 
    He shuffled slowly backwards and muttered to the others to move up and wait as he crept forward, skirting a wide circle on the ground to avoid his movement attracting any attention. He reached the rear of the barn and watched through a gap as the scruffy collection of teenagers and young men lounged in a false sense of security. A dozen small motorbikes were canted over next to Joe’s Land Rover and another car, the faint smell of petrol invading his nostrils from the machines. He listened to their muttered conversation, hearing snippets of their hopes. They anticipated warm beds, hot water, and – most worryingly – their pick of the women. Dan’s moral compass pointed true north now, and the justification of the planned mass murder calcified inside him. 
 
    He slowly reached into his leg pockets and removed the plastic bladders of petrol, retrieving more from inside his vest and the small bag he carried. Creeping further forward, he began to pour them into the gaps in the wooden slats of the barn walls, hoping the smell of the petrol would be masked by the prevailing odour of the machinery inside until he was finished. 
 
    He crept along the side of the barn, turning left and left again to bring him out directly around to the bored sentry. The boy was five feet away, holding a crudely shortened twelve-bore shotgun with the stock and barrels sawn away, totally unaware. Dan melted back behind the wall and covered his face as he brought the small radio up to his mouth. 
 
    “Flashbangs on my mark when I take out the sentry. Five… Four… Three,” he said, leaving the final two seconds unspoken as he readied his weapon. 
 
    He stepped quickly out of the shadows and put a single round through the back of the boy’s head, felling him instantly. The boy would never know anything of the assault, but then he should have been watching more attentively. 
 
    Before his uncontrolled legs had collapsed his body to the floor, Leah and Rich burst low from the shadows. They each threw a pyrotechnic grenade deep into the barn, cripplingly illuminating the building in noise and light. All three of them kept their eyes closed, and Dan let his weapon hang to press his hands over his ears tightly. They withdrew into the shadows as the last of the explosions left the area in a sudden, stunned silence. 
 
    The noise of the Land Rover reversing became louder, just as the first screams emerged from the barn. Flames licked hungrily, casting an eerie light into the yard as the petrol ignited by the grenades searched hungrily for fuel to burn. 
 
    Dan ran to join Rich and Leah behind cover on the other side of the yard and heard the first spits of suppressed rounds searching for targets behind him. Some of the group had staggered, blind and deaf, to the door only to be cut down by efficient shots from his burned Marine and child assassin. 
 
    Neil roared backwards into the yard, jumping from the vehicle and climbing into the rear bed to load a huge round into the evil machine gun. 
 
    A few seconds of bizarre silence engulfed them. Not true silence – cries of panic and pain emanated from the barn over the crackling of the spreading flames. 
 
    Neil decided to kick the hornet’s nest, stitching two bursts into the timber walls by way of encouragement. Dan, Leah and Rich responded to his help by felling each of those frightened by the heavy fire. They dropped, hit by three different marksmen every time. Shouting could be heard from inside now, a man’s voice bellowing orders. The sound of breaking timbers echoed out, indicating at least some shred of collective intelligence as the choking occupants tried to force their way out through the rear wall. 
 
    Lexi saw them. The first timber to fall away showed a bright slash of firelight, and she put two bullets directly into the fresh breach in their walls. That ended their attempts to escape that way, forcing the trapped rats to turn and attack. 
 
    Shotguns were fired from the doorway, foolishly enticing the heavy machine gun to respond and shred them through the thin walls. More instructions were bellowed, and a final attempt at escape was organised. As one, the survivors burst from the door and scattered. The hope that sheer numbers would protect them was a naïve one as the efficient fire picked them all off. 
 
    “ENOUGH!” cried a deep adult voice from inside. 
 
    Dan snatched at his radio and called for them to cease fire. He called them all by name to ensure that they had their fingers off their triggers. “COME OUT,” he yelled, smiling with satisfaction as a soot-stained and sweating King of Wales stepped forward. He had Joe’s M4 in his left hand, held by the barrel to indicate that he was no threat. 
 
    Dan stood and walked towards him, meeting face to face in the middle of the flame-lit yard. Patrick was beaten and scared. More scared than he had probably ever been. Dan walked around him slowly, taking the M4 from his unresisting hand. He reached inside Patrick’s belt and withdrew the Glock; both stolen weapons being retrieved felt symbolic to Dan. His ideas for symbolism grew. He walked to the barn and braved the growing heat to force the large doors closed, trapping anyone left inside. 
 
    Afterwards, that kept him awake with the cruelty of such a death. 
 
    Realising what he was doing, Patrick roared “NO” and tried to rush him.  
 
    Dan responded by delivering a huge kick to his chest, knocking him flat on his back. Patrick rose with difficulty, fighting for breath but full of anger. He raised his fists and tried to control his face from opening the gates to the tears he held back, foolishly thinking that there were rules to their conflict anymore.  
 
    Dan delivered another savage kick to the side of his right knee, pivoting on his left leg to add the full weight of his power, dropping him back to the ground. As Patrick knelt before him, Dan considered using the butt of his carbine to end him, but he left him there, watching the remnants of his leadership burn more intensely. 
 
    Leah and Rich came forward to flank the fat, broken man as Dan walked slowly towards where Joe remained suspended. He untied the knots and lowered him to the floor as gently as he could, forcing the thin rope out of the cold, swollen flesh of his neck. Neil helped him put the body of their friend into the back of the Defender, carefully lowering him onto the hot brass of the expended bullets. 
 
    Dan turned to Leah and Rich. “Bring him here,” he said coldly. 
 
    Sensing his fate, Patrick began to speak for the first time. He tried to throw himself onto his back, shouting “NO” repeatedly.  
 
    Leah twisted the hand and wrist of his left hand behind him, bracing his arm painfully straight, forcing him up to his knees and then his feet as he tried to resist the pain in his wrist, elbow and shoulder. Using both hands, she forced the straight arm forward, making Patrick walk as he bent over in agony. 
 
    Feebly, he tried to plead with them and finally allowed the tears to stream down his face without shame.  
 
    Rich spat in his face as he went by; Neil watched on with an unreadable expression. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Dan said with utter seriousness and dripping with mock deference, “for your crimes, you have been sentenced to death.” 
 
    Before any response could come, he snatched up the looped end of the rope and threw it over Patrick’s head. He fought, causing a painful-sounding crack from his wrist as Leah increased the pressure and forced him back to his knees. She held him there and nodded to Dan. He picked up the other end of the rope, and helped by Rich and Neil, they slowly hauled the fat monarch to his feet.  
 
    Leah let go of her now useless restraint and stepped smartly back out of reach of the legs which now began to thrash wildly as his feet cleared the ground. Slowly he rose, foot by foot, as the three heavy men hauled on the rope. 
 
      
 
    The screams became choked sounds of pain and panic, quickly becoming gasps and sounds of dying. He dangled there, suffocating as his ridiculous girth combined forces with gravity to end his evil life. 
 
    His last thoughts were of the meagre upbringing in a small village, of his mother and absent alcoholic father whose only parenting was to deliver beatings when the mood took him, and of the life of drifting and petty crime. He had many memories and more regrets from his dull existence; the best times he had enjoyed were after the more successful people in the world had all gone. 
 
    He had so many wishes in his life and childish dreams of happiness, but the last thought he ever had was a memory of Dan telling him that if he came back, he would kill him. 
 
    The kicking stopped and the eyes grew wide just as the liquid ran down his legs and dripped from his boots. The hands haltingly fell away from the cord which killed him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHERE IS MY FRIEND? 
 
    They stood in silence and watched the barn burn as Patrick turned slowly left and right on the end of his rope. Nobody said a word. Leah, efficient as ever, reloaded her carbine to ensure a full magazine was in place. 
 
    Two loud shots rang out from up the hill, sparking them all into sudden defensive action until their radios all crackled simultaneously. 
 
    “Last one,” said Lexi. “Coming down.” 
 
    She joined them at a jog about a minute later, taking in the close-up of the former King without comment. She had witnessed their friend being lowered and the fat murderer replacing him and she wasn’t bothered. As far as she was concerned, he deserved it, and that was the end of the matter. 
 
    “What were the last two shots?” Dan asked her, curious. 
 
    She looked to the floor, unsure how to explain without sounding judgemental. “One came out the breach at the back. He was burning, so I…” She trailed off. Dan nodded to her. He was glad she put whoever it was out of their misery. Nobody deserved to burn to death, he thought hypocritically as the burns on his hands started to hurt. He hadn’t noticed until now, but multiple blisters were forming where he had manhandled the burning wood to shut the doors and end the lives of everyone left inside. 
 
    They stood in silence, watching the flames engulf the barn and begin to melt the closest cars and structures. He realised that Joe’s Defender was incinerated too, not that it mattered, as they had another seven wrapped up under tarpaulins in a closed barn on the farm. Still, it was Joe’s, and now it was dead too. 
 
    Dan had the familiar waves of guilt wash over him: had he trained Joe well enough? Was Joe prepared for any of this? He shook it off. Joe was good enough; he had proven that when the fat bastard Patrick had driven up on him months ago. One man, his man, had shamed them and got away with four women safely. The fault was his own. He shamed Patrick when he came to ask for guns as the cost for his dead boy. He threatened him and sent him away. 
 
    It was Dan’s fault that they had come for retribution, and Joe had paid the price. 
 
    Dan produced his cigarettes and lighter from the custom pocket on his vest, but involuntarily cried aloud when his rapidly swelling hands couldn’t work the lighter. He dropped the lighter, breathing heavily with the cigarette still in his mouth. Silently, Leah picked it up and lit the cigarette, putting the lighter back in the pouch. 
 
    “Let’s get you to Kate,” she said gently to him. “Let’s get back,” she called out to the others, louder and full of confidence. They all turned to the Land Rover unquestioningly, accepting her leadership implicitly. 
 
    Dan climbed in the back, his eyes resting on the body of Joe for the journey. Leah rode with him, perched opposite with watchful eyes never leaving him. Without warning, the vehicle slowed and stopped, rocking the rear passengers uncomfortably and making Dan reach out to steady himself, causing his teeth to grind with the pain in his hands. 
 
    “Say again?” he heard Neil say into the CB radio. “Hello?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dan asked through the small window in the bulkhead. 
 
    “Something on the radio,” Neil said, “couldn’t make it out but it was female and panicked.” 
 
    He looked at Leah, eyes wide. “Emma?” he asked her. 
 
    Leah banged on the roof of the cab. “Get back to the house, now!” she said with force. 
 
    Neil drove hard, pulling up within a couple of minutes. Leah bundled out over the side and yelled for Kate. The medical team must have been waiting, fearing the worst, as Alice burst from the door with a trauma kit in her hands. 
 
    Leah headed her off. “Dan has minor burns, nothing serious,” she said as she strode inside.  
 
    She emerged seconds later, twirling car keys in her hands. “Neil, Lexi, lock this place down. Rich, with me.”  
 
    Dan stood dumbstruck as they all jumped to obey her instructions. She looked at him, grabbing his shoulder to emphasise her point. “You stay here. I’m borrowing your dog.” She gave one sharp whistle, prompting Ash to jump down from the gunship and cast a look to his owner.  
 
    Dan told him to get on, twitching his head towards Leah. He was still in shock as the girl jumped behind the wheel of his own Discovery after letting his dog in the back seat and watching Rich climb into the passenger’s side. He looked on with incredulous awe as she gunned the three-litre engine and shot away into the dark in his car with a chirp of the big tyres and his dog grinning out of the side window. 
 
    “No, no,” he muttered with false deference, “take my car. I insist!” 
 
    In a rare moment of obedience, Dan allowed himself to be led inside, stripped of his gear, and receive treatment for the rapidly worsening burns on his hands. 
 
    “What have you been doing to yourself?” Alice asked as she held Dan’s hands in a bowl of cold water. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah drove hard, heading for the motorway where she first made her solo appearance in the world since she was the frightened little girl who spent the night in a Land Rover dealership all that time ago. Rich, on instruction, was using the CB every few seconds as Leah wove the big car further and further north. 
 
    “The house wasn’t picking anything up, so we must be at the extreme of the signal range. Keep trying.” 
 
    He did.  
 
    Leah had also had the forethought to grab a large-scale Ordnance Survey map, just in case. They had been moving for less than six minutes before Leah turned a hard hairpin back onto the motorway where she had rammed the car and killed a man who threatened those she loved. 
 
    She loved Dan dearly. She had never really had a father, not since the one who had actually fathered her had preferred drugs and fighting to being her dad. Dan was her dad, but she was too embarrassed to ask to call him that. That’s why she was doing this now, so that he didn’t have to go out injured. If he couldn’t even light one of his silly smelly cigarettes, then how could he perform a tactical reload under fire? No, she had to do this and do it fast. 
 
    She pushed the big 4x4 into a sweeping bend on the motorway, reaching over ninety-five miles an hour and squeezing the accelerator to keep the big automatic settled and sat down squat into the turn. As the road levelled out, a burst of static disrupted the radio. 
 
    “…know where I am…please…me…anyone there?” 
 
    Emma, and not a happy Emma.  
 
    Rich was quick to respond. “Emma? Is that you? Can you hear me?” he fired back. 
 
    “…Hello?” 
 
    “Find out where she is,” Leah said, concentrating on the pitch-black road illuminated by the bright headlights. 
 
    Rich spent the next five minutes trying to exchange conversation between them, until Leah crested a hill on the motorway and the signal suddenly became clear.  
 
    She stopped fast, flicking the dial between the front seats to select R and launching backwards to the top of the hill. 
 
    The signal came through loud and clear. 
 
    “Emma? Emma?” she said after snatching the mic from Rich. 
 
    “Hello?” Emma answered. 
 
    “It’s Leah. Tell me exactly where you are,” she barked with more authority than any thirteen-year-old had the right to own. 
 
    She did, to some extent.  
 
    Leah flicked on the internal LED light and bathed the cab with unnaturally harsh bright light. She threw open the map and exchanged a few more lines with Emma, until she was sure where Emma was. As luck would have it, they were on the same motorway but about twenty miles apart. 
 
    “Roll slowly. We’re coming to get you. Flash your lights when you see us,” Leah said, flicking off the interior light and dropping the big car into drive before planting the accelerator into the carpet. 
 
    Best-laid plans and all; they hit a complete roadblock after two miles. She had no idea, but it was the same roadblock Emma’s attackers had planned to trap her against when she bumbled into their lives. Leah had to get out and check the blockage before deciding that one car could easily be dragged out to make a gap wide enough for the Land Rovers. 
 
    She quickly hooked up the front winch and dragged a wreck of an old Subaru clear as Rich scanned the area with his rifle. The cable was rapidly withdrawn and the journey resumed. They found Emma after another fifteen minutes.  
 
    She saw them approaching fast and flashed her headlights, causing a sudden flash in the eyes of her rescuers. 
 
    Leah pressed the handbrake button after flicking the selector into park and burst from the driver’s door. As she feared, Emma was alone. She was a complete state, with a grimy face and messy hair. 
 
    “Steve? Where’s Steve?” she barked, scanning around with the dog at her left heel and her carbine raised out of paranoid habit.  
 
    Emma could barely speak.  
 
    Leah took charge, asking Rich to drive the Defender back as she led Emma to the passenger’s seat of the Discovery. As confident as she seemed to the others, all she wanted to do was get this mess back to Dan to decide what to do. 
 
    The two-car convoy moved fast, eager to be off the road and back in the relative safety of home. 
 
    Emma didn’t say a word; she just hugged her knees and rocked slightly. 
 
    “Where’s Steve?” Leah asked again, forcing herself to sound calmer. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” Emma said weakly. 
 
    Fearing the worst, Leah just drove on with the need to get home. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan’s burns were worse than he realised and had started to blister badly. Kate had run them repeatedly under cold water and wrapped his swollen hands in wet bandages. He was starting to feel the pain when Lexi poured three very healthy measures of single malt for them as she, Dan and Neil sat at the table in Ops. Dan reached for the CB mic but dropped it due to the ungainliness of his alien hands.  
 
    Neil stood and picked it up. “You there, young’un?” he broadcast. 
 
    “Yeah. On the way back. One on board,” she said. 
 
    Dan heard the stress in her voice even if the others didn’t. 
 
    “One?” Neil said. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Ten minutes,” she replied. 
 
    True to her word, nine minutes later she pulled up and nosey-parked his car, closely followed by Rich climbing out of Steve’s Defender. No Steve. 
 
    Emma did not look good; she was physically exhausted and was half carried by Leah inside. Emma raised her eyes and looked directly at Dan. 
 
    “Please,” he said through anger made far worse by the pain, “tell me where my goddamned Ranger is.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    ALIVE 
 
    Before she lost consciousness, Emma managed to tell them he wasn’t dead.  
 
    That was good, Dan supposed. The events leading up to him being alive and not there still needed explaining in detail, but Kate was adamant that the girl needed at least some rest before they interrogated her. 
 
    She was awake by lunchtime, before Dan woke, resulting in Marie carefully rousing him. The exhaustion and stress of the last thirty-six hours coupled with the painful blisters on his hands and the subsequent painkillers had knocked him out cold. 
 
    She helped him into some uncharacteristically comfortable clothes and led him downstairs. He allowed her to take control of him – welcomed it, in fact. There had barely been a day during the last year when he hadn’t been worrying about himself and everyone else, about their future and the threats to their safety. The few times he hadn’t been thinking like that were when he had been ill or injured. Fearing what he would hear, he sat in Ops and accepted a coffee as he watched Emma fidgeting in her seat. She had showered and her now clean hair hung damply as she bent her head to her drink. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Dan asked her as he shifted in his seat for comfort, remembering his lack of manners and concern when he saw her last. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she replied timidly. She cleared her throat and set her drink down on the table carefully, preparing herself to recite the story of the last few weeks. 
 
    Nobody interrupted her until she reached the part about Richards. Dan sat forward and fired off a series of questions designed to establish the basis of a threat assessment. It was automatic. 
 
    “Debrief later,” Leah instructed. “Go on,” she gently urged the scientist ten years plus her senior, putting Dan in his place. 
 
    She told them of the escorted visit to the lab, of the inconclusive blood tests, and then of the discovery of the computer login details.  
 
    Dan fought to control his impatience and stop it boiling over into temper; he didn’t care one bit about the science right now and wanted to know what had happened to his friend. He couldn’t wait any longer. “Later. Steve?” he said, trying not to snap. 
 
    “We got back to the army camp. Richards wasn’t going to let us go, so Steve got me out and stayed. He said he was the real prize, that they wouldn’t chase me if he stayed,” she blurted out, worried that she would be blamed for his absence. 
 
    “That sounds like Steve,” Dan said, “but what was his plan to get out?” 
 
    Steve had to have an exit strategy, Dan thought. He was too clever and analytical to just sacrifice himself. 
 
    “He’s going to fly back,” she said simply, silencing them all. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FIVE HUNDRED FEET 
 
    The large bladder tanks replaced two of the folding seats on each side of the helicopter, allowing the side doors to still be used. The hydraulics controlling the ramp decided to stop working, resulting in a further day’s delay while the problem was diagnosed and fixed. Having the rear ramp up wasn’t exactly necessary to fly, but the excuse kept them grounded for long enough to lose the daylight. 
 
    Finally, Steve could stall no further. Pre-flight checks were normal, all dials were in the green, and he agreed to try and take her up the next morning into a hover before bringing the aircraft back to earth. 
 
    The first test flight made his nerves taut with fear. He expected cockpit alarms to sound at any second and for the engines to stall, plummeting him down to his death.  
 
    He didn’t die, nor did the old Merlin falter. 
 
    Steve’s elation almost made him forget that he was there under duress, albeit with faked compliance. He insisted on taking her up again, this time unable to stop volunteers from joining him. A nervous mechanic named Phil wanted to come up, and Mitch joined them. The soldier helped strap Phil in and put a headset on him, giving a thumbs up to save shouting over the noise of the whining engines. 
 
    Mitch wore a harness like the straps for a parachute, shoulders and legs held tight, and a heavy strap attached to a clip to secure him as the stand-in loadmaster. He attached it inside the doorway and spoke into the boom mic on his headset. “Let’s take her up,” he said. 
 
    Steve manipulated the controls to launch the helicopter up and backwards, quickly getting clear of the ground. He banked hard, making Mitch brace himself in the open side door. 
 
    “How are we looking, Mitch?” Steve asked, wishing he was alone and could flee south. 
 
    “All good,” came the crackling reply. “Phil’s not enjoying it, though!” he said with amusement, looking at the terrified mechanic. 
 
    “I’ll do a quick sweep and take her back down,” Steve said. 
 
    “Are we not heading south now?” Mitch asked.  
 
    Steve’s smile evaporated. “South?” he asked, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “I assumed that’s where we were headed, to find your people? Why else do you think I’m here with Phil, who’s shit-scared of flying?” Mitch said with a laugh. 
 
    Steve couldn’t believe it. His secret plans of escape were obvious to Mitch, who had even established a fellow deserter to join them. 
 
    Richards's happy ship was taking on water, it seemed. 
 
    He laughed aloud to himself at his own stupidity; of course people suspected he would run. Why else were so many “guides” sent to “protect” them? 
 
    Well, that plan just backfired. He was in the air, he was free, and he was heading home. 
 
    The remaining guards and engineers on the ground watched in ignorant admiration as the old bird banked and flew a ponderous loop over their small base. They remained fixed in their gaze at the empty sky as the aircraft levelled out and dipped its nose to raise the tail end and surge over their heads. It took them over a minute to start to really worry. When the noise of the three turboshaft engines had faded into eerie silence, the first serious doubts gnawed at them. 
 
    One by one, they realised that the helicopter which had taken them a few days to nurse back into flight-worthiness was gone, and that they had been made complete fools of. 
 
    The last of the soldiers to stay watching the sky sighed to himself, not relishing the punishment he would likely receive when he got back to the captain. 
 
    He let his gaze drop from the sky and sighed again to himself. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he said to nobody in particular. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re deserters!” Steve joked with Mitch and Phil. 
 
    “Technically not,” reasoned Mitch as he braved the buffeting side winds to close the sliding door in the fuselage. “I’m defecting if you think about it. So is Phil, aren’t you, mate?” 
 
    Steve couldn’t see behind him, but his headset relayed Phil’s pained croak of response. He didn’t think Phil gave much of a shit right now; he would probably start throwing up soon. 
 
    Mitch stood behind Steve’s shoulder in the doorway to the cockpit and leaned against the wall as he still held the metal rail above his head. 
 
    “Like a Russian spy or something,” he explained.  
 
    Steve smiled, glad for the company and the welcome turn of events. 
 
    He flew low and hard, hugging the contours of the ground and going no higher than five hundred feet from the undulating earth below. He avoided the larger hill ranges, skirting to the east or west to save having to gain altitude. His hands and feet were as one with the controls, his very soul hardwired into the machine. Not once did the smile leave his face as he accelerated close to a hundred and eighty miles an hour. 
 
    They discussed the smoking ruins of a burned-out population centre in the distance, with Mitch remarking that it was likely improved and far safer than it had been a couple of years ago. Steve picked up the snaking tarmac as it widened to four lanes and followed it south, knowing that within half an hour it would merge with another tarmac artery of their now deceased country. He could follow that new road right to the doorstep of the prison and be landing minutes later. He daydreamed about the looks on their faces and hoped that Emma had got back safely by now.  
 
    He brought his thoughts back to the present, thinking in wonder about how they were still in the air as he had switched off completely for a number of seconds; he had done that in a car so many times and didn’t crash, but somehow doing it in ten tonnes of screaming jet engines and spinning metal made any lapse in concentration even more dangerous. 
 
    He pushed on, ignoring the ache creeping into his legs and arms and shoulders. He was out of practice physically, but that didn’t detract from his deeply ingrained ability or skill in piloting the bird over the overgrown wasteland below. 
 
  
 
  


 
    YOU CAN’T PARK THAT THING THERE 
 
    Dan began to give a flurry of orders for maps to be found and the site identified. He fired question after question at Emma, ignoring her vulnerability in his own selfishness and upsetting her.  
 
    Of course she didn’t know what weapons were what; she couldn’t tell a submachine gun from a duck gun, so his interrogation caused her stress. She broke, crying and apologising for coming back alone. 
 
    Dan finally realised he was being a complete dick. He stood, placing one bandaged hand awkwardly on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m glad you’re back safe, and if I were Steve, I would have done anything to get you out too.”  
 
    She softened at that.  
 
    In truth, he was very worried about Steve, and even more worried about the thought of taking on a group of soldiers to get him back with their depleted force. He went outside to smoke, followed by Marie, who lit the cigarette for him. He was saved the remonstration from Marie about how harshly he had treated Emma when Neil appeared with Chris and Ewan. 
 
    “It’s time,” Neil said, face cast in a stony expression of sorrow. They had dug the hole and planted a large stone ready for Joe’s burial. 
 
    “OK,” said Dan quietly, pausing to draw on the cigarette again. “Get everyone out.” 
 
    He and Marie left the trio and walked slowly towards the spot in the woods where Penny’s well-tended grave stood among the flowers. The hole was deep and neat, the excavated earth piled tidily by the side partially in the shadow of the large piece of natural sandstone standing proudly as a headstone. Joe was already inside, wrapped tightly in a sheet. 
 
    They waited in silence as the others slowly and silently gathered around them. Dan worried that he wouldn’t be able to give any kind of speech; he felt too empty, too forlorn and too angry. He felt right now that their life was pointless and they would have been better off being one of the lucky ones who weren’t immune. He’d certainly experienced more pain since it had happened than he would have if the virus had killed him.  
 
    Soon, almost their whole contingent was present. Dan recognised nearly all of them but could probably only name half if pushed.  
 
    Neil cleared his throat and looked at him expectantly, prompting the unofficial ceremony to begin. 
 
    Dan just couldn’t bring himself to force out the words he didn’t believe right now. He knew it was a mixture of the grief, the pain, the exhaustion and probably the strong tablets Kate had given him.  
 
    Marie sensed this somehow and stepped forward to stand on the raised slope behind the graves. “Joe died to protect us,” she sang out in her clear voice, instilling instant silence and feeling the burning attention of so many eyes. “He did his job. He did it well.” She paused to look down at the wrapped body below her. “Those who killed him knew with their final breath what it meant to cross us. To kill us. To attack us.” Her eyes scanned the crowd, reading them as she did and encouraging the collective heartbeat to quicken to her words. “But this isn’t what makes us special, what makes us more.” She invested the last word with heavy emphasis, showing the crowd a clenched fist to underline her point. “We are a society. We are a family. Today, we mourn the loss of one of our soldiers, our brother. Our friend. But we are here and we are free to mourn because of his sacrifice.” 
 
    All eyes were fixed on her.  
 
    She seized the opportunity. “As you may know, we are missing another soldier. Another brother. Another friend. As we pray for the soul of Joe to find rest, so too do we hope for the safe return of Steve.” 
 
    She stooped to collect a small handful of earth from the mound and held her arm out straight, slowly trickling the dark soil between her fingers to fall on Joe’s body. She gently took Dan’s arm and led him away, saving him the need to add any words or try and use his swollen hands to throw dirt on his friend. The others followed suit, mimicking her actions one by one as they formed a solemn queue to pay their respects and disperse to their own thoughts. 
 
    Dan kept his gaze on the ground and his expression plain as she led him back to the house, intending to insist he rested. They stood near the house and smoked in silence again. 
 
    Ash’s ears pricked up. He turned his head to face the woods, swinging it back and forth between the house and the farm, searching. They watched the dog in companionable silence, neither switching on to what the animal’s behaviour meant. It was only the low rumbling growl of the patented early warning system that sparked Dan’s return to the present. 
 
    He instinctively reached for a weapon, realising he wasn’t – for the first time in as long as he could remember – carrying one. 
 
    He threw down his half-smoked cigarette and bawled for Leah and Rich and Lexi. In his grief, he almost called for Joe too, then remembered and felt another surge of anger. 
 
    Why won’t people just leave us alone? he thought. His feelings of uselessness made him colour up in frustration that his burned hands couldn’t work a weapon, that he would have to leave the defence of their home to others. 
 
    People were running past them in panic just as the noise began to break through the trees: the high-pitched whine of the engines and the unmistakable whop, whop, whop of rotor blades. Dan could barely believe what he was hearing. They had no time to react, to form a defence. 
 
    With a huge, invasive noise, the dull green helicopter burst over the tops of the trees and banked in a lazy circle before it levelled out and lowered itself to the open field to Dan’s right.  
 
    They all stood in stunned silence, watching as it settled heavily onto its wheels. The engines were cut. Three men emerged from the side door, dropping to the ground and running low towards the house to avoid the wash from the decelerating blades above them. 
 
    Steve straightened as he approached them, a broad smile showing on his face from the exhilaration of escape and the excitement of flying again. Dan stood mute, mouth open and speechless. Ash’s tail wagged uncontrollably, making his whole back end move until he could contain himself no more and he ran to the familiar pilot, who strode straight up to Dan and embraced him. 
 
    So many questions fought for space in Dan’s head, none of them making the connection to leave his mouth with any coherence. 
 
    “Did Emma make it back?” Steve asked, full of concern.  
 
    Dan could only nod in response, still unable to add up everything he had just seen and felt and work out the solution. 
 
    The two new men were introduced; Mitch Andrews was a soldier and Phil was a very unwell-looking mechanic. It all washed over Dan; he was suddenly so very tired. Marie made his excuses and led him inside to put him to bed. 
 
    Neil stepped forward and shook Steve’s hand. He turned to Phil and welcomed him with a handshake and a broad smile. “I hope you know how that thing works,” he said in his public-schooled spitfire pilot accent, “because I’m not changing the bloody oil on it!” 
 
  
 
  


 
    FACTORY RESET 
 
    Dan slept all afternoon and late into the next morning. His hands were itching badly. Kate examined the wounds and applied a salve to them, telling him to keep the raw skin well moisturised and mobile. They felt better, but he was careful not to break the blisters that were still intact. He wandered downstairs, full of hunger and in desperate need of caffeine. 
 
    The mood was definitely higher than yesterday, with the newcomers and Steve being pressed for information about anything and everything. Dan gave the main gaggle a wide berth and headed for Ops where Leah had the duty, kept company by his dog. 
 
    “Morning, boss,” she said, pouring coffee into his cup. 
 
    He sat down, working his sore hands open and closed slowly as Ash nuzzled into him for attention. He stroked the dog’s head and looked at Leah. 
 
    “Lexi is over at the gardens. Rich went up to the farm and is checking the grounds out. I gave Steve the day off. The new guy wants a spot too,” she reported. 
 
    Dan assumed the new guy was the soldier and not the mechanic. It would be good to have another trained man on the books, and the fact that they were now one Ranger down went without saying. 
 
    Kate had insisted that Dan take a couple of weeks off. There was a time when he would have argued against that, even ignored it completely. He didn’t argue, but he would still be involved. He felt relieved with Steve back, elated that he had brought more people to them, and amazed to see him return in a working helicopter. The possibilities were endless for as long as it stayed serviceable. 
 
    Steve found him shortly afterwards. He went over the whole story, giving the answers to the questions Dan had previously fired at Emma. Together, they made a full threat assessment of Richards's group and ruled out any interaction; they were simply far too powerful to mix it with, as any loss was unacceptable. 
 
    Steve gave his rundown of Mitch, describing him as a confident soldier with a great deal of sense. He laughed as he described how Mitch knew all along what he planned and chose to come with him but didn’t risk himself by saying so until it was happening. Steve supported him being on the team. 
 
    Dan agreed to speak with him, as he always intended to. He put Steve in interim charge of Ops, insisting that off-site parties went in pairs until further notice. Normal routines were established again and the world turned as it had before. 
 
    Mitch came to find him the next morning, engaging in an almost comical replication of Rich’s interview. 
 
    “Morning, sir,” he said as he marched in, stamped to attention and cracked off a crisp salute.  
 
    Dan smiled and sat down. “I’m amazed Steve didn’t tell you that we don’t do sirs and salutes here,” he said with amusement. 
 
    “He did,” Mitch said with a smile. “That’s why I did it!” He sat down, pleased with his icebreaker. 
 
    “What’s your service history?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Sixteen years. Infantry Sergeant, despite a demotion once for clocking an eighteen-year-old officer off duty. Parachute trained. I’ve seen active service in Northern Ireland three times, the Gulf twice, the Balkans, and Afghanistan a couple of times. Not to mention the contacts I’ve had since all this.” He gave his list of achievements casually, making out that eight active tours were nothing. It was something. He went to war six times and he could still smile. 
 
    His credentials hardly needed testing, since Steve had seen his work firsthand. Still, Dan was encouraged by the man’s humour and didn’t want to sign him up without prying further. 
 
    “Why desert, then?” he needled. 
 
    “Didn’t desert. I defected!” he said with a wide smile as he produced a sheaf of papers. “Full Int report on Richards's group. All the gen right here,” he declared, using Army slang as if it was his first language. He placed the intelligence package on the table and kept his flat hand on top of it. “So, as soon as I give you this, I’m officially a defector. Vote of no confidence in my leadership, shall we say.” Dan returned his smile, but Mitch surprised him by getting serious. “I’m nobody’s enforcer; it started out alright when we were rescuing people and defending ourselves, but after that, I began to have doubts. I had to make people stay whether they wanted to or not, and that didn’t sit right with me. When I got the gig keeping an eye on Steve, I didn’t know what to make of the orders to bring him back at all costs. I got to know him and he told me a lot about you and what you’ve built here. I want to be a part of something like this instead of being the right hand of a dictator.”  
 
    He had intentionally raised his standing in Richards's group of loyal supporters, if for nothing else other than to brag about his worth. He needn’t have bothered, as Dan had learned everything he needed to know about the man from Steve. He was trained, he was capable, and he had helped both of them escape. He was in. 
 
    Mitch looked him in the eye as Dan pretended to think it over. Dan leaned forward to him, returning the stare with similar intensity. “Do you like sweets, Mitch?” he asked, breaking the spell and confusing the soldier. 
 
    “Yeah…” he replied cautiously. 
 
    Dan leaned back and shouted Rich’s name, prompting the Marine to emerge from his den of worship to the god of muzzle velocity. 
 
    “Boss?” he asked as he entered. 
 
    Dan’s smile widened. “Bootneck, Squaddie. Squaddie, Bootneck.” He introduced them, demonstrating his own knowledge of inter-military terminology. “Show our new recruit around our sweetie shop, will you?” 
 
    Mitch stood, shook Dan’s hand – making him tense his face to cover the reactive wince caused by the still painful burns – and went to talk guns with Rich. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Over the next week, Dan finally took the time to move among the group, reacquainting himself with some and hearing about their lives. He visited the medical team daily. His burns weren’t bad, but for once he allowed himself to take a back seat and heal slowly.  
 
    Ana and Cara were both showing heavily now. With everything that had happened to threaten their group, he had almost forgotten that two new souls were soon to be added to their population count. He took the time to sit with them and talk when he could, feeling their nervousness and excitement at their imminent arrivals. 
 
    Emma and Marie were waiting for him one morning. Emma wanted to tell Dan more detail about what she found at the lab, yet another thing that had slipped his mind. 
 
    She opened her laptop and sat opposite them, formal and quiet.  
 
    “I found the lab and we got it running again,” she said, thankfully skipping all the preamble with the facts that they already knew. “I spent three days checking the blood samples from infected and immune alike; there were no differences.” She looked at them both for signs they understood, but explained the obvious anyway. “We all have it. I don’t have the expertise or the tools to test further and find out why we are immune, nor do I know how it will affect us in other ways,” she paused, “but I do now know what it was.” 
 
    She opened the files on her laptop, explaining about the science base deep in the Arctic ice. The videos were played for them as they sat in silence, ending with the lab video and the subsequent reports. She closed the laptop slowly and looked at them, folding her hands gently on the table. 
 
    “So you’re saying that some pollen from a prehistoric flower caused this?” Marie asked. 
 
    “Yes. The pollen infected the scientists and must have mutated – I’m theorising from here, you understand. That mutation became an airborne virus with very fast gestation and the highest lethality ever seen in the history of the human race. It’s everywhere, and it would have covered the planet in days. There’s no going back.” 
 
    Dan shifted in his seat, working his hands to relieve the tight skin. “Keep theorising,” he said gently. “What does this mean for us?” 
 
    She sighed heavily, looking down at the table and rubbing her eyes before she looked at them. “I don’t know,” she answered.  
 
    They both looked away in frustration. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said again with more confidence, “but I’m worried that it may still be our extinction event.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE HARSH TRUTH 
 
    As time moved on, not a single shot was fired at anything other than food throughout the end of summer, autumn and into winter. Christmas approached again, and the excitement of the previous year returned, albeit to a slightly lesser degree. They had reverted to their more relaxed hibernation mode as befitted the shorter days and bad weather. 
 
    Both Ana and Cara were nearing their due dates, although exact dates were no longer a sure thing, as the accuracy of maternity services had been greatly reduced since the world had changed forever. 
 
    Cara went first. In the middle of the night, half the household got woken up as the wailing woman was helped downstairs to medical. The noise went on, getting louder over the next few hours. This would be Cara’s second baby, so she at least knew something of what to expect. Kate’s team had spent months preparing for this, researching and practising as much as they could for when the time came.  
 
    Dan lay awake with Marie, listening to the muffled urgency of the noises from the floor below them. It was still well before daybreak when Dan was forced from the cosy bed to use the bathroom. He wrapped up warm, slipping his feet into his unlaced boots, and decided to take his dog outside in the hope that he would give them even a slight lie-in if he was given a toilet break too. 
 
    He stood there, watching the annoyingly alert animal water the tyres of three different vehicles. The sounds inside were reaching a painful crescendo every few minutes, and Dan expected the sounds of a baby’s cries to soon echo among the big rooms and high ceilings. 
 
    Unable to bear the sounds of Cara’s pain any longer, he went back inside and climbed back into bed, annoying Marie with his cold hands. He must have dozed off again after a while, waking again when Marie was forced from the warm bed to retrace his steps from earlier. 
 
    His bliss was ended when she burst back into the room in tears. “The baby,” she said in panic, her hand clasped to her mouth, “it died.” 
 
    She threw herself onto the bed and hugged him tightly, her tears soaking his neck as she sobbed. 
 
    It turned out that the labour was fairly normal, but the baby hadn’t moved throughout. Eventually, the baby was born, but it wasn’t breathing. It was underdeveloped, and Kate suspected that it had died in the womb over a week ago. 
 
    Dan sat with her late that night with a drink and heard Kate’s worries. 
 
    “I hadn’t heard a heartbeat for almost ten days, but without the ability to do a C-section, there was nothing I could do,” she admitted, having told nobody else and feeling better for sharing the burden she had carried alone until now. 
 
    Cara was sedated in medical and Matty looked after the kids. He was upset, understandably, but kept it together to keep his two adopted children as steady as he could. Two days after the stillbirth, the baby – who Cara had named Evie – was buried next to Penny and Joe. A smaller stone, rough and naturally white in colour, marked the tiny grave. The group was quiet, subdued. 
 
    Ana was terrified. She went into labour five days later. She writhed in pain, screaming for hours on end. Kate’s exhausted team stayed with her for a day and a half. Chris was distraught, his frustration and fear eventually making Kate insist he left medical and allow them to work. He refused, and the screams of pain were drowned out by his shouting. 
 
    Dan had to intervene, and Chris’s panic was so accentuated that Dan was forced to hold him in a painful restraint to remove him. Chris apologised sincerely, and eventually the anger and frustration dissolved into tears. Dan drank with him for a while and tried his hardest to keep him diverted. Marie took over after a while, allowing Dan a much-needed break, and she convinced Chris to sleep for a while on the settees in the lounge. 
 
    Kate opened the door a crack to look out. Marie saw her and responded to her frantic waving. She looked pale and drawn as she whispered in Marie’s ear to give her instructions. Marie slipped away quietly, desperate not to wake Chris. She returned a few minutes later, bringing Sera in tow carrying a bag. 
 
    Sera had performed a number of caesareans, but none on a human until the recent unsuccessful attempt. Secretly, she and Kate had discussed this as a measure to be used in desperate circumstances, which she clearly now felt had been met. Sera had been reading medical texts and anatomy studies in preparation, but remained nervous. 
 
    The baby was killing Ana, having lost its own battle similarly to Evie. Ana was sedated, and Sera did her best with Kate as the others were sent away quietly. 
 
    Dan never knew what happened in there, but neither Kate nor Sera were the same after that. 
 
    By some miracle, they saved Ana. She was so badly damaged and exhausted by the process that she remained under for five days. During that time, someone was constantly by her side. Kate had identified the members of the group who had the right blood group; none of them refused to give their own blood to try and keep the young woman alive. 
 
    Chris raged in his grief, bellowing like a wounded bull. During the labour it took both Dan and Steve to hold him back, again having to resort to hurting him to keep him from disrupting the medical team trying to save his wife. He collapsed into a heap as all his strength finally deserted him. He lay on the floor and howled as the pain of the news reached every last cell in his body. Dan lay there with him, still holding on to him but no longer in restraint of his powerful frame trying to reach the door. 
 
    He slept there on the floor, fitful sobs racking his body intermittently as a toddler would after the fight of the tantrum had left them. When he woke, he was broken. He sat by Ana’s side day and night until she woke; then it was her turn to cry and they wept together. 
 
    Dan had had his fill of grief. He felt the need to get back out and do something useful, only there was nothing to do. He convinced Steve to take the helicopter out for no real reason other than his own awkwardness at being around the distraught people and his feelings of inactivity. 
 
    During the second burial in rapid succession, barely anyone spoke. 
 
  
 
  


 
    JUST LIKE BACK IN ’NAM 
 
    Steve was reserved and clearly disappointed about the limited shelf life of their new transport. He made the point, at length, that the expertise needed to keep the machine airworthy was high and sadly extinct as far as he knew. There was plenty of fuel; he estimated about four hours’ flight time, and there were numerous small airfields in range. The weather wasn’t an issue, he said; these things could fly in minus twenty and in very strong crosswinds. 
 
    Dan justified his decision on who to take. He justified it a little too strenuously, clearly defending the fact that he wanted to take his protégé on a helicopter ride. Steve suggested Mitch come too, but recommended that they leave the rest behind to ensure they had carrying capacity for anyone and anything they brought back. 
 
    To give a reason for the excursion other than boredom, a list of targets was drawn up given their far extended reach, and Steve worked through flight time and distance and plotted a route to work around refuelling points. 
 
    In terms of supplies, the house didn’t actually want for much. Mitch suggested some more heavy guns for attaching to the helicopter, whereas Dan was more interested in searching for other survivors. 
 
    The plan was to head south and make a thorough search for other survivors while they still had the limited time capability; Steve made it clear almost daily that the helicopter would only do one more trip unless they could find the right fuel. Even if they did, he would only risk a few flights at best without a proper maintenance schedule. Other than what Phil could remember and what Steve knew, they were in the dark, having left the manuals for the aircraft hundreds of miles away. 
 
    Steve estimated three hours of searching before visiting a small airfield for a hopeful refuel; if that wasn’t possible, there would still be enough juice left to get them home. Everything after that was dependent on them finding the correct fuel. 
 
    Over post-breakfast coffee, Leah was given the news that she was coming on a long-range mission. Her mind almost physically began to tick, calculating the kit and supplies she would need to pack. Mitch was in on the joke, presenting her with an aircrew harness and enjoying her confusion. 
 
    Her excitement, for once, wasn’t hidden. She squealed like the teenager she was and jumped around the office with excitement. 
 
    Steve ran through instructions for them all: both side doors would be open and all eyes would be searching for any sign of settlements. He pored over the maps, searching the swathes of farmland for the best places to support people. His last instruction was the most important. “Base layers, windproofs, gloves and hats; it’s going to be bloody freezing when we’re airborne.” 
 
    They wrapped up warmly as instructed, so much so that they were all overheating while Phil helped Steve run through the pre-flight checks. Neil looked on with professional interest. An interested crowd braved the cold to watch them take off.  
 
    Leah was strapped into the canvas seat nearest the sliding door. Her excitement was palpable, her grin impossibly wide with the fear and anticipation. 
 
    She had been on a plane once when she was younger, some wedding abroad paid for by family. She didn’t remember it in detail, so in her heart felt that this was the first and probably only time she would ever fly. 
 
    Dan strapped in opposite as Mitch showed off by standing and holding on with one hand as the heavy strap dangled to his back. Their weapons were secured tightly and headsets all plugged in.  
 
    The heavy bird lifted as it should and gained altitude impossibly fast, surging upwards before Steve tilted the controls. They left, peeling off to the right and heading away from home to quickly leave the crowd in silence. Leah’s smile didn’t fade at all, but during take off it seemed locked in a rictus of nervous and scared excitement. They craned their necks to see out of the doors and look down on the peaceful landscape. Mitch hooked their safety straps to the loops above the doors and unclipped the tight straps holding them in place. 
 
    Very carefully at first, they stood and looked out. The freedom and power Dan felt was incredible; he had ridden in helicopters half a dozen times before during training exercises, but this was something else. As he stared out over the empty landscape, he was overwhelmed by the urge to sit and hang his legs out of the door like he’d seen American soldiers in Vietnam War films do. He mentioned it jokingly into the microphone of his headset. 
 
    Steve laughed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” he said. “We’re doing about a hundred and seventy miles an hour at the moment; it’ll suck you out!” 
 
    He heard Leah’s chuckles over the headset as he stepped back a little further from the open door. 
 
  
 
  


 
    VISITORS FROM ABOVE 
 
    They had been in the air for almost an hour before they saw signs of human life. 
 
    Steve had slowed and dropped to about four hundred feet to allow time for his passengers to see more clearly. Out of Dan’s window, he spotted a moving vehicle and called it out over the headset. Steve turned the big aircraft slowly towards the promise of living people. 
 
    Somehow, landing in a helicopter with four armed soldiers made them less cautious than normal. The awe of their arrival should serve to assert their dominance and dissuade any thoughts of hostility; if they had a helicopter, then what else did they have? That was the theory in Dan’s mind, anyway. He gave no thought to the fear they would instil in others, or the false hope of a return of order their incredible machine could signify. 
 
    The dumbstruck driver of a battered farm 4x4 watched in silence as they swept around in front of him to land. Steve kept the rotors turning as Dan jumped down with Mitch. Leah, for once, didn’t pull a face at being told to stay put. 
 
    Dan had a quick shouted conversation with the man over the screaming whine of the three screaming engines, gaining his dumbfounded assent to lead them back to the camp. He checked there was enough clear space to land their ride before running low back to the Merlin; it was not strictly necessary, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. 
 
    It took a few minutes to follow the car back to a large, sprawling farm. Steve made an impressive turn before settling the howling machine on the grass and killing the engines to bathe the shocked survivors in renewed quiet and conserve the remainder of their fuel. 
 
    Mitch and Leah stayed to guard the aircraft as fifty or so people came from their work and hiding places to stare at the sudden and overwhelming newcomers. Steve and Dan went into the farmhouse, where they sat with a smaller version of their own leadership council. They were there for almost an hour, having swapped instructions on how to reach each other by road. They numbered only forty and were predominantly farmers. They had suffered badly from an attack last summer and had to resort to using their shotguns for the first time as defensive weapons against other people. It had scarred them deeply, and they promised to discuss with their members about joining Dan’s group for companionship and safety. 
 
    Leah spoke happily with the villagers who emerged to look at the helicopter, and she received some strange looks about the weapons she carried. 
 
    Dan and Steve eventually returned in a subdued mood, shaking hands formally with the elders and wearing uncharacteristically straight faces. They waved as Steve forced the machine off the ground with a backwards motion – so that he could see where he had to put it down if something went wrong during takeoff – and banked away to seek the airfield marked on his map. He gained altitude to use the roads as waypoints and Dan spoke to him while following the map as he sat beside him in the copilot’s seat with his hands and feet well away from the controls.  
 
    Mitch and Leah exchanged a look but were both too wrapped up in the fun they were having to look too deeply into what their change in mood meant. 
 
    The airfield was less than twenty-five minutes’ flight away, and the area where the small private helicopters were kept also housed a police helicopter which, Steve said, used the same mix of fuel.  
 
    Dan allowed himself a bitter smile looking at the black-and-yellow police chopper; not having been in the air for a year and a half was about par for the course. Unlike a police helicopter, theirs was well equipped to fly in minus twenty degrees Celsius as opposed to being grounded because it was a bit cloudy or the EastEnders omnibus was on.  
 
    The Merlin was left to cool before the correct fuel was found and carefully pumped into the tanks. Steve reckoned the reserve there was good for a few more days in the air, just as long as he dared to keep flying without the painstaking maintenance required. 
 
    Leah was disappointed about the lack of further searching, but Steve declared it was time to head home. Dan barely said a word the whole way back and strode off to the house the second they landed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    EXTINCTION EVENT 
 
    He found Marie sitting in Ops, waiting for their return. Ash was with her and his face lit up with excitement at seeing his master return, resulting in a rhythmic thud of his tail on the floor. Dan twitched his head outside and walked back out, unlocking his Discovery and climbing in to warm the engine and flicking both front heated seats to high. 
 
    Marie had wrapped up in a large parka and climbed in without a word. He drove. The cab had heated before she said anything. 
 
    “Something’s pretty bad, isn’t it,” she said. A statement, not a question. 
 
    He slowed and stopped, tiredly flicking the selector into park. He got out and hauled himself onto the bonnet, where he lit a cigarette and breathed deeply. 
 
    Laid out in front of him was a crisp, undisturbed landscape.  
 
    Marie joined him. “Tell me,” she said. 
 
    Dan explained about the group they had found, only then realising how perilously close they had been to the former Bronson’s reach if they had strayed into the urban areas. 
 
    “And?” she prompted, her patience running thin with the mystery revelation she was expecting. 
 
    “And they’ve had three stillbirths with double that in miscarriages,” Dan said quietly. 
 
    They sat in silence. Their own two could have been a coincidence. For other groups – the villagers and the one that the now dead King of Wales had mentioned – to all have the same issues was too much to accept as mere coincidence; it was a pattern. 
 
    Emma’s words haunted his mind all day: “We all have it,” she had said, but couldn’t say how it had left some people alive or what change it had made to them. 
 
    “What if Emma is right?” he asked Marie, voicing his thoughts. 
 
    For once, she had nothing to say. She hugged his left arm as she sat beside him, resting her head against his shoulder.  
 
    “If she’s right,” she said in a subdued tone, “then this really was our extinction event.” She hugged his arm tighter still as her tears began to fall. “It can’t be,” she said quietly. “I’m having your baby.” 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    Leaves blew across the pitted concrete, swirling them up and around inside a large, empty barn. Not strictly empty: the bones and decayed pelts of cattle lay undisturbed save for the scavengers who had long ago picked them clean. 
 
    A Land Rover lay on its wheel rims, tyres long weathered away, sitting awkwardly as the green film on it tried to obscure the symbol of vehicular dominance recognised all the world over. Where once the sound of lambs competed with the pigs, chickens and cows, there was now only an eerie silence. 
 
    A mile away lay a ruin of concrete, metal and glass. Greenhouses became tin skeletons, as all their glass panels had long since been blown in by the elements. Some were no longer even recognisable, as their contents had grown so tall in their confined space that they looked ridiculous and completely obscured the frames imprisoning them. The wood and plastic sheeting that had made the polytunnels was gone, only the occasional shred of exposed rubbish hinting at what used to be there. 
 
    Down the hill from the empty farm, a tree lay strewn across the rough driveway, its branches wilted and leaves gone. The trunk showed signs of rotting, as it had been there through the full turn of seasons. 
 
    The grand façade of the beautiful house was streaked with dark green from the blocked and damaged guttering; the once proud solar panels were covered in leaves. Water dripped from cracked glass and pipes, rendering the impressive feat of engineering useless and somehow spoiling the skyline with deformed additions to the architecture. Nature had encroached; thick vines had dug their deep and insidious grip into the stonework, gaining a beachhead on their long campaign to bring the building down and reclaim the materials once stolen to create it. 
 
    The large front door lay broken on one side, its hinges gone and the interior opened up to the elements. To the right, the twisted and grotesque remains of a cat lay on the floor under a shelf in a dusty office. To the left, evidence of humans existed in the damaged doorframe, laying bare a room filled with boxes of bullets and the guns to fire them. Thick layers of damp dust had warped and discoloured the cardboard, showing tarnished brass where it was exposed. Peeling paint and collapsed ceilings ran throughout the ground floor, and water dripped incessantly from a dozen obvious leaks. The remnants of what looked like a makeshift hospital lay deserted; cupboards of medicines stood untouched. 
 
    A large dining room stood empty and dark, children’s drawings now faded and fallen from their places on the walls where they had been displayed. Abandoned cups and plates were strewn across the room which had at one time seen many decisions made and the direction of many lives dictated. 
 
    Upstairs, more decay showed as floors creaked and bowed. Rainwater ran down walls, taking paint with it as the inexorability of gravity dragged everything man-made down to the ground. 
 
    Back outside, another vehicle was barely visible under the heavy canopy of a willow tree. Strips of what used to be chrome showed up dull in a shaft of light, and all four chunky tyres stood flat and useless. Once a proud example of status and intent, now just metal and plastic, never to move again. 
 
    To the rear of the big house was a lake, although it was overgrown all around and a haven for the teeming wildlife that called it home. Unchecked by predators, the animals ran riot as they competed for the abundant food sources. In the long grass of a field to the side of the lake lay the wreckage of a large machine. Heavy, long blades hung limp where they had not sheared away, and it was impossible to tell whether it was abandoned there or had crashed. 
 
    Nature was taking back what once belonged entirely to her; the existence of humans would be erased from this place by the passage of time. The desperate struggle to survive by the last residents would not be documented here, would not be discovered. 
 
    A row of small mounds of earth, headstones already long gone, disturbed the continuity of a patch of grass in the sunlight. Perhaps the only evidence of the fight to survive would be found there, one day, long after it happened. 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
    Steve’s return trip was a lonely one. The two hours spent airborne to deliver the advance party was enjoyable as he guided the huge machine over the landscape. 
 
    Their target wasn’t difficult to find: the protected bay was unique in its geography and rich in lavish houses. Row upon row of individually sculpted residences, each with their own private jetty leading to the calm waters, jutted out over the high ground. 
 
    They called it “Million Row,” which was ironic because you’d have been very lucky to buy a house there with a measly one million. 
 
    Just before midday, he had swooped low to a patch of clear, open ground to allow his two passengers to jump from the side door and run for cover after closing the fuselage door behind them. 
 
    Steve had been on the ground for no more than a few seconds before his feet and hands guided the green Merlin helicopter upwards in a surge of power. 
 
    He turned the nose north, dipped it low and screamed away over the rooftops. 
 
    Without someone with him to focus his mind, his thoughts wandered, as they often did. He found himself again having covered miles in the air travelling in excess of one hundred and sixty miles an hour without any conscious thought. He had to stop doing that. 
 
    His focus returned to the immediate when he was about forty miles out and a blinking red light above his head became the centre of his world: oil pressure warning. 
 
    He tapped the readout in the vain hope experienced by every human being in such a situation that it might just be a mistake. It wasn’t. He began to feel a subtle change in the way his bird was holding the air – a slight tug here and there, more effort needed to keep her straight. 
 
    His fears of the diminished lifespan of a modern aircraft without proper maintenance was becoming fact all too quickly. He faced a difficult decision: make distance towards home as fast as possible or slow down and be prepared to ditch the aircraft at a slower speed which wouldn’t necessarily result in a violent death. 
 
    He steadied his nerves, opted for a period of speed and prayed he would make it back. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE COMMON DENOMINATOR 
 
    Marie’s revelation prompted mixed feelings in Dan. He was utterly overjoyed at the knowledge that she was pregnant, and in the same second terrified that she would die. He felt utterly distraught that their baby would never live. 
 
    Being the well-adjusted and emotionally open man that he was, his fear and concern presented themselves as an impotent anger. 
 
    This did not impress Marie. 
 
    He tried to comfort her, to wrap her up in his arms and recite false platitudes like “it’s going to be OK”, but he couldn’t force himself to lie convincingly. Even for her. 
 
    He found himself avoiding her, furthering the distance they felt growing between them. He had to do something. Every problem had at least one solution, and if something couldn’t be immediately fixed with action, then he had no idea what to do or where to even start. 
 
    He stalked from room to room, looking for some useful activity or distraction to present itself. He found Kate sitting with Sera in the lounge and stopped. He wanted to confide in Kate, but Sera always mocked him and provoked arguments; he knew it was just their personalities clashing, but he couldn’t deal with that right now. 
 
    He mumbled to Kate, asking for a word. A scathing look was fired at him from Sera, and the two disentangled themselves as Kate rose. She walked with him outside, waiting patiently as he directed Ash off to search the bushes and lit himself a cigarette. 
 
    “Marie’s pregnant,” he said finally. 
 
    No look of joy washed over her face as such revelations usually prompted. The memory of delivering stillborn babies and fighting frantically to save the lives of their mothers was still a raw nerve for her. She knew what the news meant better than most. 
 
    “Before you say it was irresponsible, it happened before we knew about the problems. She reckons she’s about five weeks gone,” he said, looking at the floor and feeling utterly to blame for putting her life in danger. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can for her,” Kate replied, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder and feeling his pain for the impending loss. 
 
    “Everything,” Dan said with a mirthless smile. “What more can be done than to just try and keep her alive? An abortion?” 
 
    He felt instantly wretched for saying it out loud, but he couldn’t help thinking that it was early enough for her to take something and stay alive at the cost of their baby. He stopped and screwed his face up to try and keep the fear and grief locked inside.  
 
    Kate surprised him then, wrapping him up in a big hug while telling him it was going to be OK. He wanted to believe her. He almost did. How was it so easy for some people to comfort others, but his attempts just made them angry? 
 
    “We’ll look at this again from scratch. Go over all the medical histories and find something,” she said as she let him go. 
 
    He mumbled his thanks as she turned and walked back to the house. He stayed outside, letting the late summer morning warm his body. 
 
    Ash snapped his head up and stared as two figures approached, jogging down the long driveway. No growl came from him, betraying that he already knew their identities when Dan couldn’t tell from that distance other than to guess. He glanced up at his master, who nodded his head towards the two runners. As Ash bounded away to greet them, the shapes became two slim young women. 
 
    Leah had taken to running with Emma, the two pushing each other further and faster each time. Emma wanted to run, and a simple compromise to keep her safe was for his lethal protégé to accompany her. 
 
    They raced each other the last hundred yards, Ash excitedly bounding along with them and keeping pace with little effort. Leah pulled up in front of Dan a clear ten paces ahead of Emma and stood smiling while she caught her breath. 
 
    Leah saw his face and stopped smiling. 
 
    “What?” she asked, her chest heaving to replace the oxygen used on the sprint finish. 
 
    Dan just shook his head, unable and unwilling to open the floodgates to his feelings right now. He went to turn away and was stopped by Leah. 
 
    Less than eighteen months ago, she was a scared young girl, but now she was a frightening young woman. She was fit and strong, and skilled with guns and knives, as well as fearsome when unarmed. He trusted her, and she had repaid all his efforts with unwavering loyalty and flattered him with imitation. 
 
    “Hey!” she snapped at his back, demonstrating that she also bore no small resemblance to Marie’s strength of character. “What’s going on?” she tried again. 
 
    Dan weighed up his responses, knowing that she would not let it lie until she found out what was troubling him. “Marie’s pregnant, and I’m terrified I’ll lose her,” he said simply, only just managing to keep his voice from cracking. 
 
    Leah threw her arms around him and held on tight, unable to voice her feelings. Marie and Dan were her mentors, her role models, effectively her parents. 
 
    Emma stood awkwardly aside waiting for their moment of emotion to pass, her analytical brain seeking any solution that could ease the all-too-evident pain in Dan to whom she owed so much, including her life. “We can start again from the beginning,” she said quietly, unknowingly echoing Kate’s words, “find anything, anything at all, that we have in common. There has to be a reason we are immune. There has to be a common denominator.” 
 
    With that, her eyes glazed slightly as she delved deep into her thoughts. She walked back to the house, her pace gathering as she went. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEEDLE IN A HAYSTACK 
 
    “Well, that’s probably not that accurate,” explained Emma unhelpfully. “It’s more like looking for a needle in a haystack, but when we don’t know what a needle is, what it looks like or what it’s made of.” 
 
    The assembled blank faces made her instantly regret speaking out loud after Kate had voiced her opinion on the gravity of their task. Emma still felt awkward around people in general but was learning to find common ground with some. Since leaving university, she had spent almost no time at all with others who weren’t also scientists. 
 
    Dan rubbed his eyes, no longer bothering to try and hide the strain he felt. Marie snaked a hand over his shoulders to reassure him in a gesture that was typical of her manner. She seemed less worried about it than he was, or at least that was what she portrayed. She was oddly fatalistic about it; “what will happen will happen,” she said. It was inexorable. 
 
    Dan outright refused to sit back and accept that fate held any sway over him; he believed that your own future was decided by your actions and not some divine intervention. If he didn’t like the way something was turning out, then he changed it. 
 
    He leaned back to her, accepting some small comfort in her touch as Kate and Emma discussed possibilities, getting them nowhere. 
 
    “The way I see it,” he said, silencing them all out of pure interest, “is that there has to be one thing which we all have in common. I’m no scientist, but I’ve investigated enough things in my life to know that wild theories aren’t going to make a difference to anyone. Emma, what did you say the factors were?” 
 
    She seemed a little confused at having to explain base-level virology and immunology to the group, but dutifully responded.  
 
    “Genetic, synthetic, environmental,” she said. 
 
    “So,” Dan said, allowing the exhaustion he felt to show as annoyance, “every single one of us has one of those things in common somewhere. Re-interview everyone, get a deeper history. Did they have any illnesses as a child, for example?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve barely had more than a cold since I ended up in hospital on holiday,” offered Marie to get the ball rolling. 
 
    “Same here,” said Kate. “The only time I’ve been properly ill was from antimalarial tablets.” 
 
    “Urgh,” said Dan, shuddering, “Lariam. That stuff made us all rotten on deployment; typical Army and their cheap medicine. Most of the guys threw theirs out and took their chances with malaria instead.” 
 
    “The Doxycycline they gave us wasn’t much nicer,” said Emma quietly. 
 
    Silence hung in the room as the coincidences began to connect, like a domino run had just been toppled. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” said Kate, marvelling at how offensively simple a solution had just presented itself. 
 
    “OK,” said Emma, scrabbling through the mess on the table for a pad and pen, “where did you go, when, and what vaccinations or medications did you take?” 
 
    “Mid-1990s. Kilimanjaro expedition via Nairobi. Lariam and some injections, but I never thought to ask what,” said Dan, suddenly more awake at the possibility of a new line of enquiry. 
 
    Emma turned to Kate. 
 
    “Ethiopia. Ten years ago, medical outreach charity work. Doxycycline,” Kate said. 
 
    “Viral research centre in Uganda,” Emma said to herself, following up with, “ironic.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Marie.  
 
    “Safari. Kenya, six or seven years ago now. No idea what I had, but it was injections before I went and a tablet every day which made me feel like shit, so I stopped taking them,” she said simply. 
 
    Kate stood and threw open a filing cabinet, snatching a list of all the names of their residents and throwing pages at her team and including Emma in the distribution. 
 
    “Travel history. Dates, places, medication. Go!” Kate said, scattering them from the room. She sat heavily and looked at the only two people still in the room. 
 
    She saw a scarred warrior, a man she had seen take so much physical abuse over the last year and a half that she was amazed he still functioned. A ruthless killer when pressed but doggedly loyal to his cause and a more chivalrous man than she had ever met. Even if he was emotionally retarded. Next to him was a fierce and domineering woman with a natural ability to lead and control others. They were the Alphas of this small clan. 
 
    Only now they looked like a pair of tired children trying to put on brave faces to avoid being sent to bed.  
 
    Marie’s mask slipped back into place first. She sat herself up, smiled at Kate, and spoke with renewed confidence. “Seven months to figure this out, then! Come on, knobhead, let’s get me a cup of tea; you never told me you climbed Kilimanjaro!” she said kindly to Dan, prompting him to wake up as intended by the comedy insult. 
 
    “You never asked,” he replied. 
 
    He stopped at the door and turned back to look at Kate. She gave him a nod of reassurance and watched him follow his woman. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE NEEDLE 
 
    “Without a doubt, it’s our only lead. Everyone has some link to Africa, the various inoculations for travelling there, or antimalarials,” said Emma after going over all of the information again. 
 
    As per one of her various idiosyncrasies, she had collated this information into charts on her laptop. After consulting a world atlas courtesy of Pip in the library, she presented that the majority had visited – or planned to visit – Africa or a very nearby island within the last fifteen years. 
 
    Dan recalled Penny telling him once that she had taught children English in Gambia on a trip as part of a school exchange. Neil had responded with his own exploits as a young soldier on his first trip abroad. Quite how they didn’t realise then that it was such a coincidence to have all visited an uncommon destination escaped him, but then they had other things on their minds at the time. 
 
    Like surviving the next twenty-four hours. 
 
    Slightly annoyed at the unnecessary PowerPoint display, Dan cut her off as politely as possible. “So basically that’s all we know. But the Ugandan viral research centre sounds like a pretty good bet to me,” he said. 
 
    “Six and a half thousand miles to the equator, with two oceans to cross and no guarantee of transport other than walking for most of the journey,” said Steve after clearing his throat. 
 
    “Technically, it’s a channel and sea…” said Emma, not grasping that it was the rhetorical instead of the literal being discussed. Her voice trailed off as she realised her mistake in speaking again. 
 
    “I understand why, but it’s a ridiculous risk to try and make that journey,” Steve said, fixing Dan with a look of challenge. 
 
    “Do you?” Dan snapped back, more harshly than he intended. “You really understand why I’m suggesting making a probably ten-thousand-mile journey with countless variables with a pregnant woman?” 
 
    Steve sighed. He’d seen that fire in Dan’s eyes before. Seen it after he had burned a group of attackers alive in a barn, gunning down anyone who ran, and strung up their leader in bloody revenge. There were many things he saw eye to eye with the younger man about, but this was not going to be one of them. 
 
    “Needs of the many, my friend,” Steve said as he stood. 
 
    Dan nearly flipped. The needs of the many were irrelevant to him now; the human race would die out in the existing generation if the answers he desperately sought weren’t found. 
 
    His mind was made up. He was making this journey, and he would get Marie there before she was due to give birth if he had any hope of saving their child. 
 
    He said nothing. Instead, he turned and walked from the room lest he say something to a loyal friend he would later regret. He snapped his fingers aggressively, prompting his huge dog to rise from the floor with a grumble and lope outside to follow him. 
 
    He lit a cigarette and paced restlessly. He wanted to break something. He needed to act; he saw no other way of fixing a problem. For the last year, everything that had stood in the way of success could be fought and killed. Now he felt powerless. Useless. 
 
    Steve followed him outside and bent to stroke Ash between the ears. “I do get why you want to go,” he said quietly, “but you can’t drag everyone literally halfway across the world on a hunch. People are settled here. They’re happy and they’re safe. They will want to stay. I’ll help however I can, but I can’t abandon what we’ve built here.” 
 
    With that, Steve turned away and went back inside.  
 
    Dan was left brooding. Who would follow his wild goose chase? Did he really think he held enough sway over the group? Did he command enough loyalty and respect to potentially condemn others by following him into uncertainty? 
 
    There was only one democratic way to find out. He would spread the facts among the group and see if he had enough support to make it viable. 
 
  
 
  


 
    A TEST OF LOYALTY 
 
    He decided that the best way to announce the plan was to put up notices and encourage people to make their own decisions. 
 
    He and Leah copied their proposal out onto large pieces of paper and hung them in the dining hall for all to see. A brief announcement over breakfast the next morning got the group clamouring to read this latest development. 
 
    The note was simple enough. Studies of the group’s immunity showed a link to Africa in some form. Dan proposed an expedition there to find out if they could solve the problem of having stillborn babies. It was a long shot, but it was a chance to perpetuate the human race. 
 
    Anyone wanting to volunteer, or to know more, could come and see him. 
 
    The response was not what he was expecting. 
 
    Maybe Steve had read the signs right before Dan opened his mouth. Maybe the older man’s experience gave him more perspective. One thing was for certain: the majority of the group turned their back on him. 
 
    They saw it as desperate, as him abandoning them. There was outcry that he would take away their guns, their protection, and leave them all to the mercy of dangerous people. They conveniently forgot that it was Dan who had nullified every serious threat within hundreds of miles. Dan who had found this place, cleared it, guarded it and defended it against attack twice over. 
 
    Ungrateful bastards, he thought. 
 
    But they weren’t; they were just scared. 
 
    Marie, despite her positivity, was anxious that the trip happen. She had to do everything in her power to ensure that her baby lived, and that included making the journey to get any answers she could. There had to be a way, and until she had exhausted all options, then she wouldn’t give up. Her change in attitude betrayed that she desperately wanted the baby, and her fatalistic opinions were for the benefit of others and not herself. 
 
    She tried to convince herself that she wasn’t going stir-crazy from having barely left the prison in almost a year. She longed to be out – but not by only going on short trips under protection. She would be stuck here until she died otherwise. 
 
    The loyalty of others was their sole reason for volunteering. Leah was the first to say she was going, and Dan didn’t even try to convince her to stay at home and hide in relative safety. He loved that girl, and having seen her grow up ten years’ worth in twelve months wasn’t the only reason. She had become a fearsome addition to his fighting strength, and going without her would be like going without Ash. 
 
    Neil announced in a characteristic comedy accent that he was becoming soft and felt the need for some fresh air. In all the time Dan had known the man, Dan had never seen him take anything seriously. He knew that beneath the poor humour and the extravagant impressions lay a serious mind, but his oldest living friend was a dependable and capable man. 
 
    He had two guns and a mechanic to accompany his pregnant woman – not enough for a scavenging run, let alone a journey taking months. 
 
    Slowly, and as inexorably as the tide turning against him by the majority, others came forward. 
 
    Jimmy was another man loyal to Dan. He was resourceful and kind with a sharp intelligence which had proven itself valuable on many occasions. Dan asked him if he would be OK leaving Kev behind. 
 
    “Kev will be fine. He didn’t cope well with the outside world, but he’s busy and happy now. He’s fed and he has work to do. That’s all he wants. Plus, Maggie has him under her wing.” 
 
    Dan nodded as he absorbed this. Kev was a giant man, hugely strong but with a child’s mind. The acquired brain injury he’d received at birth left him with a very simple understanding of life. The dead bodies littering the world in the aftermath of the pandemic had made him weep out of fear and a lack of knowledge. Kev was safe and happy now, and Maggie and Cedric had moved him into their home a short distance away on the gardens. He was given a good breakfast every morning, worked tirelessly all day, then sat happily in the evening as Maggie read to them both. He was happy, and Jimmy could finally let go of the need to protect him. 
 
    Jack, his grizzled old Belfast lorry driver, was another restless soul who trusted Dan with his life. He made a great deal of noise about how he was old but still useful, and could drive anything with wheels. Dan would never had precluded him on the basis of age; he was like a fit old billy goat and would probably outlive them all. 
 
    Adam and Laura were surprise candidates, both expressing a wanderlust and relishing the chance to be a part of something life-changing. Lou, his ever-reliable seamstress and lover of gossip, came forward to ask to join. She was somewhat self-effacing, saying that she had little to offer in terms of skills, but said that people needed organising, repairs to clothes needed to be made, and coffee needed brewing. 
 
    Pip, the tiny young girl rescued from the grasp of Bronson’s gang, wanted to know more. She had lost a child not long after it happened, and that loss and longing could never be satisfied unless she found out if there was anything that could have been done. 
 
    Their newest Ranger, Mitch, had a soldier’s thirst for adventure, nothing more and nothing less. If they were going interesting places, then he was in. Most people’s idea of hardship seemed like a class upgrade for him. 
 
    One sad addition to the party was Ana. Since losing her baby and almost her life some months ago, she had withdrawn from Chris. They now lived in separate rooms, as neither could fully come to terms with what had befallen them. Dan thought it was likely she was leaving the pain of the memories behind and doubted whether she would want to return. 
 
  
 
  


 
    APOLOGY ACCEPTED, TRUST DENIED 
 
    There was no going back after the announcement had been made. Even if the whole expedition was abandoned, then many people wouldn’t trust that Dan would stay in the long run. He had sealed his own fate, and also those of many of the group. 
 
    He had twelve people on his side, and of those, only four trigger fingers including himself. He also had no medical personnel bar his own and Leah’s training. 
 
    Lexi had been torn but stuck to her principles and refused to leave home, as had Steve. The older man was to take over as Head of Operations, just as Mike was to replace Neil on the council. The headship of Logistics was open but would no doubt either be filled or swallowed up by Supplies and come under Andrew’s control. 
 
    Lexi wanted to stay primarily for Paul, and Dan didn’t judge on that matter. After all, he was going for a woman. 
 
    Rich hadn’t fared well following their attack on the invaders who had killed Joe, and his nightmares recurred too often for him to be of any dependable use now. He wanted to stay in his cocoon where he cleaned the guns obsessively. Where he felt safe. Dan didn’t blame him. 
 
    Mike spoke to Dan in private, eager to get his point across but not wanting to be seen to be in league with him by the others. Mike was loyal to Dan, as Dan had saved his life and that of his daughter, Alice. She wanted to stay, and he could never leave her behind. Dan thanked Mike, told him that he understood and made him promise to look after the interests of the group.  
 
    After all, Dan had built it, and he didn’t want it to fail. 
 
    Plans were being drawn up for their journey, and every spare minute was spent working out the logistics for such a risky venture. 
 
    The first problem was their personal equipment. Realistically, they would have to be carrying most of what they needed. 
 
    Vehicles. What should they take? Should they take things they could abandon on the south coast or try to find a way to get the vehicles to the continent? 
 
    “Much easier to find a boat that doesn’t take vehicles,” Mitch said, offering his opinion. “We could take a couple of scrambler bikes and use them to range out for appropriate vehicles.” 
 
    That seemed a better option to Dan, who was worried that he would be seen to take the flagships of their fleet on what was being dubbed a suicide mission. 
 
    “OK,” Dan said to his assembled planning party of Mitch, Leah, Neil and Marie. “Get ourselves to the south coast and find boats. Where?” 
 
    “Poole Harbour,” said Neil with his eyes glazed over in memory. “Most sheltered place, and full of millionaires’ yachts from what I remember.” 
 
    “From there to France is only a few hours,” Dan said, moving on. 
 
    “I’ve got another idea,” said Mitch, leaning back and sipping his coffee. “Closest landing to Germany. From there, we scavenge whatever transport we can at the military camps. That’s going to be the best bet for getting our hands on kit which can take us all the way.” 
 
    Dan liked where this was heading. Proper military vehicles were likely the only things which could sway him from his love of Land Rovers. The selfish and childish pang at having to leave his Discovery behind stung him again; the car and the dog were part of his new identity. 
 
    “Amsterdam?” offered Marie, pointing her finger on the map. “It’ll be a few more hours by boat, but the Channel should still be calm this time of year, shouldn’t it? That’s much closer to Germany than landing in Cherbourg or wherever.” 
 
    “Right,” said Dan as he tapped his pen on his pad, “get to Poole Harbour, get a boat big enough to take us to Amsterdam, a couple of days over country to Germany?” He looked at Mitch. 
 
    “Maybe a week. We have no idea about the lay of the land there, so we’d need to go carefully,” Mitch answered. 
 
    “A week to the army camps, resupply and onwards,” Dan said. 
 
    “Then how do we cross to Africa?” asked Leah.  
 
    Nobody had the solution. 
 
    She spun her map around and slid it to the centre of the table. 
 
    “Longer by land,” she said. “Bulgaria, Turkey, Israel and over the Gulf via the Gaza Strip to Egypt.” 
 
    At the mention of those countries, the mood fell considerably; many had been war-torn hells before it happened, so meeting any survivors there was likely to be a very dangerous occurrence. 
 
    “Or we cross the Alps, go straight down the boot of Italy and cross the Mediterranean somehow. That will land us with just a few thousand miles of Africa to get through.”  
 
    Leah wasn’t completely unaware that she had just offered an uncertain route as an alternative to a dangerous one, but there was no way to sugarcoat it. 
 
    Dan stood and stretched. 
 
    “OK, everyone. Have a think and we’ll pick it up again tomorrow.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    PROPER PREPARATION PREVENTS PISS-POOR PERFORMANCE 
 
    Mitch had self-designated as their official quartermaster, helped by Rich, who felt no shame in ensuring they were well equipped. Each person had been outfitted with the right clothing and a “Bergen,” as he called it. To most people, this was an impossibly large backpack, but the Army’s institutionalised language was impossible to eradicate. The two seemed to speak a whole new language at times to outsiders; talk of “tabbing” and “yomping” when everyone else would say “walking” created frequent confusion. 
 
    Firearms were sequestered and ammunition set aside. Each member of the party was carrying something lethal – even Pip, who was instructed in the use of a small nine-millimetre semi-automatic. They carried shotguns, three suppressed carbines, a few backup weapons, and one of the large Mk14 battle rifles. 
 
    Of the most important items issued were a can opener and a spork; wherever any of them were, they all had the ability to eat. They would have to find places along the way to loot for food and water, as well as wash their clothes as they went, as they couldn’t carry too many spares. 
 
    When Dan went to medical to ask Kate for a comprehensive trauma kit, he was met by her and Sera. The door was shut after him and he was asked to sit down. 
 
    This felt too much like an intervention ambush for his liking, and he anticipated an appeal to his better sense to call off the expedition. 
 
    They sat opposite him and a short silence ensued. Dan was determined not to be swayed by any argument, so Sera’s opening words left him open-mouthed and utterly lost for any answer. 
 
    “We’re coming with you,” she said bluntly. 
 
    Dan was dumbstruck, and his lack of answer seemed to anger Sera instantly. They had always been the same with each other: able to argue over anything. 
 
    “Oh no, really, you’re most very welcome,” she said mockingly. She opened her mouth to say more but Dan silenced her. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. “I thought you two were happy here.” 
 
    Kate answered. “Because you need us. Marie needs us,” she said simply. It seemed she would ever follow her calling to where she was most urgently required. 
 
    “And because I’m bored,” said Sera. “I saw Pete’s truck yesterday. It has a sticker on it saying ‘one life – live it,’ and I intend to. There’s no point in surviving everything we’ve been through if we are just going to cower here and wait to die.” 
 
    He looked at them both, and he thought he could see a hint of excitement in their eyes. They talked some more, and Dan brought them up to speed on where the plans were at. They both raised questioning eyebrows about the parts that relied on some random element of luck, but neither were swayed. He had his medical team. 
 
    “Lizzie and Alice will be fine dealing with this place. They’ve been as well trained as I can manage,” said Kate. 
 
    With that, Dan rose uncertainly, almost dizzy at his good fortune. 
 
      
 
    The following day, Dan and Leah took Mitch and Jimmy out to find the scouting motorbikes they discussed. Curiously, the only motorbikes they had encountered since it happened were now synonymous with the more unpleasant of survivors. Even hearing a motorbike engine sparked some small element of primeval fear in more than a few of them. 
 
    Leah drove the big 4x4 back with Ash sitting beside her, swarmed like tiny satellites by the three men buzzing around her on their newly acquired 250cc dirt bikes. All brand-new Hondas liberated from a motorcycle dealership nearby and with barely any miles on them, Neil was eager to get them to his workshop and prepare them. 
 
    He had plans to remove every reflective surface and paint them matt black. Mitch joked that he should add weapon mounts, which Neil didn’t take as a joke. 
 
    Endless plans were made, equipment was piled up and those intending to leave gave away possessions that couldn’t be taken with them. One by one, the people planning to leave found themselves segregated, eating separately, as though the intention to abandon the prison was contagious. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE TIME HAS COME 
 
    When the expedition prepared to leave in order to make the crossing before the weather turned, the atmosphere was one of obvious disapproval. Even anger. Most members of the group were tight-lipped about their opinions, but it was obvious that there was no coming back from this. 
 
    Steve agreed to assist in dropping an advance party off at the harbour to find and prepare the necessary boat or boats for their journey. This was intended to save them a few days of waiting, as they were eager to get the crossing over with while the seas were at their calmest. 
 
    With a small sense of ceremony, Dan took one last lap of the Ops room before laying the keys to their flagship – his impressively equipped Discovery – on the table. His fingers lingered on the keys for a second before he turned and left. 
 
    The huge helicopter surged upwards with Mitch and Adam on board going ahead with minimal supplies and a promise of finding a boat for their arrival. A small convoy set off from the prison shortly afterwards. Steve’s old Defender, the very first vehicle Dan and Neil had scavenged all that time ago, went up front packed with as many bags and boxes as could be wedged in or tied on top. Following them were another two of the older vehicles to be abandoned in the south, and one of the small lorries carrying all the spare equipment, motorbikes and stores. 
 
    No grand farewell. No celebrations or well wishing, just a cold goodbye and the firm belief that none of them would ever be seen again. 
 
    The surprise additions to the party were Phil – their airsick mechanic deserter from Richards’s unhappy camp – and Emma. She had always assumed that she was going but had forgotten to actually mention this fact to anyone until a few days before when she naively asked what she should pack. 
 
    Sixteen of them – seventeen if counting the excited dog jumping over people in the lead vehicle – left at a sedate pace. They drove up the long, picturesque approach, out of the main road emerging through the encroaching trees, turned left and headed for the motorway. They were travelling in sufficient force so as not to worry about being overpowered, but certain pairs of eyes were always alert. 
 
    They made good ground that day, stopping only twice for a break where Dan and Leah fanned out in defence by autonomous action. In the afternoon, someone called out that they could see Steve flying back in the distance. 
 
    Dan called a halt at sundown and cleared a small building where people grabbed a spot to sleep. A noise from the back of the lorry made those who heard it freeze. Dan drew his sidearm, nodded to Leah, who took a knee and aimed her carbine, and then threw open the vertical shutter. 
 
    Henry stood bathed in sudden light, embarrassed at being caught. Dan’s shouting could be heard by everyone as he tore into the teenage boy. He had been told that he wasn’t coming due to his age and the fact that he would need protecting. His counterarguments that he was older than Leah fell away into silence as she rounded on him and stared him down. He was big and fit, but very immature.  
 
    Marie took Dan aside and convinced him that he should allow him to stay, primarily because they couldn’t afford the time to return him.  
 
    Dan agreed grudgingly, but had one final piece of advice for the boy. “If you put anyone in danger, you’re on your bloody own. Am I understood?” he growled at him, nose to nose. 
 
    Henry’s fear was palpable, but he solemnly promised to not get in the way. 
 
    It was settled. They were going, and none of them knew if they were ever coming back. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HARD LANDING 
 
    Steve’s fear grew in intensity as each jolt or shudder of the ailing aircraft fed back through his limbs. He was fearful that he would drop from the sky at any point, but was still just a little too far from home to abandon the helicopter where he was. 
 
    If he could only nurse it back, then maybe it could be fixed. In truth, it was his own stubbornness which led to disaster; if only he had finally accepted that this, as unenjoyable as it was, would be his last flight, then he could have landed safely and made it home by nightfall. 
 
    He didn’t. Maybe being on his own was a bad thing, because the presence of another life would have made him less cavalier about the dangers and infinitely more responsible. 
 
    The struggling helicopter surged over the treetops near the prison, desperately low as he fought to control the rear of the bird. The intermittent failure of the oil pressure somewhere thirty feet behind him was causing the tail rotor to lose power, threatening to spin over ten tonnes of screaming metal into the unforgiving ground. 
 
    As the house came into sight, Steve lost control of his aircraft. 
 
    If only he had not tried to nurse it all the way home, if he had just stopped a few miles short, then he could have got it on the ground in one piece and walked away. 
 
    As it was, Chris was on the farm when he heard the tortured noise of dying machinery and looked up at the skyline. He had a front-row seat as the Merlin crashed through the trees and spun to the ground, destroying one of the solar-panel towers as it came down. 
 
    Steve, despite controlling a crippled thing, did well and kept it level on impact. 
 
    The belly of the helicopter slammed into the ground and ploughed great furrows as the resistance of the earth held it tight. The dying rotors continued to spin as they decelerated, digging cruel gouges into the soft turf. 
 
    Chris stood useless and open-mouthed at the horror he had witnessed. His wits returned to him, and he ran headlong through the field from the farm towards the wreckage. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BOATS 
 
    “Do you know anything about boats?” asked Mitch pensively of Adam as they walked among the rooms of a lavish seafront house. 
 
    Adam stopped. “No,” he said. “You?” 
 
    “Some. Not much, really,” Mitch answered, before they both laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    They had spent hours looking for a good place to set up for a couple of days until the convoy reached them. They found the issue of boats to be easier than expected, as almost all of the extravagant houses had their own crafts on their private moorings. The keys all had bright, floating keyrings attached to them. Of the first few, two were so small that they would need both to get just the people over the water and a third for their minimal equipment. Another had taken on water and sat shimmering just under the water level. 
 
    They had waited in cover after their loud drop-off, both ready with rifles after Adam’s crash course in military weapon discipline. Mitch had been quick and thorough in his instruction, which was sensible, seeing as he was training his own backup. 
 
    Nobody seemed to have noticed their arrival, and after an hour, Mitch called for them to break cover and start their search. The sun drew low and they settled in, eating cold beans and rice pudding from the can and enjoying a companionable drink as they talked. 
 
    They rose with the morning sun and continued their search. 
 
      
 
    By midday, they found what they were dreaming of: a three-decked yacht on the far side of the bay. It took them nearly an hour to row a small boat over and another two to find the keys. They put their supplies on board and cleared out all detritus which they didn’t need. The boat was wonderful and modern, every bit as plush and luxurious as the houses they searched. The controls weren’t dissimilar to those of a car, and without too much difficulty it was piloted over to the opposite side of the bay where – with some contact with the jetty – it was moored successfully. 
 
    “It’s called parking by braille, son!” yelled Mitch cheerfully as Adam winced at the contact between fibreglass and wood. 
 
    They settled in to rest for the day, planning to source more fuel the following day for the journey when, hopefully, the rest of the party would join them. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DUE SOUTH 
 
    Two days of hard travelling had brought them into Dorset. Leah, with her keen senses, was the first to claim she could smell the sea air. 
 
    They had encountered nobody on their journey, much to Dan’s relief. Even though most of their party was armed, he knew all too well that only a few of them had ever fired a shot in anger or been faced with the terrifying prospect and sound of incoming rounds. 
 
    Tired and travel-weary from their ponderous haul, they drove down to the seafront and set up a defence. As agreed, the horn on the Land Rover was sounded three long times. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    Mitch, for all his simplicities, had a sense for the theatrical. Just as Dan was beginning to lose his composure and organise a search, movement showed on the water. Dan barely contained his excitement as the grandest yacht he had ever laid eyes on cruised into sight. 
 
    The three horn blasts were returned, and a waving Adam was visible on the bow. He held aloft his weapon in celebration, and Dan was struck by the sudden beauty of the setting. A silhouetted boat with an armed man standing tall on the foredeck filled his heart with hope and a lust for further excitement. 
 
    Mitch brought the boat into mooring as Adam leapt down and tied the hull to the jetty. Members of the group ran to them, and Dan fought down the urge to call them back. He needed that excitement to run deep for this whole wild goose chase to work. 
 
    Mitch stepped down smartly and cracked off a crisp salute to Dan. He adopted Neil’s signature style and returned the pose as the others climbed aboard making noises similar to those of small children running into a play barn. 
 
    The comedy salutes cracked into huge smiles and the gestures evolved into a firm handshake as the two friends congratulated each other without words. 
 
    “It’s a three-deck Sunseeker,” Mitch said impressively, hiding his total ignorance by repeating the facts he read on the deck. “Should fit us all in fine,” he continued as he strolled along the jetty like he was trying to sell it. “The GPS is useless, obviously, but the fuel gauge is showing half-full. We’ll need to rectify that when we can find where they keep the boat petrol or whatever it takes. Let me show you the best bit!” 
 
    Mitch smiled and walked towards the rear of the boat before turning and gesturing at the flat stern. 
 
    Dan felt his heart skip a little as he read the ornate scroll in big lettering across the back of the yacht. 
 
    Hope. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MAN DOWN 
 
    Chris sprinted desperately over the uneven ground, stumbling as he ran. Others were starting to pour from the house now as the brutal and cacophonous sound interrupted their day. 
 
    The rotor blades had stopped turning by the time Chris reached the wreckage – not that he noticed as he threw himself towards the side door and fought to open it. All around him were the tortured noises of the stalled engines, hissing and screeching into his brain. 
 
    His panic made him clumsy, but he managed to force open the door and climb inside. Fuel poured from the ruptured spare tank to his left, spraying him with the strange-smelling oily substance, but he didn’t notice at the time. He pulled himself through the aperture to the cockpit and found Steve slumped into the harness, unconscious. The seat had collapsed on impact, as it was designed to do to prevent serious injury, but as Steve wasn’t wearing a protective helmet, his head had suffered a terrible blow. His scalp was covered in blood, and it continued to pour down his face to run into his lap. 
 
    “STEVE,” bawled Chris over and over, getting no response. It suddenly occurred to him that the fuel may catch on fire and that they could both go up in a fireball. He moved Steve’s head aside, adding his blood to the fuel covering his own body, and fought with the harness to try and release him. 
 
    His hands were sticky from the slick fluids, making the task almost impossible under such stress, but he finally managed to gain enough purchase on the latch to turn it and free his friend. 
 
    As he did, Steve’s deadweight fell towards him due to the uneven angle at which the broken aircraft lay. Both men fell backwards into the right-hand seat, and Chris struggled to regain his footing. He heard screams and shouts from outside, but the primitive fear of fire cut through his terror to shout at them to stay away. 
 
    He half-dragged, half-carried Steve to the doorway, where they both fell out onto the ruined turf. He lay there for a second before the thoughts of a super-heated explosion came to him again. 
 
    “GET BACK,” he screamed, making half of the assembled onlookers turn and run as they too realised the possibility of the imminent explosion. Chris regained his footing and dragged Steve clear, ever fearful that they would be engulfed in flames at any second. 
 
    Others ran to him to help Chris up, and Kev let out a bellow of terrified rage and picked Steve up bodily before running back to the house, carrying him like a child, his lifeless limbs hanging and bouncing grotesquely. 
 
    All around Chris, people were breaking down in tears. The sobs cut through his fogged brain and brought him back to the present. He looked up at the face in front of him as the repeated questions became intelligible. 
 
    “Are you OK? What happened?” asked Jay, wild-eyed in front of him. 
 
    For a second, Chris thought it was Dan who stood in front of him, tall and dark-haired. “Bastard,” he said, shaking. “It’s your fucking fault.” 
 
    Jay was visibly taken back but put the response down to shock. How was it his fault? 
 
    Chris sat where he was, shaking from the effort and the adrenaline surging through his body. “Bastard,” he said again. 
 
      
 
    Kev still howled like a wounded animal as he ran the short distance to the house. He burst through the main doors like a battering ram and straight into medical. 
 
    He threw Steve onto the bed, startling Lizzie and Alice even though they had heard the crash. He bellowed again, dancing on the spot and pointing at Steve. His bellow turned into a strange, high-pitched keening noise as tears flowed down his face. He turned to face the wall and maintained his pained noises. 
 
    Jimmy wasn’t there to calm him down, and he stayed in that toddler state until Maggie came in to soothe him. She gently led him away as Lizzie and Alice were feverishly working to the best of their abilities to stem the flow of blood pouring from Steve’s head. 
 
    “There’s so much blood!” said Alice as the panic started to affect her. Painful memories of her own father bleeding so profusely cut through to her, distracting her from the task. 
 
    “I can’t find where it’s coming from,” said Lizzie, calm and focused. “Cut his clothes off,” she instructed the younger woman, taking her attention away from the free-flowing blood.  
 
    Alice started at his ankles, cutting up the legs of his flight suit with heavy medical shears and exposing bare skin as she went. She gasped when she uncovered his right leg, standing back to press a bloody hand to her mouth in shock. 
 
    Lizzie stopped what she was doing to look at the source of her shock and saw that Steve’s lower right leg was clearly broken and discoloured by livid bruising. 
 
    “Focus,” Lizzie snapped. “The leg can wait, but the bleeding won’t,” she said, before returning to the task of mopping away the pouring blood to try and locate the source on his skull.  
 
    Alice stepped back, having cut away the suit to expose his broken body; bruises covered him everywhere, including the blackening circle over the left side of his ribcage. Lizzie glanced at that, worried about possible organ damage and internal bleeding. She forced herself to concentrate: internal bleeding second, stop the blood flow from his head first. 
 
    “BP cuff and oxygen SATS,” she said to Alice, who ran to get the equipment to monitor his vital signs.  
 
    “Gotcha, you bastard,” Lizzie said with an angry glee as she finally located the deep gash high over Steve’s right ear exposing the white of his skull. She put pressure on the wound and wrapped a dressing on tightly. “Hold this,” she snapped at Alice, who did as she was told and went to keep the pressure on the head wound. “Cuts to the head bleed like crazy,” Lizzie said reassuringly, as much to herself as Alice. “They always look worse than they are.” 
 
    She worked feverishly, checking Steve’s vitals before starting a top-to-toe survey starting with shining a torch in his eyes to see if his pupils reacted. Luckily they did, but the rest did not look good. 
 
    Deep gash to the head, broken ribs, badly broken leg. Those were the obvious injuries anyway; he likely had internal bleeding and some damage to his organs from the impact to his torso, and that leg would cause no end of trouble if she couldn’t set it soon. She stood back and looked at him again, deep in thought. 
 
    “I’m going to have to set the leg while he’s out. It’s better that way,” she said, hoping she was right.  
 
    She strode to the door and pulled it open, finding a bewildered crowd of concerned men and women in front of her. “Mark, Paul,” she said, beckoning them inside and shutting the door again, “I need you to help me. I need one of you to hold his upper leg while we pull the lower part down to set the bone.” 
 
    Paul nodded gravely while Mark looked sick. He had spent enough time in this room being treated, the testimony to that being the thick scars all over his body from when he was attacked by a pack of dogs on a scavenging run. 
 
    They got into position while Alice continued to check him over. She spoke softly to him, so softly that none of them heard her words. She was soothing him, telling him it would be OK, speaking as much to herself as to him. 
 
    Paul held on tight to Steve’s thigh just above the knee, and Mark held the ankle. Lizzie looked them both in the eye, bent to take purchase just below the break, and steadied herself. 
 
    “Now,” she said. All three began to pull, but it wasn’t enough. “Harder!” she grunted, feeling the jagged edges of the bones grate against each other. They were red-faced and breathing heavily at the effort, struggling to force the contracted and ruptured muscles of his leg to give enough to return it to a semblance of its original shape. Eventually, centimetre by sickening centimetre, the leg stretched until a final crunching sound indicated that they had succeeded. 
 
    “Alice. Splint,” she said, breathless. She didn’t dare let go of the twisted limb in case it returned to its former unnatural shape. They strapped his leg tight in an inflatable boot before relaxing again.  
 
    Mark ran from the room, unable to keep himself from fountaining vomit from his mouth as he went. 
 
    Paul smiled nervously, hoping that they had done well, but Lizzie just stared at Steve. He hadn’t made a sound throughout what would have probably been the most painful experience of his life. 
 
    “Thank you, Paul,” she said quietly, not taking her eyes from the battered and bloody man on the bed.  
 
    Paul left, and the two women stood in silence. 
 
    Lizzie picked up a sharp implement, jabbing it harshly into the sole of Steve’s good foot. No response. Not even a twitch. 
 
    Dismayed, she hung her head. 
 
  
 
  



 MOTION LOTION PART II 
 
    “Boat petrol?” asked Dan, amused at Mitch’s blatant ignorance. 
 
    “Yeah! What else does it run on? Fairy dust and unicorn farts?” 
 
    Both men laughed as they walked away from the residential side of the harbour towards the commercial buildings in the distance. Ash loped alongside, eagerly sniffing the new smells of the seaside. 
 
    The whole group had spent a comfortable and happy night in one of the seafront mansions. Furniture and beds were claimed by adults acting like children at a sleepover. Marie strode in, playing the part of the matriarch and loudly expelling an excited gaggle of people from the master bedroom before laying claim to it for her and Dan. 
 
    “Pregnant woman coming through!” she announced, instantly regretting her words as she saw Ana out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Mitch and Adam hadn’t located a fuel source on the day of their arrival, and the matter was becoming time-sensitive. 
 
    “We need a full tank at least. Neil reckons the fuel tank is as big as his old trailer tanker and that was five thousand litres. Maybe fifteen hours’ worth of driving,” said Dan, relaxed but still alert as they walked. 
 
    “Sailing,” corrected Mitch, happily displaying that he had at least some knowledge of nautical matters. 
 
    “Sailing, then,” repeated Dan, “but that should still get us to where we’re going easily enough.” 
 
    “What’s the plan for finding where we’re going?” Mitch asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Straight over to France heading south, turn left and follow the coastline until we think we’re there,” said Dan, accepting that he didn’t really know but still unable to admit the fact to anyone. “If we go for about eight hours, then we’d have to be about right, I reckon. We’ve got maps of the continent, so we should be able to recognise the landmarks or something.” 
 
    “Well, we won’t be going anywhere unless we find more diesel,” Mitch said peevishly at having been corrected. 
 
    They walked for almost forty minutes, not wanting to take a vehicle for the noise it would make and also to save what fuel they had to be siphoned off to add to the tank of the Hope and further their range. They would also struggle to get a vehicle down to the edge of the water in most places, so they were happy to do the reconnaissance on foot and aimed to bring the boat to the source. 
 
    A smell drifted through the air to them, gone as soon as it was detected. 
 
    Both men froze. Both were well attuned to the dangers and had been in countless situations where a lapse in concentration or an ignored sense could spell death. 
 
    Silently and without instruction, both men readied their weapons and dropped to a crouch in the shadows of the building line. Dan turned to Mitch, knowing that he too had sensed the presence of another person. 
 
    The smell was unmistakably that of something cooking, more specifically a barbecue. A glance at the huge dog confirmed that there was indeed something edible within a mile, as his snout was raised and his ears pricked. Dan thought that if that dog had an Achilles heel, it was his stomach. 
 
    The pair crept forward quietly, not sacrificing speed for silence but being careful to avoid any sound which could give away their presence. Slowly, they made their way onwards, picking up the smell every so often. After a short time, it was constant – definitely a barbecue. Dan fancied that he heard a voice, as fleeting as the smell had come to them at first, and gone just as quickly. 
 
    The sun had dropped behind the buildings by then, shadowing them slightly, but they were still horribly exposed, two armed men in black clothing creeping along a deserted promenade with a grey wolf skulking along with them. There were slightly more conspicuous ways to be viewed, but short of riding in on a tank, they would hardly seem friendly to any watchful eyes. 
 
    They crept along, under cover of a shoulder-high wall, as the sounds of talking and laughter were close. Eye contact between the two men gave mutual reassurance that both knew they were close, confirmed by the smallest of growls from the throat of Ash. 
 
    Two ways to play this, thought Dan: sneak past and stay hidden, or come out and talk.  
 
    He mulled it over, getting a prod in the back from Mitch. He mimed speaking with his hand and shrugged his shoulders, suggesting that they be overt. Dan looked down, thinking. He looked back at his friend and nodded. 
 
    The two men rose up and walked carelessly, talking about nothing as they went and sounding for the benefit of anyone close enough to hear them like they didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Their plan worked in that they didn’t startle them. Their aimless chatting provoked instant silence from up ahead, followed by shouts and then more silence. 
 
    “Hello?” called Dan. 
 
    Three men appeared on the higher ground to their left just up ahead. Two were armed, although with nothing which would pose any real danger to their automatic weapons. Ash adopted a protective stance in front of his master and bared his teeth with a snarl. 
 
    “Play nice,” muttered Dan to silence the animal as he raised a hand and strode forward. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CRISIS COUNCIL 
 
    Lexi felt the mood in the room to be a little too cold for her liking. She sat in relative silence following Dan’s advice from long ago to hold your tongue until you had something important to say; the very fact that she was even thinking about him right then and there would likely have sent some of the others present into a tailspin. 
 
    “OK, everyone!” Mike said, raising his voice to cut through the multitude of competing voices.  
 
    Silence eventually reigned in the room, allowing the engineer a brief respite from his headache and a small chance to regroup. 
 
    “OK,” he said again, quieter this time, “we have all agreed that I take Head of House on an interim basis and amalgamate Engineering under the same roof. Andrew?” 
 
    The smaller man at the table, permanently wearing a look of fear, raised his eyes to meet Mike’s. 
 
    “You will take over Logistics along with Supplies, as the two are obviously closely linked. Lizzie will remain as Head of Medical, Cara in Catering and Chris for the Farms.” 
 
    He looked at his folded hands on the table before raising his eyes to the blonde woman dressed in black. 
 
    “And Lexi will remain on the council as the acting Head of Operations until such time as Steve regains his health.” 
 
    Lizzie cleared her throat, but a warning glance from Mike made her keep the thought hidden for now. 
 
    Lexi nodded slowly, aware of the gravity of the task laid at her feet but not fully understanding how it would affect her yet: the sleepless nights, the additional duties, the stress of training replacement Rangers when all of the bravest men and women had left them. 
 
    She cleared her own throat, stopped toying with the chunky Land Rover keys clipped to her vest and sat up straight. “I need to select at least two of our group and train them in the basics of being a Ranger. Rich will be able to help, but he’s too fragile still to be of any use on a mission. As it stands, I’m our only gun now, and we need more.” 
 
    She tried to emulate Dan’s easy authority. She had always marvelled at his ability to command people around him, to gain instant cooperation and obedience, not from fear but from respect for his abilities and their belief in him. She knew her own words were a far cry from the inspirational things she had heard come from him since Dan had first stridden in to where they were cowering, fussing around a man so mortally injured that he was effectively already dead. 
 
    From that moment, she had idolised Dan and would have followed him anywhere. She had even thought she loved him for a time. Her thoughts drifted off to him. To Marie. To Leah and Neil. To all the people she vowed never to abandon, to lay down her own life for theirs. 
 
    Now she wished she had tried harder to convince Paul to leave with them, but her love for him blinded her to the truth. 
 
    Without Dan and Marie to hold this place together, they were weak. 
 
    Steve’s catastrophic helicopter crash had just been the beginning; everything was starting to come apart. People were arguing and fighting back against the instructions of those in charge of the different areas for little or no reason. Everyone seemed to want to express some form of anger, and it was threatening to tear their whole society apart. Everywhere she looked, there was upset and discord, conflict and resistance. Lexi felt that the biggest part of her job now was to keep internal discipline tight. 
 
    As the shrunken council disintegrated to their own thoughts and hiding places, her mind spun from thought to thought. She finally rested on the notion that to maintain order, she must recruit someone capable enough to ensure that tempers were kept in check. She stopped playing with the keys to her new Discovery and went to find Paul. 
 
      
 
    Lizzie stood over Steve’s supine form, nervously picking at her lips as she brooded. He was breathing fine by himself, of that there was no doubt, and as far as she could tell he had no serious brain injury, or his pupils would have been unevenly dilated at the very least. They were reactive to light, which was a good sign, but he was still out cold. 
 
    No pain response. His right leg was a mess. His torso was battered, but luckily the bruising hadn’t spread too much, so the internal bleeding hopefully wasn’t as bad as she had feared. Other than that, all she could do was pump him full of fluids and antibiotics and pray. 
 
    The catheter she had placed in him was producing a steady supply of bloody urine, to be expected after the major trauma of the crash, and all that remained now was to watch and wait. And hope that he lived. 
 
    Alice had taken turns with her to sleep in one of the unoccupied beds in medical as the other kept watch over him. It seemed to Lizzie that they had lost only a few of their number, but she couldn’t help but feel that the best of them had gone away and those that remained were the weakest links of a longer chain. She wished now that she had summoned the courage to go, to encourage them all to abandon their sanctuary and follow the wild goose chase to its uncertain conclusion in far-off Africa. 
 
    No turning back now. There was no way she could stray further from Steve than the dining hall for now, and those kinds of responsibilities weighed heavy on a person’s selfish thoughts of escapism and adventure. With a sigh, she pulled up a chair and a book to pass the time as she monitored the vital signs flashing on the monitor while her only medical backup slept soundly. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MEXICAN STANDOFF 
 
    “Greetings!” said one of the men cheerfully, holding a shotgun. 
 
    While his tone was genial, the demeanour of the others was anything but; weapons were raised at them and more bodies appeared on the higher ground and threatened to overshadow their position.  
 
    Militarily speaking, Dan and Mitch were properly flanked. Definitely time to seek a diplomatic solution. 
 
    While they were outnumbered and trapped on lower ground, Dan’s keen eye noted that the three shotguns he could now see were a poor match for their two automatic weapons. He knew that Mitch would have known this too, so felt comfortable enough to try diplomacy in the knowledge that two trained men with superior firepower and experience, combined with a very intimidating dog, could not be in too much danger from these men with comparatively rudimentary weapons to their own. 
 
    The educated assumption of superiority, in the firepower stakes at least, made for a more comfortable bargaining position. 
 
    “Hi,” Dan said, surreptitiously lowering his carbine and letting it hang on the sling. He put a hand down ready to grab Ash’s rig in case he decided to go for one of the men facing them. 
 
    The man handed his weapon to a squat sidekick and jumped down from the wall to stand at their level, effectively putting himself in the kill zone of any ambush and nullifying any advantage they had over the two outsiders. 
 
    Up close, he was a big man, dark-skinned and heavyset, standing well over six feet. His physical presence was made less intimidating by his genuine smile; he beamed at them like he was greeting a pair of old friends as he extended a huge hand. Dan accepted the offer, felt his own hand engulfed by the man, and squeezed tightly. 
 
    His obvious excitement at meeting others was not jaded by the weapons they carried; in fact, the man seemed not to notice at all. 
 
    “Simon,” he boomed as he continued to shake Dan’s hand rigorously.  
 
    Dan responded with his own name, nodding to his companion and introducing Mitch. Simon turned the full power of his handshake to Mitch, who Dan saw wince a little at the pressure. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Dan noticed that the others didn’t seem so trusting. Some visibly relaxed, lowering their weapons and smiling too, but one man stood out. He kept his shotgun pointed at the three men and wore a look of such misery on his face that Dan suspected he would pull the trigger given even the slightest hint of provocation. 
 
    Dan was slightly disarmed by the overt elation that the big man showed, and up close he saw that he bore a small resemblance to a famous singer from years back. The thought drifted away as he wondered if he were still out there somewhere, and if anyone was looking for him. He snapped his senses back to the present, and possibly dangerous, situation. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Simon, still smiling widely, “how can we help you?”  
 
    “Diesel,” said Mitch. “We’re after diesel for our boat.” 
 
    “Boat?” Simon repeated with genuine interest. “Where are you going?” He switched his glance between the two men, sensing the obvious secrecy in their mannerisms before Dan interjected. 
 
    “Look,” he said, deciding on honesty, “we’ve had a rough time of it and haven’t met too many friendlies since it happened. We mean no disrespect.” 
 
    Simon seemed affronted, hurt even, that someone would think him unkind to others. His own attitude towards them appeared to have transferred to his whole group, as they relaxed. Simon profusely declared their intentions to be honest, swearing on his life that he meant them no harm. He invited them to join him for the most British of icebreakers: tea. 
 
    Their appearance in this small camp had started as trespassers and suddenly evolved into the status of honoured guests as they were ushered up the steps and into a building which appeared to have become the temporary headquarters of Simon’s happy band. 
 
    Happy with the exception of the short, sour-faced man who still glared at them like he was yearning for the excuse to put them down. He eyed their equipment with evident jealousy and made no attempt to hide his scorn. 
 
    Ash had relaxed visibly, especially after some bits of food were sent his way. The only exception being the wary eye he kept on the man glaring at them. Like all dog owners, Dan thought that if Ash didn’t like someone, then he probably wouldn’t. 
 
    “Down, Riley,” Simon admonished him. “Good boy,” he said, prompting laughs from the others at the short man’s expense.  
 
    Riley did not look impressed, and forced a short-muttered conversation on Simon, making him bend down to hear the low whispers. 
 
    As the taller man listened, his eyes glazed over in a sudden, furious anger. It quickly evaporated, but Dan had seen it. This man was no fool, no matter how many people mistook his kindness for weakness. 
 
    Ash did not like the tone of the conversation and let out another low, menacing growl until Dan calmed him. 
 
    Whatever Simon muttered back was not to Riley’s liking, and he stalked away with a cold look of anger evident on his face to loiter at the fringes of the assembled group. Simon straightened himself and returned to the genial soul who just seemed to want to speak to someone new. 
 
    “Thank you, Riley,” he said sarcastically over his shoulder. “Don’t mind him,” he said in a quieter voice, making light of the power struggle they had just witnessed. “He managed to bully and threaten his way to some position of power among the others and now thinks he knows better than me. Back-stabbing little shit.” Simon’s smile did little to remove the power of his words, and Dan marked the angry little man as one to avoid. 
 
    Water was boiled, eager listeners gathered, and brews were poured. There appeared to be about ten of them – all men – gathered in the building, and they clearly hadn’t been there long.  
 
    Simon laid out the highlights of their story, not too dissimilar to Dan’s own, and told them how he was the proud leader of what they called their “colony”. Mostly farmers, and those who weren’t were being taught how to be, they had sent out people to search further afield for supplies to keep them growing. 
 
    Dan responded with their own story, leaving out such details as the eradication of Slaver’s Bay, as it had become known, and the annihilation of the Welsh invaders. He did recount how they had been attacked and had successfully repelled the assault, which raised eyebrows among the gathering and not less than a few noises of admiration. 
 
    “Two peas in a pod, we are!” boomed Simon happily. “We just want what’s best for our own.” He raised his cup in a gesture of companionship and solidarity, which Dan mirrored. 
 
    Time to get to the point. 
 
    “So, what brings you all here, then?” Dan asked politely. “Big party for a supply run.” 
 
    The mood went colder as soon as he had spoken; clearly a raw nerve had been touched by his words. 
 
    “Same as you,” said Simon quietly, sipping his drink and staring into the small flames radiating from the camp cooker used to boil the water. “Fuel. There’s thousands of gallons of the stuff in a boatyard not far from here. We sent a lad last week, and when he didn’t come back, a couple of the boys went to look for him.” 
 
    He went quiet, saddened by the story he was recounting. He took another sip of his drink in silence. A quick glance around the assembled faces showed them all deep in thought, eyes cast to the floor. 
 
    “And you didn’t find him?” asked Mitch. 
 
    “Oh, we found him all right,” said their host angrily, “we found him.” 
 
    It seemed that Simon would tell them nothing more when another of the men spoke up. “They hanged him,” he said angrily. “They fucking strung him up and left him there with a sign on him: Looter.” He said no more, simply turned away from the group and walked off a distance. 
 
    Simon picked up the story. “The lads we sent to look for him found him like that. John there was his cousin,” he said simply to excuse the manners of the man who had left them to talk. 
 
    “Who?” asked Dan, the familiar feelings of anger rising once again at the injustice of murder. 
 
    “There’s a group who’ve taken over the docks, controlling the whole boatyard. It’s further down the coast, and when we went there, we had to run away. They’ve got rifles.” 
 
    The simple facts as they were laid out were a pure problem-meets-solution matter for Dan; the group ensconced at the docks had what they needed and were defending it. The only options were to seek a different solution or to use force. The decision to use force was based solely on a risk basis. 
 
    Any risk of loss was too great to consider for Dan’s small group, but his pathological sense of justice, of righting wrongs, ran deep. He wanted to help, but he could see no way of doing that without risking the lives of his group. He was torn between helping Simon’s band and getting what they needed for themselves straight away, or leaving the others to their own devices and finding another solution. 
 
    Mitch spoke as he was thinking, asking the relevant questions about numbers, weapons, vantage points, access and egress. None of the group could answer these basics, and it became clear that while committed and well-meaning, not one of them was a trained man. These men were a farmers militia and not soldiers. 
 
    Dan forced the thought of helping them away; as likeable as the man in front of them was, Dan’s own group would have to be the ones to do the wet work if this went down. 
 
    He couldn’t take that risk. 
 
    “There’s got to be an alternative elsewhere,” he suggested to Simon. “Better to shop around than get into a fight over it, surely?” 
 
    Simon thought about it for a while, seemingly considering Dan’s words, but truly he already knew that they could not hope to attack the other group. It was a matter of petty revenge, and that wasn’t worth the lives of more good people. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” Simon said finally, “but with your help, we could do it.” 
 
    Dan knew this was coming, and he was conscious not to let his true feelings pour out and cause offence. He explained that they were going to a specific place and needed to set off as soon as they could. They couldn’t afford to expend the ammunition, or to put their few soldiers at risk. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dan finished lamely. “If we could help, we would. I’ll speak to the others tonight and see if we can find some other way we can help each other.” 
 
    Simon accepted this gracefully. He knew that to ask strangers to put their lives at risk to help him was unlikely to yield success, but he had tried to ask as gently as possible. He was about to say more when Riley stood and spoke. 
 
    “Typical,” he snarled, “they may look the part but they’re just as weak as you are.” Riley’s gaze lingered on Simon before he turned abruptly and stomped away. “Pathetic,” he said, spitting over his shoulder as he left the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOUSE OF CARDS 
 
    Lexi barely left the site for the next two days. She had to break up two fights between residents, and on one occasion needed the newly black-clad Paul to lay one of the men out cold by taking him down in a neck hold until he lost consciousness. To say that tempers were high was a ridiculous understatement. 
 
    Divisions formed at mealtimes and a few people were vocal in claiming that the whole place would fall apart without Dan and the others who had left. It was an unhappy place with everyone deeply shocked by the helicopter crash. 
 
    The old Merlin wasn’t just transport: it was a symbol. It was a mechanical demonstration that they were superior. That they were infallible. 
 
    When it smashed into the earth not two hundred metres from their home, that symbolism was shattered, and the people were left rocked and feeling vulnerable. That vulnerability became fear, and the fear became aggression. 
 
    People spoke of leaving. Others sat quietly and tried to hide their fear. 
 
      
 
    The council met again after the evening meal on the second night after the crash. Lexi gave her report about the internal discipline matters, expressing her concerns that she could not leave the site for fear that people would tear each other apart. Paul had been of some obvious help in keeping the peace, but his move into Ops was an interim solution at best. 
 
    They were vulnerable. The power vacuum that had been caused by so many of their key members leaving and taking their precious skills and knowledge with them had not even begun to be filled. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DEMOCRACY 
 
    “Head sheds meeting,” Mitch called loudly to their group as they walked back in during the afternoon. 
 
    Head sheds was a military term he used for a decision-making meeting involving the key players of any group. Rank did not necessarily mean that obedience was expected. Everyone who had a point could make it, and the group would decide the best course of action. 
 
    The expected faces gathered: Dan, Marie, Mitch, Neil, Kate, Sera and Leah. Others who joined at the fringes were Adam, never far from Mitch now, and Pip. Her addition was unexpected, but she was welcome. Even Ash nosed his way into the circle, but not to offer any wisdom. He was there for the chance of food. 
 
    Dan relayed the details of their meeting with Simon, explaining that they had tried to make their excuses and leave but had been asked outright for help. 
 
    “They’re farmers with shotguns,” said Mitch, feeling the injustice at their persecution. 
 
    “It’s not about two other groups pissing over territory,” Dan said, not entirely believing it but not wanting to jeopardise the safety of the group over his need to fight bullies. “It’s about the fuel. They have it and we need it, so we either fight them for it or we look elsewhere.” 
 
    Silence reigned among the small huddle. 
 
    “Thoughts,” Dan invited, familiar to some of the assembled, as he always wanted to hear other people’s ideas. 
 
    Neil was the first to speak. “Look elsewhere. It may be the nearest and the best, but we could scavenge using hand pumps and the big tank on the Land Rover. It’ll take us longer, but we can manage.” 
 
    “It’ll take too long,” answered Mitch. “They have all the fuel we need and we can get it in one go.”  
 
    Dan knew that the soldier really wanted to mix it with the group and see if they could handle a fighter instead of a farmer, reckoning that he would be far harder to kill. It was a prideful form of arrogance that they could ill afford, but one that Dan had been guilty of in the past on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Look elsewhere,” said Kate, ever eager to avoid any bloodshed.  
 
    Sera nodded her agreement, as Dan thought she would. 
 
    He looked to the next face in the circle. 
 
    “Take it. They deserve what they get,” said Adam, echoing Mitch. 
 
    Dan looked to Pip, who felt that they shouldn’t pick a fight unless they had to. He looked to Ash, who returned his gaze with a daft expression and a lip tucked behind some teeth. That was his I’m a good boy face. 
 
    He chuckled and turned to Leah. 
 
    “Pros and cons,” she said, full of competent confidence. “It’s a one-hit shopping trip, and I agree that they deserve a bullet for killing unarmed survivors…” 
 
    “But?” Dan asked, knowing there was more. 
 
    “But we can’t run the risk of losing anyone. There are few of us who know how to use a gun properly as it is; if even one of us gets hurt, then the whole trip could be ruined.” 
 
    Nobody could argue with that, and Dan turned to the last person present. 
 
    “I agree with Leah,” said Marie. “If things were different, then we would stay and help, but we can’t. I’m sure I’m not the only one who thinks that it’s already getting colder, and I don’t want to be crossing the ocean when the weather is bad. We need to find an alternative. This time.” 
 
    The decision was made by the group. As much as it pained him, he had to deny his help to a man he had liked. Simon’s group would have to fend for themselves. 
 
      
 
    Small parties were detailed to go out and find as much fuel as they could the following morning, and they settled in for another evening. As the sun was fully down, so too the temperature dropped. As Dan stood on the grand balcony of their borrowed home to smoke, he looked out over the beautiful calm waters. Without light pollution, the surroundings were utterly stunning. Breathtaking. 
 
    The calm silence was shattered as his ears detected the unmistakable sounds of gunfire in the distance. He could make out an echoing, booming report of a shotgun followed by the more staccato sharp note of a rifle as the sounds echoed around the bay. He threw down his cigarette and strode back inside, snatching up his carbine as he moved. 
 
    “Leah. Mitch. With me,” he said with purpose.  
 
    The two jumped up and quickly prepared for whatever would come next. 
 
    “Neil. Adam,” he shouted. When they appeared, he told them to secure the house. “Lock it down and don’t come out until we’re back, and keep Ash inside. Jimmy?” He looked at the assembled faces. 
 
    “Here,” came the reply. 
 
    “Keep watch on the front.”  
 
    Jimmy nodded and hefted his shotgun. 
 
    Dan pulled back the bolt on his carbine and checked that he could see brass before striding purposefully through the expensive glass doorway and out into the night. 
 
    The three moved quickly and silently between the shadows, always one covering as the others moved. They flowed intrinsically, fluidly, playing out a story of endless hours of practice and years of experience. They leapfrogged like this for over a mile without the need for communication when the sounds of the gun battle faded to nothing. 
 
    As they approached the building line short of where Dan and Mitch had encountered the other group earlier, Leah gave a short, low whistle and took cover. The two men mimicked her, melting into the shadows to present smaller targets to whatever had spooked their young comrade. 
 
    Slowly, from the gloom, two men emerged. One was being supported by a bigger man and was pressing his hand to his left side. Sobs could be heard from the wounded man as he was almost dragged along the seafront away from the danger. 
 
    As the shapes became more recognisable, Dan saw that the big man was Simon. He broke cover and ran forwards, taking over the burden from the exhausted man. He hurried them back towards cover and continued past Mitch and Leah, eager to put distance and buildings between them and whatever threat lay up ahead. 
 
    After a while, he stopped and laid the wounded man on the ground against a low wall. All three were out of breath, and Dan began to assess the injury. 
 
    A bullet had passed through his left side, just above the hip and miraculously missing the vital organs only inches away. Dan reached inside the injured man's clothing to check for an exit wound on his back, prompting a cry of anguish. 
 
    Leah burst into his view and Dan glanced up to see Mitch adopting a new position to face the direction they had come from. The girl snatched a dressing from a pouch on her vest, having seen the blood-blackening clothing in the moonlight. 
 
    “Through and through,” muttered Dan. “Nothing internal by the feel of it,” he said to her in a low voice. He left the girl to patch the ragged wound as best as she could in the dark and pulled Simon away. The man was breathing heavily, barely able to catch his breath. 
 
    “What happened?” hissed Dan. 
 
    “Bastards came for us when it got dark,” he said through ragged breathing. “It was Riley who led them to us,” he finished. 
 
    “Why?” Dan asked, suspecting that he could guess the answer, having seen the petulant jealousy evident on the man when he had met him earlier. 
 
    “We argued over what to do,” Simon replied. He spoke too loudly and received a warning to keep his voice down. “So the bastard tried to organise a coup,” Simon said, quieter this time. 
 
    Dan let him catch his breath, waiting for more of the story to unfold. 
 
    “Nobody would follow him in the end, so he left,” he said. He bent double and put his face in his hands. “I had no idea he was going to go straight to them and say where we were,” he finished, dumbstruck at the savage turn of events. 
 
    Dan’s anger flashed inside him, reminding him that he couldn’t help but interject in the injustices of the lives of others. It was one of his biggest character flaws that he couldn’t simply mind his own business sometimes. 
 
    “How many?” he asked in a low voice filled with loathing. 
 
    Simon stopped panting and fixed Dan with a look of almost desperate terror. “Everyone,” he said lamely. 
 
    Not counting Riley, Simon and his injured friend, the betrayal had cost the lives of seven men. The senseless loss of life made Dan livid with rage. He wanted to walk in there right now and end every last one of them. 
 
    But for what? For defending their resources against other armed men? For sneaking into another camp and killing people who threatened them? 
 
    For doing what Dan had himself done to others? 
 
    He shook himself out of his pointless murderous mood, forcing his concentration back to the immediate. 
 
    “We need to get him back to our group,” Dan said. “He needs more medical help than we can give here or he won’t make it.” 
 
    “We do,” growled Leah in frustration as she packed dressings into the twin bullet holes. “I can’t stop the bleeding with what I have. We need Kate.” 
 
    Dan reckoned they’d need Sera more, with her knowledge of surgery being more in-depth than Kate’s, but didn’t think the difference was worth pointing out there and then. The man was breathing in shallow, rapid gasps and had gone very quiet. Only infrequent and weak yelps escaped his lips now as the teenager tried to keep pressure on his wounds. He was going into shock and was not going to make it out here. 
 
    He turned and gave the familiar short, low whistle to signal Mitch. The soldier leapt up and ran to him. 
 
    “Through and through to the abdomen. Going into shock. We need to carry him back.”  
 
    Mitch absorbed the information instantly, passing Dan his carbine as he hauled the man up and threw him on his shoulder into a fireman’s lift. Leah went ahead, scanning for danger as Dan walked backwards to maintain a rearguard. Their progress back to the bay was far slower than their first leg, but luckily there seemed to be no pursuit. 
 
    After an eternity struggling slowly through the dark, they returned to the steps leading from the water to their borrowed house. Another whistle indicated to them that their house guards had seen them appear. More help arrived, and the now unconscious man was carried up the steps to be laid on the large, expensive dining table. Food tins and bottles were scattered as space was cleared, and Kate shouted for everyone to get out of her way. 
 
    Instinctively, Sera ran to her side as Leah gave the report. 
 
    “Entry and exit wound, left side. I can’t stop the bleeding.”  
 
    Kate nodded as she produced a heavy set of medical shears and cut away the clothing before pulling back the dressings Leah had packed onto the victim. Blood welled up instantly and spilled over the side of the table to cascade to the expensive white-tiled floor, the beauty of the awful juxtaposition both captivating and horrific. 
 
    Kate pressed the dressing back down firmly and barked orders at stunned people foolish enough to be in her line of sight as she worked. 
 
    “Cushions; elevate his feet,” she snapped at a very pale Henry.  
 
    To his credit, he immediately switched on and did as he was told. 
 
    Sera took up the mantle and ordered two others to find towels. She laid a brief hand on Kate’s shoulder and said that she would fetch their equipment. Ash whined and backpedalled to the side of the room as he sensed the urgency and fear in his humans. 
 
    Dan withdrew, leaving those with the knowledge to do what they did best. If anyone could save this man’s life, it was the fearless paramedic and her frosty vet partner. 
 
    Neil and Adam had stayed outside to defend the building, and he nodded to Leah and Mitch to join them. Both went without a word. 
 
    He met Simon’s eye and gestured for him to follow to the balcony where he had been standing when he had first heard the shots. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOT EVERY BATTLE IS YOURS TO FIGHT 
 
    Dan stood and lit a cigarette, ignoring the blood already crusting on his shaking hands. It wasn’t fear, he knew that – it was the body purging the excess adrenaline from his system. He was all too familiar with the physiological reaction to a life-threatening situation, unlike after his debut battle where he had vomited uncontrollably after the first time he had ever pulled a trigger in anger. 
 
    His dog came to his side and nuzzled him for reassurance. Simon stood in front of him with a stony, lifeless expression. “They swarmed in and just started shooting,” he said quietly, deflated and empty. “We didn’t stand a chance. We just ran and tried to hide. Some of us managed to shoot back for a while, but there were too many of them.” 
 
    Of course they didn’t stand a chance, thought Dan. They probably didn’t even place sentries. They probably camped too close to an enemy. They were farmers, not warriors. 
 
    “Me and Al were shooting back, trying to get some others out, but when he got shot, I just picked him up and ran.” He hung his head, the realisation that his actions felt like cowardice suddenly stinging him. 
 
    “If you hadn’t, then you’d all be dead,” Dan responded calmly, trying to avoid an emotional meltdown in the big man. 
 
    “All of this over some bloody fuel,” Simon cursed angrily, “like people didn’t have enough to fight over before!” 
 
    The irony of the situation was not lost on Dan; it seemed even the last remnants of the human race were destined to go to war over fossil fuels. 
 
    “And now they’re dead. For nothing. We were going to leave in the morning, so God only knows what the bastard Riley told them our plans were.”  
 
    The full force of the loss hit him, and he cried shamelessly. He sunk to the floor and sat there. Dan left him for a while to get it out of his system, ever awkward around others’ emotions. 
 
    On looking back inside the house, Dan could see that the man on the table was still subject to a desperate flurry of attention to try and save his life. His eyes met Marie’s as she wordlessly invited an explanation with raised eyebrows. He flicked his cigarette behind him for it to fly into the dark abyss of the shimmering harbour like a solitary firework in the distance. 
 
    He walked back inside and saw her look of annoyance at the red stains covering his hands. She snatched up a pack of baby wipes and began to scrub at the dried blood obsessively as he talked, as though being busy and clean could make this whole mess go away. He told her everything he knew in a succinct report, avoiding investing his words with the impotent anger he felt. 
 
    “Well, we need to get away from here as soon as possible,” she said. 
 
    For once, Dan agreed. Never one to run away from a fight, he had no intention of trying to take on an overwhelming force with only a few soldiers experienced in the exchange of bullets. His attention was violently torn away from their conversation as he heard a shout of “Fuck!” from the dining area. 
 
    He turned to see Kate giving chest compressions to the man, knowing the outcome already, as the man’s exposed skin showed almost clear from the blood loss. 
 
    She shouted for the defibrillator to be brought, and Dan stepped in to take over the CPR while she set it up. 
 
    Over the next minute, she tried four shocks from the automated machine as everyone stood clear in resigned silence as they followed the instructions from the electronic voice. 
 
    She gave up, finally admitting that he couldn’t be saved. People melted away, some in tears and others in quiet shock. Without being asked, Henry brought a fresh bed sheet from an airing cupboard and laid it over the man with a maturity and reverence that Dan didn’t realise he possessed. Henry seemed a little embarrassed by his actions and went red. Dan recognised the decent thing that he had done and laid a hand on his shoulder as he passed, returning to Marie. 
 
    She tut-tutted again and began to work with the wipes to remove the fresh blood on the recently cleaned skin. It was no good; the dark liquid had worked its way into the creases of his rough hands and stubbornly refused to budge. She stopped wasting her efforts. 
 
    “We need to leave,” she said again as she poked a stern finger into his ballistic vest, before turning away to check on the others. 
 
    A look around the room saw people hugging each other. For many, this would be the first time they had seen such a sight. For others, the repetition would be no easier to stomach. 
 
    He stood outside the front door and gave the whistle to recall his sentries. He left Neil to guard the door and asked Leah to fetch her big rifle with its light-enhancing scope to take the balcony overlooking the area. Both nodded without a word and went to fetch what they needed for the first stint of a night shift. 
 
    Kate and Sera were wrapping the man in the sheet and cleaning up the detritus of torn dressing packs. Ana had started to clean up the blood on the floor. Everywhere he looked, he saw his gang rapidly getting over the experience and moving on with their lives. Despite the awful gravity of the evening’s events, he felt a small surge of pride for how resilient they were, and he hoped that he hadn’t let them down by asking them to follow him. 
 
    Henry, having already impressed Dan, made the world a far better place by his next move. He lit the camping cooker in the kitchen and set some water to boil. 
 
    Leah returned, having added an extra layer of clothing, and moved the balcony tables together to form a firing platform she could lie down on, adding a roll mat to the top and settling in to nestle the huge rifle against her cheek. To be such a professional at that age was a marvel for Dan to watch. He gave her shoulder a squeeze as she settled in to get comfortable. 
 
    He brought Simon inside and sat him on the plush sofa as Marie appeared to take over. He was cleaned up, fresh clothes were found to replace the bloodstained ones he wore, and a hot drink was placed gently in his hands. Henry made the rounds, dishing out cups of black coffee to others. He took a cup to Leah, who grunted a sullen thanks to the boy who stared at her too much for her liking.  
 
    Dan found himself looking into the eager eyes of the boy who was holding a cup out to him. 
 
    “Black. Strong. No sugar,” he said, almost desperate for praise. 
 
    “Good lad,” said Dan, meaning more than just making him a drink. 
 
    “No problem,” he said as he walked away, trying to hide his evident pride, “boss,” he added sheepishly. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TIME TO GO 
 
    The night went by slowly. After four hours of fitful rest, Dan took over from Leah, and Mitch relieved Neil. Adam was kept out of the night shift, as he was the only one of their fighters to be inexperienced. Plus, he would do the heavy lifting during the day to make up for it. 
 
    Simon was still walking around like a ghost at daybreak, having slept in the seat he occupied after coming inside. Dan spoke with him for a while, finding out what he wanted to do. 
 
    Another strong coffee was placed in Dan’s hand as the group assembled to tuck into the box of breakfast bars and tins of fruit placed on the table, which now smelled strongly of bleach after Ana had eradicated all traces of the tragic scene there only hours ago. Everyone looked tired, with the exception of Neil and Mitch, who seemed not to require sleep like normal humans. 
 
    “Right,” said Dan loudly, silencing the chatter and gaining everyone’s attention. “Last night was not pleasant,” he said, understating something which a couple of years ago would have left most people traumatised for life. “But there’s no way we can stay around here, nor can we consider trying to get at the diesel in the boatyard. There are too many of them and they have too many guns. We’re avoiding any fighting at all costs.” 
 
    That seemed to relax everyone. Dan outlined that they still needed diesel, but that the game had changed. They had to leave the harbour as soon as they could, and it was suggested that they move further down the coast away from danger. 
 
    “We load everything onto the boat and Mitch will take most people out onto the water to shadow us west. The others will come with me and bring the vehicles. We use the hand pumps to collect every bit of fuel we can; we fill the cars, the reserve tank on the Land Rover and the jerrycans. We fill the boat with as much as we can and then we fill the Land Rover up again and Simon will take it home with Al’s body to be buried with his family.”  
 
    He let that sink in before continuing. “Pack up; everyone on the boat except the following.” He listed names, deciding to include Henry to put his eagerness to please to good use. 
 
    The air of happy excitement had totally evaporated after the elation of their arrival in the bay. Without ceremony, the supplies were loaded on board and those chosen not to engage in the fuelling tasks shuffled down the jetty to climb up to the deck of Hope. 
 
    Dan nodded to Mitch, who slowly piloted them out into the waters of the wide bay. Dan turned to his assembled team of ten and issued assignments. 
 
    For the next two hours, they mostly walked from vehicle to vehicle siphoning off every bit of diesel they could find. Jerrycans were filled and passed up to the roof of the Defender, where the precious liquid was carefully decanted into the large reserve tank originally fitted for Steve to take Emma to Scotland. 
 
    As the sun neared its peak, Dan called a halt for them to rest. He reckoned they had got close to a thousand litres by now by topping up the spare cans and tanks. Adam went ahead with Leah, as both seemed eternally restless to scout for more. They returned after twenty minutes wearing broad smiles; they had located another source of jerrycans and a fuel station. 
 
    Within an hour, Neil had rigged a pump to extra hoses and they took turns in emptying the reservoir. With all of their containers full, they loaded up and continued on to the next point where they reached the water easily. It took all afternoon to reverse the journey of the fuel into the cans and carry it to be poured into the tank on the boat.  
 
    After that, Dan took one of the motorbikes strapped to the back where the jet ski would have sat at the stern of the boat and went with Simon to return to their diesel source. They pumped more in to fill the tanks in silence. 
 
    Simon took the fuel and his new vehicle containing the body of his friend, bid a quiet goodbye, and drove north without another word. 
 
    By the time Dan returned to the boat, the sun was already sinking. Adam and Leah had cleared a nearby building, although one of far lower status than their home of yesterday, and the group settled down as the light faded for a night of waiting for the sun to rise. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE CALMING 
 
    The period of disorder had faded after a couple of days. Apologies were made between quarrelling parties and the mood, although sombre, had at least returned to civility. 
 
    Steve still remained motionless in medical. He was watched around the clock, and the clear bag hanging from the side of his bed continued to fill with bloody urine as the fluids entering his system through the needle in his arm cycled through his battered body. Lizzie and Alice did the best they could, but there was no way of telling if he would ever wake up. 
 
    As far as they knew, he was in a coma – a fact that they tried to keep from the others, bar the council. Lexi shared the story of the day Dan and Leah found them, of how he had given peace to an injured man who would never wake up. She tried hard to remember the man’s name, and even harder to put the similarities out of her head. 
 
    Combined with the loss of some of their most valued people and the catastrophic wreckage of Steve’s return, people were quite simply depressed. The world still turned. People got up and went to work. Food was reared, grown, prepared and eaten. Just not with the same sense of purpose as it once had. The belief that they were the last generation of people to exist on the planet seemed to have finally sunk in, and that realisation brought with it an air of futility. 
 
    They experienced their first suicide the following morning. 
 
    One of the group originally rescued from Bronson’s prison was found when he was late reporting for work on the gardens. He had hanged himself in his room, leaving a note which spoke simply of the pointlessness of life. Another subdued burial ceremony took place, only this time half of the remaining group attended. Precious few words were spoken as the handfuls of dirt were dropped onto the shrouded body. 
 
    Lexi and Paul had taken over Dan and Marie’s room, not wanting to let sentiment affect valuable real estate. They lay there that night, neither able to sleep until both realised that the other was still wide awake. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” she asked softly. 
 
    “No,” he replied in a whisper. “Can I ask you a question?” he said after a pause. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and before he could ask it, she answered, “We should have gone with them.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    SET SAIL 
 
    Morning brought with it a hive of activity. The ability of people to compartmentalise and move on from bad experiences never ceased to amaze Dan, even though he had been through more than enough himself and still survived. And that was before the world had ended. 
 
    Water was boiled, caffeine was infused into bodies and again Henry made sure to deliver hot coffee to Dan and Leah. The idolisation was becoming embarrassing, but nowhere near enough to turn down coffee. 
 
    Mitch called for everyone’s attention from the higher deck and faced the assembled group. With satirical ceremony, he invited everyone to board Hope, and with a lavish gesture, he produced a white captain’s hat and put it on with comedy extravagance. It got the expected laughs, and Dan noticed an annoyed look on Neil’s face. As the resident intentional clown, he didn’t take kindly to being upstaged. 
 
    Everyone and everything was aboard, supplies and bags were all squared away, and people found places to sit. Most crowded onto the main deck to watch their own departure. 
 
    In keeping with the high mood, the now co-captains of Mitch and Neil stood up on the upper steering deck and the boat’s horn sounded as they gathered speed out into the huge harbour. 
 
    It became obvious to Dan just how foolish this was. 
 
    None of them had the first idea about sailing, and if the boat hadn’t had controls like a very large automatic car, then he doubted they would have even been able to drive it. 
 
    Or sail it, or whatever it was called. 
 
    The thought dawned on him that during their planning phase, not one person had suggested driving through the Channel Tunnel. He cast that aside as an irrelevance now. 
 
    The excitement of their departure was dampened by the fact that it took them nearly twenty minutes to navigate their way around the island which sat silent in the mouth of the entrance to the harbour. Dan was struck again by the beauty of the world when it was viewed unspoiled by humans, the brooding sentry obstructing their path to stand guard over the exit to their small piece of home soil. 
 
    Turning right out of the mouth of the watery haven, the engine was opened up to take advantage of the uninhibited stretch of calm water. As they ploughed on into heavier waves, Dan saw some looking behind at the slowly diminishing English coastline. Excitement and fear, adventure and trepidation. All these emotions competed for attention in his consciousness, but the decision was made. Their path was, for now, set, and they were under way, heading south with the rising sun bathing them with warmth on their left sides. 
 
    Jack came up from below deck with a fishing rod and weighted lure, where he proceeded to settle himself on the seat of a motorbike tied down tight and cast off into their wake. Dan wondered if he had any expectation of catching anything or merely wanted to offer some small entertainment.  
 
    After about twenty minutes, the excitement of their departure from the mainland had worn off entirely and people began to find comfortable places to spend the day. 
 
    Dan climbed the metal ladder to find Mitch and Neil arguing good-naturedly about their course. The plan was simple: head for France and turn left. 
 
    At least, he hoped it would be that simple. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE BLIND LEADING THE ENTHUSIASTIC 
 
    Heading south into the relatively calm English Channel, the group talked excitedly for the first hour until nobody could clearly make out the land masses either in front of them or behind. The co-captains had agreed on a heading which led them slightly east of south and should take them to the closest part of France from where they had set off. 
 
    If it went according to plan, they should be seeing Cherbourg ahead of them inside of three or four hours. That declaration was made without either Mitch’s or Neil’s characteristic confidence, but Dan had looked at the maps too. It should work. 
 
    He spent much of the early part of the journey helping Leah with their most difficult passenger. In stark contrast to Jack, who had fallen asleep within thirty minutes of departure and still hadn’t moved, one of their most valuable members was whimpering as he threw up violently with every unexpected motion. 
 
    It was alien to Ash; he’d never had a problem with carsickness before, but other than walking, it was the only method of travel he had ever experienced. Worse than the sickness were the noises he made; genuine fear was expressed, as he couldn’t understand why every time he tried to stand, his legs didn’t feel like his own and betrayed him. He flopped around the foredeck, retching onto the white surfaces of the boat like a newborn deer after drinking shots. 
 
    He only got worse as their boat hit the wide open shipping lanes where the water was deepest, until he finally passed out from the exhaustion. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him,” said Leah as she shuffled the big dog into a better position and wiped some foul-smelling bile from her hands on the leg of her black combats. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dan replied, “just try to get him to drink something when he wakes up.” 
 
    The efficient teenager nodded to him as he left. He placed a hand on her shoulder to notionally help himself up, but really to express the emotion he felt for her while lacking the words.  
 
    A shout from above made him turn to see Neil pointing ahead of them as the haze to the south began to form features and morph into a distant landscape. 
 
    They had reached France. 
 
    They were probably some of the few people since it happened to have done this, to have escaped their own isolated island and break out to another country. 
 
    Dan was under no illusion that they were anywhere close to their destination yet; if they landed there, then they faced a journey of hundreds of miles across country to where they were aiming for in Germany. The urge to get back on dry land was strong, but he had to avoid that pull and make good ground – or water – while they could. 
 
    Climbing the ladder to the upper deck, he relieved Neil, who was feeling the strain of being at the controls. Mitch, in contrast, never seemed to tire. Dan supposed it was the way he had lived his life as an infantryman; often, Mitch would grab five or ten minutes’ sleep here and there and wake refreshed, like he had rapid-charging lithium ion batteries when everyone else ran on solar power. 
 
    The heavy sea walls of the ferry port came into view shortly afterwards, prompting Dan to swing the boat further east and cut out a large stretch of the curved coastline. A huge cross-Channel ferry lay dead in the port, massive and hulking against the shoreline and destined to rot there until she finally sank to the shallow bottom. 
 
    They cruised steadily, enjoying calmer seas for a time as they kept the sandy beaches and buildings of the French coast at a distance. Mitch opined that keeping out to this distance from the shore would save the need to avoid any outcrops of rocks, eager to display some knowledge of the subject to cover the many things he didn’t know. One of those was how to use the radar detection equipment designed for such dangers. Their mechanic, Phil, could have been some help, only he was as bad as Ash and had spent most of the day hanging his head over the guard rail at the stern. He had the knack of making any device work easily – when he wasn’t being sick. 
 
    Jack opened his eyes enough to thank him for attracting some fish for him to catch, before he nodded off again. 
 
    Leah joined them on the deck, having anticipated Dan’s concerns by telling him that Marie was watching Ash after he had raised his eyebrows on seeing her; she always knew when he was going to ask a stupid question. 
 
    She unfolded a map and tried to hold it flat against the pull of the wind. She bent over it with Dan and tried to estimate where they were. It wasn’t too difficult, as they could see the outstretched landmark of Cherbourg behind them. Best guesses were that they had maybe another three hours cruising the French coastline. 
 
    “Want a go, kid?” Mitch asked her with a broad smile, eager for a break himself. 
 
    There was a time not too long ago when she would have said no, would have shied away from such a responsibility. More recently, there was a time when she would have looked to Dan for permission. No longer, it seemed. 
 
    “Hell yes!” she said, stepping up and receiving instructions on power and direction. All she had to do was hold it steady and not hit anything, and seeing as they were in calm, empty waters, she doubted that was a problem. 
 
    Dan stayed and watched her, making a show of consulting the map but really just enjoying seeing his protégé relish the freedom of being at the controls. After a while, he gave up on his ruse and stepped back to smoke and openly gaze at her as she made deft minor corrections to their course. If he allowed himself only to think of this moment, and not the risks or the reasons for their journey, then he had to admit that he was actually enjoying himself. 
 
    Until a yelp and whine from his seasick dog answered by retching and coughing from Phil at the back of the boat brought him back to reality with nauseating efficiency. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE SEA LIVES IN EVERY ONE OF US 
 
    “That's what I heard, anyway!” shouted Neil almost absentmindedly as he fought to stay upright at the controls. Dan would wager that right now, every one of their group felt no affinity for the sea whatsoever. 
 
    He could tell that Neil’s attempt at small talk was masking a healthy dose of fear because he delivered the half-remembered quote without any trace of an accent or impression. He must be feeling the stress, Dan thought. 
 
    For the last three parts of an hour, they had been buffeted, bombarded and battered in a sudden squall which showed little sign of abating. Just as Mitch was lecturing Leah on the history of the wide beaches off to her right – Utah, Omaha, Gold – the weather closed in with such rapid savagery that their dreams of a calm summer crossing were metaphorically dashed upon the rocks. It had got much worse in a very short period of time. 
 
    Most passengers were inside below decks, and all but a few were unwell. Very quickly, the multimillion-pound yacht started to smell like a stairwell in an undesirable block of flats. Only Dan and Leah remained above decks with Neil and Mitch, fighting to keep the controls steady. 
 
    The stupidity of trying to cross the Channel hit Dan again, and he chose safety over progress without hesitation. It was about as sensible as driving a van on the motorway after having two lessons in a go-kart. 
 
    “Get us into port somewhere!” he shouted over the sudden howling wind to his rain-soaked men. 
 
    Mitch turned the boat with a gut-churning lurch as he timed it wrong and a wave hit their left side to move them unnaturally.  
 
    Stupid and dangerous, thought Dan. Not one of them had enough knowledge or experience of seamanship to risk all their lives on this reckless course. They had to get to safety, and soon. The weather wasn’t that bad in the grand scheme of things, but trying to control such a large vessel with no experience was turning the situation from bad to worse. 
 
    Trying to get the boat safely moored would pose yet more danger, but Dan could bear the risk of inactivity no longer. Wishing he had called a stop that afternoon after they passed what he guessed was the next main ferry port at Ouistreham, he cursed his mistakes again. Sacrificing safety for speed would not work. 
 
    Truth was, he had desperately underestimated how long it would take to mirror the French coastline, and was already almost half a day behind where he thought they would be. Again, he toyed with the choices: get on dry land and find uncertain transport or continue by sea and risk drowning them all over their nautical inadequacies. 
 
    Land. He needed land. He was too stressed, too fearful of the sea to work out the figures. 
 
    Another day by water and one hundred and fifty miles was their current plan. The alternative plan that he had chosen, not that he could have calculated this without a map and plenty of quiet time, was an overland journey of around five hundred miles to their next destination. 
 
    Five hundred miles with no guarantee of finding working vehicles. Five hundred miles of uncertain food supplies. Five hundred miles of scavenging for fuel. 
 
    Regardless of all the uncertainty, the terror of the water bore down on him just as he worried a rogue wave would at any time. He turned to Leah. 
 
    “Go below, carefully! Tell everyone we're going to find somewhere safe to stop!” he shouted to Leah over the unseasonably high winds.  
 
    She nodded and nimbly shimmied down the tubular ladder. Her lightweight and agile frame seemed to make her less susceptible to the debilitating forces of physics, it seemed. 
 
    Dan stayed with Neil and Mitch as they now headed due south, with waves catching them up from behind every twenty seconds and pushing them forward in sickening surges. They couldn’t tell because of the gathering dark and the stinging rain, but they were almost four miles out to sea and not a single person aboard wholly believed that they would make it to safety. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SECOND FIRST RANGER 
 
    Lexi didn’t feel much like the military faction leader of the group. 
 
    She felt like a fraud, in fact. 
 
    Her lessons to the new recruits on weapon drills and techniques were all half-remembered lessons passed on by Dan. She had sufficient skills herself, but she lacked the experience and ability to recognise talent in others and bring it out. She simply did not feel up to the task. 
 
    This apathy for her current role became evident in her manner towards the others who were halfheartedly receiving her instructions and in turn led to a pointless exercise where nobody learned a damn thing. 
 
    Seeing that the group under her instruction had switched off, and failing to recognise that she was at fault, she sent them away testily after ensuring that they had all made safe their weapons. Angrily, she cleared all of the pistols left on the makeshift bench of a downed tree, gathered up the rounds and weapons and walked back to the house. She dumped the armful of mixed weaponry carelessly in front of Rich, who was sitting at the table in Ops, and walked out without saying a word. 
 
    She went to her room and paced alone. Realising that this was doing nothing for her mood, she paced back through the house and out of the back doors to cross the garden towards the gym. Cutting through the treeline, she burst through the doors looking for Paul. One look at her face told him that she was very unhappy, although he mistook that look for anger when it would more easily have become tears. She paced again as she vented to him, detailing her fears and the obstacles facing them. How could she possibly fill Dan’s shoes? Why did Steve have to get hurt? Why couldn’t she just do her job? Why did she have to be in charge? 
 
    All of these thoughts and more poured from her like lava until she finally cracked and the tears burst from her like a dam breaking. She cried in Paul’s arms, who unlike Dan knew how to listen and hug a woman instead of trying to fix every problem. They stayed like that for some time until she stood up, put her brave face back on, and told him they were going out. 
 
      
 
    Equally as unwilling to communicate, Rich sighed and picked up the first of the weapons which lay scattered on his neat work space. He began the long process of stripping and cleaning each component; while not strictly necessary, it took up the next hour of his life with useful distraction. 
 
    He knew things were falling apart. He could see it from the moment Dan announced that he was leaving. The helicopter crash was what had affected him most, however. 
 
    The brutality of it. The noise. The memories it brought back to him. 
 
    He hadn’t slept more than a few hours in the last five days; terrible images and sounds came to him when he did, and it was best not to think about it too much. 
 
    A slow and surreptitious check of his surroundings reassured him that he was the only one in earshot, allowing him the peace and privacy to take a long and meaningful gulp from the bottle hidden in the desk drawer. 
 
    With a shaking hand, he returned the cork, wiped his mouth, and remembered just how good it felt to have the fiery drink burning its way down his gullet and into his stomach, where the fierce liquid radiated heat and numbness outwards to even the missing fingers of his right hand. 
 
    As he stood there bathing in the warm glow, Lexi walked back in, snatched up her weapons and went to leave. She paused, sniffed the air a couple of times, and walked out. 
 
    “Me and Paul are going out,” she said curtly. “Back by nightfall.” 
 
    Lexi relaxed slightly as she strode outside, racking a round into the chamber of her rifle. She climbed behind the wheel of Dan’s Discovery – her Discovery now – and waited as Paul climbed in beside her, and then she drove away hard up the long lane leading away from the house that used to be a happy place. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IMPERFECT LANDING 
 
    It had taken another thirty minutes to reach the coastline, by which time some of the passengers below deck were now openly certain of a watery death. Marie had done her best to calm the most nervous, but between her early stages of pregnancy and so many people being sick, she too soon succumbed to the situation. 
 
    Henry, remarkably, was proving to be a worthy addition to the group, despite initially being a stowaway and almost being sent back. He went among the worried and the ill with water and words of reassurance. It seemed that the only useful members were now the two youngest, as he and Leah made sure everyone was still with them. Even the ever stoic and indestructible Jack was looking deathly pale and muttering intensely with his eyes closed, running rosary beads between forefinger and thumb. 
 
    Henry tried to give a companionable nod and place a nonchalant hand on the shoulder of Leah, resulting in an equally casual wrist lock and removal of the unwanted appendage. Henry wordlessly got the point and retreated to rub his sore joints. 
 
    Above deck, even Dan had been bested by the weather and had vomited down the side of the boat. Luckily, the driving rain had washed it away quickly. Through a break in the storm clouds, Mitch shouted incoherently and pointed ahead and to their left – a break in the beach where a wide inlet flowed inland and signified safety from the elements. Slowly, the nose of the boat shifted to point directly at their new haven. A further ten minutes saw them throttling back so as not to approach too fast. Floating debris blocked their path – small fishing boats had been ruined by neglect and the elements, but parts of them were still anchored to the flat bottom of the bay. Little could be done to avoid hitting them, as the shallow seabed was littered with similar wreckage. 
 
    Terrible noises reverberated around the vessel as they bumped and screeched their way into calmer waters, each noise prompting shouts of panic and alarm as well as screams and tears of fear. 
 
    Leah was treated to one of her personal moments of slow-time reverie; glancing between the door of the cabin and Henry, she was certain that she would do the same as the woman in the film she saw about a shipwreck. There was no way she was sharing her bit of floating door with a boy. 
 
    Her feelings and senses surrounding mortality were simpler than most people’s, it seemed. 
 
    The sounds of contact with something other than the angry sea and their reduction in speed made Leah return topside. She found that they had made land and were creeping into a mess of a wide river with bits of boats everywhere. The water was infinitely calmer inside the bay, and a glance behind her showed furious waves crashing against the coastline. 
 
    Dan had recovered sufficiently to offer her a mirthless welcome to France as she climbed to the upper deck. They had entered the river mouth and turned right with the flow. Directly in front of them was a marina that seemed to be a graveyard for so many small boats. Being in the protected waters had preserved them slightly, but none had survived undamaged without human attention. Dan pointed them to keep right and follow the river as it looped a lazy arc to the left and passed under a road bridge. They covered another mile or so at slow speeds to avoid the now less common obstacles before they saw small piers on their right. 
 
    Dan guessed they were probably the more private moorings of the expensive houses, not massively dissimilar to their luxurious temporary home in Poole Harbour. As Mitch guided Hope in towards the sturdy jetty, Dan and Leah prepared to jump ashore and tie the boat steady. It took some difficulty and the engine had to be back-geared to prevent it overshooting the mooring, but eventually they were safe.  
 
    This far inland, the surface of the water merely moved instead of roiling violently as it did outside of the bay. Slowly, their passengers began to emerge from below decks and seek the psychological sanctuary of solid ground. Henry emerged rubbing his hand at a mark already showing red. He admitted to Dan that he tried to help by carrying Ash outside, and although weakened by his first journey by sea, the dog had retained sufficient wherewithal to land a successful bite on him. 
 
    Dan cuffed the young lad around the ear for being foolish and told him to wash the bite thoroughly; he hadn’t broken the skin, but Dan had seen how quickly dog bites became infections. 
 
    He carried the grey dog outside himself, resting him gently down on the wet ground and watching him regain his unsteady footing. Leaving the main members of the group to recover under the watchful eyes of Adam, Neil and Mitch, he nodded his head to Leah to indicate that they should secure the wider area. 
 
    Carbines up, knees bent and moving at an efficient crouch, the two covered distance between buildings while maintaining a covering arc on the other. Hours they had spent drilling this, both for real and in practice. The only thing missing was the dog at his heel, although the dog could barely stand upright for now, so they would have to do without him. 
 
    Windows were checked, signs of life were looked for and nothing was found. The immediate area was dominated by boat sheds and store rooms for fishing and sailing equipment, but after that came a wide road which opened out onto an intricate line of zigzagged buildings, three and four storeys high. They appeared to be apartment blocks, with jutted windows and irregular angles protruding. In itself, the building was nothing special, but the contrasting angles and colours mesmerised Dan briefly until he switched on again and bent to the sight of his carbine. 
 
    He had fitted a new sight before they left, the one where the zoom lens was optional and could be clicked aside, revealing a red dot sight for close quarters work. Naturally, Leah had followed suit almost immediately and fitted the same hardware to her own camouflage-dappled gun. 
 
    Ten minutes of moving and checking streets showed no signs that anyone still inhabited this town, and resisting the temptation to explore the overgrown leafy residential roads led them back to the boatyard. 
 
    Adam had let them into a large single-story building which appeared to have been some kind of office or centre for the marina. People were making themselves more comfortable and preparing for a night on solid ground. Water was being boiled, clothes were being changed, and slowly the smell of vomit was becoming less prevalent as other smells competed for attention. 
 
    The smell of coffee cut through the mess of aromas to trigger something in Dan to remind him how acutely tired he felt. True to form, Henry appeared with two cups and made straight for them. Dan thanked him and accepted one. Leah grunted something vaguely approaching thanks and took the other before walking off. The red welt on the boy’s arm looked painful, but he did not complain. 
 
    Ash had recovered greatly and made a nervous and slightly wobbly run at him with his head down and his tail wagging. Dan dropped to one knee and slung his weapon behind his back as he fussed his huge dog like a baby, much to the amusement of those watching. 
 
    The fearless warrior. The terrifying dog. Both killers, but both obviously big softies who cared a great deal for the other. It was as though one wasn’t truly complete without the other. 
 
    He sipped his drink and watched his little group again; he really had the cream of the crop with him, he marvelled. Not one person ever waited for instruction; nobody had to be told to get something or had to be asked for help. These people had chosen to follow him for whatever their personal reasons were, all working well together. 
 
    Another fragrant note hit his nostrils, as unwelcome as it was to many who still suffered with acidic stomachs: food. 
 
    He wandered towards the smell and found Neil showing Pip his speciality. 
 
    “Whole tin of potatoes, whole tin of steak, and a whole tin of carrots,” he said flamboyantly in a lisping London accent, no doubt mimicking some celebrity chef who Dan probably wouldn’t have heard of. “Bring it to the boil, whisk it up nice and fast, and then crack in your eggs,” he finished as he cracked three eggs onto the spinning pot of brown liquid showing occasional flashes of orange. 
 
    “Mountaineering Spew,” announced Dan, simultaneously embarrassing and annoying Neil by ruining his punch line. “We made that on our very first night together,” he finished with a rueful smile. 
 
    How the world had changed so many times since these two had first bumped into each other. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE CHOICES WE MAKE… 
 
    As dark settled, so too did the group. The mood had picked up in the few hours since they had sought refuge on dry land, after the nausea and the fear had abated. 
 
    Ash was now fully alert and able to maintain his balance. His day of vomiting had made his insatiable hunger for other people’s food worse than ever, so much so that he had eaten an entire bowl of dog food and instantly gone to seek more sustenance from the helpless humans who looked at him with wide eyes as he stood staring at them. Slowly, carefully, most of them relented and gave him some of their food. Satisfied, he moved on to the next victim and the tension he left behind evaporated. Dan realised that he was terrorising the group with his personal version of minesweeping, and ruined his entertainment by calling him to heel, effectively ending his tyrannical search for snacks. 
 
    He upset Ash further still as he took him outside for his turn to keep watch. Dan sat huddled inside a small shelter throughout the evening, interrupted only by the occasional cup of coffee being brought to him and with it small snippets of conversation. 
 
    Pip was scared that they wouldn’t make it after the weather closed in, and Dan tried not to show that he had felt exactly the same. Others were worried about going back to sea too. He listened, but made no assurances. 
 
    Neil came to relieve him, with Mitch due to take over in the early hours; the two men usually worked it like that, as they both bizarrely functioned well on little sleep. Dan knew that would only work for a short amount of time before tiredness became physical exhaustion. He spoke with Neil and canvassed his thoughts on their options: chance it by road from here or try to get further east along the coastline to be closer to their intended target. 
 
    Neil was characteristically nonchalant about such matters; he was just happy to be along for the ride. This time, however, as much as he couldn’t face the thought of going back out to sea, he knew what the right course of action was. 
 
    Dan gave up his shelter to the older man and walked stiffly back towards their temporary home as he stretched his muscles. He took a lap of the low building to smoke, ease his cramped muscles and exercise his dog a little before joining the others inside. 
 
    He was handed a hot drink as he walked in, thanked the person who offered it and scanned the room for Marie. He caught sight of her making the rounds and raising the morale of their band. He was mesmerised by the way she moved among their small group, placing a hand on a shoulder here, laughing at a comment there. He marvelled at the way she brought out the very best in everyone and shone a little light into whatever dark there was. He wasn’t so ignorant to realise that those who had followed weren’t there just for him; some had come because of her, and he knew why. She was still as captivating to him as the first time he’d laid eyes on her. 
 
    As he reminisced about that first meeting, her eyes found his. A warm smile showed, and he moved towards her. An embrace, the reassurance of physical contact, welcomed him back into the warm. They spoke briefly before Dan turned to the assembled party. 
 
    “Meeting time, people,” he said loudly, “everyone in.” 
 
    Mutters and mumbles emanated from the assembly. Small noises of excitement rose from them as everyone shuffled closer together to hear what he had to say before an eventual hush descended. 
 
    “I’m sure we’re all happy to be back on dry land after today,” he began, getting the nervous laughter he expected. “Truth is, nobody was expecting bad weather this late in summer, and it wasn’t even that bad as far as things go, but it’s just that none of us are really the sailing type!” 
 
    That was an understatement. He pressed on, eager to hear the collective views instead of forcing his will on everyone. “We now face a choice,” he said, leaving the words to hang heavy. “We can go back out to sea tomorrow and stick to our original plan, or we can try to go across country from here. Now, I don’t expect anyone to decide without knowing the facts; you know me well enough by now. Leah?”  
 
    The girl pushed herself away from the wall where she lounged like a resting predator and came to stand beside him. A glance upwards showed that she didn’t like the height difference, so she kicked over a small wooden box and stood on top to better be seen. 
 
    “As far as I can work out from the map, we’re looking at over five hundred miles across country.” Dan had discussed this with her earlier and seen her hard at work with a map and a small length of string which she used to calculate the distance by snaking it along the major road markings and into Germany. 
 
    “Or another day – maybe two – back at sea and only about a quarter of that distance by road,” finished Dan. “Despite not liking today’s experience, I think it’s going to be quicker to go by sea, but probably safer to go slowly by land.” 
 
    Marie took over, not needing the height advantage that Leah did. 
 
    “The journey by land will mean that we will spend a few days at least scavenging for food and fuel as we go. We can’t be sure of finding good enough vehicles either.” 
 
    The group sat silently. While Dan was eager to give them their own choice to decide their way, most would happily submit to whatever he suggested. 
 
    He didn’t want that added burden. He wanted someone else to decide something for once so the responsibility wasn’t his every time. 
 
    Jack held up a hand. “Back out to sea,” he said in his gruff Belfast accent. “It’s still summer and we shouldn’t see too much more of the bad weather. Today was just unlucky, is all.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement, as well as some tight-lipped silence. 
 
    “Let’s just get it over with, shall we?” said Mitch. “One more day and then it’s done.” 
 
    Naturally, Adam agreed with him. As did a few more of the group. 
 
    Eager to have the decision made, Dan asked for a show of hands. “Back to the boat?” he asked. 
 
    Ten hands rose. Counting Neil’s proxy vote for sea travel made the significant majority. 
 
    “By land?” Only a few raised their objections, most of whom were the ones who had suffered crippling bouts of seasickness. Dan could understand that. 
 
    “By sea, then,” he said. “Sorry to those who didn’t want it that way but I promise it’ll be over soon. Get some rest, everybody. Early start ahead.” 
 
    With that, Leah jumped lithely down from her pedestal and joined him and Marie as they settled down to try and sleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BEWARE THE FURY OF A PATIENT MAN 
 
    He had never done anything like this in his life, nor had he even contemplated it. 
 
    This wasn’t him at all, only it was him now. The injustice of it, the treachery. The utter pointlessness of what had happened had turned him into this. 
 
    Something deep down, some hidden failsafe which he never knew existed, had snapped inside him. The fuse had blown, the switch had been tripped, and he was totally committed to his task. 
 
    He had moved as quietly as possible to his target during darkness and had barely blinked throughout the first night. He inched his way through the pitch-black so as to alert no sentry to his presence. For a man of his size to be so stealthy took vast amounts of physical and mental concentration. By dawn, he was exhausted and crept away to return to his hiding place and await the next nightfall. 
 
    He spent the day still and silent inside a small space. His discovery would mean his death, and it wasn’t his death he had come for. It was someone else’s. Someone very particular. 
 
    By nightfall he had rested, rehydrated and eaten. He eased himself silently out of his lair, stretched to relieve the cramp in his muscles, and crept back towards his target for another night of watching. 
 
    He didn’t care how long it took – he would get what he came for. 
 
    Hours passed as he inched his way around the target again, looking for any sign of what he wanted. Movement showed ahead and to his right as a silhouette emerged from the side of the building. He watched as the man relieved himself and wandered back out of sight. 
 
    This is where he needed to be. 
 
    Five others came out and performed the same ritual over the next few hours, but none of them appeared to be who he wanted. 
 
    Shortly before the sun began to show off to his left, a familiar shape emerged and leaned a hand against the wall as he undid his zip. 
 
    This was the man’s best opportunity to get what he came for. 
 
    He crept the first few yards until the stretch of open ground left him exposed, then rose and covered the distance in long, purposeful strides. 
 
    The man leaning against the wall heard a noise and began to turn. Too late, and strong hands grabbed at him and covered his mouth. A huge fist drove into his soft belly and forced all the air from his lungs. The shorter man’s diaphragm went into spasm, and the characteristic sounds of being winded would have escaped his mouth but for the powerful hand clamped over his face. He pissed the remaining contents of his bladder over his attacker’s legs, although neither of them noticed. 
 
    Twice more he hit him, each massive blow raising the shorter man off his feet until his knees gave out. Both hands seized him tight around the throat and dragged him quickly away from the building. 
 
    When out of sight and shrouded in the safety of the shadows once again, the larger man dropped to the floor and held the other tight. There was no sign that his attack had been noticed, and he felt great satisfaction in what was to come. 
 
    Half-carrying and half-dragging the smaller man, he took him to the small jetty away from the building. Seizing him by the windpipe, he thrust him into the cold water, holding him under the surface in spite of the desperate and frantic attempts to escape. 
 
    It seemed strange to the big man that a person could take so long to drown. He made sure he was looking straight into his eyes as the kicking and clawing became weak, then feeble, then stopped altogether as the last few bubbles rose from the blank face. 
 
    “Thank you, Riley,” said Simon as he let the now lifeless body of the traitor float away. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ONCE MORE UNTO THE BEACH 
 
    Those who had raised objections to further sea travel were grudgingly loading their equipment back aboard Hope, helped by the others, who held no such trepidation. A feeling of resignation at having to brave the water once more mixed with the excitement of being on the move again. To be going somewhere new. All nearby buildings were thoroughly raided for any useful supplies, not that they had much space to store it. 
 
    Of all the group, only one remained stubbornly against the idea. 
 
    Not even the lure of food would convince him as he whined pitifully from the wooden jetty. Of all the members of their party, he alone was not given a chance to vote on their course, not that it would have made a difference. 
 
    In the end, Dan had to climb back over the rail and force their last recalcitrant passenger aboard, receiving a threatening growl as he went to force the issue. 
 
    “NO,” he snapped, fixing Ash with his best wide-eyed stare and trying his best to retain the Alpha dominance over the dog. 
 
    Realising he would not win, the now huge German Shepherd nimbly jumped over the fibreglass bulkhead and immediately lost his footing on the moving deck. Whining again, he put his head down and bolted to the lower decks to find a hiding place where he could be sick in peace. Leah cast a look of silent communication to Dan and followed. 
 
    The weather was calmer than when they had sought refuge there the day before, and Dan was certain he wasn’t alone in praying that it remained that way. 
 
    Everyone settled in to their comfortable spots as they had previously, very few of them relishing the prospect of another nauseating day at sea. Typically, the only people happy to be setting sail again were the self-styled co-captains. Mitch and Neil were up on what they were calling the flight deck, arguing good-naturedly over their pre-sail checklist. 
 
    Dan stood back next to Adam and had to allow himself a smile; it was clear that neither really knew much about any of what they were saying, but they seemed to believe that if they delivered their opinions with confidence, then people might believe them. The engine was started and revved before it was throttled back and allowed to warm up. None of the complicated computerised equipment was of any real use because it mostly relied on working satellites, of which Dan doubted there were any still on course and feeding any useful information back to the ground. 
 
    The mooring lines were cast off, the bumper things designed to stop the boat hitting the side of the jetty were pulled aboard – fenders someone called them – and Hope once again moved off to carry them onwards. 
 
    Their return journey to the mouth of the sea was again slow progress as the detritus of human disappearance left obstacles in their path. Inside of twenty minutes, they were facing the open sea. The calm inland waters showed an obvious demarcation as the rolling waves of the Channel promised discomfort or worse. Dan forced himself to think rationally; it was only their collective lack of knowledge which made the water-based part of their journey dangerous. The weather wasn’t bad, and it would only take them another day at sea to cut out possibly weeks of uncertain travel by road. His fears that Hope would be damaged by the storm had been allayed, as the multimillion-pound yacht showed no signs of being the slightest bit affected by the buffeting she had received. 
 
    As Neil pushed forward on the throttle lever, they surged forwards and out of the harbour. The ride became instantly rougher, but despite the held breath of the passengers, it seemed no worse than when they left the English coast twenty-four hours prior. Frayed nerves began to relax, and within minutes, a few of the passengers felt safe enough to come out on deck. 
 
    One of these, predictably, was Phil as he made straight for the side to be sick. Dan had to wonder why a man with the worst sensitivity to travel sickness he had ever met had volunteered for first a helicopter-borne escape, and now a cross-continent journey by various forms of vehicle. Putting that out of his mind, he turned back to join Neil at the controls. 
 
    Mitch gestured for Dan to take his place and bent to open a small cupboard under the wide dash. Curious, Dan leaned over to see what he was doing. Mitch pulled out a Peli case, found it to contain a flare gun and spares, and put it aside to take with them. What the soldier was more interested in, however, was the high-frequency radio set. 
 
    “Must be a backup,” Mitch said, correctly assuming that Dan was curious. “These things have all manner of satellite comms, but this good old-fashioned lump doesn’t need satellites. Bloody finicky things though.” 
 
    Dan felt a little callous and selfish as he thought that, as much as a godsend Mitch had been, if he’d have been a Signaller instead of an Infantryman, then the possibilities were much more far-reaching. 
 
    “Five hundred kilohertz, old boy!” declared Nail raucously. 
 
    “Maybe in your day, you old git,” replied Mitch, “but that frequency hasn’t been used for years now. We had a set at Richards’s camp, but few enough of us knew how to work it. I’ll admit I only know the very basics,” he said as he tinkered with dials and switches. 
 
    Noises came from the mic speaker, high-pitched and full of static, as he moved the controls more with curiosity than purpose.  
 
    Dan’s mind drifted away, daydreaming of finding others with the same technology. That was what had marked out the last few generations as far more advanced: the ability to communicate over long distances instantaneously. 
 
    In the last year and a half, they had only managed to create a short-range radio system, and that had been sketchy at best. 
 
    His mind returned to the present, and he realised with a shudder that being on deck in the early morning wind before the sun was fully up had left him with a chill. 
 
    “I’ll go over the maps again,” he said to his companions before sliding down the ladder to go inside. 
 
    A few nervous faces looked up as he staggered through the small door into the main cabin before they realised he wasn’t coming to shout “abandon ship” or anything similarly terrifying. He saw Leah sitting on one of the lavishly cushioned sofas with her carbine next to her and the massive head of an unhappy dog over her other thigh. He sat next to her and produced a map of the Normandy coastline to find their approximate position. Leah leaned over as far as the miserable Ash would allow. 
 
    “So we’ve just left Cabourg,” he said, having assured himself of their position by the road signs while exploring their safe harbour of the previous night. He ran his finger along the coastline, only able to guess at their speed and progress. “Today should take us past Calais, and by tonight we should be inland in Belgium. I hope.” 
 
    “Easy as that!” she replied with a heavy hint of sarcasm.  
 
    He shot her a playful look of annoyance and went to find Marie. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SINKING SHIP 
 
    The mood at home had improved very little, with mealtimes being a sombre affair without much talk. Gone were the days of productivity, excitement, and faith in strong leadership. 
 
    It was easy for almost everyone to blame Dan and the others for leaving, but a few of the deeper-thinking inhabitants knew that it was because everyone who had stayed behind had given up any hope of prospering. 
 
    The realisation of being the last generation of the human race alive had slowly, insidiously, sunk in, and all passion for their ongoing lives had ebbed away. 
 
    Still, it was easier to blame Dan. 
 
    Some spoke openly of leaving, while others just sat in miserable silence and waited for the pointless end of their existence. Why suffer all of the hardships and the stresses of getting this far only to await an empty life without hope? Was that not the point of survival, to propagate the species? 
 
    Even the discovery of Henry’s disappearance was met with apathy; when he didn’t report for work and couldn’t be found, his room had been searched, and the obvious signs of his clothing and belongings missing had led to the conclusion of his leaving with the others. 
 
    Many wished they had possessed the courage to do just that, but it was too late now. 
 
    Their leadership was weak and ill-prepared. Steve was still in a coma – as had become common knowledge after rumours of his death had spread – and everyone just felt like there was no point in getting up tomorrow. 
 
    Talk of another migration, of a group who now wished to follow the others, died away as they realised they did not have the knowledge, skills or experience to track them down. 
 
    That ship had, quite literally, sailed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SLOW PROGRESS 
 
    Dan had woefully underestimated how quickly they would get into the heart of the continent. That said, it wasn’t as though he had made all of the plans in isolation; none of them realised how difficult it would be without the expertise of the people who used to do this all the time. 
 
    A life without services being provided was a hard one. 
 
    As he stood on the deck with the sun soaking into his face and arms, making a prickle of sweat appear under his body armour, he marvelled at a number of things in a brief moment of introspection: 
 
    He realised just how beautiful the world was when the inhabitants were mostly gone and not fighting each other. 
 
    He realised just how easy it was for a bit of sunshine to change everyone’s outlook on life. 
 
    He realised he didn’t have a clue, not in the slightest, how they were going to pull this off. 
 
    Still, they would just have to figure it out, he guessed. 
 
    Progress east along the northern coast of France had been slow, but slow had felt safe and safe felt just fine by him. The water was, by comparison to what they had experienced so far, calm. 
 
    Jack and his fishing rod had made a reappearance, and those who felt better about their seaward journey used the other equipment and joined him. The excitement of the first unexpected catch brought squeals of joy and repulsion as the ugly fish flapped around on the deck. 
 
    Jack, as usual generating some awe about his quiet and unassuming wealth of knowledge, made the noises rise a whole octave as he calmly held the fish tight with his foot and ended the struggling with a swift stab of the knife he carried. 
 
    As the prospect of fresh fish became a firm reality, all spare hands were now dangling the rods and hand lines into their wake, each hook bearing a weighted lure and the dreams of people eager for real food. 
 
    Dan watched on from the upper deck as the thrill pulsated around the gaggle of people at the stern of their boat. If ever the name of their yacht meant anything, it meant it right then. 
 
    He flicked his cigarette far out over the side as he turned back to Neil, who was sitting comfortably as he piloted the craft gently along the water. Land showed to their right, not close enough to be in great detail but close enough to run to for cover should the weather show any sign of flexing its muscles again. 
 
    Dan allowed his worries to abate slightly. They may already be a few days behind the schedule he had in his mind, but that was OK. 
 
    They were safe, they were happy, they had hope, and tonight – if the sounds from the lower deck were anything to go by – they would be eating fresh fish. 
 
    Land showed ahead of them, indicating their need to head north for a time to stick to the seas and not follow the river into Rouen. Dan chuckled as Neil recited some line from a film about being on “the road to Rouen”. 
 
    Predictable, but always a happy distraction, Neil’s quips were as much a part of their glue, their safety and security as Dan’s guns were. 
 
    The sun rose to its highest point and began to fall away, still bathing them with warmth despite the briefest of rain showers in the afternoon. A few people panicked that they would be put through the rigors of another storm, but soon relaxed when the sea failed to boil up and throw them around. 
 
    By late afternoon, the tub on the lower deck held an assortment of fish, much to the disgust of Marie, who couldn’t even stomach the smell of them uncooked, and Dan took the boat closer to the shoreline, as he planned to put in for the night before they reached the built-up areas of Boulogne and Calais. Avoiding the larger population centres was a cautious move, and one based on some hard-earned experience in their past. Stick to the quieter places and reduce the chances of a confrontation. Mindful that anyone they encountered would likely be settled and well resourced – much as they had been at home – and that they were the nomads kept him wary of outside contact. 
 
    A wide estuary opened up ahead of them as Dan allowed Mitch to take back the helm. He did so with satirical ceremony as he placed the captain’s hat back on his head. With a smile, Dan sat next to him and lit another cigarette, his enjoyment of the moment only slightly marred by their need to find safe shelter before dark. 
 
    As the land encroached either side of them, Mitch slowed their progress in order to navigate the long, ponderous sandbanks sweeping inwards between the two banks of the river mouth. Slowly, they headed inland, this time without the obstacles of anchored wreckage as they had encountered the previous day. 
 
    The wide, shallow inlet flowed lazily towards buildings in the distance. Almost half a mile ensued before a mooring appeared ahead. 
 
    “Bring her in to the left,” said Dan, pointing. 
 
    “Port,” replied Mitch. 
 
    Dan shot him a quizzical look. 
 
    “You have to say port for this side,” he gestured to his left, “and starboard for that side,” he said, gesturing to his right. 
 
    Dan paused, unsure whether he has walking into a joke or not. “Well, Captain,” he said with a small bow dripping with sarcasm, “kindly take us in to the port side.” 
 
    Mitch smirked from one side of his mouth, happy to have corrected someone and not been rebuked. 
 
    As the boat slowed, a flash of movement between some buildings launched Dan into a reflex action. As one, the cigarette was thrown away and carbine swung from his back in practised hands to point towards the source of his sudden wariness. 
 
    Never, not since they had been attacked by a pack of dogs, had he ever let his instincts be ignored. 
 
    “Go past, don’t stop,” he said in a low voice, his eye pressed into the scope. 
 
    Mitch applied more power to the engines and veered their course to starboard as he also kept one eye on the buildings. Neil had responded to Dan’s reaction immediately and climbed down the ladder to hiss at the gathered people on the lower deck to get inside and stay quiet. 
 
    They moved, silent and obedient, towards the relative safety of the cabin. Leah and Adam emerged, readying weapons as they came. The young girl shimmied effortlessly to the upper deck and asked quietly for a report. 
 
    “Movement between the buildings. Could be nothing,” Dan said succinctly. 
 
    Leah knew that it may well be nothing, but she also knew that they hadn’t survived as long as they had by not being careful. She turned and looked down to Adam, nodding towards the buildings now shrinking behind them. He crouched by the low bulkhead and watched over the barrel of his rifle. 
 
    Now out of sight, Dan relaxed from squinting down the optic and asked Mitch to turn them around. 
 
    “Big lazy circle like we don’t have a care in the world,” he said softly before turning to Neil and nodding aft for him to join Adam. He caught Leah’s eye and pointed her to the prow. 
 
    Mitch did as was expected and turned the boat in a long, looping manoeuvre before aiming it back towards the small wooden dock. 
 
    Five pairs of eyes watched like hawks for signs of anything amiss, four of those over the sights of weapons. Dan couldn’t quite place it yet, but there was something definitely wrong about the place; it was not just that he had thought he’d seen something or someone, but his skin tingled with a familiar sense of being uncomfortable with the mental picture of the dock, and knowing that meant his brain probably hadn’t connected the dots yet. 
 
    He scanned every inch of the dockside through his scope, trying to figure out what it was that was making him so edgy. 
 
    It began to dawn on him that the area didn’t have the look or feel of a place abandoned long ago, but more that it still held a type of function, like it still lived. 
 
    As this realisation hit him, Leah called out from where she lay on the prow. 
 
    “Go! Go!” she bawled, sounding desperate. 
 
    As Mitch opened the throttle up wide and launched the pointed prow of Hope high on the water, a single shot rang out. The sound of hundreds of tiny projectiles hitting the fibreglass echoed like a sudden hailstorm of lead. 
 
    Luckily, the shot was small and the distance too great to do any real damage, but their fear was palpable at the sudden savagery of the noise. Dan heard screams from below decks as he fought desperately to hang onto the guardrail and stay upright, such was the aggressiveness of the acceleration. Mitch stayed at near full power for only a few more seconds, but that was sufficient to move them well away from any following fire. As he slowed to a more sensible speed, Dan gave him further instructions. 
 
    “Stick to the middle of the channel,” Dan said as he stood tall to see Leah at the very front of the boat. Their sudden flight had thrown her back, and Dan saw her on her knees rubbing the back of her head. She noticed her audience and made her way back to him unsteadily, protesting that it was nothing. He ignored her transparency and felt her head, prompting a pained gasp when he touched the sore patch on the back of her skull, which was already swelling. 
 
    “Get below and get something cold on it,” he said, expecting her to argue and have to be told again. She said nothing and made slow progress inside. 
 
    Neil and Adam had regained their composure after being similarly sprawled across the deck when they fled, but they were unhurt. Dan followed Leah inside to find the cabin in complete disarray; his dog was howling from fear and feeling wretched at not being on dry land. Equipment was everywhere, as were the tangles of people who had been caught unaware by the powerful surge in movement. 
 
    A dozen questions were fired in his direction at once and he held up his hands to ward off the onslaught. 
 
    “Someone took a cheap shot at us from the docks, that’s all,” he said smoothly, continuing before anyone asked another. “Is everyone OK?” he asked, looking around. He saw Marie and Sera by Ash, the former rummaging in a bag of her equipment. He saw others dusting themselves off after being thrown around, but nothing seemed overly tragic. His eyes rested on Kate, who was holding Leah firmly by the head and looking into her eyes. 
 
    Kate had that look in her eye that took over her whole expression when she worked on someone, and that worried Dan. 
 
    He reached them just as a small light was being shone at Leah’s pupils. Kate held a finger up directly in front of the girl and told her to follow it. Leah did as she was told and he sensed Kate relax slightly. Over the noise of the others disentangling and Jack’s expressive language, he asked his miniature assassin again if she was all right. 
 
    “Hurts,” she said, screwing her eyes up, “a lot.” 
 
    Dan suspected there may have even been a tear coming from one of her eyes, but reckoned that a nasty bang to the head was probably one of the few things which could illicit such a response from her. Leaving her in Kate’s capable hands, he went back outside. 
 
    Hoping to figure out what the hell to do now. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ALL AT SEA 
 
    “Well, we can’t stay here,” said Mitch. “No idea if they were on their own or if they have boats or anything. It’s pretty clear they don’t want us visiting.” 
 
    Dan agreed, looking around at the assembled faces. Marie, Kate, Neil, Mitch, Jack and himself huddled in a small circle on the upper deck of the Hope. Leah was inside, relieved of her equipment on Kate’s strict instructions – although Dan doubted she was still totally unarmed – and lying flat, being kept watch on by Sera with the recently sedated dog lying flat against her, snoring loudly. 
 
    “Well, we can’t go out to sea without any working radar equipment or anything,” said Neil. “That’s just asking for trouble.” 
 
    “Options?” said Marie, fractionally before Dan could utter one of his trademark lines. A small smirk to herself told him that she knew exactly what she had done, and the slightly bewildered look on his face let her know that her timing had been impeccable. 
 
    “We’ll have to anchor up in the bay for the night,” said Jack.  
 
    They all looked at him. 
 
    “Well, we can’t go inland past where we were attacked now, and who’s to say we’ll find anywhere safer there anyhow,” he said, answering their blank looks. “Plus, as Neil rightly says, we can’t go back into the sea this time of day. We’ve got maybe an hour of daylight left at best, and that’s not enough to guarantee finding another safe harbour.” 
 
    Nobody had a rebuttal, and nobody offered a better solution. 
 
    “Three-hour shifts, two on at a time, though. Mitch, can you take second watch with Adam?” Dan asked. 
 
    Mitch nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Jack, can you take first watch with Neil, please?” he asked the older man. 
 
    “Of course I can,” Jack replied, almost sounding affronted at the possibility that he wouldn’t be asked. “I’ll get some things and be back.” He left without a word. 
 
    Mitch and Neil began discussing where to drop anchor, inevitably turning it into a heated debate, so Dan led the two women down the ladder to talk further. 
 
    “As Leah’s out for the day, I’ll need a volunteer to work the last shift with me from three a.m. until six, so it’ll be a long day for them tomorrow,” he said to them. He didn’t expect Marie to volunteer, even though she hadn’t once claimed pregnancy to avoid any hardship, but because she simply wasn’t one of those people who could operate without sleep. 
 
    “She may be out tomorrow too,” said Kate reprovingly, ever implying that he worked the girl too hard. 
 
    A loud noise interrupted their discussion as the loud chorus of the prow anchor chain falling away overtook all other sounds. It stopped quickly, betraying the shallow depth of the small inlet, and began to slowly swing the boat around so that the nose pointed into the flow of the tide, like a compass finding true north. 
 
    “Ask carefully,” said Marie when she could hear her voice again, “because some people in there will say yes to anything you want. Now come and eat something before you get some sleep.” 
 
    He followed her back to the main cabin as Jack emerged, ready for an exposed few hours. He had a large pump-action shotgun slung over his back, offered a grizzly nod, and climbed the steps to the argument pit that was the flight deck. 
 
    Dan checked in on Leah and Ash, finding both well cared for and not wanting to disturb them. Looking around the room, he wondered who to choose as his backup during the dead hours before dawn – always the hardest shift of the night. 
 
    Sera and Kate were caring for the injured and unwell – his adopted daughter and his dog primarily, along with the ever travel-sick Phil, who now looked very pale and dehydrated. 
 
    Marie was not an option for night duty, nor were Pip or Ana. Lou and Laura had become the worker bees inside the cabin, making sure everyone was fed and watered. 
 
    His eyes rested on Henry, who was sitting apart from the others and trying his hardest not to be caught staring at Dan with a devotion which would embarrass Ash if he were conscious. 
 
    No, not Henry. He would want to talk all night, and that would be worse than sitting on deck alone. Jimmy was his obvious choice, but since setting sail two days ago, he had been very quiet and withdrawn, no doubt suffering badly with being on the water for the first time in his life. 
 
    Another face sat apart, peering through glasses at a small paperback book she had found aboard. Suddenly aware that she was the subject of scrutiny from another human being, she almost dropped the book in panic. 
 
    Some time ago, he remembered her admitting that she loved the lab work because she didn’t have to speak to many people. He understood that, but he also knew that there was always a time to be outside of your comfort zone. He moved over to her, seeing her shrink in size and almost try to get in the book without appearing overtly rude. 
 
    “Relax, Emma,” he said, “I need your help.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked, wide-eyed. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Set an alarm for three a.m. and sit on deck with me until sunrise,” he said simply. 
 
    Her already wide eyes grew even larger, as she wouldn’t have thought to make any connection between herself and sentry duty. 
 
    Dan stifled a laugh at her reaction. 
 
    “Last watch of the night, because Leah’s hurt and I need someone with sharp senses to keep me awake. It’s not a date,” he said with a smile, “and bring your gun,” he added. 
 
    Bewildered and flattered that she had been asked, she nodded and started to press the buttons on her digital watch as instructed. 
 
    He ate beans and sausages cold from the tin before cuddling up with Marie in one of the bedrooms for a few hours’ sleep inside the lurching, cramped space. 
 
    Luxurious as the Hope was, he doubted it was designed for so many people and a dog to live on board for any length of time. 
 
    The night passed restlessly; most people were in more of a state of semiconsciousness or light hibernation than actual sleep. 
 
    At two fifty-five in the morning, Dan’s watch began a high-pitched beep which earned him a sudden and sharp elbow in the ribs from Marie. 
 
    He climbed over her to extract himself from the bed, earning more grumbling from her, and slipped into his vest before picking up his carbine. He closed the door as silently as possible and crept outside to find Emma waiting by the doorway wearing her own body armour with the gun on her chest. 
 
    She hadn’t brought any extra clothing, it seemed, so Dan picked up one of the blankets stored in a tub on deck for when the rich former owners felt a chill and sent one of the crew to fetch something for them. 
 
    They climbed the ladder, nodding to Adam and Mitch and receiving a muttered report of no activity. They switched places with the two men and settled into the warm seats at the controls. A small camp cooker had been set up with a large bottle of water, two cups, and the obligatory jar of instant coffee. Dan set the burner going to heat the two cups’ worth of water he poured in. 
 
    Not a word passed between them until the coffee was made, and even then it was only politeness in her thanking him which broke the silence. 
 
    That was another reason for picking her. 
 
    Only when the tide turned and the boat first went slack on the anchor chain and then turned ponderously around to face the prow where the stern had been did she say anything. 
 
    Her sudden panic had elicited a small laugh from Dan, unfairly, as he wouldn’t have known about what would happen either if Jack hadn’t warned him to expect it in the early hours. Before he could explain it, she understood that she was experiencing the changing tide and settled down. He liked that about her: her analytical mind and sharp intelligence only complemented her lack of social comfort around others. She was actually very easy company. 
 
    They sat on deck, Dan in short sleeves and his heavy vest and Emma feeling the chilly breeze far more and wrapped up in a blanket, enjoying the comfortable silence and waiting for the dawn. 
 
  
 
  


 
    UNEXPECTED ARRIVALS 
 
    The last thing anyone would have expected was for a pair of new additions to arrive. 
 
    Two men, both dishevelled, seemed to have been travelling for a while when they wandered up to the gardens on foot overloaded with whatever belongings they could carry. 
 
    Although one was armed with a hunting rifle, neither seemed the slightest bit hostile. Still, their unannounced arrival at the gardens elicited a flurry of activity and not less than a few screams of terror. 
 
    They were no threat to them; they were dehydrated and exhausted. They were taken into the cool, given chilled water to drink, and fed fresh bread and salad. 
 
    The two bearded men ate as though they had never tasted such ambrosia before. They ate until their shrunken stomachs filled, and the pleasure of the food became sudden discomfort. 
 
    Maggie was reminded of footage she had seen of prisoners of war being released into the care of their fellow countrymen, of their thin frames and looks of emptiness. 
 
    Quietly, she sent Cedric away to call Lexi from the “big house,” as they called it, to inspect and vet these strangers. 
 
    They sat, full to the brim on very little food and water, almost comatose as the nutrients washed into their bodies. They could barely contain their gratitude; one of them broke down in tears at their kindness. It was as though they had been walking through hell – it was almost hot enough that summer – and had just reached an oasis. 
 
    Maggie accepted their thanks humbly, as was her manner, and returned to the doorway of the room in time to see Dan’s – no, Lexi’s –Discovery fly down the small ramp into the courtyard. She slid lithely from behind the wheel, followed by the muscular and intimidating Paul from the passenger side. 
 
    “Where are they?” she snapped at the older woman. Maggie didn’t appreciate her tone; Dan always showed respect and deference to her and Cedric, even when the situation was dangerous. This upstart had a lot of growing to do before she could hope to fill his absent shoes. Still, Maggie shook away the negativity and answered her kindly. 
 
    “In the office,” she said, and turned and walked as Lexi fell in step beside her. “They wandered in half an hour ago; both are dehydrated and exhausted. They’ve been carrying everything they could salvage from their vehicle after it broke down this morning. They’ve been walking ever since. I don’t think they are a danger,” she added finally, making her opinion clear. 
 
    “We’ll see,” replied Lexi sullenly as she snatched up the hunting rifle they had carried and inspected it before thrusting it at Paul. 
 
    In truth, her attitude wasn’t intended to be obnoxious, but was coming across that way out of fear. Dan’s easy manner when gently interrogating newcomers was a talent, not a matter of training. He had looked so many good and bad people in the eyes that he just seemed to have a sixth sense about who to trust. She saw none of that skill in herself, so fell back on being the militant to be safe. 
 
    The arrival of two armed people dressed all in black woke the two men slightly, sobering them from their blissful state of being fed and safe. They nervously sat up and waited for instruction from the woman in front of them who seemed barely able to contain her hostility. 
 
    “I’m going to search your kit. Do you have any other weapons than the rifle?” she snapped. 
 
    “No,” stammered one of the men, seemingly more alert than the other. His voice croaked and cracked, so he tried again. “No. Only a couple of sharp knives for food. We avoid trouble; the rifle is for hunting rabbits,” he said, trying to show as much deference as he could to appease the angry woman. 
 
    Lexi said nothing and strode outside, dragging the two large backpacks. She upended the bags and regarded the contents strewn across the ground, sifting through them with her foot as she pulled a face at the smell. 
 
    She went back inside, having done nothing to search their belongings effectively other than to display her power like a dominant ape. 
 
    “Names,” she ordered them. 
 
    “I’m Ben,” said the alert one, and indicated at the half-asleep man next to him, “that’s Will. We’re brothers.” 
 
    Lexi said nothing in response, merely looked around for Matty. Finding him, she gave instructions for them to be brought back to the house and cleaned up before being told to wait in the dining room. 
 
    “I’ll leave Paul with you to make sure everyone is safe,” she added as she strode to her vehicle to assemble the council. “And don’t let them out of your sight,” she warned her partner as she climbed behind the wheel. 
 
      
 
    Ben and Will laughed as they enjoyed their first hot showers in as long as they could recall. Paul had sent Matty back to the gardens, embarrassed over Lexi’s behaviour, and he didn’t want to be forced into a discussion about it. He knew that her rudeness was due to her own insecurity, and that Dan’s easy manner was born of a confidence in being the most dangerous person in the room. Usually. 
 
    Paul listened to the two young men who, now clean and beardless, appeared to be in their early twenties. Their back-and-forth repartee was amusing, and Paul guessed they had bickered and mocked each other in such a loving way since they could walk. He liked them, and he knew nothing about them yet. 
 
    “Come on, lads. Speed it up, please!” he said to them when there was more banter than washing going on. They reluctantly dried themselves off, laughing at their pale chins and cheeks, as they had been sunburned before they had shaved, and dressed in the comfortable grey prison tracksuits that always seemed to be given to the newest arrivals. 
 
    Giggling quietly between themselves, they followed Paul downstairs and into the dining hall. Cara had supplied a small snack buffet as she liked to do with all newcomers, although she hadn’t had much opportunity recently. The two men looked between Cara and Paul for permission, and when nodded towards the food, they flew in to gorge themselves. They clearly hadn’t eaten properly for a long time. Noises of childlike joy escaped from one as he found a small tray of puff pastry sweet treats, holding one aloft as though he were blessing his brother with a holy relic. Their joy was infectious, but both Cara’s and Paul’s amusement at their happiness was stifled when the door opened and the council members entered. 
 
    Cara became sensible and sat down at her usual place at the larger table, and she was joined by Lexi, Lizzie, Andrew and Mike. 
 
    Paul went to take his leave until Lexi ordered him to stay. 
 
    “No, keep an eye on them,” she said, simultaneously embarrassing him again and making herself look overly churlish.  
 
    Paul held his tongue. Her attempts at trying to let everyone know she had power were starting to wear thin on him already. 
 
    “Welcome!” exclaimed Mike to the nervous subjects of discussion. “I hope you’re feeling better now for being clean and eating.” 
 
    Ben paused with a pastry halfway in his mouth and was torn between taking it out or finishing the action. Having been raised not to show people the contents of your mouth at the dinner table, he bit down on it and chewed. He looked at his brother for any kind of backup, but it seemed that Will was content to let Ben do all the talking. 
 
    Painfully slowly, he chewed until he could force the pastry down in one uncomfortable swallow. Unfortunately, this forced him to require a drink to wash it down and prevent him choking, resulting in twenty seconds of very awkward silence until he finally answered Mike’s question. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” he said lamely, completely undermining the gravity of the time it took him to think of what to say. 
 
    The assembled faces allowed themselves to crack into smiles at the stupidity of the exchange, all except Lexi, who scowled at them. 
 
    Their story emerged, haltingly, having to be extracted piecemeal at times. They were brothers. Will was at university in York and Ben worked in an office in Leeds. When it happened, Will told Ben to stay put and that he was coming to get him. They had wandered from place to place ever since, caching supplies and moving on whenever other people threatened their safety. They had no real purpose or aim; they were just waiting to be told what to do by someone. A few tales of hiding and running away from gangs were told, and after the first winter, they decided to stay away from towns and wander the rural places instead. That’s where they found the rifle. 
 
    “So you’ve just been moving from house to house, living off what you could find for all this time?” asked Lizzie. 
 
    The two men looked at each other, as though they had one collective mind. “Yeah,” they chorused. 
 
    Almost stunned by their apparent simplicity, Mike moved on to the subject of them staying.  
 
    Again, their trademark eye contact followed by another affirmative chorus. 
 
    “So what can you do?” said Lexi quietly, trying to mimic Dan’s presence when he spoke softly but everyone realised he was angry. 
 
    “We both climb; we’re good at that,” said Will. 
 
    “I meant what can you do to help around here?” she replied coolly. “What use are you?” 
 
    Grasping the meaning of the only person who didn’t seem to want them there, Will thought before answering in a measured voice. “We’ve survived for over a year. We’ve been chased, hunted, but never found. We can get in and out of places and people don’t even know we’ve been there. We’ve stolen supplies right out of the pockets of the people who were looking to take ours. So that’s what we can do. If you need scouts, we can do that.” 
 
    He sat back, pleased with his speech, and surveyed the room. 
 
    They were all convinced, all except the one with the gun on her chest. 
 
    “Thank you, both,” said Mike. “Paul, could you please show them into the lounge? I’m sure they don’t need to be watched anymore.” 
 
    Paul nodded his head for them to follow, which they did, taking as much of the food in front of them as they could manage. Will looked back and smiled as best as he could with his arms full and a plastic cup held in his teeth. 
 
    The door closed.  
 
    Mike turned to Lexi. “You said you needed two new Rangers. There they are,” he said. 
 
    The murmurs of agreement from all the others made her almost burst with rage. 
 
    “We don’t know them! At all!” she exclaimed loudly. “They could be anyone from anywhere, have you considered that? What if they are from another group and want inside knowledge on how to take this place?” She stood as she tried to make the others see reason. 
 
    “I’m sure we’re past all that kind of thing by now,” Mike said dismissively. 
 
    In truth, her protestations would have been better received if she hadn’t become a brooding, angry woman who seemed desperate to stamp her authority. She had cried wolf, and now the others wouldn’t listen to her. 
 
    “I’m telling you all right now this is a bad idea, and I don’t trust them,” she said, getting up and leaving the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TEMPORARY SANCTUARY 
 
    After a rough night spent anchored in the centre of the wide inlet, almost everyone was feeling some ill effect at being sleep-deprived and nauseous. 
 
    Dan had roused the group as the sun rose, breakfast was eaten, and they were underway before the glowing orb was fully visible on the horizon. 
 
    Very little talking and even less laughter was heard; they had all been worn out by the last few days. Dan knew they needed to get to land and regroup. He had checked on his teenage ninja first thing, finding her stiff, as the pain had travelled from her head to her neck. Kate had dosed her up well enough but firmly declared that she wasn’t fit for duty for a week. Both Dan and Leah took that to mean a couple of days at the most, but he carefully avoided any mention of an early recovery and told the girl to rest. Ash still snored against her leg, the sedative having worked well. 
 
    He climbed to the flight deck and asked his co-captains to take them out. For the second time they didn’t expect, they were going back out to sea. Hopefully for the last time. 
 
    Sailing towards the rising sun, they had to turn slightly north to get around the headland as they passed the bigger French coastal towns. Soon, land became visible in the far distance to their port side, the iconic slash of white belonging to the Dover cliffs sparking mixed emotions in many. Dan wondered if he declared that they had had enough fun and were going home, just how many would be happy with that. 
 
    He pushed it from his mind as the sea walls of Calais ferry port came into view. Cruising past, they saw a similar sight to the other large ports, with huge vessels slowly dying of neglect. He thought that the docks would be a goldmine for scavenging but could not afford the risks or the delay. Another hour saw them further along the coast and out of French waters. As Bruges approached, Dan consulted the map feverishly with Mitch to be sure they were planning to turn inland at the best place. 
 
    “I say we do it,” he said to the soldier. “Go inland here to Antwerp.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” replied Mitch. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NO CHANGE 
 
    Lizzie had been forced to resort to placing a feeding tube into Steve’s nose and down into his stomach. He’d been out too long to be without sustenance now, and she was painfully reminded of having to care for the terminally ill and elderly in her previous life. 
 
    Steve’s perpetual state of unconsciousness was becoming a worry to everyone. It had been almost a week and he hadn’t moved at all. She could still see no obvious reason for it. The head injury hadn’t seemed catastrophic; in fact, she doubted whether it had fractured his skull much at all. The internal bleeding hadn’t spread, as there was no swelling or livid bruising, plus if it had, she reasoned that he would probably be dead by now. The leg looked gruesome, but should heal. 
 
    She wasn’t so ignorant to what was happening to the group, despite spending nearly all her time in medical. She had checked out the two new arrivals. The two young men were declared to be in good physical condition despite being told they were found close to death from dehydration. Although the two were a couple of years apart in age, they were so similar that they could have passed for twins. The older of the two seemed to be their joint spokesperson, which she found odd, but she took their medical histories and gave them the stamp of approval. 
 
    Some disagreement between other council members left the question of their employment up in the air. It seemed that Lexi didn’t want them and was happy to try and half train some sort of militia to be called on at times of need. None of the candidates were particularly enthusiastic about it. 
 
    Andrew had employed the two under the umbrella of Logistics to be scouts, and orders were given that they be armed from their healthy stock of weaponry. The two now moved freely among the whole group, weapons on their hips, and were the cause of much excitement. Nobody new had been seen in a while. 
 
    She was too busy, too distracted, to think any more on their arrival and appointments. 
 
    When – if – Steve woke up, then he would surely know what to do with them and Lexi. 
 
    If. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHERE IS BELGIUM, ANYWAY? 
 
    Leah’s question had many answers to it, some of those now utterly irrelevant. 
 
    “It’s a small country between France and the Netherlands where the European Union used to be,” Dan answered, hoping not to prompt too many follow-up questions from her. 
 
    “OK,” she said, obviously thinking, “but what do they do there?” 
 
    Neil stepped in to help, speaking from behind the controls of the boat. “They make beer, chocolate and waffles and have a very clean subway system,” he said. 
 
    “And it’s where people like to sign peace treaties and stuff,” added Mitch. 
 
    Leah thought about this for a moment. “Sounds… nice,” she said with her trademark inflection of cutting sarcasm before climbing back down to go back inside. She had been allowed to move to get some fresh air but was still obviously suffering some from the heavy blow to her head.  
 
    Dan was under strict orders from Kate that she wasn’t allowed out to play for another couple of days. Having never seen her subdued like she was, he planned to let her recover properly. 
 
    Following the land on their right, they left the Channel and followed an endless series of twists and turns as the inlet wound its ponderous way to the open water. Sticking to the centre of the wide stretch after their most recent experience of the continental survivors, they sailed serenely into the heart of Belgium as they avoided similar debris to what they had experienced in France. 
 
    By late afternoon, they were flanked on both sides by massive industrial docklands. A never-ending mass of concrete in every direction suddenly opened up to open areas of grass before industry closed in on them again. 
 
    Betraying his nervousness, Dan checked a map over and over until he called his opinion to Neil and Mitch. 
 
    “I reckon Antwerp will be about a mile ahead around the next bend,” he said, without his normal air of confidence. A sheltered port to their right, home to some slowly eroding fishing boats, caught his eye. “How about we swing over there and check that place out?” 
 
    Without acknowledgement, the boat swung to starboard, cautiously heading into the sheltered bay where a few trawlers sat abandoned. Dan pointed to an empty spot on a jetty with a long walkway leading to land. Mitch brought her in gently as Adam and Dan jumped ashore to secure Hope to the moorings. 
 
    Guns up, Dan and Adam stalked forward followed by Mitch. Dan would have felt more comfortable being backed up by a dog and a child; it was not that he didn’t have faith in the others, but more that he felt most secure with Leah and Ash, but as both of them were out of play, he had to have trust in others. 
 
    Dan made solid ground and went to one knee. Mitch fanned out to his left, pointing Adam to go right. Quickly, thoroughly and efficiently, they cleared the immediate surroundings of the dockyard and found nothing to suggest that anyone had been there for months. A green film covered all of the boats on dry land, with obvious signs of neglect everywhere. The three men regrouped and were joined by Neil, having instructed everyone else to stay on the boat. A glance back at the Hope showed a grumpy-looking Irishman standing staunch on the deck with his shotgun. 
 
    “Area looks clear,” said Dan to his almost entire military force. “Mitch, Adam, clear that building,” he said, indicating a large single-storey industrial unit. “Neil, with me.” He set off, flanked by the older man and intentionally setting a slower pace than he would have for his teenage assassin. 
 
    They cleared the perimeter, finding that they had been very fortunate in randomly choosing a secure compound to moor up in. Relaxing slightly, Dan went back to find the big building was an almost empty hangar. He deployed the other two to clear the three remaining buildings to their left while he and Neil cleared the two to the right. 
 
    When they all returned to report no signs of life, he lowered his carbine and took a full 360 perspective. 
 
    They were now the proud owners of their own fenced compound near Antwerp. Their incursion into the continent had been almost entirely unobstructed and unchallenged in the grand scheme of things. They had safely crossed the Channel. 
 
    The realisation hit Dan like a crashing wave and threatened to invoke something resembling feelings deep inside him. He had to force himself to remain calm and not fall to the earth, realising that the crossing had been far more dangerous than anyone had anticipated. 
 
    Now to business. 
 
    “Neil, get everyone off and into that building,” he said, indicating the single-storey warehouse which stood closest to the jetty. “When everyone is off, strip the boat of everything and start pumping the diesel into the jerrycans.” He turned to Mitch and Adam. “Go around the perimeter again and check for any vehicles inside this compound. After that, get the bikes ashore.” 
 
    He turned away to look inland as the men scurried away to their tasks. He heard shouts behind him as the orders to disembark for the final time were given. He even fancied he heard a shout of celebration to mark the end of their water adventures for the foreseeable future; he had to admit he felt the same. 
 
    They were in Europe, safely on the continent, and now they had to scavenge like experts. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DIFFERENCE OF OPINION 
 
    “No, it’s decided,” said Mike, holding up one hand to staunch Lexi’s flow of objections. “The lads will go and clear the place, then call in the Logistics team to fill up the wagons.” 
 
    She stood, fighting to contain her fury, and left the room. 
 
    Always, it had been the job of the Rangers to clear and search a location before Logistics cleared it. Always. Now, it seemed, because she objected to the appointment of two people she didn’t trust, they had completely circumvented her authority and armed them anyway. They were what? Logistic Rangers? 
 
    It was bullshit, she told them it was bullshit, and she was ignored. 
 
    She stormed into Ops, startling Rich, and fumed at him that Dan would never have been ignored like they had just done to her. If he had raised objections to anything, then she was pretty damn sure that he would be listened to and obeyed. 
 
    “I mean, he dragged someone out of here who he said was a bloody paedophile and he was never seen again!” she raged at the bewildered Marine. “Who questioned his authority then? Nobody.” 
 
    Rich averted his eyes in case he gave away some small notion that he had been totally complicit in the murder of said paedophile. Having heard the confessions himself, he had no doubt as to the man’s guilt. But still, they did just kill him on Dan’s say-so. 
 
    Luckily, Lexi was too angry to notice Rich’s expression and had carried on ranting. 
 
    “This is just what Penny tried to do ages ago; the Rangers are being cut out by the others because they don’t like the answer they were given.” She stopped and stared at him, waiting for an answer or some form of communication other than a blank look. 
 
    She received nothing. 
 
    “Fuck this,” she said, throwing her arms in the air before storming out of the office. 
 
    “Wait,” Rich said, investing the word with every bit of authority he used to possess. It was a voice which had cut through battlefields, which tore through recruits and silenced parade squares. It was the voice of a Royal Marine Corporal, and it stopped Lexi in her tracks. 
 
    She turned back to him, stunned. 
 
    “If you have a problem, then go and fix it. Don’t stand here bitching about what Dan would’ve done; go and do it yourself. You want people to respect your authority? Then earn that respect.” 
 
    With that, he turned away and left her open-mouthed in the doorway. He was right, of course. She knew she was acting the brat when she should have been emulating that calm authority which she missed so much. 
 
    She closed her mouth, turned back towards the dining room and strode in ready to tell them all what she thought. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DRY LAND 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll all be sad to abandon the boat,” Dan said to the group as they shuffled close to him, interrupting their business in preparing the warehouse for a brief stay. 
 
    “Abandon Hope all ye who enter here!” declared Neil in his best Shakespearean voice.  
 
    Silence shrouded the whole group as he realised the carelessness in his words. 
 
    “Get it? Abandon? Hope?” he tried with a smile, desperately attempting to rescue the joke. “No?” He hung his head and muttered, “Tough crowd.” 
 
    “No,” said Dan sarcastically, turning back to the others. “Anyway… We’ve got a secure compound here which we’ll use as a base for a few days to gather supplies and look for vehicles. Marie will sort out the tasks, and Neil will organise the rotas for keeping watch. Me and a couple of others will be making runs starting tomorrow to see what we can find.” He looked around the assembled faces. No questions arose. “Ladies and gentlemen, Bienvenue en Belgique!” he said loudly and in a terrible accent. 
 
    Not all of the group understood, but still a ragged cheer of success rippled around their temporary home. Dan jumped down from his podium and beamed at his group. Truth was, he was happy to have made it here. He scanned the room, his eyes falling on the temporarily fallen and debilitated from their sea crossing. 
 
    Ash was groggy and weak from barely eating for three days, Leah lay propped up half-asleep from her concussion, and Phil was curled up in a foetal position after a few days of being constantly sick, with Jimmy beside him looking no better. Despite the losses, which he assured himself weren’t permanent, they had left their island and got to the continent without tragedy and in some semblance of working order. He called that a win. 
 
    Predictably, Henry hovered with a cup of coffee for him which he accepted with as brief a thanks as was polite. The boy was starting to get on his nerves with his idolism. He was well built and strong for his age, but there was such an immaturity to him that it irked Dan. Thirteen-year-old Leah was more sensible and switched-on than most adults, so maybe he thought her achievements were making him judge the boy more harshly. 
 
    No. There was no room for tourists or baggage on this trip, and the lad had chosen to come despite being told he couldn’t. Dan would have to have a word in private with him soon and lay out his responsibilities very plainly. 
 
    Food was prepared, supplies were stacked and inventoried, the guard was set and they were safe on dry land. Dan finally allowed himself to relax. 
 
    He wandered through the group, talking to people as he wound his way among them, aiming for Leah. When he reached her, his heart sank. She did not look well. Her pale skin prickled with sweat and her eyes were closed tightly. She was surrounded by Marie, Kate and Sera, all of whom were tending to her in different ways. It was evident how badly the blow to the head had affected her. Sensing his own discomfort, Ash whined pitifully and pushed his huge head in between the women to nuzzle at the girl. 
 
    Dan saw a spark of her personality shine through then; despite the pain she was in, she still managed a crooked half-smile as she told the worried dog she had no food for him. He would’ve spoken to her, laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder or something to try and comfort her, only there was no room around her. 
 
    Instead, he reverted to the only other way he knew to fix a problem: direct action. His mind was made up as soon as he had seen her. As a group, they were in pretty rough shape after the last few days, and progress would just have to wait until they were all fully fit. 
 
    Snapping his fingers to summon Ash, he turned on his heel and walked speedily for the exit, almost knocking a grinning Henry to the floor, who was standing so close, and spilling the remaining coffee down both of them. Dan’s temper, affected by lack of sleep and worry for Leah, finally broke. 
 
    He swore loudly at the boy, shoving him in the chest and sending him sprawling backwards as he threw down the tin cup in a frustrated tantrum. 
 
    “Every bloody time I turn around, you’re in my face!” he yelled at him, too stressed and angry to realise he was terrifying him and others around them. As suddenly as the fury was on him, it evaporated, leaving only the hollow emptiness of unnecessary anger behind. Too tired to explain or apologise, he stepped around his unfortunate victim and left the building. 
 
    Stomping away to the jetty where the Hope was moored, he sat and dangled his feet from the walkway as he smoked. Ash lay down and watched him from as close as he could get while still remaining firmly on dry land. 
 
    Dan felt bad for his outburst. He felt bad for scaring the boy; as annoying as Henry could be, he didn’t deserve what had just happened. He reflected on the advice he had been given about bullies when he was a child and about the advice he had given schoolchildren when he had cause to speak to them as a police officer. 
 
    The concept of a bully acting out because of their own fear and insecurity was suddenly so apparently true to him that it almost hurt. 
 
    His miserable introspection was halted as Neil approached. Dan had no doubt that he had seen the incident inside but couldn’t bring himself to raise the subject out of embarrassment. 
 
    With a symphony of groans and cracking joints, Neil lowered himself to sit beside Dan. Silence hung for a few beats, no doubt as Neil decided the best way to say what he had come to say. 
 
    “I’m guessing we’ll want to stay here for a few days until everyone settles?” he said, reading Dan’s transparent thoughts. 
 
    “Yes,” Dan replied, staring into the green, scummy water of rocky shallows beneath his feet. “Double-check the perimeter is secure, twenty-four-seven lookouts. We’ll start ranging on the bikes tomorrow in pairs to find supplies and vehicles. Three, four days tops?” 
 
    Neil nodded, and for once had nothing more to say. He stayed where he was for a moment, no doubt dreading the return journey to his feet after feeling how stiff and sore the journey had made his body feel so far. Eventually, and with just as much noise, he got back up and walked back to the building, telling Dan over his shoulder that he’d get Mitch and Adam to do the perimeter. 
 
    Dan sat in silence for a while until his restless dog started making noises from the artificial shore. Flicking away the end of his cigarette, he climbed back to his feet and set about the job of securing their small fishing compound and making it defensible during their stay. 
 
    As Mitch and Adam went along the fence line meticulously looking for signs of weakness or damage, Dan set about some temporary top cover. Scanning the skyline in their small corner of home, he only saw two places where the height advantage would be sufficient to see all around them. The roof of a building didn’t fill him with confidence, as he doubted it would sustain anyone’s weight, especially after months of neglect. 
 
    The other option might have turned the stomachs of some, however. The biggest of the fishing boats moored in their man-made harbour had a large centre mast with a crow’s nest at the very top. It was the best vantage point for hundreds of yards in any direction, and someone up there with a rifle could protect them easily. Despite Dan’s healthy respect for gravity and his dislike at being too far off the ground, he climbed the welded steel rungs of the ladder to reach the top. Luckily, the size of the boat made it feel far sturdier in the water, and it wallowed and pitched far less than their yacht did. Breathing heavily, he made it through the opening and into the wide metal basket. Trying not to look down, he used the scope of his carbine to scan the terrain. Satisfied that it was the best option despite the difficulty in reaching it, he ran through plans for manning the nest and what shifts they should take until he could delay no more. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, he climbed carefully back down and went to ask Mitch to take over the watch. He happily agreed, too quickly in fact, and interrupted Dan to show him a patch of brown pellets on the dusty ground just outside the fence. 
 
    “Deer?” asked Dan, his stomach’s thoughts pushing to the head of the queue. 
 
    “I reckon so,” replied Mitch excitedly. 
 
    “Suppressed weapons only,” Dan replied. “I don’t want to be attracting too much attention if we can avoid it.” 
 
    Calling everyone back inside, he laid out the plans. Mitch would take shifts in the nest during daylight and others would do night duty; this sentry duty may have to fall to the non-combatants, Dan warned, in order to allow others some much-needed sleep. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than burning out through exhaustion. 
 
    Barrels and other obstacles were dragged into positions to allow defensible cover should they need it, and Dan added a word of caution to the group that there were signs of animals around and not to worry if they heard shooting, as it would probably be their dinner. A sudden flash of white met Dan’s eyes when he mentioned fresh meat as the faces looking at him broke into smiles. Already a large fire was burning inside a contraption of metal and concrete which Jack had spent hours preparing, and the first gutted fish were being laid onto the mesh as tins were heated alongside them. 
 
    The combination of a purpose, some small excitement, and dry land were already having a positive effect on everyone. Dan guessed it was overdue having that discussion with Henry, although now it would have to start with a heartfelt apology. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEW BLOOD 
 
    The twins, as everyone called them, achieved celebrity status almost immediately. The group flocked around them to hear their stories, and everyone wanted to volunteer on their daily supply runs. 
 
    They were leading people further away than was necessary in Lexi’s opinion, and an awkward moment ensued when one of them – she couldn’t tell them apart – asked to use her Discovery so that they could be more comfortable. The look of pure loathing she gave them only prompted laughter, which didn’t improve her opinion of them. 
 
    She still didn’t trust them, nor did she like their over-familiar attitudes towards people. She found herself wondering what Penny would have made of them; mincemeat, was the likely answer. Two impertinent, loud and rude young men would not have been tolerated by the stern woman, and Lexi could almost imagine their faces as she sat them down to be reprimanded. 
 
    Only Penny wouldn’t be able to do that. 
 
    Penny was dead, Dan was gone, Steve was in a coma and Lexi was losing control of the group. The Rangers had been crippled after the group split, and when Steve crashed the helicopter, she had been left completely on her own. Now, the gullible council had been sucked into the bullshit the two newcomers were spouting. They were lapping it up, and had power, authority, guns and the run of the whole place. 
 
    She asked Rich his opinion about them, but he was tight-lipped and barely answered other than to nod in agreement or shake his head. She pretended not to notice that he had been drinking sometimes, as much as it worried her, but to turn on one of the few who would still support her didn’t seem like a sensible play. She knew the ship was sinking, and she had to decide whether to be a rat or not. 
 
  
 
  


 
    EYE IN THE SKY 
 
    Mitch was happy. Mitch was usually amused by everything and rarely felt upset or annoyed, but despite his years as a professional soldier, he actually felt excited about what they were doing right then. 
 
    He was in the crow’s nest on the boat, looking down on the small compound being temporarily fortified. What he really wanted to see was a herd of deer strolling past, and he scanned the countryside repeatedly hoping for such a sight. This constant search for food served to keep him alert in all directions. 
 
    He had the big battle rifle beside him, but that would be heard for miles around on a still day like it was. Instead, he used his suppressed carbine similar to Dan’s to methodically search the ground. He never thought of himself as such, but Mitch was a man of very small comforts who needed little to keep him going. 
 
    That was one of the reasons for his happiness: he was well equipped, he had food and water, and he had a purpose. He was comfortable enough, but having never spent every evening sitting in the comfort of his own home on his own sofa meant the experience was relative, he supposed. He watched as Dan started up a motorbike with Neil doing the same alongside him. Mitch saw that they only had their basic personal equipment with them, and guessed it was purely a short reconnaissance mission; anything they saw which they wanted could be collected with a plan that way.  
 
    The rolling gate which formed part of the fence squealed horribly like a tortured metal animal as the two men on bikes were waved off, only for the agonising sound to reach his ears again as the gate was secured. 
 
    So offended was Mitch by the noise that he reached for the small radio beside the big rifle. “Adam, it’s Mitch,” he said curtly, repeating it twice out of habit. 
 
    “Yo!” came the response a second later. Mitch buried his instinctive non-commissioned officer’s reaction to poor radio discipline and gently reminded himself that there was no British Army any longer and this kid wasn’t really a soldier. He took a breath and answered him without overreacting. 
 
    “Grab a couple more pairs of hands and search the buildings for any kind of oil, will you?” he said. 
 
    “Oil?” came the bewildered response as Adam stopped and turned to face the direction of the crow’s nest.  
 
    Mitch could see him clearly because of the zoom on his optic, but he was fairly certain Adam wouldn’t be able to make out anything other than a small shape. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, allowing some annoyance to creep into his voice as though he were talking to a child who was being intentionally obtuse. “Some oil. Any kind of oil really, as long as it stops those gates from waking the dead next time they open. Understood?” he finished sarcastically. 
 
    Adam understood. Sketching a salute in Mitch’s general direction, he turned to do as he had been told. 
 
    Now that small interruption was over, Mitch turned back to look for any sign of fresh meat as the group below busied themselves making their little corner of the world more comfortable. Wooden pallets were being carried into the building, no doubt to fashion some kind of furniture. A few people had been equipped by Jack, who was still busy cooking the enormous seafood barbecue medley, and sent with the discarded pieces of fish to use as bait for yet more fresh produce. Mitch could see Henry, Pip, Jimmy and Sera talking happily as they dangled their legs off the jetty while they fished. 
 
    He saw Emma pacing by herself at the side of the building, talking with her hands as she explained something to the small digital recorder she always carried with her. He liked that about her; it was her thing to always be keeping some kind of record of what they were doing. 
 
    What, or more specifically who, he couldn’t see caused him some concern. The kid was tough and he liked her a lot. For him to trust teenagers who had been trained by the Army was difficult enough for him, but he never questioned her ability or dedication after he had seen her work. He thought it was human nature, although the clever people would probably have a name for a syndrome or something. He saw it simply that she was a natural survivor and a fast learner; when coupled with a strong mentor and good instruction then she excelled. She was, in his opinion, a fantastic little killer. 
 
    Only she was pretty badly banged up right now, and having never seen her cry or act like a kid, he doubted it was anything short of serious. In fact, he was sure that the same knock to the head would have put himself or Dan out of action. 
 
    A man of very private faith, he uttered a short prayer under his breath for her speedy recovery and hoped that the great lump of a dog was keeping watch over her. As well as Kate, obviously. 
 
    A glance over the scope told him that there were probably four hours of daylight left, and as per the standard operating procedures he had followed with unwavering indoctrination for many years, he would remain at his post until after the sun was fully down. 
 
    That gave him a few hours to find something for them to eat. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BORN TO BE WILD 
 
    Dan didn’t feel at all like a wild biker, but Neil had sung the song out loud for the first mile of their trip inland – at least the words he knew of it – and even over the sound of their bikes, Dan couldn’t get the damned tune out of his head. 
 
    Despite Neil’s levity, they travelled cautiously, being mindful not to stumble blindly into anyone’s territory and invite a negative reaction. Dan supposed that was what the world had reverted to now: territory. Each group, formed out of a deep instinctive understanding that numbers equalled safety, had laid claim to their own small patch of the world just as they had done, and would defend their people and their resources against anyone else. 
 
    Humans, at least in most parts of the world, he guessed, had become both predator and prey. 
 
    Cruising along smooth, open roads, they passed industrial areas interspersed with open fields. Each building they approached prompted them to slow and assess it for signs of human activity and to check if they could see anything on their shopping list. 
 
    Dan ran through that list again in his head. It was simple: vehicles, fuel, food and water. All things that would have been very easy to come by before and immediately after the world changed, but now nature had begun the slow offensive to take back everything created by man, the availability of resources was dwindling. 
 
    The horizon ahead of them was dominated by the higher buildings of a more built-up area that, despite his normal rules of avoidance, Dan was heading straight for. He wanted to be equipped, stocked and on the road inside of three days. 
 
    As they approached the outskirts, a few abandoned vehicles presented an opportunity to start ticking off the list. A large van for transporting their equipment would be ideal, and more than a few were present. On closer inspection, all of them had perished tyres and one had been transformed into a surreal greenhouse as the open window had let in the elements and now the seats had become a bed of weeds. They gave up on checking anything left out in the open, and the odds of finding vehicles which had been left under cover greatly reduced their chances of quick success. 
 
    A brief conversation about these diminished odds made them turn away from the town and return to the industrial areas instead. After three hours and a significant amount of energy expended in breaking in, they found a suitable vehicle to start their temporary fleet. High-sided and with a long wheelbase, a white Mercedes Sprinter stood proudly in one of the units, largely untouched by the brief passage of time which had destroyed so many like it left to the mercy of the weather. Predictably, the battery was dead, and the two men hunted around the unit for anything to get it started with. They were out of luck and would have to return with a mobile charger pack. The unit had vending machines that had been ruthlessly pillaged for their contents. At the very least, they would need another vehicle like this to have enough room to move their people and the gear they had brought, and even then it would be in little or no comfort. 
 
    Dan felt suddenly very foreign; all the posters and signs around him were predominantly in French, and his basic understanding of the language left him mostly guessing. Even the van being left-hand drive was strange. It hit him again just how far they were away from home, or at least the home they had built and left. 
 
    They began to work their way back towards their boatyard, checking the other buildings along the way. By the time they had made it back, the sun was already sinking. The metal gates were rolled back by Adam, neither of the returning men noticing that they slid along almost soundlessly in comparison with their earlier departure. 
 
    Jack was in the same spot by his crafted barbeque, seemingly not having moved earlier in the day, only this time instead of fish, the smell of roasting meat floated to Dan’s nostrils. 
 
    His raised brow was met by Marie’s smile and an explanation that Mitch had shot two rabbits and a deer while they had been gone. The prospect of fresh meat had gathered a small crowd as they relished the smell in the air. Dan turned to face the crow’s nest and sketched a small salute to the soldier he couldn’t see, thanking him for the provisions. He asked Adam to take over from Mitch until sundown, and the eager young man jogged away, only too happy to comply. He had taken to his new role easily, and Dan wondered why he had never asked to become a Ranger before. He was comfortable doing the job he had been given, he imagined. Only the prospect of new adventures had prompted his willingness to be trained in the more violent skills possessed by members of the group. The heavy burden of his choices and responsibilities made Dan question some things, such as would Adam have been caught unawares like Joe was? Could Joe still be alive if he had recognised Adam’s abilities? 
 
    Shaking away the what ifs, he turned to see a welcome sight. 
 
    Leah was up and on her feet, walking slowly towards him. She looked smaller and younger without the ballistic vest, although he saw she still wore a Walther on her hip and was no doubt carrying a couple of knives somewhere. He beamed at her improved state and asked her how she felt. 
 
    “Still a big groggy,” she replied, sipping from a cup before offering him some. “Headache from hell, but I can move my neck more now, which is nice.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he replied genuinely. “When will Kate let you back out to play?” he asked, worried that he was pushing her too hard again. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” she answered with a smile. “She said ‘we’ll see,’ but it’ll be tomorrow.” 
 
    As the sun dropped, the whole group assembled for their portion of meat to supplement the canned food. As they ate, Dan reported on their scouting. 
 
    “We’ve found one big van and one smaller one. Both will need some work to get them going, and we’ll need something else with more seats if we want to travel in comfort, but we should get on our way as soon as possible.” Nods from the faces watching him made him continue. “We need to siphon off the remaining fuel from the boat and take the starter packs to get the vans back. That’s tomorrow’s plans, and I need Neil, Jimmy and Leah to come with me first thing. Mitch will stay here in the nest to keep watch, and everyone else carry on getting the kit organised.” 
 
    As usual, they melted away to their own corners and conversations for the evening. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOSTILE TERRITORY 
 
    The morning went as planned, and Mitch watched the two motorbikes carry the four bodies away from the compound. Adam wheeled back the metal gates and threw a small wave in his direction before he went to get some sleep after keeping watch during the night. 
 
    Mitch settled in for another motionless day in the heat, having added a tarpaulin to the nest to fend off the worst of the sun. 
 
      
 
    Leah held tight to Dan as they weaved their ungainly way towards their first objective. The two cleared the building in their familiar, intrinsic way, as each knew the other’s thoughts and barely needed to communicate. The smaller van was started after a while and it coughed into life as it barked out a black cloud of unburnt fuel. It was left running as renewed life pulsed around the engine, like it had been brought back from the brink of death by a kind of mechanical resuscitation. 
 
    Jimmy drove it back to base escorted by Neil, leaving the other two to continue on to the second prize. Again, the routine of clearing the building served to sharpen Leah’s skills, as she had been laid up for a few days. The bigger van started more easily, and the teenager climbed behind the wheel. 
 
    “Never driven a left-hand drive,” she said to Dan. 
 
    “You’re only little,” he answered. “You shouldn’t have driven anything yet!” 
 
    She thought about that, then nodded to herself. “Good point,” she accepted. 
 
    They followed the return route expecting to be back by midday, when everything changed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Mitch heard Jimmy’s return long before he drove into sight. He brought the van into the compound and turned it to park by their adopted building where it could be easily loaded. Mitch returned to his methodical scanning of the countryside, settling back into his rhythm as he half-listened to the conversations heard from below him. 
 
    A flash of movement caught his eye, making him instinctively twitch the scope back to it. 
 
    His first thought was that it must be Dan and Leah coming back. 
 
    His second thought, immediately afterwards, was that it was coming from the wrong direction. 
 
    Adrenaline surged through his body like high-octane fuel dumped straight into an idling engine. Switching to the big rifle, he called a loud and authoritative warning down to the others. 
 
    “Get inside!” he bawled. “Incoming vehicles!” 
 
    Stunned silence followed his shout as the group stared in his direction before common sense and self-preservation startled them into action. Like rats in the dark bathed in sudden light, they scattered in panic, leaving only Jimmy, Neil and Adam scrambling into cover. 
 
    He snatched up the small radio next to him and tried to raise Dan. Twice he called into the mic with his ingrained calm and succinct speech. Twice he received no answer. For now, they were on their own. 
 
    He watched as the movement became a convoy of three vehicles heading directly towards them, sun glinting from windscreens. As they neared and the heat haze dissipated, Mitch could make out that the lead car was marked like a police vehicle. He racked his brains to try and remember anything about the Belgian police and came up with nothing other than that they had local and national forces like much of Europe. Not that jurisdictional matters held sway anymore, but it was his soldier’s instincts to try and know as much as he could about any potential enemy. Knowledge was power, but a height advantage and a big rifle always helped. 
 
    Painstakingly, the convoy made its slow approach and split up as they neared. One vehicle remained at a distance, the other looped off-road to the open ground on his left and the last made straight for the gates. 
 
    He switched his aim between the two closest cars, waiting for signs of hostility. He grabbed for the radio again and called Marie. She answered from the building below him over the sounds of anxious chatter in the room. 
 
    “Keep trying to get hold of Dan,” he told her, “and keep everyone inside.” 
 
    She acknowledged him, and proceeded to call Dan and Leah in a calm voice, clear and precise. 
 
    The vehicle parked facing the gates was clearly visible in his sights now. The words Police Fédérale were emblazoned across the front in white lettering over the dust-covered drab blue paint. The passenger door opened and from inside came a man wearing the black and blue of a police uniform. He wore a heavy vest not unlike their own, and Mitch's trained eye recognised the automatic Steyr rifle he carried. He hefted the ugly gun with no malice, but the threat was still very evident. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Eight miles away, the radio crackled uselessly in a pouch on Dan’s vest, drowned out by the noise of the motorbike he rode following Leah driving the van. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The man dressed vaguely as a Belgian federal police officer strolled towards the gates, unconcerned. Confident. Arrogant, almost. His uniform showed signs of wear, and Mitch doubted that the wild beard would have been within the uniform standards when his state of dress still mattered. He stopped well short of the perimeter and called out in French. He didn’t hear the words, not that he could have understood them if he had, but the voice was harsh and guttural. Watching him through the scope, Mitch wondered if others saw them with the same fear as he saw these men now. 
 
    Adam shouted something back from behind his barricade of barrels and wooden pallets, probably to tell the man he didn’t understand him. It frustrated Mitch that he couldn’t hear the words; it left vital information out of his assessment. He could do little from where he was unless the shooting started, and then he could pour fire at them mercilessly with his height advantage and commanding position; the heavy rounds from the big rifle could cut through the skin of the cars with horrific ease. He scanned to the other vehicles – no movement. 
 
    He put himself in the position of the intruders. What would he do if he was planning to storm the compound? He wouldn’t walk up to the gates in broad daylight for starters, and if he had, then he would have sent others to flank their position. He stayed calm, assessed the facts, and hoped his conclusion that they weren’t hostile was correct. 
 
    He had to wait until he was in play, and every second ticked by in slow torment. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Adam had cowered behind the barricades they had built and glanced over at Jimmy, who wore a look of terror. Adam thought he probably wore the same look. A glance over the makeshift wall showed a big man in uniform walking towards them holding a rifle he had never seen before. He ducked back down and waited for the shooting to start. He completely embarrassed himself when the man shouted to them. 
 
    “We don’t speak Belgian,” he called back. 
 
    A gruff laugh sounded in response. “What about French? There is no Belgian language! Who are you, and where did you come from?” the intruder growled back. 
 
    Adam looked over the barricade again. The man was smiling, just not that kindly. 
 
    “We’re from England,” Adam shouted in simple explanation.  
 
    Another laugh returned, as though the explanation of their origins suddenly made sense of their ignorance. “That explains your trespass,” he said, stumbling over finding the right word. “This area is controlled by my unit. We have established,” another pause as his brain searched for the correct vocabulary,  “borders. This is our area and you are not here with our permission.” 
 
    Adam was about to answer when the man continued. 
 
    “But no matter! You did not know, so this is OK. Now, who is your leader? Send them out to speak to me and we can make arrangements.” 
 
    Adam didn’t want to say that their leader was out stealing vehicles from this man’s territory. His silence as he thought did not impress the man. 
 
    “I am Commissaire Divisionnaire Alexandre Renard. I formally order you to surrender your commander to me so that we may come to terms. You have ten minutes.” 
 
    With that, he turned and strode purposefully away from the gates. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah’s sharp eyes nearly cost Dan his life. The alien shape on the horizon morphed into a vehicle from a distance far enough for their approach not to have been noticed with any luck. Her sudden braking nearly took Dan off the motorbike, forcing him to swerve desperately to avoid ploughing into the back of the van. 
 
    His terror was short-lived. By the time he had stopped the bike and turned to demand an explanation, he saw she was out of the van and gazing intently through the scope of her carbine. Whatever he was going to say to her evaporated instantly as he swung up his own gun to see what she was looking at. 
 
    A van, parked facing the gates of their compound. Dan scrabbled at the Velcro of his pouch to free the radio. 
 
    “Mitch, it’s Dan,” he said in a low, disciplined tone. 
 
    “Here. Can you see them?” came the instant response. 
 
    “Yes. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Not sure, can’t hear them from up here. Two other vehicles; one in the distance, one to the south just sitting tight. One just came to the gate carrying a Steyr.” 
 
    Dan absorbed this information quickly. His group were loosely surrounded by an armed and organised enemy – at least, he assumed they were an enemy. As he was digesting it, another voice came over the radio. 
 
    “Dan, it’s Marie.” She sounded stressed, but was clearly forcing her words to come over the radio as controlled. 
 
    “Here. Go on,” he answered. 
 
    “Their leader is some kind of policeman and he’s given us ten minutes to give him our leader to talk. Says we’re on their territory.” 
 
    “OK,” Dan replied, closing his eyes briefly to think. “Everyone sit tight. I’ll go and talk to him. Marie, keep everyone else inside out of sight, and Mitch, stay sharp in case it goes noisy. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Marie. 
 
    “Roger,” came Mitch’s voice. 
 
    His mind racing, he turned to Leah to ask her to do something dangerous. Again. 
 
    Calling the girl to him, he explained what he needed. She absorbed it blankly, seemingly without emotion, until she envisioned how he hoped it would play out. A slow smile spread across her cheeks as she understood her part in the show. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TEMPORARY REPRIEVE 
 
    Lizzie was ripped from her uncomfortable sleep by a shout from Alice. Recently, she had been so exhausted that sleep came instantly whenever she closed her eyes, but it was a restless sleep that was only ever a blink from consciousness. 
 
    She was instantly awake, flying from the chair she occupied and finding herself staring down at Steve’s eyes. 
 
    Which were open. 
 
    He stared at them blankly, taking long and slow blinks to clear his senses as the fog of his battered brain tried desperately to make sense of what had happened and where he was. Lizzie snatched the tiny light in the top pocket of her scrubs and checked his pupils, making him wince at the harsh light and close his eyes again. 
 
    A rasping groan escaped his dry throat. Alice gave him water with a straw and saw the evident pain and pleasure he took simultaneously from the cool liquid running down into his stomach. His mouth and lips moved with seemingly great effort as he tried to speak. Both women bent down to him to hear what he had to say. 
 
    Agonising seconds passed as he tried to get the words out, until finally a hoarse whisper sounded faintly. 
 
    “How long,” he managed to ask before a racking cough forced his eyes to close tightly with the torment his body went through. 
 
    Lizzie snatched up keys to a locked cabinet and quickly prepared a syringe of morphine. Only she and Kate knew of its presence, and it was a secret entrusted to her when she became Head of Medical. She carefully applied it to the drip in his arm and gave the bag a gentle squeeze to flush the drug into his system with a small push of the saline solution behind it. Instantly, Steve’s eyes grew a little wider and his tense body relaxed as the pain ebbed away. 
 
    She didn’t want to give him much, just enough that he wouldn’t be in agony. There wasn’t much of a supply to keep him going for long, but she didn’t doubt his ability to take some pain. His pupils shrunk slightly, and a sigh of almost satisfaction escaped his mouth. 
 
    Too much, as he lapsed again into unconsciousness. Only this time it was sleep, not coma. 
 
    “Go tell your dad,” Lizzie instructed Alice. 
 
    As the girl skipped away, Lizzie carefully locked away the morphine and returned to her chair, dozing off instantly into a deeper sleep than she had experienced in over a week. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NEGOTIATIONS 
 
    Commissaire Divisionnaire Alexandre Renard was not a patient man. 
 
    He was not a man to suffer fools, either. A former paratrooper in the Belgian armed forces, his ruthless efficiency and borderline brutality had made his ascent through the ranks of the federal police swift and notable. After the collapse of society, he had enlisted every survivor he found and pressed them all into a daily regimen of physical activity and strict order. 
 
    They had established a defensible home, farming, trade, supply routes and eventually agreed borders with other factions to prevent conflict over resources. Some groups he had encountered did not agree with his terms, and their numbers had mostly added to his own group. He was not a cruel man, but his leadership style was undeniably harsher than Dan’s. 
 
    His scouts had reported activity at the boatyard to their superiors, and those reports had landed on his desk the day before. Now he had found these trespassers to be Englishmen cowering behind boxes, he felt less threatened by their presence. 
 
    But the trespass could not go unanswered, or his own forces would lose respect for him. He maintained order by such rules, and he liked order. The invaders would have to leave, but they would not take any resources from his territory. 
 
    Shortly after he had delivered his demands to speak to their leader and returned to his vehicle, an engine note pierced the air. He gazed north to see a white van driving slowly in his direction. 
 
    He turned to the two other men in his car and spoke to them in French, pointing out that the English had already stolen a vehicle. Mirthless laughter answered him, as the other two men thought their commander was making a joke. He wasn’t, and his scowl let them know that they had read him wrong. 
 
    The van pulled up about fifty metres from him, and he stood stock-still in the road, feet braced, waiting to meet the driver. 
 
    Renard saw a man climb down from behind the wheel. Dressed in black, armed, and carrying himself like he knew his trade. At last, someone professional that he could relate to and not a conscript. As the man approached, Renard saw that he was almost half a head shorter than himself and looked tough, although this man bore an evil scar down the left side of his face which he imagined lesser men would fear. 
 
    He stopped ten paces away and stood, saying nothing. 
 
    Renard introduced himself, investing fierce pride in his rank and status, adding that he was the commander of a large force in control of this territory. He addressed him in accented English, assuming the man did not speak French. 
 
    He assumed correctly, and Dan annoyed him by responding only with his first name. Renard sighed and made a show of slowly slinging his gun on his back. Dan responded to the gesture in kind, mutually agreeing to talk without the fear of violence. Yet. 
 
    “Cut to the chase,” Dan said. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem?” scoffed Renard. “The problem, my English friend, is that you are all trespassing and have taken resources from my territory. You must leave, and you will not be permitted to take this vehicle with you. How did you get here?” 
 
    “By sea, obviously,” Dan said in his calm, mocking tone he used when talking to someone with a superiority complex. He looked away and took his time lighting a cigarette, before grudgingly offering one to the leader of the opposition. Renard ignored his gesture. 
 
    “Specifically,” Renard said, carefully enunciating each syllable. 
 
    “A yacht. It’s moored in there,” he said, pointing without looking to his left.  
 
    Renard’s eyebrows twitched slightly, indicating maybe some hidden lust for opulence. 
 
    “How can we get through this without any unpleasantness?” Dan asked the Belgian. 
 
    “We can do one of two things,” he said. “We can walk in and take what you have for trespassing and you can join us, or you can leave with nothing.” 
 
    So the horse trade started with a lame nag, thought Dan. 
 
    “There are other options, and I doubt you’ll find either of your solutions easy to achieve,” Dan replied coolly. 
 
    Renard scoffed again. “Really? How so? You have a few people with guns and I have all of my people with guns. I do not bring civilians on missions. Please, tell me your options.” He laughed at him. 
 
    “Well, we could appeal to your sense of morality to let us go unharmed, we could trade, or we could all shoot each other and see who’s left afterwards. I’m in a bit of a hurry to get off your territory and I’d rather save my ammunition, if that helps you come to any decision.” 
 
    Renard laughed again. “Tell me how the few of you can fight all of us?” 
 
    Dan didn’t respond to the taunts born of nervousness and arrogance. He simply and quietly laid out a few facts. 
 
    “Because I’ve got a sniper with a high-powered rifle looking directly at you, and he can take out your people in the car to the south. He’s a remarkably good shot, so he can probably put another ten shots into your backup vehicle afterwards. Other than that, you’ll find that all of my people are armed, and storming in there would be bad for your long-term health. I’ve got other things, but I’ll leave those where they are for now.”  
 
    He saw Renard bridle at the calm counter-threats and instantly his trained eye fixed onto the highest point.  
 
    “So you have a sniper up the mast of that boat and a few guns. Can your sniper see in the dark, I wonder?” 
 
    Dan bit back the retort that he couldn’t, but he could still shoot very accurately in very poor light. No point in showing all your cards. 
 
    Renard continued his verbal chess-like assault, trying to outplay, out-think and out-boast Dan’s claims. 
 
    “I can have a hundred armed men here by tonight. I doubt you even have that many bullets.” 
 
    That was inaccurate, but what they did have had to last, and they couldn’t afford to waste ammo, let alone any lives in getting out of this situation. 
 
    “Look,” Dan reasoned, “we’re a lot like you. We formed a big group and defended our territory, but I assure you we just need a couple of vehicles to get on our way. We have places to be and we’re on a timeframe, so please, what’s it going to take?” 
 
    “You do not have anything to trade us in return for your safe passage?” he enquired politely. 
 
    “You can have our boat. I’m assured it was worth millions before.” 
 
    “What if we take the boat anyway?” 
 
    “Then most of our people on both sides of this fence would die because we can’t come to an agreement. We are at the start of quite a long journey, and we would appreciate it if you let us go on our way.” He tried the emotional sell to seal the deal. “My woman is pregnant, and I’m sure you know what that means for her.” 
 
    He saw Renard’s face fall slightly. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he replied. “Are you telling me there is something that can be done?” 
 
    It was Dan’s turn to look crestfallen. 
 
    “We don’t know, not for sure, but have you figured out why we survived yet?”  
 
    The look on Renard’s face said that he hadn’t, although he probably didn’t have his own virologist PhD student hiding a hundred yards away. 
 
    “Africa. You’ve been to Africa, right?”  
 
    Renard looked like he had been slapped. “Yes. Is that the reason we did not die?” he asked, open-mouthed.  
 
    Dan had guessed his regime didn’t include much in the way of research. “Like I said, we don’t know, but that’s where we’re going to try and find out.” 
 
    Renard made a show of thinking, even though Dan suspected he would still attempt to extract some form of payment. Dan had kept him talking long enough for his risky backup plan to be ready, although he could see no sign of it, and decided to end negotiations. 
 
    Dan took a deep breath as though weary, held it, then let it out in a low whistle. As Renard eyed him suspiciously, a noise sounded behind him. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah had crept low and as fast as stealth would allow along the deep drainage ditch at the side of the road. Luckily, it had been a hot summer, and it was mostly dry save for a few boggy parts which her nimble feet avoided easily. Her small stature made approaching invisibly in full daylight relatively easy, and she was close enough to hear the conversation when her signal came. 
 
    Silently, she sprang from the ditch and approached their van from behind. The rear passenger was out of the vehicle and stood watching the two men talk, concentrating on the foreign language and woefully unaware of his surroundings. 
 
    Leaving the carbine slung on her back, she decided that a show of force would be more effective; there were too many targets in a small space to use the carbine properly anyway. 
 
    Creeping behind the standing man, she saw another in the driver’s seat with the door open. Neither were even the slightest bit concerned with the direction she had come from, and both stared intently at the conversation, which, to her, closely resembled two grumpy peacocks displaying their tail feathers. 
 
    She drew the Walther from behind her right hip and with her left hand, she unsheathed the blade she wore high on her chest. She straightened up, took two long strides forward to gather momentum and delivered a hard kick to the back of the standing man’s right knee. He dropped instantly to his knees, but the sudden appearance of a wickedly sharp blade at his throat stopped him from pitching forwards any further. He froze with a strangled cry to accompany the yelp brought on by his pained joint. 
 
    At this sound, the driver spun to look only to find himself staring into the barrel of her gun pointed straight at his head. Both neutralised, both completely at her mercy. If her man on the floor made a move, he would die with a severed carotid artery, and the other man was too close to run but too far away to try and rush her before she shot him. 
 
    “Checkmate,” she said aloud. 
 
    “One of the other things I mentioned,” Dan said casually. “Not a threat, merely a demonstration that we are more than capable of defending ourselves. But we are good people, and we don’t want bloodshed.” 
 
    “And my men?” asked Renard angrily, annoyed more at himself for the incompetence of his men. “What am I to tell the others when I let you go?” 
 
    “Tell them you let us go in exchange for the boat. Tell them we have women and children. Tell them we’re idiots who you don’t want hanging around here. We’re mostly English, so they should believe that. Say whatever you have to say to save face, but we are leaving.” 
 
    With that, Dan gave another short, low whistle and saw from the corner of his eye how Leah withdrew the knife so fast the man checked with his hand to see if she had slashed him. She backed away a distance before lowering the gun and returning to Dan’s side. 
 
    Renard seemed speechless at what had just happened. He was shocked and told Dan as much. 
 
    “Where did you get her?” he asked in awe. 
 
    “Secret KGB training programme for child assassins. Got her off the internet.” With that, he turned and walked away. “We’ll be gone by morning, and I do hope you keep your word,” Dan shouted back as he reached the van. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CUT SHORT 
 
    The sight of Dan rolling back in with the vehicle they needed and showing no concern made some of the group feel foolish. They weren’t, he told them; they had all done exactly what they should have done. He grabbed up the radio to ask Mitch to sit tight and report their next move before gathering everyone inside. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” he announced. “I said we were going in the morning, but we will be going sooner than that. Everybody load up their kit and find space in a van – I know it’s not comfortable, but needs must. Everyone go, pack up.” 
 
    The packing began immediately. He caught the eyes of Marie and Neil, nodding them over to him. They found a quiet corner and brought Mitch in via radio. 
 
    He quickly recited his conversation with Renard, leaving out the most brutal of Leah’s actions in tipping the power balance. 
 
    “Basically they’re like us, but also not at the same time. It’s certainly no Slaver’s Bay, but they run things differently, and it looks like we’ve unwittingly walked into claimed territory. We’re leaving with what we have and technically trading them the boat for it. That’s the face value of it anyway. Real answer is that if he brought his entire force, then his losses would be huge and so would ours. Neither of us can cope with that. He was just about to call my bluff, I think, when Leah appeared having taken down two of his guards inside of a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “Yay me!” said Leah in quiet sarcasm. 
 
    Mitch’s amusement was plain in the laughter they heard over the radio before his voice returned to the professional soldier he was. 
 
    “They’re withdrawing now. Doubt they’ll go far.” 
 
    Dan asked him to stay on it. Mitch assured him that he would, but asked for Adam to pick his kit up for him. 
 
    Dan walked outside, lit a cigarette and wondered if the coffee had been tipped away yet. Leah walked to his side carrying her kit, a crooked smile cracking on her face. 
 
    “I said sneak up and show yourself, not show off,” he reproved her gently.  
 
    She shrugged in response, the smile growing wider. 
 
    “You’ll get old like me one day,” he said, goading her, “then a concussion will put you out for longer.” 
 
    She turned as she walked away, effortlessly pacing backwards without a change of pace to stick her tongue out at him. 
 
    The vans were being packed as efficiently as they could be in a hurry, but people would still be cramped in on top of bags and boxes. To save space, Mitch, Dan and Neil would ride the bikes. Jack would drive the big van and Jimmy the smaller one. Seeing how much stuff they were cramming into the vehicles, Dan thought that riding a motorcycle through the cold night would be better than playing sardines. 
 
    Leah was asked to ride shotgun with Jack, Adam with Jimmy. Putting Ash in the back of a van with no windows and people to bite would not have been a good idea, so he rode up front with Marie and Leah, excited about the commotion. 
 
    Dan called Mitch down from the nest, shuddering as he watched him make the reverse climb. He took the big rifle from him and double-checked that he would be fit to ride, receiving the answer he knew he would. Mitch was fine. You could ask Mitch to rob a beehive wearing nothing but a smile and flowers in his hair and he’d still say it was fine. 
 
    He passed over the large rifle to Leah, who rested it on the dash of their van. They had the map out and were pointing out the quickest way from the area. 
 
    “Through this tunnel here, straight through to the city,” said Marie. 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to speak but heard his own words in a higher and sweeter voice before he could say them out loud. 
 
    “No. Perfect ambush point. The most direct route will be the best place to get caught. We need to head east then south to avoid the city and the tunnels.” 
 
    She looked between Dan and Marie, waiting to see whose side he would take. 
 
    “No tunnels. Take point and navigate us.” With that, Dan turned away to dig out a windcheater from his pack before slinging it in the back of the big van. His thin tactical gloves would have to suffice, but he knew he was in for an uncomfortable night. 
 
    Searching the busy faces for his old Irishman, he found him and told him exactly what he wanted from him. As the understanding washed over him, a cruel smile spread slowly from his mouth to the deep lines of his crinkled brow. 
 
    They had managed to siphon a dozen jerrycans of fuel from the boat, which should get them a good distance into Germany. He hoped. 
 
    The bikes were topped off from the cans with the red stripes, and they were good to go. People piled in to settle in whatever soft part they could find, happy to be leaving behind the chance of more hostilities. 
 
    Dan fired up his motorcycle and scanned around. They were good to go. He slapped on the side of the big van twice to signal their departure and took one last look towards the harbour. 
 
    In the dying light, he could still make out the name on the stern of the boat as it rose and fell gently in the water. He had to assure himself that they were just leaving a boat behind, but riding away from Hope seemed a little too poignant at that moment. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NINE LIVES 
 
    The gathered crowd were kept at bay outside the door to medical and only a select few were permitted access to Steve. He was in a great deal of discomfort and could only speak for a few minutes at a time before pain overcame his senses again. 
 
    As the story of what had happened during and since the crash was absorbed by him, he asked for Chris to visit so he could thank him for getting him out. Chris’s tears of anger were misunderstood by many, but Steve knew who he blamed for recent events. Truth be told, Steve harboured more than a little resentment for Dan and the others who left, as it was becoming apparent just how fragile their small corner of the world had become. 
 
    Lexi desperately wanted to pour out the events since he crash-landed back home, but even she could see just how weak he was. It would have to wait until he could absorb the information and hopefully back up her suspicions about the twins. 
 
    Now that he was having periods of lucidity, Lizzie could examine him more thoroughly. Other than a few broken ribs – nothing could really be done for them – and the mess of his leg, it seemed that the whole of his body had taken a severe beating; it was as though he’d gone through an industrial dryer with a dozen house bricks on high spin. 
 
    After the others had been banished to allow him to rest, Alice sat with him and fed him mouthfuls of soup. One sentence at a time, he told her how he had now survived three helicopter crashes. 
 
    A hint of a smile broke the lines in his cheeks as he told the girl about the others, both in training, and how his commander when he retired called him a cat with nine lives. 
 
    “I reckon I’ve used up eight by now,” he said quietly, “so I think I need to take it easy.” 
 
    Lexi was speaking to Paul in Ops when Rich walked in. He seemed surprised to see anyone else there and began to mutter apologies. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she said to him, “there’s few enough of us left as it is.” 
 
    She went to pour him a drink out of habit, then remembered herself and switched aim to put an unnecessary top-up into her own glass. She knew he had been drinking but convinced herself that it would work itself out. In truth, she couldn’t face having to deal with it when everything was up in the air. 
 
    As they sat discussing Steve’s return from the dead, the two newcomers walked in. The twins’ conversation stopped instantly when they saw they weren’t alone. They ignored them with utter disdain and turned away to the armoury. Without a word, they helped themselves to automatic weapons, took the keys to a Defender and left without another word. 
 
    “Those two are up to something,” said Paul, voicing the obvious suspicions of all three of them. 
 
    “But it’s only us who see it,” finished Lexi. 
 
    “They operate outside of our standard practices. They have the ear of certain people and they are popular. We can’t compete with that, not with things as they are right now,” said Rich quietly, surprising the other two. He had just said more words in one sentence than he had to anyone in a month. 
 
    “So what do we do about them?” asked Paul. 
 
    “Follow them,” said Rich, standing up from his chair with more purpose than he had felt since the raid on the Welsh invaders. He saw this as a chance to make up for his lapse, to prove his worth once again, to turn his back on the depression he had allowed himself to spiral into. 
 
    Paul and Lexi rose with him, but Rich stopped them. 
 
    “No. This is on me.” He took a sidearm, loaded two magazines and picked up keys before leaving without another word. 
 
    The sound of a second engine pulling away from the house faded into the distance as Lexi and Paul sat in silence. Paul reached over and refreshed their drinks, leaving the empty air heavy with words unsaid. 
 
  
 
  


 
    UNCOMFORTABLE MEMORIES 
 
    Dan carefully nursed his motorcycle along the roads flanking the two laden vans as they travelled south then east out of Belgium; the seat had made him numb and the cool night air was slowly freezing every exposed patch of skin. He ached throughout his entire body, but he couldn’t risk the lives of everyone just because he wanted a rest. 
 
    It felt alien, dangerous even, to be driving through the night with lights on. Anyone within ten miles of them would be alerted to their vulnerable presence. 
 
    Not since they had fled their temporary camp at the supermarket so many months ago had they journeyed at night with lights, and the feelings of that terrified flight brought back the same fearful sense of desperation he had experienced then, of bringing a group of frightened people away from safety and into an uncertain future. Last time it had worked out; this time he hoped his luck would remain. 
 
    As dawn broke, they crossed two consecutive bridges and passed into Germany. There was no sense of ceremony. No celebration. Just exhausted progress, another milestone in their journey. 
 
    The four-way flashers on the van illuminated for the third time during the night, signifying the need to stop for a comfort break. Dan sent up a silent prayer of thanks and responded by twisting the throttle and gunning his motorcycle ahead of their small convoy to search for a safe place to sit tight for the day. Mitch followed, tireless as ever, and the rest of the convoy hung back while they cleared a small fuel station. 
 
    The vehicles were hidden away from the road and the group trooped into the building in silence. Cramped muscles and lack of sleep had stifled all conversation, and even prevented the ritual of hot drinks. People shuffled in, found themselves a comfortable corner and crashed. 
 
    Dan sat, closing his eyes for just a minute. He woke to his shoulder being shaken by Adam, offering to take the night shift. He could only nod his thanks as his body failed him. Marie sat next to him, wordlessly unclipping his carbine from the sling attached to his vest and laying him down despite his weak protestations. He fought internally with himself to stay awake, to be alert and protect his group. He had to accept, to trust, to allow others to take the burden he always tried to take on himself. He had barely slept more than a few hours in one go since before they left home. 
 
    Home. His thoughts drifted away with his consciousness, thinking that he had lost the right to call it home now. He had found it, cleared it, made it their home and now he had abandoned it. Abandoned the others who trusted him. 
 
    Tormented, tired, he fell soundly asleep with a tortured conscience. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE 
 
    Renard was unhappy at being out-played, to put it mildly. He was extremely unhappy with his two companions and let them know his opinion about them being bested by a child at length and with much use of threats and foul language. 
 
    He promised not to punish their incompetence in return for their total support of his version of events. That version detailed how he was a merciful and magnanimous leader, and that he had promised to allow them to leave because he pitied their plight. 
 
    He then assembled a force of fifty fighting men and women, put his best-trained at the front, and prepared for an attack under cover of darkness. 
 
    As they crept forward in the cool night air, he located the sentry he had left on the southern road. He reported no movement, meaning that the ill-trained fools had believed they could safely leave in the daylight and not face any penalty for embarrassing him. 
 
    As the group split off into three prongs to attack the compound, he relished the moment when he would take the suppressed weapon from the man who refused to accord him the proper respect. Maybe he could be put to work on one of the farming parties? He was sure he wouldn’t let him be armed; there was an edge to the man he would never trust. A fire still burned not far from the entrance, bathing the area in a warm, red glow. 
 
    When the three prongs of the attack were in position, he sent up the signal, prompting the first wave to attack. 
 
    The gates, curiously unlocked and unguarded, were thrown open with next to no noise. A war cry went up as his troops stormed the compound and kicked open the doors of the buildings. 
 
    The cheers died away when they found nobody inside. 
 
    Striding through the gaggle of his uncertain militia, he made straight for the yacht, the technical prize of his assault. 
 
    As he walked purposefully down the wooden gangplank, a slight resistance tugged at the ankle of his trousers, making him stop and turn. A popping sound behind him echoed ominously. A wave of heat and an invisible pressure wave pushed against him. His eyes widened in disbelief, then terror, as he dived headlong into the black water below. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The thin wire Jack had painstakingly strung between two posts had worked perfectly. As Renard walked through it, the far end of his trap had pulled the trigger of the flare gun and launched the bright missile into the main cabin where almost all of the remaining petrol had been intentionally spilt. The flare caught the fumes even before the projectile had struck home, and the confined space only amplified the ignition. 
 
    It didn’t explode – it would have had to be pressurised for that to happen, he had explained to Dan earlier – but it did go up fast. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The flames erupted from the cabin, blowing out the small round windows with the force of the fire desperately seeking a better supply of oxygen. By the time Renard had surfaced and looked back, the boat was engulfed in flames. 
 
    He had been beaten again and was now deprived of any spoils. Angrily climbing the rocks to reach dry land, he raged at the assembled men and women as he demanded to know who was ordered to keep watch on them. 
 
    A man was pushed forwards by his scared fellow conscripts, and he stammered his explanation that he had kept out of sight but was sure they hadn’t passed him heading south. 
 
    “And who told you they were heading south?” Renard demanded furiously in French.  
 
    The man had no answer and had to watch in abject terror as the big man made ready to throw a punch at his face. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, the boat gave up its buoyancy and with a violent hissing sound, sank to the bottom of the small dock. 
 
    Hope may have sunk, but real hope lived on, and it had headed east before turning south in an uncomfortable convoy. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THIEF IN THE NIGHT 
 
    Rich employed all of the stealth he had learned over his years spent as an elite soldier to track the twins. His ingrained skills came back naturally, the thrill of it coursing through his veins and feeling better than any drink he could have ever sipped. 
 
    He tracked them for miles in the failing light, shadowing their movements with relative ease. As the sun dipped below the horizon seven hundred miles as the crow flies away from Dan, he saw their vehicle pull off the road into a service station by the motorway. 
 
    He hid his own vehicle away from the entrance and followed on foot, moving slowly through the overgrown bushes. He moved carefully on his knees and elbows, just as he had in Afghanistan and Iraq and in the jungles of South America and in the concrete sprawl of Northern Ireland. He inched towards his target, once again the trained and proud man he knew he still was. 
 
    Inch by inch, his view expanded to encompass the large tarmac expanse of the abandoned car park until the Defender was visible, nose to nose with a big green truck. A classic British Army vehicle, one of the sights synonymous with his former life, felt homely for a second before the realisation hit him like a rubber bullet to the chest. 
 
    The twins were there, talking to a man in camouflage fatigues. He froze, watching the animated conversation as the three men gesticulated at each other. A heated discussion was obviously taking place that Rich watched in open-mouthed exasperation at what he was seeing. Lexi had been right about the twins all along: they were a plant. Double agents sent to undermine their safety and security. As it dawned on him what he was seeing, the understanding fully sunk into his alert brain. 
 
    He had to get back before them and report what he had seen. He had to have Lexi and Paul ready and armed for when they snaked back to the prison on their bellies like the serpents they truly were. 
 
    He moved back as slowly as he dared, planning to steal away in silence to his vehicle and make his egress unnoticed. 
 
    As he shuffled backwards on his belly far enough to regain his feet, a blow struck him hard across the back of the head. He went down, but not out, dropping to his knees. He lashed out viciously with his left elbow, hitting the man who had given him his best shot savagely in the groin and rendering him useless and probably sterile. 
 
    As he fought to stand up against his swimming head, blinking his eyes back into focus, another blow hit him brutally from behind, knocking him back to his knees. His retaliation was sluggish, leaving him vulnerable to a third blow. 
 
    As his face hit the ground, his hands instinctively covered his head. One, two, three barbarous kicks piled into his ribs and drove all the air from his lungs. Coughing, his hands fought to bring him back up, to fight and not go down. Lashing out with his feet, he made contact with the second attacker. A sickening crunch erupted from the knee he had struck and forced backwards against the natural movement of the joint. A scream followed the crunch, full of agony and shock. Rich fought to regain his feet and escape when a hard object hit him in the head, a rifle butt, his damaged brain later registered. 
 
    He dropped, beaten and too damaged to fight back. 
 
    “No! Get up and fight!” shouted a voice in his head. It sounded just like the evil training corporal from when he was eighteen years old and struggling to prove he was made of the stuff the Royal Marines wanted. A Royal Marine who, no matter how badly damaged, would fight all three of these bastards and kill them all. 
 
    He lashed out again, slowed by the concussion and the blood running from his lacerated scalp. Again the rifle butt smashed down on him. 
 
    He failed. Unconsciousness took him in its dark embrace. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    When he came round, he was sitting up against the tall wheel of the big green truck. From his swollen lips and broken ribs, he was sure he’d received more beating after he was knocked out. No matter, he thought, pain is temporary. 
 
    Four faces looked down on him, more annoyed than angry. 
 
    “Well, this is a damned inconvenience,” said the man in the crisply pressed fatigues. The insignia of an Army officer adorned his chest, and a scowl of contempt was evident on his face. “Deal with him,” he said, turning his back and walking away. 
 
    The twins looked at each other, communicating without language but conveying a power struggle with their eye contact alone. 
 
    Silently, the younger of them drew his sidearm and pointed it at Rich. 
 
    Avoiding his eyes, he pulled the trigger twice and fired into his chest. 
 
    As his last bubbling, bloody breath escaped his mouth, he saw his killer turn away and holster the weapon, showing no remorse on his face. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RELAX, I’VE GOT THIS 
 
    Dan’s sudden panic when he woke was only soothed when he was assured that they were safe; that the necessary precautions had been taken and the group were adequately protected. 
 
    Coffee was handed to him as he put on his kit and checked his weapons. He took the drink outside and nodded a greeting to Leah, who was lying flat on top of an abandoned vehicle to peer down the scope of the rifle towards the direction they had come from. Marie told him she had taken over from Adam just before daybreak and sent him to find somewhere to sleep. 
 
    Mitch and Neil had gone out to scout the area for anything useful. 
 
    He lit a cigarette and leaned against the side of the van under Leah’s vantage point. He took a minute to tell himself it was OK, that he didn’t have to do everything for everyone, and to trust in the others to make good decisions. 
 
    He had needed that six hours’ sleep, desperately. Although still bone-tired, he felt better. The coffee and nicotine coursed through his body, waking him up further until he was fully alert, although more like a reanimated corpse than a rested man. 
 
    “Not to worry you or anything,” came the voice from above him, “but we’re being watched.” 
 
    Turning and sinking to one knee, he raised the gun to scan ahead through the scope. “When will this bloody end?” he moaned to himself, having abandoned his coffee. 
 
    “Three hundred yards, left side, behind the building with the red roof,” Leah calmly said to direct him to the source of her concern. That concern must have been minor, otherwise she would have been a little more vocal about the presence of another person. It was clear she had been watching them for a while. 
 
    Through his less powerful optic, he could make out the shape of a head leaning around the corner of a brick building. 
 
    “Can’t see enough detail,” he muttered to the girl.  
 
    The scope of the larger rifle offered far more magnification, and she filled in the information he didn’t have. “Male. Young. Nervous.” 
 
    “Alone?” he asked. 
 
    “Think so. What do you want to do?” she replied. 
 
    Dan thought on that. Being constantly vigilant and permanently fearful of being on unknown ground with unknown potential enemies at every turn made for a stressful existence. He wanted the chance to talk to someone local without the threat of violence or the modern-world politics of territory and possession being an obstacle. 
 
    “Where are Mitch and Neil?” he asked her. 
 
    “Gone ahead,” she answered, meaning that they had gone in the opposite direction to their voyeur. 
 
    “Sod it,” he said, regaining his feet and picking up his cup to drain the coffee, “cover me.” 
 
    He put down the cup and gave two sharp whistles. He was rewarded seconds later by Ash bounding out to him full of expectation. 
 
    “Heel,” he growled to the dog to curb his enthusiasm and began to walk slowly forwards with the carbine slung on his back so as not to look aggressive. Still, he was conscious to keep to the right side of the road and not impede Leah’s line of sight should things not go well. 
 
    After a hundred yards of walking consciously as though he wasn’t stalking prey, he saw the head duck out of sight. Ash saw it too and let out a low growl until Dan calmed him. 
 
    He stopped fifty paces short of the building and called out a hello. 
 
    No response. He fought to try and recall enough French to try again, but he had never mastered the language sufficiently, and tiredness didn’t help his memory. 
 
    He tried again in English, this time receiving a reply. 
 
    “Wer bist du?” came a voice from behind the building. 
 
    His flash of memory at crossing over the border into Germany came back to him in a sudden rush. He was being asked who he was in a language he had a handle on. 
 
    “Wir sind aus England,” he shouted back. “Wir sind freundlich!” he added to try and alleviate the obvious fear their presence had caused the man. 
 
    After a pause, the head reappeared at the corner, eliciting another growl and a change in stance from Ash. Dan quieted him again. 
 
    “Why are you here if you are from England?” came an accented question from the head. 
 
    Another revelation hit Dan then. The world over, people spoke English, which in turn made most English people fairly ignorant of other languages. Most Brits abroad relied on speaking English slowly and shouting to be understood. He knew his own grasp of German was wholly insufficient to converse with a native speaker, but thankfully this stereotypical German spoke better English than most of his group. 
 
    “Come out,” Dan shouted. “We are not bad people, I swear.” 
 
    Slowly, the head became a torso. The torso became a whole body and that body walked carefully towards him with his arms held high. Dan was faced with a young man, tall and thin, wearing dirty and torn clothes with a heavy bag on his back. He looked like any homeless person on any city street from before it happened, although the beard and wild hair did little to hide his youth. Dan placed him at maybe sixteen or seventeen, and was ashamed to realise that he had been sitting on the ground. 
 
    “I’m Dan,” he said, “and this is Ash.” 
 
    At the mention of his name and the lack of any command to attack or look threatening, Ash perked up, expecting praise and food. The way the dog switched modes made Dan think he must have a split personality. Not quite Jekyll and Hyde, but something more deliberate. 
 
    “I am Lukas,” he replied, still clearly nervous. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Lukas. Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
    The boy’s eyes lit up at the mention of food. He didn’t appear to be prospering much. Dan wanted to ask him a whole raft of questions, but he knew that his “enthusiastic” manner would make that come across as an interrogation and likely scare him. 
 
    “Come on,” Dan said as he turned. “Come and meet the rest of us and get something to eat.” 
 
    Nervously, with a hint of resigned desperation, the boy followed him. 
 
      
 
    Leah had seen the meet-and-greet and relayed this to Marie, who was waiting for them when they arrived back at the building. 
 
    “Marie, this is Lukas,” Dan said. 
 
    Almost embarrassed, Lukas’s eyes flashed to hers in acknowledgement before returning to the ground. He shuffled his feet and struggled to find the words. 
 
    “It is a great pleasure to meet you,” he said with a small bow of his head.  
 
    A small smile of amusement cracked Dan’s face at Lukas’s overly formal tone, again typical of an educated continental. 
 
    “Is breakfast ready?” Dan asked Marie as he played his part in their small pantomime. 
 
    “Almost,” she replied with a smile, knowing her role in the play. “May I offer you some food?” she asked the boy, seeing his blatant hunger.  
 
    Gracefully, nervously, he accepted the kind offer with formality and was led inside. 
 
    “See,” said Leah from her unnoticed perch, “you can be nice to people.” 
 
    “Shut your face, you,” Dan said kindly before wandering off to leave the bewildered boy to be fed and cleaned up as Leah’s mocking laughter followed him. 
 
    Neil and Mitch returned thirty minutes later with the welcome news of having found a pickup truck which could take some of their equipment and offer seats to five uncomfortable passengers. The knowledge that people wouldn’t have to share the windowless space with the fuel reserves was well received. Their supply situation was discussed and the decision to scout for more food and water was deemed a priority. 
 
    Perhaps, thought Dan, their recently acquired local guide could be of some assistance in that matter. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TO TRAVEL IS TO LIVE 
 
    Lukas did indeed help with local knowledge. He gave directions to shops which yielded some bottled water and more canned food. Enough to keep them going for a few more days. 
 
    The problem with that was that the space in the vehicles was even more cramped. Even more so when they agreed to add the boy to their group. 
 
    He had not fared well. He was part of his own group until a few months ago. His story was extracted carefully by Marie, and it was not a happy one. His group was small, and unlike them they had stayed in the built-up areas and scavenged far and wide. Lukas had been part of a party sent to look for more supplies when they were found by some outsiders, as he called them. 
 
    He didn’t go into details, but he did say that he had hidden from the shouting and screaming, and by the time he found his way home, there was nobody left. Everyone he had lived with since it happened was either dead or taken. He had wandered ever since, for weeks or months. He couldn’t be sure. It was obvious that he lacked the skills to prosper alone, but Dan doubted that many people would. 
 
    For a lack of anything better to do, he came with them. The humanitarian element overrode any sense of taking on a new mouth to feed; they simply couldn’t leave the young man behind to fend for himself. He was full of formal gratitude, but painfully quiet. The women of the group fussed over him until he was cleaned up and given fresh clothes, and he joined them with a nervous smile looking like a new man. 
 
    There was little excitement over their new recruit, more a feeling of pitiful tragedy at his circumstances. How many others, Dan wondered, had similar stories? How many people could have been saved from the savagery of the new world if only his own morality were mirrored? 
 
    He pushed that thought away, scoffing at himself for believing he was a saint. There were plenty of survivors who were dead now because of his morality. Embarrassed at believing in his own flattery, he returned his thoughts to the task in hand. 
 
    The lack of preserved vehicles was a concern. By this time, everything left exposed to the elements was perished beyond their capability to repair, and they had to accept what they had. 
 
    With a subdued atmosphere, they set off towards their next objective. Paderborn. The home of the 20th Armoured Infantry Brigade, according to Mitch, with hopes of finding bigger and better vehicles and more supplies. 
 
    These hopes fought against the fear of failure inside Dan’s head as he rode a sedate and alert sentry beside their overloaded convoy. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE COUP 
 
    Lexi paced, as she did all too often recently. Only this time it was worse. She bit at her nails as her footsteps fell heavily in the small office. Paul thought she was moving fast enough for it to be classed as exercise, but he understood her stress. 
 
    He felt it too – he just didn’t react like she did. He didn’t have the burden of her responsibilities, for starters. 
 
    “He should be back by now,” she said for the twentieth time in the last half hour. “Something’s happened.” 
 
    “Try and calm down,” he said, instantly regretting making the fatal mistake of telling a woman under pressure to relax. The look she shot him was only fleeting, but he knew he had said the wrong thing. He fell back on logic instead. “Rich knows what he’s doing. Shit, he could follow me all day and I’d never know about it,” he tried. 
 
    “Exactly!” she said as she stopped pacing to point at him. “So he should be back by now. Something’s happened.” 
 
    Her pacing resumed. 
 
    Paul watched for another minute in silence, thinking he would have to wait out her anxiety until Rich drove back down the long drive to the house. She surprised him by snatching up the keys to the Discovery and her rifle, and she strode to the door, unable to stay still any longer. 
 
    He quickly collected his own equipment and followed her outside to hear a strange noise. 
 
    Instead of the characteristic sound of the V6 diesel sparking to life, he could hear a ticking, tortured sound. Lexi wore a frown of pure frustration from behind the wheel as she tried to start the engine again. The same strangled electrical noise sounded. 
 
    “Pop the bonnet,” Paul called to her, indicating that she should pull the internal lever to allow him access to the engine bay. As he hoisted the expansive slab of metal on its hydraulic lifters, the cause of the failed start became evident. 
 
    Where the fuse box sat was a mess of wires, all torn from their allocated slots. He froze, as did Lexi when she joined him and began to ask the question she could now see the answer to. 
 
    Sabotage. 
 
    “Fuck,” she said aloud, dumbstruck. She paused for a second before making straight for the front door to get another vehicle. This was her proof now; the bloody twins had sabotaged their best vehicle and now Rich was God-knows-where following them. Alone. 
 
    Her own shadow stopped her as she neared the doors. Her shadow lit from behind by vehicle lights. She turned to stare at the approaching orbs of light, hoping it was Rich returning safely. 
 
    As she stared, the realisation hit her like a punch to the chest. 
 
    Four, five sets of lights were heading straight for them. 
 
    Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. No sound, just pure abhorrent shock at what she was seeing. 
 
    Paul grabbed at her shoulder, pulling her back towards the house. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” he said, fear choking his words. “NOW,” he shouted, dragging her away. She snapped back to reality and turned. She was vaguely aware of Paul shouting at the top of his voice to raise the house. 
 
    She didn’t even try. She knew they were doomed to be overrun the second she counted the number of approaching vehicles, and she pulled on her emergency bag – her E&E kit as Dan had called it when he taught her how to use the contents. She had time to grab a few spare boxes of rifle ammunition from a shelf and throw it into the top pouch before she threw Paul’s own bag at him. 
 
    “There’s no time,” she said, fixing him with a serious look. “We’ve got to go,” she said hoarsely, gripping his arm. 
 
    Paul knew she was right. They could never mount a defence now, and they had maybe thirty seconds before the first vehicle pulled up on their very doorstep. He nodded, pulled on his bag and followed her to the rear doors. Lexi rounded a corner into the lounge and collided with Chris and Melissa. 
 
    “What the fuck’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “No time,” she snapped at him. “Come with us now, both of you.” 
 
    They both just stared at her with open mouths. Their decisions to abandon their home and their friends were taken for them as they were dragged out of the building. Only Chris resisted. He pulled his arm free of Lexi’s grip and stood his ground. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he snarled angrily. 
 
    “We’re fucking finished, that’s what’s going on. In about ten seconds, someone’s coming through the front door to take this place. Now fucking move,” she snapped back.  
 
    Chris had no choice but to obey. 
 
    In just the clothes they wore, the four of them ran. They abandoned everyone there to the mercy of whoever was coming in superior force to take away everything they had worked to achieve. It wasn’t Dan leaving that ended them; even if he and all the others were here, she doubted they could repel that many people if they were armed. The only way they had done it before was because the attack had been foiled before they could surprise them and they had a machine gun aimed at them before they knew what they were driving into. 
 
    This time, they were the ones being surprised. 
 
    This time, they would lose without a shadow of a doubt. 
 
    The four of them fled over the grass of the rear lawns and headlong into the woods. They didn’t stop, not even when they heard the shouts of panic and alarm from behind them. They cut their losses, their huge and unfathomable losses, and kept running. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Roused from her sleep by the shouting, Lizzie struggled for a minute to figure out what was going on. Now that Steve was a little better, she had taken the decision to self-medicate and try to recoup some of the many hours of sleep she had lost, and the tablets made her groggy. Steve was waking up too, confused by the noise. 
 
    An armed man burst in, pointed a rifle at them and told them not to move. The instruction was easy for both of them to follow, as neither were medically able to find their feet. 
 
    She asked what was going on, only to be told to shut up. She shut up, and even shut her eyes again to return to the chemically induced sleep she was certain she was still in. 
 
    She wasn’t, and slowly that realisation dawned on her. 
 
    Eyes wide in terror, she looked at Steve, trying to make eye contact and gain some form of explanation for what was happening. All around the house, shouts and screams rang out. Too terrified to move, she stayed exactly where she was and waited for her turn to endure whatever was happening to the others. 
 
    The door opened again and the twins entered. She couldn’t even place their names, but she knew they looked different somehow, like they were only now seen as their true selves and had dropped whatever pretence they wore as a disguise before. Both walked tall and possessed an air of power which seemed new to her. 
 
    They were followed by a man wearing a crisp, clean uniform of camouflage material. He walked with purpose, his head held high and aloof. The man dripped with smug arrogance. He glanced at her, dismissed her immediately and walked to Steve’s side. 
 
    He leaned down to stare in his eyes. Steve’s pupils locked onto the man’s own and widened with disbelief. 
 
    “Flight Lieutenant Bennett,” he said slowly, enunciating each word carefully, “I do believe you owe me a helicopter.” 
 
    With that he stood, turned on his heel and walked out. 
 
      
 
    Major Richards had promoted himself from captain after he had forcibly relocated his group. He had prospered and added numbers to his ranks with such speed that he needed a larger bureaucratic system and more junior officers to take responsibility. He had found that after amalgamating half a dozen other groups into his own. The sting of Steve’s betrayal was something he refused to let go, and now he had come to swallow up the people and resources from the man who had thought to make a fool of him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BIGGER BOY’S TOYS 
 
    Two days of careful navigation and uncomfortable travel had taken them deep into Germany. Frequent stops were needed due to their cramped conditions, and Phil’s constant travel sickness had caused a medical emergency when he became so dehydrated that Kate called a stop to get potentially life-saving fluids into him by way of a drip. 
 
    As they entered the town of Paderborn, finding out the amusing news that it was twinned with Bolton in England, Dan recognised the clear evidence of an army town. Evidence to Dan, that was, having spent years in similar places. The fences were straight and neat, the roads wide and smooth. The grass was overgrown, however, and signs of disrepair were starting to creep in. Never would the British Army allow such sloppiness, he thought to himself with a wry smile. 
 
    A suitable building was found on the outskirts and a halt called for everyone to unload and relax. Dan allowed himself a brief respite as his cramped muscles burned from days spent in the saddle of an uncomfortable motorcycle. When he gauged that the others were refreshed, he took Mitch and Leah out on foot to assess their surroundings. 
 
    Moving carefully to avoid detection by the innumerable possible enemies he feared constantly, the three worked their way closer and closer to the British Forces base. Only to find it completely deserted. 
 
    Had their luck finally changed? he thought. Would they get something they needed without having to fight for it? 
 
    Like all true cynics, Dan refused to believe that such a goldmine would be totally undefended and that nobody else realised what this place held. 
 
    Ever since the end of the Second World War, the majority of the Western world’s military might had been held in storage in Germany. Since before the Berlin Wall fell, throughout the height of the Cold War, the British and the Americans, mostly, had been responsible for the huge infrastructure which made it possible to roll their tanks straight into Russia at a moment’s notice. Now he refused to let himself be fooled into thinking that nobody else would want what was here. 
 
    He wasn’t greedy; he had no intention of taking tanks. He just wanted some well-maintained and fully fuelled trucks capable of getting them to Africa, and if he allowed himself a little artistic licence, then some new hardware wouldn’t go amiss. 
 
    Forcing himself to concentrate, he ordered an observation point to be set up to watch the camp. The three of them lay still all day only a short distance apart. They saw nothing. No movement, no patrols and nothing to suggest that they couldn’t walk in and take what they needed. 
 
    He made himself go slow. Watch and wait, he told himself, watch and wait. 
 
    When it neared sundown, he called the quiet withdrawal, and he and Leah returned to the others to rest and start again in the morning. Mitch, the ever-alert Mitch, offered to stay and keep watch throughout the night and promised to make radio contact at first light or in the event of a problem. 
 
    Dan knew him well enough by now to trust his instincts and have faith in his uncanny ability to go without sleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
    MILITARY DICTATORSHIP 
 
    The next three days were spent under constant guard. People were summoned, interviewed and returned to their designated holding areas until called for. Thorough searches were conducted and every item that could be used as a weapon was taken. 
 
    People were set to work loading all their carefully stockpiled supplies into a series of green Army trucks. Any questions were met with stonewalled ignorance, any dissent with instant punishment. Ewan had suffered badly, being the ill-tempered Welshman he naturally was. Lizzie had to treat him for a raft of minor injuries after he had disagreed with three of their captors, each one of them alone outweighing him and at least two heads taller. 
 
    After the second day, people started to be called by name. They were told to bring their belongings, and they were ordered into more trucks. 
 
    The farm animals were loaded into every bit of available space in their own cattle transports; those that had no space were left in situ to starve. 
 
    Richards had taken over Ops as his command post for the assimilation of the group, with his junior officers and NCOs coming in and out as tasks were issued. He was pleased with himself. He told his small army that it was their duty to take these simple people into their fold, to protect them from the harsh world and establish order. 
 
    Above all, he craved order. 
 
    “Do we have them all?” he asked a young man wearing a uniform a size too big for him. 
 
    “Sir,” he stammered, “we believe that four got away, probably in the patrol vehicle we lost during the assault.” 
 
    “And the two men of that patrol?” he enquired acidly. 
 
    “Don’t know, sir.” 
 
    Richards glared at the boy, enjoying the feeling of power as the younger man quailed under his gaze. An irritated wave of the hand dismissed the boy, prompting him to run gratefully from the room. 
 
    The victorious major leaned back in the chair, placed his feet carefully on the desk to avoid scuffing his boots that he had ordered polished to a high shine, and opened the drawer next to him. Pulling out a nearly empty bottle of single malt, he examined it with evident amusement before uncorking it and pouring the contents triumphantly into the thin carpet. 
 
    As the final stages of their hostile takeover drew to a close, he had one last event to enjoy. He rose, straightened his uniform, and strode purposefully into medical as one of the two guards posted at the door flanked him wordlessly. 
 
    “Bennett,” he announced arrogantly, “don’t get up.” A humourless chuckle escaped his mouth as the joke he had planned came out just as he intended. He had no sense of comedic timing, due largely to the absence of any likeable traits of personality. 
 
    Steve didn’t answer. As Lizzie had lost unsupervised control of their supply of medication, the pain had worsened, and a permanent prickle of sweat beaded his pale and clammy face. He lay on the bed in a constant sea of pain as Lizzie watched over him, powerless to ease his suffering. 
 
    Richards stood at the end of the bed with his hands on his hips, staring down at a broken man. “I told you that you owed me a helicopter,” he said with open scorn on his face, “but I see you somewhat squandered that gift.” When no answer came, he was forced to move the conversation along himself. He didn’t like it when the script he had rehearsed in his head had to be altered. “I can offer you medical treatment at our new base,” he said. Again, he was frustrated at receiving no answer. “But you must ask for it,” he finished, leaving the humiliation heavy in the air. 
 
    Steve was in too much pain to offer any resistance. He hurt all over and felt sick with every breath. “Please,” he whispered, “please.” 
 
    Richards offered no answer other than to smirk again and leave the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ALL LIFE IS LUCK 
 
    Mitch gave a simple report as he ate the unrecognisable contents of a can of food so fast that he barely tasted it. Through his mouthfuls, he stated that there was no movement at the barracks. None. At all. 
 
    Dan thanked him, although his concentration was marred by the fact that he was unable to pull his gaze away from the slimy substance Mitch was shovelling into his mouth. 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask a sensible question about tactics when he could no longer contain himself. “What the hell are you eating?” he asked, repulsed by what he was watching. 
 
    Mitch stopped chewing, one cheek puffed out like a hamster. He looked at the can, looked back at Dan and offered a shrug. 
 
    Shaking his head to clear the image from his brain, Dan returned to the task. “Get your head down for a few hours,” he said, looking away to hide his disgust. 
 
    He moved around the others, “doing the rounds,” as he called it. Taking a lap around the group, exchanging pleasantries and cracking bad dad jokes reminded him why they were all going through this hardship: they were a family. A large, highly dysfunctional one with a family pet who would most certainly raise complaints from the neighbours, but they were still a family. 
 
    That afternoon, they carefully approached the front gates of the base and opened them unopposed. Moving his small team of makeshift soldiers, drivers and engineers into the series of large buildings, he marvelled at the sheer size of the place. Row upon row of challenger tanks waited inside a unit the size of an aircraft hangar. Another held a swathe of armoured vehicles with their wire blast netting protruding awkwardly. It was difficult for most of them to stay focused; they were unchaperoned children in a sweet shop. It was like a backstage pass. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent picking their new fleet. A huge supply truck with a large cab and rows of seats in the back became Jack’s new prized possession. An off-road truck, the likes of which Dan had never seen, was claimed by Neil, a double cab with a fuel tank dominating the rear of the chassis. 
 
    A whistle from Mitch towards the rear of the building made Dan jog up to where he and Leah were standing, both of them grinning like children. He could excuse that from Leah, obviously. 
 
    Dan’s own face cracked into a smile, instantaneously transforming the scowling look he bore because of the scar into one of pure childlike joy. 
 
    “It’s called a Foxhound,” Mitch said proudly. 
 
    Dan walked a slow circle around the resting beast. It was like his old Discovery on steroids. A v-shaped hull gave it an aggressive stance. He opened the rear doors – the only way inside the protective cocoon – and saw four seats in the back as well as two up front. 
 
    “We were suffering badly from roadside bombs in Iraq and Afghanistan,” explained Mitch, “so this was developed to replace the Land Rovers we were using. Four-wheel steering too.” 
 
    Dan had heard enough. It was his; it had to be. Bulletproof and blastproof, all feelings of loss for the comfortable 4x4 he had left behind evaporated. 
 
    Leah smiled at him.  
 
    “Shotgun,” she called out with a smirk. 
 
    Sending Jack, Adam, and Neil back with the big supply truck to fetch the rest of the group, they set about deciding what else to take and where to search for more supplies. 
 
    The camp was huge. They avoided the barrack blocks for no other reason than they didn’t want to find the skeletons of so many men and women, but stores were found and stockpiles of uniform raided. 
 
    Over the next two days, they stripped down everything they carried, replaced their own equipment with better items and gathered their strength. Try as they might, nothing they had with them could bypass the physical security to access the weapons lockers. 
 
    In terms of firepower, they had to make do with what they had. Luckily, that was still quite a lot. Dan marvelled that they had travelled all this distance and the only shots fired were for hunting, but that was a matter of luck too, he guessed. 
 
    Refreshed, replenished, and in far more safety and comfort than before, they prepared to resume their journey south. 
 
    Leading the way in his Foxhound with Leah beside him, he glanced over his shoulder at Lukas and Marie as Ash nosed his way in between the two front seats to get a good view of the road ahead. They were followed by the large transport truck bearing the majority of the group as well as box upon box of ration packs; the store of MREs caused great delight, as most of them had never eaten out of a self-heating tinfoil bag before. 
 
    Behind them came Neil’s tanker, fully stocked with diesel full of additives to prolong the life of the fuel. That was another thing Dan hadn’t realised; he never thought to question the sell-by date on fuel, but Mitch assured him that the stocks on the bases were full of chemicals to keep them viable, as they were a stockpile and not an everyday use. 
 
    At the tail came Mitch with Adam beside him, a tried and tested military Snatch Land Rover similar to their old Defenders bringing up the rear. 
 
    Armed, armoured, and well equipped, they rolled south towards Munich. 
 
    Only to find the road barred not three miles away. 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    “If we stay here, then they’ll find us,” Lexi hissed at the other three from the deep cover of the woodland they hid in.  
 
    Nobody could counter that with any feasible logic. 
 
    “We’ve got to get away from here,” she finished, taking control for the first time since Dan had left. 
 
    Moving as carefully as they could still made every footfall sound like a firework display as the dried and broken branches snapped under their boots. Melissa cried quietly while Chris remained silent. 
 
    It took them an hour to move through the darkness around the lake to find the blocked access road leading back to the tarmac. The rusting hulks of the vehicles dumped there by Ewan after the last attack on their home loomed ahead. 
 
    Crouching by the side of a wreck, Lexi listened intently. Leaning back to Paul, she told him what she knew. “Voices. At least two men,” she said. 
 
    Paul nodded and switched places with her. He watched through the darkness, seeing the flash of a lighter as one of them lit a cigarette. He listened for a few minutes before turning back. “Two of them, and they have a vehicle,” he said. 
 
    Lexi thought for a minute. “No guns,” she said, unslinging her rifle and handing it to Chris as she whispered for them to stay put.  
 
    Lexi had never followed suit and equipped herself with a suppressed weapon, suddenly regretting that decision. A gunshot would bring their attackers down on them, something that none of them wanted. Paul did the same, handing his own rifle to Melissa, who held it as though it would explode at any moment. 
 
    As slowly as they could, Lexi and Paul crept out of their hiding place and inched towards the two bored sentries. Being given the perimeter cordon was a job for the lame and the lazy, it seemed, as the two did nothing but complain about their allocated task. 
 
    One was sitting in the passenger side of a car, carelessly bathing himself in the soft yellow light. He would be completely blind to anything over two paces away, whereas their own night vision was well attuned by now. The other played it perfectly for them. 
 
    “I need a piss,” he announced to his dull-witted partner as he wandered away into the undergrowth. 
 
    He passed only a few feet away from Paul, who struck like a snake. Rising from his crouch, he wrapped his left arm tightly around the man’s neck and pulled him tight to his body. With his right hand, he pulled the opposite side of his head painfully down. 
 
    No sound could escape his mouth, and Paul dropped his body weight into the back of his knees to take him down. Leaning back, he exerted every ounce of pressure he could muster, the long hours of his life spent lifting weights suddenly meaning the difference between life and death. The combination of the force on his head pressing the bony part of his left wrist into the side of the man’s neck made his struggles short-lived. 
 
    With a massive effort that betrayed Paul’s sheer strength, he violently twisted the man’s head towards him. The sickening sound of a single, sinuous crunch died away in the following silence. Breathing heavily, Paul gently laid the dead man down. 
 
    The lazy one in the car was still complaining. When he didn’t receive any verbal ratification for his complaints, he called out to his partner. 
 
    Receiving only silence in return, he climbed out of the lit interior of the car and tried to blink away his immediate blindness. 
 
    Movement flashed in front of him, and still he failed to react. A blonde woman appeared from the dark and hit him hard in the chest with a knee. He slammed back into the car and drew breath to shout an alarm when he was struck hard in the throat and a red-hot burning sensation exploded in his groin. 
 
    Lexi drove her knife hilt first into his windpipe, then reversed it and plunged the blade into the inside of his hip joint where it met the top of his fleshy thigh. Struggling to hold her hand over his mouth, she sawed the knife backwards and forwards until rewarded by a pressurised spurt of hot blood. Holding him there, she watched the life drain almost instantly from his eyes as she let go to watch him slump to the floor. 
 
    Paul joined her, saw what she had done and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “We need to go,” he whispered again, running back to fetch the others.  
 
    Lexi nodded to him, even though he had already gone. Wiping her hand and her knife on her victim, she began removing his weapons before dragging his body away to the bushes to hide it with the other. 
 
    Paul had retrieved similar weapons from the man he had killed and all four piled into the car. Setting off slowly, he drove for over an hour in near darkness before he stopped. 
 
    He killed the engine to save fuel as silence hung heavy in the car. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” asked Melissa from the back in a small voice. 
 
    “We go south,” replied Paul. “We go south, we cross the Channel, and we find the others. 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
    Bullets whined, fizzed and screamed past them. Ricochets pinged through a seemingly impossible spectrum of sound, punctuated by shouts and screams. The percussive coughs of return fire through their suppressed weapons sounded like a woefully inadequate response to the maelstrom of noise and lead being sent towards them, but deep under the stress lay the knowledge that the end result of receiving a bullet from either side would be the same. 
 
    Conducting a fighting withdrawal with a platoon of trained men would have been difficult; scrambling away to safety with a handful of half-trained men, women and children while under fire was another thing entirely. 
 
    They were leaderless, they were scared, and they had lost.  
 
    All of these facts Mitch blamed himself for. In a matter of minutes, he had become the thing he despised most in a solider: inefficient. 
 
    A thought ran through his head, moving far quicker than the bullets singing through the air around them.  
 
    The speed of thought, somewhere between the swiftness of sound and light, he reckoned. Certainly faster than the muzzle velocities of the weapons aimed at them. 
 
    Fast enough to consider the stupidity and desperation of the situation they had stumbled into. 
 
    Fast enough to understand that they weren’t under attack from trained men, or the accuracy of their shots would have claimed more victims by now. 
 
    Fast enough to know that when the adrenaline wore off, his chest would likely be badly bruised by the bullet which had slammed violently into his ballistic vest and knocked him on his face. 
 
    Fast enough to consider their best option: run.  
 
    Run fast and get out of the line of fire. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FLEETING HAPPINESS 
 
    From behind the wheel of his monstrous new ride, Dan’s mind wandered happily. This was his second autumn since the world died and began its slow process of decaying, but he had thrived and now felt more alive than before. 
 
    He had met Neil and the two had come up with a plan to start a new life for everyone they could save. Dan had rescued a young, frightened girl first, who was now sitting beside him dressed like a warrior. A smile crept onto his face as he thought that the girl picking a speck of dust from the breech of her rifle had transformed from frightened to frightening. 
 
    Their numbers swelled until they experienced their first brush with the hostility of other people. It still worried Dan how simple a thing it was to take a life when it was justified by an “us or them” concept. 
 
    Their life at the prison had grown almost comfortable; running water and a hot shower was something he could only dream of now, let alone a sustainable power supply. 
 
    When he had met Marie, his life changed again. The passing of Penny and the internal struggles they fought were nothing compared to the suffering of others. As those more unfortunate were liberated by Dan’s ever-increasing thirst for justice, they had formed a home to be proud of. 
 
    Others had come for them, and they had lost. Dan felt guilty about leaving their home to chase the rainbow of a solution to the tragic problems facing anyone who fell pregnant, and that guilt was amplified when so many chose to follow him. His home, their home, seemed so far away now. 
 
    He comforted himself in knowing that he had left them under the very capable leadership of the former Royal Air Force pilot, but he had no way to know that Steve had been horribly injured in a helicopter crash. 
 
    If he knew that their home was gone, eradicated in a single blow, and his people taken under the dubious protection of a man he would happily kill with his bare hands, then his guilt would overcome him in an instant. If he knew that his first protégé, Lexi, was on the run and having to rely on the skills he had taught her, he would probably consider throwing a U-turn and heading back. 
 
    But he knew nothing of the terrible events at home. For now, his whole world was in the four military vehicles driving in convoy across Germany. They were fantastically well equipped, ridiculously well supplied with food and fuel, and they were heading to a place far away for possible answers. 
 
    The lunacy of their plan had struck him more than once since they had left, crossed the English Channel in unseasonably bad weather and wound their ponderous way across Europe, making yet more friends in the way he usually did. 
 
    Flexing his hands on the chunky steering wheel of his new ride with a glance in the side mirrors to see the convoy proudly following, he had to admit that he was having a good day so far. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE LEXI ROADSHOW 
 
    Their fuel ran out an hour before daylight, and without the tools they normally carried, they couldn’t find any to continue their journey in the stolen vehicle. 
 
    Fearful of pursuit ever since they fled their home and murdered two of the attackers, they rolled the car off the road into some bushes where the natural slope hid it from any casual observer. The gap it left in the foliage was obvious enough to Lexi, but she didn’t think it would help her standing among the other three to sound negative right now. 
 
    She was fairly certain that Chris and Melissa hated her, and even Paul’s love for her couldn’t be totally relied on right then. She blamed herself for the attack on their home, and like everyone wallowing in self-pity, she was convinced that the others held the same opinion. It was time to step up and prove herself worthy of leading the last remnants of the society they used to feel secure in. 
 
    In truth, they did hold her responsible for the way things turned out, at least to some extent. If she hadn’t acted childishly, then her objections to the twins’ appointment may have been listened to instead of everyone dismissing her opinion as a continuation of her bad attitude. 
 
    She wanted to explain that it wasn’t fair. She had raised legitimate concerns which were ignored, and she couldn’t be held responsible for the actions of others. She knew it was a weak argument, and it was still a very raw subject, having fled with next to nothing only hours before.  
 
    The dried blood of the man she had killed caked her clothes from neck to knee, and both of her hands looked black in the low light of the pre-dawn. At least her black clothing hid the worst of the stains. 
 
    Without maps, they were forced to take direction from the rising sun and place it on their left as they walked. They were in an area that she had not scouted over the last year or so, and they moved cautiously as a result. Just like Dan had taught her, she put herself up front, placed Paul at the back as a rearguard and protected the two most vulnerable in the middle as they walked along in single file. Both Chris and Melissa were carrying the weapons taken from the two dead sentries, but the guns themselves were as untested as the people carrying them. 
 
    She had to rely on what they had, which wasn’t much, and make their situation better. Shelter, supplies, transport. In that order. They had unanimously agreed the plan as they moved through the dark: get to Africa and find the others. 
 
    As a plan it was simple, but the moving parts of that plan were numerous and complex.  
 
    What if they couldn’t find a car? They were weeks away from walking to the south coast if they had to move in slow fear. 
 
    What if they couldn’t find a boat? Could they get through the tunnel? 
 
    What if they met any hostility? They were unlikely to have any chance against similar or superior numbers, so they would have to rely on stealth. 
 
    The feeling of being hunted made for a heightened state of anxiety in all of them, so she fell back once more to Dan’s instruction: hide during the day and move at night; it was slower but safer. But that only made sense if she was on foot, as driving at night attracted far more attention than in the day. Damn him, she thought, why did he have to leave? Why didn’t she learn more from him and Steve instead of strutting around with her newly acquired status? 
 
    She shook those thoughts away, as she had to make a decision: stop for the day and continue that night or find a vehicle? Follow Dan’s word like the gospel or make her own path? 
 
    She called a stop as the other three huddled in towards her, stressed and exhausted. Taking a knee and fiddling with her rifle to gain a few valuable seconds of thinking time, just as Dan did, she told the others what she wanted. 
 
    “We need a vehicle,” she said firmly. 
 
    Looks of relief washed over all of them, telling her that she had already gone some small way to repairing their trust in her. Giving people what they needed instead of what they wanted was often an unpopular way to go, but giving them what they wanted and not what they needed was bound to result in failure. 
 
    Failure meant capture, or death by any number of means. She could not fail. 
 
    “We’ll move towards the town over there,” she went on, pointing to the tops of buildings in the distance, “and you two will hole up somewhere while we find what we need.” 
 
    Melissa especially seemed relieved to be given a role where she no longer had to walk. Paul remained tight-lipped with a blank face at the knowledge that his day would likely be lasting another twelve hours or so. She felt exhausted herself, but the burning anger at her own failures and the loss of everything they had built fuelled an overdrive which she hoped would last until things got even slightly better than they were. 
 
    Maintaining their single-file progress across country, the rooftops became more clearly defined as they approached. 
 
    Clearing a small village shop which seemed to have been largely untouched, they began the tiring, repetitive cycle which would be their daily routine for the coming days. She helped herself to a few cans of overpriced energy drinks, the type crammed full of sugar and caffeine, and chugged most of a can down in one go. She tossed another to Paul, who did the same. Stuffing their bags with all they could find, they moved back outside with hopes of finding transport. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HOW QUICKLY LUCK CAN CHANGE 
 
    Leah even began to hum a tune to herself as she scanned the views from behind the bulletproof glass of their new ride. Their plan had been changed again, having found a mass of supplies to load onto their newly acquired and very capable vehicles. They had fuel for weeks of hard travel, and they elected to stick to the land bridge between continental Europe and Africa. That meant taking a leisurely drive through the Middle East, not a prospect many had fully considered. 
 
    The sense of joy and feeling refreshed by their resupply and the exciting new vehicle fleet was shattered within minutes as they crested a hill to look down on a blocked road. 
 
    Not just a blocked road like they had encountered so many times since the sudden collapse of everything, but an obvious and deliberate roadblock. 
 
    A huge truck had been driven quite intentionally into the middle of the road with another mirroring it from the opposite side. Between the two was another smaller truck. That flash of realisation that something wasn’t right made Dan instantly lift off the accelerator pedal. 
 
    Recognising that the middle truck still had inflated tyres made him hit the brakes. Another second staring at the blatantly man-made obstruction made him snatch up the radio and call out to the other vehicles to turn around. They had rehearsed this in theory with all the drivers of their convoy: if the lead vehicle called a problem, then Mitch at the tail would spin around and become point while the heavier vehicles performed their own slow turns. Dan would then take position at the back until they regrouped. 
 
    As Dan spun the large armoured vehicle around, far more easily than its sheer size would dictate was possible due to the four-wheeled steering platform, he was met instantly with the brake lights of the vehicles in front. Not good. There must be another obstruction behind them. Hesitating between staying to protect the rear and wanting to lead from the front, he hovered his foot over the throttle for a few seconds before the radio crackled again into life.  
 
    “Attack rear! Attack rear!” barked Mitch’s voice. 
 
    Decision made, Dan floored the right-hand pedal and surged past the heavier trucks. Quickly overtaking the stranded convoy, he pulled wide to get a better view and saw that they had rolled straight into a classic ambush: obstruction at the front, cut-off at the rear. What came next didn’t need explaining; where they were sitting would now become a killing ground. 
 
    Unless the ambushers weren’t prepared for a ruthless bastard with questionable mental health driving a bombproof truck. 
 
    The vehicle the attackers had used to cut off their escape had been poorly selected. A soft-skinned truck not unlike their old scavenging vehicles with an open side spanned most of the tarmac and was occupied with half a dozen men shooting at them. 
 
    No hesitation, Dan knew what he was going to do. Keeping his foot planted and reaching over forty miles an hour, he glanced to his right as he passed Mitch and Adam, both flat on the ground and pouring automatic fire at the barricade in short, controlled bursts. 
 
    Looking ahead again, he saw one of the men spasm and fall like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Stitched through the torso by the return fire, the man lost control of his legs but kept his finger on the trigger of his rifle as he fell. At least one other attacker was killed as he unknowingly emptied the remainder of his magazine into his comrades. 
 
    Those who had scrambled for safety were spared no mercy. No sooner had they escaped one violent death, another bore down on them through almost four tonnes of armoured vehicle. 
 
    One man stood fixed to the spot, unable to move through fear and the realisation of his imminent death. Dan was struck by how dishevelled he looked as he stood rooted to the concrete. His clothes were torn and dirty, his hair and beard long and wild. As he still considered the difference in their appearances, Dan hit him full in the chest with the front of his vehicle, crushing him instantly into the stationary truck. 
 
    It was an unfair fight. Their Foxhound versus a small truck. Bulletproof glass against thin fibreglass. Their well-executed plan was suddenly a chaotic shambles as the cruel solution obliterated the blocking vehicle. Bodywork, wheels and bodies flew in all directions as though they had exploded instead of being hit by another car. 
 
    Inside the Foxhound, and after Dan’s shouted warning to hold tight, there was an air of anticlimax. They had barely been slowed down by the savage impact, and the wreckage around them didn’t equate to the buffeting they had expected to feel. 
 
    Forty-five seconds from happy progress to the all-too-familiar sensation of surging adrenaline. 
 
    The road was open, the convoy fled, and the bubble of safety and excitement was utterly burst. Forty-five seconds to remind them that until they found a place to call home, until they were no longer nomads in an unknown place, they would never really be safe. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE ENDLESS CYCLE OF HARD WORK 
 
    They stank. They were dirty, exhausted and none of them had managed to properly wash in days. Exposure during daylight at a water source was risky, not that they had come across much in the way of running water, and what precious little bottled water they found could not be wasted on ablutions. 
 
    As a result, the cramped vehicle they shared held an unpleasant and eye-watering aroma. Even with the windows down as they wound their ponderous way south, the fresh air did little to negate the stinging smell from their unwashed bodies. They didn’t speak much other than to point out hazards or potential scavenging sites or to change drivers. 
 
    The small three-door hatchback Chris had nursed into reluctant life was showing a quarter tank of fuel, and the tortured noises from the engine bay made all of them wonder which would expire first. Still, it was better than walking. Slightly. 
 
    The overgrown hedgerows allowed occasional glimpses of a world they once knew being slowly eroded and reclaimed: a road sign here, half obscured by foliage; a streetlamp there, swamped and swathed in creeping ivy. One of these occasional glimpses told them they had progressed into another county, this time Dorset after Gloucestershire and Somerset and Wiltshire, on the halting trek towards open water and their continental destination. 
 
    No sooner had Lexi absorbed this landmark and begun to consult the road atlas taken from a fuel station’s magazine racks did the car give a pained shudder. A murderous screeching noise emanated from the front, followed by an impossibly loud bang. Paul killed the engine, dropped it out of gear into neutral and let the expired car roll to a steaming stop. Silence reigned, as they were all too exhausted to speak. 
 
    “That’ll be us walking again, then,” said Chris in an almost nonchalant voice from the back. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, Lexi opened the door on its protesting hinges and began the process of tightening her equipment and strapping the bag to her back. The others followed suit, wordlessly preparing for yet another walk of unknown distance. 
 
    Tiredness made them complacent. It made Lexi simply too uncaring to enforce discipline and maintain their ordered march in wary single file. Soon, all four were trudging side by side down the road as though the prospect of meeting any threat were an inescapable inevitability. 
 
    As this cloud of unawareness descended on them, bizarrely their spirits lifted. 
 
    “What do you think happened to everyone?” asked Melissa to nobody in particular. 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Chris, “but we’ve probably pissed enough people off to warrant a bit of bad karma.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” interjected Paul, but the force of his words possessed no real gravity. “I mean, we’ve been the dominant ones since this all started, so there was bound to be someone bigger than us out there. Pissing about in a helicopter probably didn’t help either,” he finished patiently. 
 
    They absorbed this in silence, their minds opening up to the concept of their potential arrogance. 
 
    “How would the helicopter make us worse?” asked Melissa, genuinely confused by his emerging theory. 
 
    “It’s like those sci-fi programmes,” he explained. “You know, when aliens attack the earth because we’ve made some big leap in technology. Like we were saying that we were ready for the next level or something.” 
 
    Lexi involuntarily scoffed at the mention of aliens and planetary invasions, which didn’t gain her any favour with Chris. 
 
    “So you felt we were safe then?” he asked her rhetorically. “You think that just because we thought we were doing the right thing that others would just be like ‘hey, they’re good guys so let’s just leave them alone and do our own thing’?” 
 
    She thought about that. “No,” she said carefully, “that’s not what I’m saying. In fact, I’m starting to agree with you.” 
 
    The other three exchanged a look. 
 
    “How’s that, then?” Paul asked her. 
 
    “I mean that we got comfortable,” she said, a small injection of passion entering her words. “We probably were arrogant, and we probably all thought that because we’d survived everything so far that we were too big to take down. Look at the facts: everyone who has come at us has lost. Badly. We’ve wiped out three other groups and left literally no survivors… Did they think they deserved that?” 
 
    An awkward silence held them all for another hundred yards of walking. 
 
    “We didn’t even have any defences in place on the farm,” said Chris, “and Dan’s ‘nobody holds a gun except who I choose’ was never questioned. Did you notice that everyone who left was carrying one? If we’d all had training and everyone was armed, then we could have had better security and whoever it was who took away our home might not have had such an easy time of it. No; he spent all his time with his dog and his woman and that scary-as-shit kid he turned into a killer.” 
 
    At the growing criticism of Dan, Lexi tensed. 
 
    Her pride stung by the abuse of his rules and protocols, she turned on the farmer and looked him in the eye, ready to fly into a staunch defence of the man and everything he had done for them. 
 
    But the words deserted her, just as Dan had. 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed a few times as she fought with herself and her loyalties. Those loyalties were being rigorously tested now, and she found that when the shine of Dan’s charismatic leadership had worn off, then maybe, just maybe, she agreed with what Chris was trying to say. 
 
    Without a word, she turned back and carried on walking. 
 
    She remained about ten steps ahead of the others as they continued the muttered conversation. Her fuming anger at herself, at Chris, at Dan and at whoever had taken away their home clouded her senses. 
 
    Those senses, even when tired, would have easily detected the sound of others talking long before it was too late. 
 
    From the hedgerow ahead of her emerged two men carrying shotguns, making her freeze and turn to look behind her.  
 
    Another two men there, similarly armed, were advancing on the others who were still lost in conversation. She spun back and raised her rifle as she shouted a warning for them to stay back. 
 
    “Whoa! Easy there!” said a voice from her right side. “No harm intended, boys; put your guns down now.” 
 
    Lexi fought to control her breathing as she switched aim between the multiple targets. 
 
    The man who spoke walked towards her, remaining at an unthreatening distance as he spoke. 
 
    “We heard that engine coming miles away,” he said kindly as he held his huge hands wide in a gesture of openness. “I’ve met people dressed like you two before, only they were in a better state than you are, I dare say.” 
 
    So much competing information swam around in Lexi’s brain that it was hard to concentrate and get everything in order. Before she could formulate any plan, the man spoke again. 
 
    “Come on, you look like you could do with a cup of tea.” 
 
    Up close, she could see he was a big man, but his soft charm hid that fact unless you cared to look closely. He had kind eyes, a wide smile and huge hands. She thought he looked like someone she could trust. She wanted to trust him. She wanted to trust anyone right then, if only to feel safe again. 
 
    She lowered her rifle and stood straight, trying to regain her dignity despite being filthy with greasy hair and very aware of her own odour. 
 
    “Lexi,” she introduced herself, then nodded to the other three and named them in turn. 
 
    The smiling man tentatively reached out a large hand to shake hers. She took it, her own small hand being instantly engulfed in a powerful grip which made her think that the rough, calloused brown skin around her own could do some real damage if he chose to do so. 
 
    The broad smile seemed very genuine, and Lexi felt a wave of emotion overcome her, almost as though they had been saved. Tears pricked her eyes at the relief and exhaustion. 
 
    “Tea?” the big man said once more, relieving the awkward tension with the most British of subject changes. 
 
    They followed him a short distance down the road until they met up with others around a Land Rover. As the vehicle came fully into sight, Lexi’s eyes grew wide with shock. The extra tank on the roof rack and the bullet score mark above the windscreen all seemed so familiar. 
 
    That shock turned to fear, and that fear in turn transformed into rage. 
 
    Too close to the big man to step back and raise her rifle, she instead wrapped her left arm around his neck and whipped the Glock from the holster on her vest. Yanking his head back as far as she could given the David and Goliath size difference between them, she pressed the muzzle into the side of his head. 
 
    “Where did you get that car?” she screamed at him. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    Confusion reigned among everyone else. Paul raised his own gun, prompting Chris and Melissa to follow suit, but they were surrounded by the rest of the group with shotguns. Nobody really knew what to do, and an awkward stalemate hung heavy for a few seconds. 
 
    The big man was calm and could easily have stood up straight and overpowered the girl. Only he didn’t, because the shock and her reaction was his fault. He blamed himself for not acting on his instincts that he knew where these people had come from. As soon as she recognised the Land Rover, he knew who she was. Where she had come from. 
 
    And he knew that their mutual friend had given him the vehicle, but she didn’t, not yet. 
 
    Remaining very still, he answered her with a slow and clear response. 
 
    “Dan gave it to me,” he said. 
 
    She froze, slowly absorbing the information into her fatigued and sleep-deprived brain. Gently, she relaxed the ineffective grip on his neck and moved the gun away. Holding it pointed towards the ground, she stepped back and allowed the man she had attacked to stand tall once more. 
 
    Rubbing his neck where she had hauled him down, he smiled again, waving his comrades away with a subtle gesture. Guns were lowered and everyone’s personal space returned to an uninvaded state. 
 
    “Like I said earlier,” he said with an open grin, “I’ve met people dressed like you before. That’s where I got the truck, after I helped them.” 
 
    A sob escaped Lexi’s mouth, and it was quickly stifled. The shock and relief of knowing Dan and the others had been here, had met this man, overtook her emotions. She suddenly felt so very tired. 
 
    “You helped them?” she asked through tear-blurred eyes. 
 
    “We helped each other, more like,” he answered. “They didn’t need this anymore, so I inherited it. Allow me to start again. I’m Simon, and last time I saw your friends, they were way out to sea.”  
 
  
 
  


 
    THE RAGE TO OVERCOME 
 
    Dan had driven hard away from the site of their attempted ambush, eyes moving as though they were plugged into the mains, looking for other threats and barking orders to the others in the car and over the radio. 
 
    After a few miles, to be sure they weren’t being directly pursued, he called a stop away from the main road and posted Mitch and Adam to watch their rear after quickly checking on them. The only casualty was a ventilated windscreen on the Land Rover. The potential of losing a vehicle this early on was a blow, but going back for another was now out of the question. 
 
    Calling the others in, he explained what had happened. He didn’t realise it then, but the hype he still felt from the adrenaline was pouring out of him as pure anger. Everyone present was made to feel that they were in some way responsible for what had happened, as though they were all collectively to blame, when in fact he blamed none of them. He blamed the hideous state of humanity. He blamed those people for attacking them when there was no sensible reason to do it. He was angry that people shot first and looted later, instead of having a simple conversation or offering trade. 
 
    He was appalled at the extreme lack of good manners. 
 
    His words were harsh and full of rage; his voice was raised but at the same time his hands shook from fear and adrenaline and his heart beat so hard that he could hear his own pulse in his ears. As his anger at the behaviour of other humans abated, he saw his most faithful follower sliding away from the group wearing a look like he’d left a steaming present on his master’s new carpet. 
 
    Seeing his dog afraid made him stop. He was making others feel afraid too. They should be afraid, he thought, just not afraid of him. Dan was doing this all wrong. 
 
    Clicking his fingers and calling Ash to him, he bent down to fuss the huge animal and reassure him that it was OK now. 
 
    Standing up again, he began the harder task of reassuring his human followers that it was going to be OK for them too. 
 
    “We have a hard day driving ahead of us now,” he said to the group, more softly now, “but we need to put as much space between us and here as we can. Everyone take a break while we look at the maps, but just stay close to the vehicles!” 
 
    Catching Leah’s eye, he walked towards where she had laid the map out on the bonnet of a long-deceased car. 
 
    “Head back west, go down through Italy,” she said simply. Marie, Neil, Jimmy and Jack joined them, and Leah repeated her stance on their navigation. 
 
    “Best way,” replied Neil. “If we’re meeting people like that in Germany and the last lot in Belgium, then I doubt we’ll find a better reception when we hit the Gaza strip, do you?” 
 
    Agreement rippled through the small assembly. For want of a better plan which didn’t involve fighting their way across a thousand miles, they decided to head back in the general direction they had come from. 
 
    Dan’s anger was still running high, so he took himself away for a solitary cigarette. Now convinced of his own innocence in the recent bad mood, Ash dutifully followed to lope at his flank, nose to the ground and ears up. Breathing heavily to purge the last of the fear-induced chemicals from his body, Dan concentrated on lowering his heart rate and returning to a sense of balance.  
 
    Healthy balance was not something Dan experienced often nowadays. In fact, a healthy state of mind was now something as fleeting as a burst of fear or anger had been in the past. He was tired, so unbelievably emotionally and physically exhausted that he could just curl up where he was and cry. 
 
    Only he couldn’t do that anymore. As much as he wanted to lie down in the foetal position and wait for all the bad things to pass him by, he simply couldn’t afford the delay. People’s lives depended on him, including the ones who meant the most to him. His frustration at the world threatened his eyes with tears, not of sadness, but of anguish at the futility of the world. A footfall behind him made him spin around and place an instinctive hand on his carbine. 
 
    Leah had got close before he heard her, not intentionally, as she knew better than to creep up on an armed man who lived on the edge, but because of her ingrained sense of stealth. 
 
    “Steady,” she said in a slightly mocking impression of him. The levity was enough to bring him down from the last step of emotional reaction and articulate how he felt. 
 
    “What the hell was all that about?” he asked her. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, then considered the discussion she had recently with Emma about people being rhetorical. She closed her mouth again, guessing rightly that Dan hadn’t finished. 
 
    “I mean, what did they want with us? Supplies? Weapons? Why couldn’t they just walk up and ask us?” he ranted on, cursing the world in general and lamenting that conflict was as natural to the human race as breathing. “We’re just destined to destroy each other, I reckon,” he said glumly. 
 
    Leah guessed he had finished now. She knew that he liked to get on his soapbox and say things like this from time to time, and she had learned to let it run. Her mind drifted off a little as she pondered if he spent his downtime making up these speeches. 
 
    Stepping closer, she placed a hand on his shoulder. There was no awkwardness between them, which was strange, as neither were emotionally open people, and Dan raised his eyes to meet hers. 
 
    “Believe me when I say this, because I love you, but you seriously need to man up.” A sarcastic smirk tickled the corner of her mouth; she clearly wanted to laugh at her own humour. 
 
    Dan looked at her, burning an intense gaze through her until she could no longer take it and burst out laughing. He laughed with her and stood to hug her. 
 
    “Point taken, you little shit,” he said warmly, then turned and walked back towards the vehicles. “And I love you too. Just don’t go thinking I’m increasing your pocket money or letting you stay up late,” he said over his shoulder as he paced away. 
 
    Leah’s smile remained as she watched him go. She knew she had, or at least used to have, a father. Her mum used to talk about him every so often, just not very nicely. She had never actually known her own dad, not properly anyway, and if she really concentrated, she could only just recall what he looked like. 
 
    Nothing like Dan. She wondered again what he had been like before, and if her mum had met him whether he could’ve become her dad for real. 
 
    “Pointless thought,” she said to herself wistfully, “it is what it is.” And she was happy with that. She had a dad now and a hairy brother who drooled in the car and was known for his tendency to bite. She had a mum of sorts. Soon she would have a younger brother or sister too. 
 
    Then the realisation of that hit her. She steeled herself and walked back to the group, back to the mission, and back to her dysfunctional family. 
 
    “Woman up,” she muttered to herself as she put her game face back on.  
 
    After all, she had a reputation to uphold. 
 
  
 
  


 
    PLAN B 
 
    “Well, it’s probably more of a plan Y by now,” retorted Mitch as Dan circled their Land Rover and assessed the damage. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Dan said distractedly. 
 
    He saw the four crazed bullet holes dotted across the windscreen in a curving arc, marvelling at their luck that nobody was hurt. Not strictly true, as both Adam and Mitch had suffered cuts to their hands and faces from the glass. The four bullets which had entered the cab had harmlessly impacted the bags and boxes stacked behind the front seats, and he saw how one had gouged a piece off the passenger’s side head restraint and exposed the uncomfortably cheap, off-beige foam stuffing. 
 
    As he checked the rest of the vehicle and saw numerous scrapes where rounds had ricocheted off the metal and slashed away the green paint, Mitch began to conduct repairs. 
 
    Ripping off pieces of duct tape, Mitch began to seal the holes in the glass before moving on to wrap the seat and shut in the escaping foam. He saw Dan’s amused look and explained. 
 
    “Land Rovers: they go anywhere and you can fix most things with duct tape,” he said with a smile. “Well, for a while anyway.” 
 
    Dan chuckled. “OK, so what’s plan Y or whatever we’ve got to if it dies on us?” he asked. 
 
    “Switch the supplies into the big wagon and we go on top of the other vehicles as lookouts?” Mitch replied. 
 
    “Sounds cold,” Dan answered, “and uncomfortable.”  
 
    Mitch merely shrugged away the concepts as insignificant.  
 
    Stepping closer, Dan asked him a question in a hushed tone. “How did your boy do?” he muttered. 
 
    “Good enough,” came the quiet answer. “He had to change his trousers, but that’s not uncommon, as you know. Didn’t you piss your pants in your first contact?” Mitch asked Dan innocently. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did. Some forgotten village in the Balkans in the pitch-black. Didn’t know what the hell was going on!” he answered quietly with a private smile. “What about you?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Mitch said with a wide grin. “No chance, mate!” 
 
    Annoyed and amused by being duped, Dan gave him a single-worded insult in good humour and walked away to find Adam and reassure him.  
 
    As he walked, he tried to remember the first post-contact pep talk he had received, delivered by a sergeant major with an impressive growth of big pork chop sideburns. He’d never forget those chops: as hilarious as they were to look at, the man wearing them was not someone you would laugh at. Or in front of, or anywhere there was a chance he could hear you. “They shoot at us and we shoot at them, lad,” barked the fierce, loud voice from the depths of his memory. “In the end we win, because we’re better. If you end up dead, then you’ll know you weren’t good enough.”  
 
    From those memories, he saw the twenty-year-old Dan, fresh-faced and unburdened by years of pain and distrust, trying his hardest to hold his chin from quivering. You didn’t show weakness in front of the brutally hard man, even with comedy facial hair disguising his look of pure malevolence while addressing one so young and inexperienced. 
 
    Still, that was how it had been for generations, and probably would have been for years to come if the whole world hadn’t been turned upside down; children were bullied into conflict under a flag by older bullies who had been bullied themselves.  
 
    That was over-simplified, he allowed, and overly harsh. He had felt a burning pride at serving his country, at going to war and being part of one of the best, if not by any means the biggest, gangs on the planet. If only he could speak to that twenty-year-old now, he could dispense some valuable advice. 
 
    As he wandered, he tried to remember what Adam had been before; was he a plumber? No, something to do with bathroom fittings or tiles. It didn’t really matter. What they were before held little or no relevance to what they were now. 
 
    Finding Adam carrying his heavy bag back towards the newly ventilated Land Rover and wearing an embarrassed look, Dan tried to soften his face to convey a sense of unjudging empathy. Adam dropped his bag and stood awkwardly in his clean trousers, broadcasting an obvious juxtaposition between the clean black cotton and the travel-stained top and equipment vest. 
 
    Dan waved Ash away from him to sniff at a nearby hedgerow while he lit a cigarette to give himself thinking time. 
 
    “First one’s a big milestone,” he said as he exhaled, trying to sound nonchalant about it. He was just about to launch into a superior-sounding speech about dealing with the aftermath of a contact and deliver some words of wisdom when the truth of the situation hit him like a brick in the chest. All he was missing were the big chops and the obvious loathing of other human beings, but other than that, he was the sergeant major preaching to the new recruit. 
 
    Suddenly lost for words, he slapped a hand on Adam’s shoulder and walked away as he whistled for his dog. 
 
    He was just an old soldier pushing the next generation, only there was no flag now. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WARM SAFE PLACE 
 
    The cycle of the last nearly two weeks had been broken in relative style. They had bathed in warm water, rinsing away the filth and stink of the hard travelling. They were dressed in clean clothes, took the time to clean their equipment and all the while were given hot drinks. 
 
    Real hot drinks. Tea with actual milk, not the powdery stuff they had come to barely tolerate, which left a film on their teeth and had a nasty habit of accumulating into chewy lumps. Real milk. From cows. 
 
    It was a small comfort, but one they rarely had even before they lost their home. 
 
    With the drinks came food, and after the scraps they had survived on for the previous fortnight, that too was like the richest ambrosia.  
 
    Now fed, clean and rehydrated, they sat with their hosts and Lexi tried to apologise again for earlier. 
 
    “I just panicked a bit,” she explained to Simon for the fourth or fifth time since they met. “I saw the truck and assumed or something…” she said as her voice trailed away. 
 
    Simon held up a big hand to ward off any further clumsy attempts at an apology which he felt wasn’t necessary. His broad smile beamed at her again, making her embarrassment even worse than before. “It’s fine, my dear. Honestly,” he said with a small laugh at her discomfort. “It was actually us who pointed guns at your friends when we first met them.” 
 
    His smile faded away at the thought that of the group who first met Dan and Mitch, only he remained alive. His smile wavered further when he saw Lexi’s face drop at the mention of the others. 
 
    “I think it’s time you told me what happened, don’t you?” he asked kindly. Lexi’s face remained pointed at the ground, so Chris interjected. 
 
    “The one you met, Dan, he was our leader in a way,” he said to Simon, “but a couple of months back, he decided to leave for bloody Africa to try and save Marie – she’s his woman and was another sort of leader – because she’s pregnant and their weird scientist girl thinks she knows a way to make the babies survive.” His own voice wavered as the painful memories of his own stillborn child surged to the surface like a breaching whale. He swallowed and went on. “I lost a baby,” he said, pausing to cough and straighten himself, “and my woman too. She went away with them.” 
 
    Simon nodded with him as he spoke, keeping a respectful silence. All of this he knew from speaking to Dan anyway, but in a small way he was enjoying hearing their story from the perspective of the nonbelievers. It would have been far more entertaining had the story not been so tragic. 
 
    Simon had heard the arrival of the helicopter in the harbour and later spoke with Dan about Steve and marvelled at their luck in finding a pilot and a working aircraft. To hear Dan relay Steve’s fears that it wouldn’t last long become reality in Chris’s blunt description of the terrible crash made the whole tale become sadder by the minute. 
 
    Lexi picked up the story again after Chris became too emotional to continue, and she spoke about how they had started to lose cohesion, to come undone at the seams without the ones who had left. She told him of her own failings. Of how she couldn’t step up in the circumstances to fill both Dan’s and Steve’s shoes and how she retreated into a permanent state of hostility towards everyone. She told him of the suddenness of the attack, of her burning anger at the betrayal of the twins, and of their quickly made choice to flee instead of fighting. It stung her how easily she had made that decision, and only pure chance had led to Chris and Melissa being with them. 
 
    She blamed herself for the uncontested arrival of the twins, saying that she should have tried harder to retain control, that if she had then none of it would have happened and they would still have a home. 
 
    “That’s utter bollocks,” growled Chris from behind her, making her turn around to look at his angry, tear-filled eyes. “That’s bollocks and you know it. Stop trying to blame yourself,” he said. “You think even Dan and all the others could’ve stopped whoever it was wiping us out? No. Look at how many of them there were; we were outnumbered and all of them were armed. We’d have been slaughtered if Dan was there and tried to fight them off. So stop feeling sorry for yourself.” With that, he rose and walked away for some privacy. 
 
    Lexi was shocked by the outburst, but she was beginning to agree with Chris’s feelings. They hadn’t stood a chance. They would have had to build defences and man them 24/7 to have stopped a force that size. As much as she agreed with that, her ingrained defence of Dan and his policies still ran deep, and she felt obligated to object to laying the full blame on their saviour who had abandoned them. 
 
    Her mouth opened but she found herself unable to articulate those feelings with any coherent sequence of words. She closed her mouth and looked at Simon, hoping he would understand her confusion to further explain her actions. 
 
    The big man stirred himself in his seat. “Would it help if I told you what he did for me?” he said, setting out the scene without waiting for a reply. 
 
    Almost without emotion, he told them of meeting Dan and the subsequent attack on his camp. Speaking in a quiet monotone, he told them of how he and his friend had been rescued. Of how their friends worked desperately to save a man’s life. Of how he felt when they couldn’t, and he realised that all the men who had trusted him, had followed him, were all dead now. He told them of how Dan had helped him gather fuel, given him the Land Rover, and then set sail across the Channel with hope. 
 
    Aboard Hope, to be precise. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    He didn’t tell them that he had turned back after an hour of driving. That he had hidden the Land Rover and crept to the seafront under cover of darkness where he lay in wait until his patience paid off and he was able to exact a brutal and murderous revenge on the man who had hurt him so badly. 
 
    He would take that story with him to the grave, because to tell another soul about it would make it real, and if it were real then he was a savage man who was just as capable of murder as he was of tending livestock or growing crops. 
 
    He didn’t want to think of himself like that, so those two days and two nights were consigned to a locked vault in his memory. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    He looked up, slowly waking from his reverie to see the assembled faces watching him. Waiting for more. 
 
    But there was no more that he would share, so his mask of a broad smile returned and he did what he did best: he changed the subject. 
 
    “So, how can we help you?” he asked them. 
 
    The four outsiders looked at each other, unsure of what they really wanted. If Lexi were pushed to guess, she’d think that Chris and Melissa would stay with Simon and his group. Become farmers again and live in peace. She hoped Paul would stay with her, whatever she decided. 
 
    “Can you help us get to France?” asked Chris, breaking the silence and shocking Lexi. Simon took a sip of his tea and smiled at them. “I can do one better,” he said, pausing to drain his cup and flick the dregs away on the grass. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE VOID 
 
    The official title was Camp Bravo, which he thought was predictably unimaginative. On deeper reflection from the uncomfortable hospital bed, the name given to their new home – irrespective of their personal wishes – was wholly indicative of the personality of the man in charge. 
 
    His complete lack of one, more like. 
 
    He struck his first camp, moved to a new site and attached the moniker “Bravo” to imply it was the second place. The next letter in the alphabet. A to B. 
 
    It was precisely that stiff lack of personality which made almost everyone at the camp despise their leader. The man who strutted around, constantly flanked by no less than four armed men at all times. 
 
    Dan would never have needed a bodyguard detail, Steve thought with amusement. Even if there were people who wanted to do him harm, he would still refuse protection and meet whatever threat he faced head on. Sometimes that attitude was a failing too, but in light of their current contrast, Dan could do no wrong. 
 
    If he were there. Or even knew where they were. 
 
    Steve had to resign himself to the fact that they were part of the bigger machine now. Someone else’s machine. They had been swallowed up just as much as a dozen other groups had been, and now they were part of Camp Bravo. 
 
    For Steve, life felt like a void, like he had fallen into an empty pit with no bottom, no sides and no way out. The pain he experienced didn’t help, nor did the regular doses of opiates he was given. He spent days, or it could have been weeks, in a daze interrupted only by crippling waves of pain and occasional overheard snippets of talk. At times, he didn’t know if he was awake, or even alive, and his fogged brain made little sense of what he heard and saw. 
 
    He realised he was becoming more aware of his surroundings, although he had no idea how long he had been there. He had grown a beard, giving him the estimate of at least four weeks since the crash. 
 
    The crash. 
 
    It came back to him again like an electric shock.  
 
    The noise. 
 
    The terror. 
 
    The pain. 
 
    Closing his eyes tightly to try and squeeze away the images and feelings in his head, he breathed steadily to calm himself. 
 
    Factory reset. Open your eyes, he told himself mentally, deal with what’s happening now. Open your eyes. 
 
    Looking up at the stained ceiling, he tried to place his surroundings. Draughty, with a plastic feel to the room. Stale. A portacabin? The smell was terrible, a cross between rotting meat and chemicals. 
 
    He realised in horror that most of the smell was him. His clothes were stiff where he had soiled himself and it had dried into the fabric. A film of dried sweat covered his skin and left an unpleasantly sticky feel. Silently, he began a top-to-toe survey of his body. 
 
    Thinking firstly of his head, he felt the throbbing pain emanating down his neck and the tingling area of numbness behind his right ear. Moving down his aching neck, he tensed arms and fingers until a deep breath sent a sudden stab of agony through his ribcage. 
 
    Best not to try that again, he thought. 
 
    Hips, waist, legs all tensed in turn until the sensation of his lower right leg fully returned. The lancing, searing jolt of agony fired a full salvo up his leg and continued along up his spine where his brain registered the sensation and threatened to return him to unconsciousness.  
 
    As his rapid breathing began to calm and the tears stopped flowing down his cheeks, he summoned the courage to try and move again. It’s only pain, he thought to himself, but this kind of pain couldn’t be used in conjunction with the word only. 
 
    Forcing his weakened body to exert the energy, he pushed down on the thin mattress to raise his upper body, gasping with the effort as he turned the movement into sitting up. Burst sores on his back left his raw skin exposed as the scabs stayed put on the dirty sheets and his atrophied muscles quivered with the exertion until he was upright. 
 
    Pausing to catch his breath, he looked down at the thin blanket covering his legs. Like ripping off a dressing, he threw it aside quickly to expose his lower limbs. He didn’t know what he expected, but seeing a blackened and swollen shin through the straps of an immobilisation boot, he knew instantly that he had broken it badly and that someone had fixed it with a degree of skill he didn’t possess. 
 
    Details flooded back to him: Lizzie and Alice, more pain and the bliss that overcame him when the injections were given, and the noise and panic when their home was taken from them. 
 
    He sensed that he had been left with the minimum of care to see if he recovered, although the empty drips of ampicillin on the stand next to his bed told him that they didn’t want him dead, just in pain. 
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed, he caught sight of his reflection in a scratched mirror on the wall. He looked like a prisoner of war being repatriated: emaciated and dirty. 
 
    “You’re awake,” said a voice from the other side of the room, making Steve jump in fright. A stocky man in pale-green scrubs was sitting on a plastic chair in the corner of the room. He gently closed the book he was reading and placed it down with an air of reverence on the table next to him before looking up and regarding Steve. He smiled at him, although not convincingly. 
 
    “Don’t ask me any questions because I probably don’t know the answer and I wouldn’t be allowed to tell you even if I did,” he said in a distinct accent as he stood and stretched, revealing thick arms and a broad chest as he uncoiled like a resting animal. 
 
    Steve regarded him as best as he could manage, trying to piece together the words he wanted to say and croak them out of his dry throat. Of everything he could have asked the man, he was most curious about his uncommon accent. 
 
    “You’re,” he began, before coughing in sudden pain. He regained his breath as the man strode effortlessly across the creaking floor and picked up a bottle of water. He tossed it to Steve, who fumbled the catch and winced as the bottle struck his ribs. 
 
    No soft touch here, he thought. Drinking greedily, he wiped his mouth and tried again. “You’re South African?” he asked the man. 
 
    “Oh? How did you guess?” he replied with a grin of sarcasm. 
 
    Unsure if he was being toyed with, Steve chose his next words with greater care. “I mean, your accent, it’s not very common–”  
 
    The man cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I’m fucking with you, man. Relax!” 
 
    Hoping that the joviality was genuine, Steve did what he was told not to do. “How long have I been here?” he asked, receiving a reproving glare in response. 
 
    The man said nothing, just walked up to Steve and placed one hand on his forehead to shine a light in both eyes in turn. 
 
    He muttered softly as he worked. “There’s a guard right outside the door,” he said as he made a pretence of checking Steve’s pulse and looking at his watch when in fact his fingers were nowhere near the artery in his neck. “Whoever you were, you’ve really upset someone.” 
 
    “I stole a helicopter from Richards,” Steve whispered in response.  
 
    The man stopped and looked him directly in the eye, a slow smile creeping the corners of his mouth upwards. “Well, my friend,” he said quietly, “you just became my newest hero!” Stepping back and raising his voice to normal levels, he addressed Steve for the benefit of listening ears. “Right, you stink, so I need to get you to the showers. My name is Jan. I’m the orderly in the hospital wing.” He pronounced the J as a Y. 
 
    “Jan?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Trust me, man, you wouldn’t be able to pronounce my full name!” 
 
    With that, he was helped to his feet and given crutches. They were slightly too short for him, and his wasted muscles made moving very hard work. With a great degree of difficulty and a lot of help from Jan, he made it to the shower, where he sat on a plastic chair and washed away the blood and filth. 
 
    Clean and clothed, he was returned to the portacabin, where fresh bed sheets had replaced the old ones. The smell mostly remained. 
 
    Out of breath from the effort of moving, Steve lay back on the bed with the back raised as his chest heaved to repay the oxygen taken from his muscles. 
 
    “I’ll get you some food,” said Jan, having returned to a more genial mood now out of sight of the guards. “Stay here,” he said as he left the room. 
 
    Steve’s head spun from the effort of moving only a matter of metres. 
 
    “Don’t worry, pal,” he said to the ceiling, “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    DOG-TIRED 
 
    Two days of driving slowly, scouting ahead and making camp for the night in a carefully selected position made for very slow progress. 
 
    They were all tired, tempers were fraying and mistakes were being made. Dan drove for three hours in a trance-like state, leading the convoy onwards until Jack asked irritably over the radio why they were travelling north. 
 
    In her exhaustion, Leah had called the wrong turn and nobody else had noticed. Dan fought down his overreaction, swallowed the tirade he was about to throw at her and reminded himself that the teenage girl beside him was just as tired as he was. Forget the protocol, he thought to himself, and he signalled a stop. 
 
    Unbidden, Leah climbed out of the big truck and stretched her muscles before hefting her rifle and climbing up to the roof to keep watch. 
 
    Dan walked along the exhausted convoy as his group climbed stiffly down from vehicles and tried to ease out their discomfort. Tired smiles greeted him as Ash trotted dutifully alongside, stopping at every third wheel to ensure it was adequately watered. As he reached the back of the convoy, he saw that Mitch and Adam had pulled their vehicle up a little way back and slewed it slightly across the tarmac as an obstacle to any pursuit. His purpose in seeking them out was to ask for a rearguard, but on reaching them, he saw both sitting on the roof of their vehicle facing south. Behind them, a small camp kettle was already brewing water. 
 
    A smile crept on Dan’s face, despite his bone-weary somnolence: always trust in a soldier’s ability to find a hot drink. Deciding to leave them in peace, he turned and headed back to the others, satisfied that his best fighters were in place to protect them. 
 
    Everywhere he looked, he saw people at the point of exhaustion through travel, and these weren’t even the ones doing sentry duty or driving their sturdy convoy all over the continent. Just as the annoyance crept in, it was supplemented with a hint of repulsion as he saw Henry trotting towards him. Trying his hardest not to seem overtly annoyed at the boy’s presence, he waited for whatever doting token of adoration was about to be heaped on him.  
 
    On seeing the boy’s round face showing no signs of trying to impress him as he ran the short distance, the annoyance was turned into an immediate concern. Something was wrong. 
 
    “What is it?” Dan demanded of him angrily before the boy could even speak. The twenty-metre run had temporarily taken away his breath, and Dan’s fear combined with tiredness threatened to bring on a rage that the boy did not deserve. Ignoring Henry’s attempts at jabbering through the information, he strode purposefully past him and towards the front of the convoy where the commotion had started. 
 
    When his own vehicle came into sight, his heart dropped, releasing that all-too-familiar sense of dread, the cold feeling of a sudden drop and the instant burn in his muscles as the adrenaline took immediate effect. 
 
    He saw Kate kneeling awkwardly in the back of the armoured vehicle as others clamoured to see what was happening. Dan’s worst fears were realised when he approached and heard the erstwhile paramedic’s voice. 
 
    “Marie!” she said loudly. “Open your eyes. Look at me!” 
 
    Not bothering to shout a warning, he barrelled his way through the small crowd gathering, prompting shouts of alarm and pain as at least one person was knocked to the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he growled at Kate as he reached the open door. She knew his aggression was the result of fear, his way of showing he had feelings other than being tired or hungry, but his inability to articulate grated on her. Like everyone, she was tired too and not in the mood to be barked at. 
 
    “I don’t bloody know yet,” she snapped at him savagely. “If you backed off, I might find out!” 
 
    Her incivility stopped him dead; he had barely heard her raise her voice in all the months he had known her. In other circumstances, he would have something to say; however, his fear left him dumbstruck. He reached in to put a hand on Marie’s head, feeling her travel-greasy hair was hot to the touch.  
 
    Kate slapped his hand away, no longer bothering to acknowledge the presence of anyone there but her patient, then shone a small light in her eyes before feeling for her pulse in the rudimentary way. 
 
    Ten seconds of silence reigned, like a coincidental holding of breath for everyone present, until she pulled back her hand and moved to undo the harness buckle that kept Marie slumped into the uncomfortable seat. 
 
    “Help me get her out,” Kate ordered. “She’s fainted and probably dehydrated too.” 
 
    The awkward and ungainly dance of moving an unconscious person seemed to take an eternity, but by the time Marie had been lifted clear of the truck, Dan turned to see that Neil – ever-reliable Neil – had organised an improvised stretcher with a sleeping bag on. She was gently laid on it, and to the quick-fire orders of Kate, she was lifted and carried away to the shade in the back of their largest truck.  
 
    Dan went to follow until Sera rounded on him in fury. 
 
    “No!” she snarled at him, jabbing a finger at his chest but serving only to jar her knuckle on the heavy ballistic vest he wore. Shaking away the pain she had just caused herself, she continued with her diatribe towards him, stepping forward as she spoke. “You want to help?” she said angrily, her voice rising as she spoke each word and staring at him through red-ringed eyes. “Then find us somewhere safe. Now. We can’t all live on the road like this, especially not Marie because, if you didn’t bloody realise, she is pregnant with your child.” Another push to his chest made him step back further in horror at the sudden onslaught. “And if that doesn’t make its way through your thick skull, then I might as well talk to HIM!” 
 
    With her last shouted word, she pointed to a confused and equally shocked Ash, who, sensing that he was now due for the same treatment, was abandoned by what remained of his courage. Grumbling a noise somewhere between a half-hearted growl and a whimper, he stumbled awkwardly backwards to seek the safety behind Dan’s legs as though he could protect him from the relentless offensive. 
 
    Man and dog exchanged a look, then turned back to see their attacker storming angrily away. In her place came a quiet and placatory Neil who gently led him away. 
 
    Ash, sensing that they had survived an attack where their unrelenting duality had left so many foes vanquished, meekly followed as he threw one cautious glance backwards at Sera. 
 
    Neil stopped and rubbed his face, rough hands scratching on the long stubble on his cheeks. Like everyone, he was red-eyed and travel-weary to the point of exhaustion. Dan wasn’t in the mood for a lecture, or an impression, or any of Neil’s idiosyncrasies right then, so he turned to follow Marie. 
 
    “Before you go, mate,” said Neil quietly. The low tone, the obvious lack of any humour and the sound of desperation made Dan turn back. “They’re right,” Neil said, stifling a yawn so big he had to wait seconds to finish his sentence. “We need to rest up somewhere. We can’t keep travelling like this or we’ll break.” 
 
    “I bloody know,” Dan said, snarling at him and speaking more harshly than he ever intended to and making Neil’s point clear in just three words. Dan softened, relaxed his shoulders and took a breath. His equipment cut into him; everywhere his clothes touched him itched. His fingernails were dirty and cracked and he hadn’t shaved in as long as he could remember. “I know,” he said again, more calmly. “I’ll figure it out, but now I’m going to make sure she’s OK.” 
 
    He turned and walked away. Neil thought for a second that he saw his friend stagger slightly as he went and he didn’t even bother to call Ash to heel. The older man sighed in relief; having been volunteered by everyone to be the one who raised that very subject at the next opportunity, he had been saved the trouble by Marie. Neil turned his back to make the necessary preparations and make sure the million and four things he had to do were done. He cast an incredulous eye towards the patch of shade on the soft grass next to him. 
 
    Flat on his back, all four feet in the air and his tongue lolling out of one side of his mouth, Ash slept the deep, satisfied slumber of a dog with no concerns. 
 
    “Lucky bastard,” Neil muttered as he left, not wanting to wake him up. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOT-SO-FOND FAREWELLS 
 
    “So why would it work for us and not for them?” Paul asked for the third time in as many minutes. He wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “Because,” Chris explained patiently in a tone of voice bordering dangerously on the condescending, “we are going in one small vehicle and they had lots of people and big vehicles. That’s why they took a boat.” 
 
    The discussions of how they planned to get to the continent were taking too long to make. At every juncture, someone else had an opinion on how something should be done or what they would need to achieve it. 
 
    Lexi felt like she should take charge of it, like she had seen Dan do so many times: find a problem, ask what people thought, come up with a plan quickly and make it work. Only she knew with every cell in her body that she wasn’t Dan, nor right now did she want to be thinking about him. 
 
    Simon and Chris were very much on the same level, but then again, they came from very similar backgrounds. Melissa was annoyingly quiet throughout and offered little in the way of opinion or assistance, and Paul, she sensed, was being deliberately obtuse to annoy Chris, who he felt had become a little too headstrong. 
 
    “Oh!” He feigned surprise at finally understanding the logic in the proposed plan. “So they couldn’t get through the tunnel but we can?” 
 
    “Yes!” snapped Chris, taking the baited hook.  
 
    Simon seemed to know how the ensuing conversation would end, so he sat back with a small smile to watch. 
 
    “In that case,” Paul said, dropping the ignorant act, “perhaps you can explain about the pressures on ‘le chunnel’ after nearly a year and a half of neglect?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Perhaps you know that the tunnels will be clear and we won’t find ourselves reversing nearly thirty miles when we reach a dead end in the pitch-black and have seventy-odd metres of sea above our heads and no maintenance schedule to make sure we’re not going to be crushed, or drowned, or any other of the hundred bloody ways we could die doing this?” Paul’s voice had risen as he spoke, and had reached a shout by the time his diatribe had finished.  
 
    Now, in the embarrassed silence that followed, Paul sat back down and offered a more relaxed opinion on their proposed path. 
 
    “The Eurotunnel is an engineering masterpiece. It’s one of only a few like it in the world, and if we don’t find it already collapsing, in my opinion, then I don’t want to be that far underground when it does.” 
 
    He looked at everyone in turn, trying to bore his fears into them. Chris glared back, Melissa wasn’t even looking at him, Simon simply smiled, and Lexi met his gaze and held it. 
 
    “Have we not taken risks before?” she asked quietly.  
 
    Paul simply stared at her, unable to comprehend that she wasn’t supporting his argument. 
 
    “Pros and cons,” she said, looking around at the others. “Weigh up the risks against the benefits. If it’s still intact and if it’s clear, then we could be in France in the exact vehicle we need with all our supplies in what, an hour? Less?” 
 
    Paul, being the best person qualified to answer the question, cleared his throat. “Under ninety minutes,” he admitted grudgingly, “but there’s a bucket-load of ‘ifs’ there.” 
 
    “And if,” she went on, “we find it blocked or full of water, then we find another way. But if we have a chance to get through in one piece and not have to scavenge vehicles and food and supplies on the other side, then we need to take it.” 
 
    Simon still sat wearing an amused smile as he watched the play unfold. He knew there was a chance of a collapse, but he also knew how hard it would be to find a vehicle anywhere near as capable and well-quipped as the Land Rover Dan had given him. It was perfect for the journey they faced, other than it couldn’t float, and finding a replacement would be next to impossible. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me!” Simon said happily. 
 
    Exasperated, Paul sat back heavily and made no show of hiding his annoyance at their engineering ignorance. Chris stayed quiet after having been embarrassed by Paul’s rant and the subsequent argument. 
 
    “Then let’s do it,” Lexi said as she rose. 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” came a small voice. It came as no major surprise to Lexi, but the others stared at Melissa in shock. Chris was the first to speak. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, fumbling for more words. It was clear to both Paul and Lexi that he liked Melissa being around him, and ever since Ana had turned away from Chris after the stillbirth, he had spent longer hours at the farm and subsequently more time with Melissa. 
 
    “Look at me!” she said tiredly and with a self-depreciating smile. “I’m no adventurer. I don’t like carrying a gun with me everywhere. I just want to be safe and sleep at night.” 
 
    She turned her smile towards Chris, telling those watching that she knew the real reason he wanted her to come. 
 
    “You could stay too, you know?” she said softly. 
 
    “No!” he said angrily, then let out a breath and seemed to shrink a little. “No,” he said again more gently. “I want to look Dan in the face and tell him everything. I want to describe the crash to him. I want him to know what it felt like to lose our home. If I can do that and come back, then I will.” 
 
    He picked up his rifle awkwardly and walked away. 
 
    Lexi and Paul followed at a respectable distance to talk to him, leaving Simon and Melissa alone. 
 
    “Why do you want to go?” she asked him in a subdued but curious tone. 
 
    Simon took a long breath to give him time to consider his answer. In truth, he found it too difficult to look people in the eyes when he alone of their loved ones returned from the expedition. His account of what had happened on the coast had holes, too many holes in fact, and he suspected that the rest of the group knew he was hiding something. That he was concealing a cold-blooded murder of one of their own, as traitorous and evil as he was, and that heavy burden was portrayed as secrecy. 
 
    He had lost their trust and had gained their suspicion, and that made for a lonely life. 
 
    He fixed the girl with a lopsided smile. “Nobody will miss me here,” he said sadly, “and I have a slate to wipe clean.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    AT ONE WITH NATURE 
 
    After the brief scare of Marie fainting and the desperately frayed nerves of everyone in their debilitated convoy, Dan reluctantly ceded to the demands of others to find a place to rest. Sera’s hostility was softened by Kate’s genuine plea that they could not continue as they were, and that was her medical opinion. 
 
    In truth, Dan took very little convincing that it was the right thing to do, but the questions of where and how long for were his major concerns. 
 
    To pick an unsafe or undependable position was to endanger the lives of everyone. To delay too long could jeopardise the lives of Marie and their baby. 
 
    Where they were would have to suffice for the night; another argument with Sera about moving Marie was an unwelcome prospect. Calling in Adam and Mitch to join Leah, Neil and himself, he laid out the proposal in the safety provided by Jack and Jimmy keeping watch at either end of the stationary convoy. 
 
    “We need a temporary site,” he announced in hushed tones away from inquisitive ears. “Somewhere for a week’s rest that can be defended.” He let that sink in as he arched his back and was rewarded with a sickening crack of compressed vertebrae. Ignoring the disgusted look on Leah’s face, he continued. 
 
    “At first light, I want you two,” he said, pointing at Mitch and Neil, “to take the bikes and find the nearest place.” The two men he chose were perfect for the task, as one would consider the group’s needs and comfort while the other would assess it from an attacker’s point of view. 
 
    Neither had any objections, and nobody had any questions. They were all simply too fatigued to care too much. 
 
    As the meeting ended and people went their separate ways, Leah followed Dan as he stiffly walked away the cramps in his muscles. Both sipped on hot coffee as they walked until Leah broke the silence. 
 
    “You should take it easy at your age,” she said innocently, intentionally poking the bear for her own amusement. 
 
    “And you should be in school at your age,” he retorted, “so looks like neither will be happening.” 
 
    Fair enough, thought Leah, happy that she managed to force some humour out of him despite how lame it was. 
 
    Stopping to light a cigarette, he turned to the girl and assessed her. She was dirty, her hair was shiny with grease and he couldn’t be sure which one of them was emanating the unpleasant stale body odour. It was probably him, he reckoned. 
 
    Deciding that he should make some kind of “I’m proud of you speech”, he tried to find the words, but nothing came. He settled on telling her to get some rest before she took over sentry duty before first light. With a nod, she turned to leave and he called her back. 
 
    “You’ve got something on your vest,” he said, pointing his index finger at her chest. Instinctively, she looked down only to be rewarded with the obvious and annoying finger poking her in the nose. Dan accompanied the gesture with a comedy “boop!” and earned himself a look somewhere between Dad, you’re so embarrassing and do that again and I will cut you. 
 
    Pleased that he had elicited some humour in her response, Dan smiled at her and watched her walk away. Smoking in satisfied silence, he checked his watch to calculate if he could grab a couple of hours’ sleep himself before he took over watch in the night. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    At first light, both Dan and Leah, him at the rear and her at the head of the convoy, readied themselves for action. 
 
    Sunset and sunrise, and the hour either side of both.  
 
    The times for peak alertness, ingrained in Dan from a young age and passed on through tradition to Leah, for any sentry duty at night. When the sun was fully clear, Dan relaxed slightly to see that Mitch had joined him in a defensive position some distance away from the vehicle. 
 
    The instinct was more thoroughly ingrained in Mitch than any of the others. 
 
    Nodding to him, Dan sat up to make himself slightly more comfortable as Mitch and Neil began to unload the loud and ungainly motorbikes from their straps on the side of the fuel tanker. They hadn’t used them for days at a time, and this was the first scouting mission they would be required for since Belgium. That seemed like weeks ago to Dan. 
 
    He watched as both men organised their equipment and rode away at low revs to maintain a lower noise profile. Shortly afterwards, Jack arrived with a fresh mug of coffee to relieve him. 
 
    “Blessings of God to you, friend,” he said quietly in his broad Belfast accent, a perfect mimic of the same first words he had ever said to Dan. 
 
    “And to you, Jack. Thanks,” he replied as he took the drink. 
 
    “You go on now and get some rest,” Jack said as he climbed stiffly up on a wheel to reach the top of the vehicle. “I’ll take it from here,” he finished as he settled himself down with his favourite large pump-action shotgun across his knees. 
 
    At this stage, neither Dan nor Leah needed to find a quiet spot to sleep. They were both so tired that they climbed into the back of their armoured truck, wriggled their way into sleeping bags in full clothing and were unconscious in minutes. Neither stirred at all until the high-pitched engine note of the two-stroke Hondas cut into Dan’s brain. He sat up, joints creaking and cracking as he moved, waking Leah as he did so. She sat up too, only far quicker and without the percussive fanfare brought on by age and a life of pushing physical limits, and both looked at their watches simultaneously. 
 
    They had slept for just over five hours, which was days short of what they needed but more than ample to carry on. 
 
    As they climbed out of the back of the truck, Dan cursed silently as he saw Henry duck back behind the larger of their vehicles only to reappear bearing two hot drinks. 
 
    Dan’s annoyance, while exasperated by their tiredness, was becoming almost intolerable. The boy was obsessed with him. With her.  
 
    With both of them.  
 
      
 
    Henry wanted nothing more than for the pair of them to like him, just not the dog. Henry reckoned Ash still recalled what he tasted like and wasn’t eager to repeat the incident. 
 
      
 
    A groan escaped Dan’s mouth, and he was quietly chided by the girl. 
 
    “He’s only trying to help,” she said under her breath as the grinning boy strode purposefully towards them. “Don’t be an arse!” 
 
    Having been left insufficient time to answer her before the excited arrival of their coffee, he turned a wan smile towards Henry and thanked him for the drink before walking away as slowly as he could bear to be polite. This had the added bonus of giving him a small snippet of awkward and forced conversation as the boy, complete with his wispy chin sprouting the fuzz of which he seemed pathetically proud, tried to engage Leah in some casual conversation. 
 
    “Don’t be an arse!” He quietly mocked her in a whiny voice as he walked, earning a patented ears up, head cocked response from Ash, who had rushed to his side as soon as the door of the truck opened. 
 
    “Don’t you start on me too,” he told the perplexed dog. 
 
    Glancing back, he saw that Leah, in spite of what he thought, was interacting with Henry and wore the most curious look on her face as she brushed a strand of greasy and unruly hair behind her ear. 
 
    Good God, he thought, she’s actually flirting with him. On reflection, it wasn’t that unexpected. He was almost sixteen, she was nearing fourteen, and although they were either side of proper when it came to the age of consent, he guessed that Henry was her only real contemporary in the group. The thought of having to have “the talk” with her was more worrying than a firefight, but he was sure Marie could deal with that. 
 
    Marie.  
 
    As soon as he thought of her, he realised that he callously hadn’t given her a single thought since he woke. Crucifying himself for being heartless and trying to blame the tiredness, he promised himself to see her as soon as he had spoken with the returning Rangers. 
 
    Flicking away the end of the cigarette as though it was the remnants of his guilt, he strode purposefully towards the resting motorbikes as the two dust-covered men recovered from time in the saddle. 
 
    Placing both hands on the small of his back and leaning back to push out his gut, Neil looked suddenly like a travel-stained Santa Claus. The ridiculous posture made Dan’s face crack into a smile, which gave Neil a perfect opener. 
 
    “You’d do well to look happy, old boy,” he said, greeting him cheerfully in his favourite go-to character: the Wing Commander. “Barracks ready for inspection!” he crowed with a mocking salute. Too tired to spar with Neil, Dan turned and raised an eyebrow to Mitch. 
 
    The soldier shrugged as though to imply that the entertainment wasn’t that good, so he had no concerns with the channel being switched over. 
 
    “Campsite. Wooden buildings, compost toilets, geothermic eco stuff according to him.” Mitch indicated Neil, who still grinned at Dan in character. “Set in a valley, thick woodland on two sides, topography is impossible to assault by vehicle and the main entrance is easily defended. If we were blocked in, we’d still have a hundred evac routes on foot.” 
 
    The succinct report of the defensive capabilities of the site gave Dan little cause to complain. If Mitch said it was safe, then it was safe. If Neil said it could sustain them temporarily, then he trusted that assessment too. 
 
    “How far?” Dan asked. 
 
    Sensing that the comedy act was no longer drawing a crowd, Neil answered him straight. “Hour on the bikes. Fairly easy roads.”  
 
    Dan nodded. “Any other movement?” he asked, turning to Mitch. 
 
    “Nothing I’ve seen. A few deserted towns with no signs of life and what looks to be a fire burning out in the city,” Mitch said. 
 
    “City?” Dan asked, looking around as though he would suddenly see something he hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “Dijon,” Neil informed him. “The place is probably less than an hour southwest of it.” 
 
    Squinting his eyes as though that would help him recall the geography, Dan felt as though they had just driven in circles around Europe for a week. They still had hundreds of miles to cover until they had a hope of getting to the south coast without making a straight run on the major roads. 
 
    Pushing that thought away, he thanked the two men and asked them to stow the bikes before taking a break. 
 
    “We move in one hour,” he told them, eager to be in place before the sun began to set on another wasted day. He moved off, clicking his fingers out of autonomous habit and bringing the loping dog close to his leg. He walked along the convoy which seemed to have vomited people and equipment from everywhere he looked. He told the people to pack up their belongings, to be ready to move soon, and he did it wearing a relaxed smile and trying to exude the air of easy self-competence and reliability that they used to know. 
 
    He tried to recall the feelings of excitement, of adventure, of happiness he felt to be undertaking the journey they had followed him on. His smile grew as he made jokes with some, reassured others and wound his way circuitously to the large canvas-backed truck where the resting Marie was propped up on a throne of ration pack boxes padded out with coats and sleeping bags. She watched his approach as he climbed aboard and pointedly ignored Sera’s presence; when those two were fully rested, she thought to herself, they could have a fight over the colour of grass.  
 
    He was followed, with a total lack of dignity, by Ash, who only gained the tail step of the truck on his second scrambling attempt. 
 
    Kneeling down at her side, he took her hand in his and stroked it as he looked up at her. 
 
    “You’re so melodramatic!” she said, mocking him and looking over his shoulder to pat the arm of her makeshift seat and invite the dog to spring over the obstructions to settle down awkwardly at her left hand. Dan fought down the Game of Thrones reference burning on his tongue and let out a small laugh at her levity. Of everyone he had ever met, she was the only person to have never taken him seriously.  
 
    Many others had little or no respect for him, but her mocking was different; it was as though she knew the world was a terrible, dark place but she refused to let that pessimism infect her. She laughed at him whenever he tried to be serious, and when he tried to show concern, she mocked him further for overacting the part. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he said to her, moving past being the butt of her joke. 
 
    “I fainted,” she said seriously. “I didn’t lose a kidney. I’m fine.” 
 
    He smiled at her light-heartedness again and told her they had to pack up and move for maybe two hours at the most. From behind him, the protests started in full surround sound from Kate, Sera and two others who were watching the show, but Marie silenced them all with a raised hand to allow Dan to finish. 
 
    “Neil and Mitch have found somewhere we can rest up for a week. I want to be there before sundown.” 
 
    “OK,” she said simply. He rose and kissed her tenderly on the forehead, prompting a retching noise from her. 
 
    “Do your teeth before I see you next!” she said from behind the hand covering her mouth. 
 
    Backing away, he had to admit she had a point. Walking to the head of the convoy with Ash back at his heel, he looked to the dog. 
 
    “New low, eh boy?” he said to the dog, as though he expected a response. 
 
    “Yep,” he said, as though the conversation were actually happening two ways. “It’s definitely a new low when you can smell yourself.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, the convoy halted a quarter of a mile back from the big wooden entrance under guard while Dan and Leah went forward on foot with four-legged backup. Trees and grass had overgrown what looked like an impressive entrance. It had the feel of one of those traditional carpentry places Dan had seen in an almost forgotten past: all wooden pegs, hand tools and no metal fixings. 
 
    The entrance was at the end of a wide track with steeply sloped banks on both sides as it entered into the bowl of a valley. Thick woodland ahead loomed menacingly, but Dan had that hunter’s eye for terrain and knew it would serve well. He had been told that the stream running from high on his left went through the campsite and into a lake further down the green bowl of land they were in.  
 
    Daydreaming, he couldn’t understand why this place, which must have been a prime spot for a settlement when such naturally occurring things mattered so much, had not grown into at least some grand residence. The answer was only hinted at when Leah pointed to a faded sign bearing a striking red logo. Unable to read or decipher the lettering, he could only assume that there was some lottery grant or historical trust money involved in preserving this place. 
 
    A cobbled courtyard opened up to become a kind of village square, and at the far end of it stood the single largest building. Stables, large lean-to sheds and a series of smaller buildings surrounded it. They seemed to have walked into an overgrown set from some medieval film, and the results could not have been better. 
 
    The majority of the buildings were weatherproof and dry, there was a central well on top of the running stream Dan could hear, and thoughts of the fresh game in the woodland made this place look like a haven in their backwards world without the modern accoutrements to which they had all become so debilitatingly reliant upon. Systematically, they worked through every building until taking a full perimeter, one half-sphere each, until they met at the site’s furthest end where the stream ran downhill to the lake. Swinging the carbine behind his back, and seeming to signify to Leah that she could stand down, he took a packet of cigarettes from the battered pouch which had been custom-made and stitched onto the front of his vest. Lighting up and inhaling deeply, he was transported back months to when he stood looking out over another lake with a young girl wearing brightly coloured clothing and making pretty notes with her new pens as she ate sweets. 
 
    “What do you think, then, kid?” he asked Leah. 
 
    She sighed, as though she too reminisced about the more simplistic past before she answered. 
 
    “Perfect location. Approach is easily ambushed but is the only vehicle access, emergency exits are situated hyah, hyah and hyah,” she said in passable mockery of Neil impersonating an air hostess as she stuck out one hip and made gestures with her hands at the surrounding woodland before continuing. “Cut back some of the trees for better line of sight on the approach and we can sit tight here for weeks. The bonus, obviously, is that there are no fresh bodies to burn,” she finished, finally letting him know they were both in mind of the same shared conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, but do you like it?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “It’ll do,” she said, smiling back. 
 
  
 
  


 
    KICKING THE HABIT 
 
    For the last three days and nights, Steve had sat in his uncomfortable bed experiencing a maelstrom of emotions and sensations. His temperature never remained consistent; he raged from fever-like sweats to such deep cold that he felt as though his very bones were frozen. 
 
    The only consistent feeling was the agonising pain in his head and the sensation of having swallowed acid and having to feel it burn slowly through every part of him. 
 
    His reluctant nurse, Jan, spent most of the time with him, and although he seemed happy enough to talk in a quiet voice when spoken to, Steve was rarely in a lucid state to converse. The big South African just sat still and quiet, reading book after book. 
 
    His body rejected most of the food he was given, and as a result the drip had to stay in his arm. The only temporary reprieve was when he was given minute doses of opiates to ease the pain. 
 
    In truth, the injuries were no longer that severe, but the amount of morphine he had been given was way over the recommended dosage. 
 
    Steve was in withdrawal and suffering badly. 
 
    Jan knew this, and told him so, but Steve vehemently denied being addicted. He saw it as an insult, an affront to his character. He was a career military pilot, so how could he be an addict? 
 
    He pushed the thoughts away and lapsed back into a waking coma of pain and shivering. 
 
    Every day, he was half carried to the toilet block to clean himself and rid his skin of the dry film of sweat. His hands were still so unsteady that he allowed his constant shadow to trim the grey beard he had sprouted. He couldn’t bear the thought of someone else holding a razor to his skin, so he left the short beard and accepted a close haircut to match. Wiping the condensation from the cold mirror, he saw his reflection again and the shock of his resemblance to a prisoner of war brought him low once again. 
 
    Small snippets of information kept coming to him about the others; they had been mostly separated and given work details among the other “protected” civilians. The camp seemed to have close to six or seven hundred people inside, and at least one in ten were wearing some form of uniform as a kind of semi-legitimate militia. 
 
    Ostensibly they were there to guard Richards’s survivors, but the guards seemed mostly to be looking inwards, not for outside threats. 
 
    Jan worked him hard, never showing an ounce of sympathy for the pain he was in or the wretched feelings he had. Every time the physiotherapy he had to endure daily became too painful and he curled up in a foetal position, his nurse would berate him like a child and tell him he was weak. That he was giving up. That if he didn’t want to get better, then there was no point in him surviving the helicopter crash. 
 
    As Steve lay back on his bed, out of breath and sweating through exertion of his weak and atrophied muscles, Jan sat close and asked him why he thought he survived. 
 
    “The crash?” he asked, confused by the change of direction. 
 
    “All of it. The sickness, the shit you went through after that, the crash. Why didn’t you die at any point before now?” Jan asked seriously. 
 
    Unsure if the questions were rhetorical, Steve remained silent until the answers were given to him. 
 
    “Because you weren’t meant to,” came the eventual solution. “None of those times were your time, so there’s still something important you need to do with your life, otherwise why did fate spare you?” 
 
    The concept of fate and faith being raised by the big, scarred man in front of him who seemed simultaneously capable of a destructive rage and providing genuine care threw him again and sent his mind into a tailspin that no pilot could have recovered from. 
 
    On his small walks around the immediate vicinity, he saw that the sprawling camp had been extended using buildings, shipping containers and some heavy-duty fencing. Guard posts had been erected at intervals and everything seemed to be running like clockwork. A mirthless smile appeared on Steve’s face as he thought about Richards: this was the exact kind of order he wanted; the fact that it was achieved through fear and force wouldn’t bother him, just so long as there was order. 
 
    Auschwitz was probably a very orderly place too, he thought soberingly. 
 
    As the days wore on and his strength and senses returned to him piecemeal, he began to orchestrate a plan. 
 
    Whether that plan would work yet, he had no idea. He only knew that he would not live under tyranny, and he owed it to everyone he knew, and those he didn’t yet know, to free them from under Richards’s blanket of fear and compliance. 
 
    He would take control of Camp Bloody Bravo, somehow, and by God he would turn it into what it should be. 
 
    Free.  
 
    Which meant that Richards had to go. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NATURE’S BOUNTY 
 
    Dan’s happy band of adventurers settled in quickly, probably more to do with their eagerness to be stationary for more than a few hours than for any other reason. 
 
    Huts were claimed, beds hastily made and orders given to make the small settlement home for a short while. 
 
    Dan walked the perimeter again with Mitch, making mental preparations for some work they needed to do to increase their defences. Turning on Dan with red-ringed eyes, Mitch had clearly wound himself up to say something that Dan may not like. 
 
    Too tired to argue, and too trusting of Mitch to have to show dominance, he asked him what was on his mind. 
 
    “How long are we going to stay here?” he blurted out. 
 
    “Not sure,” Dan replied. “A week?” 
 
    Mitch kicked at a rock and kept his eyes on the ground, making Dan feel like he disagreed with him but wasn’t sure how to say what he wanted to. 
 
    “Just spit it out, man!” Dan said, although as kindly as he could manage. 
 
    “It needs to be longer,” he snapped back. “Everyone is fucked, and not just the civvies but our blades too.” 
 
    Dan had to smile at that: it had been a while since he’d heard someone refer to their fighting strength as blades. While Dan was inclined to agree, he sensed that there was more on Mitch’s mind. 
 
    “So how long do we wait?” he asked gently. “A month? Two? By which time we’ll be wading through shitty weather and snow trying to head south. We’re already out of summertime, the nights are getting longer and the temperature drops every day. How long will we last on the road in winter, for fuck’s sake?” he finished, more in exasperation than anger.  
 
    His voice had risen higher as he spoke, and realising that he had just inadvertently shouted Mitch down, he shrank himself back to his normal size and tried to put the anger and frustration back in its box. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, by way of a weak apology, “but so am I. So what’s the compromise?” 
 
    Brushing off the hostility and confrontation instantly, Mitch had his answer loaded and ready to fire. “Two weeks,” he said. “Long enough to recoup, but not so long that people get comfortable and decide to live in a mud hut forever.” 
 
    Fixing him with a look, Dan simply agreed. Dropping his cigarette end on the dirt and grinding his boot onto it, he walked away without another word. 
 
    Watching the conversation from a short distance away, two people emerged from their hiding places of minding their own business and made their way towards Mitch. 
 
    “Well?” asked Kate. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Mitch replied, seeing Kate bite her lip and consider what they could achieve in that time. 
 
    “It’ll have to do,” said Neil, joining the small circle. “Any longer and Marie will be struggling, and I don’t want to be carting her around when she starts looking really pregnant.” 
 
    “In that case,” Mitch said, turning his tired face to look at Neil, “I need your help getting a sentry post up.” 
 
    Kate watched the two men walk away discussing the necessary building materials and let out a sigh which was somewhere between exhaustion and desperation. 
 
    Two weeks was more than enough to patch everyone up and get them properly rested, but delaying any longer would mean they may be stuck in medieval France for a whole winter. 
 
    Which would mean a death sentence for Marie and the baby. If that happened, Dan would fall apart. 
 
    If Dan fell apart, she had very little hope of any of them surviving to see another summer. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A day and a half later, things in their small village looked very different. 
 
    The vehicles had been carefully backed into the small square, with the tallest blocking the entrance and facing outwards. The main truck was too big to reverse fully inside, so it acted as an obstacle and a sentry post in one. A small shelter had been erected on the roof of the cab, with all the comforts required of a discerning night sentry: water heater, seat, high-powered rifle and snacks. 
 
    Kate had claimed a section of the main hall as a field hospital and laid out all her gear. Marie was propped up in the corner and instructed to do nothing but rest as every other member of the group, with no exceptions, was given a health check. 
 
    Dan tried to decline but was instructed that in no uncertain terms would he be exempt. 
 
    “Who’s the highest authority on a warship?” Kate asked him when he told her he was fine. 
 
    The question caught him off guard, and he sensed that the logic of the conversation was already predicted so that he lost with whatever counter-argument he raised. 
 
    “The ship’s doctor,” he answered grudgingly. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kate said, looking proud to have won but a little disappointed to have achieved victory without a fight. 
 
    “So, Captain,” she said with heavy sarcasm, “sit your arse down and let me check you out!” 
 
    As she fussed over him, he asked her quietly about Marie. He had tried to ask the woman herself, only to be unceremoniously ejected from the hall so she could be violently sick. 
 
    “The morning sickness is crippling her, but it’s supposed to be the worst around this time. She’s starting to show more and I doubt that our little road trip has helped with that. She’s dehydrated and tired, but I can fix that.” 
 
    She stayed silent for a while as she calculated his heart rate with her fingers and a stethoscope. 
 
    “As for the long-term fix,” she said when she had finished, “I’m afraid that’s on you.” 
 
    As if the burden was not already painfully apparent, the reminder sent Dan back out to his duties with a heavy heart. Pausing to light a cigarette in the crowded square, the smell of coffee touched something inside him and inspired him to hunt down the source until his need for caffeine was satisfied. 
 
    Much to his disappointment, the source rested with Henry. Having made his entrance, he could hardly ignore the boy and leave, so he accepted a cup and tried to play nice. Henry was tinkering with a wind-up radio in the desperate hope of finding something other than static. An excruciating few seconds of watching the boy turn the dial millimetre by millimetre threatened to shatter his pretence of being able to tolerate him. Unable to contain either his patience or his irrational temper any longer, Dan rose to leave. 
 
    As he began to walk away with Ash loping to flank him, the static broke, rewarding the boy’s perseverance with a flash of garbled speech. 
 
    It was unintelligible, not spoken in English, but it was undoubtedly words. 
 
    Dan froze and spun back to the boy, who wore a look of such triumphant horror that he sparked both pride and an immense annoyance in the older man. Brushing away the latter, Dan strode back towards him with such purpose that Henry almost spilled from his seat on a log thinking that Dan may have finally cracked and would go for him again. 
 
    “What was the frequency?” Dan snapped at him.  
 
    Dumbstruck by the radio and Dan speaking to him, he simply opened and closed his mouth without a single word escaping. 
 
    “The frequency?” Dan said again, more patiently this time. “What was the frequency?” 
 
    Flustered, Henry picked up the radio, which still wavered between static and silence, and squinted at the dial. 
 
    “Just after six hundred,” he stammered. 
 
    Spinning away, Dan scanned the faces of those people he could see looking for Neil. As much as he wanted to bawl his name, the panic that would cause in others was not worth the excitement, so he kept quiet. Eventually finding him close to the entrance, he told him what Henry had found. 
 
    “Could be a voice loop from before?” Neil offered by way of being a devil’s advocate, only to reverse that opinion as he worked through the logic. “But nothing would still have power to be broadcasting without someone looking after it,” he said, moving his hands as he thought through the possibilities. “If it was anything but static, it must be manned. Think about it, even if something had an indefinite power source like solar and was set to repeat a recorded loop, by now it would have needed cleaning or maintenance to keep going.” He looked at Dan with excitement, not knowing that the two men had very different ideas. 
 
    “We need to hear what they’re saying,” Dan said. Just as Neil began to agree, Dan continued. “I want to know who they are, where they are and what their capabilities are. I need to know if they are a threat.” 
 
    The disappointment on Neil’s face was sadly evident. His friend, the person still alive that he had known for the longest time, the man capable of such heroic compassion and empathy for others, was broken. 
 
    Everywhere he looked, he saw danger. Every person they met was an invader to him. He understood that some of the paranoia, in fact most of it, was completely justifiable, but the sadness Neil felt for him then was incredible. Dan simply couldn’t allow himself to think that there was anyone good left in the world. 
 
    Thinking how best to explain this to him, Neil gently offered an alternative suggestion. “Or we could find out what they’re saying, where they are, who they are and try to understand why they’re broadcasting a message,” he said. “Remember when we left a message the first time? That brought us Leah…” 
 
    He left the last comment hanging heavily on Dan’s conscience. The dirty face with its scruffy beard which was starting to show grey in patches looked up at him past the angry scar running down over his left eye. 
 
    Before he could ask, Neil anticipated and answered. 
 
    “We need a big metal aerial, somewhere up high.” And when Dan opened his mouth to ask where, the older man simply pointed behind his shoulder to the hills in the distance. Sitting proudly on top was a string of large metal pylons. 
 
    “Climb up one of those, and I reckon you’ll get the message.” 
 
    Dan stared forlornly into the distance. He didn’t know whether it was the prospect of heights or the risk of disappointment which twisted his insides more. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SUMMER HOLIDAY 
 
    The gear was packed, repacked and carefully placed into the Land Rover like jigsaw pieces to achieve the most efficient fit. Precious diesel was siphoned into the extra tank on the roof, and spare tyres were checked for pressure. 
 
    They could afford no more delays, unless they wanted to be testing the off-roader’s ability to traverse a snow-covered continent. 
 
    Melissa was adamant that she was done running. Lexi suspected that she had made friends in the group who had convinced her to stay, but most of them curiously avoided the newcomers. Simon, by way of association she incorrectly assumed, was included in that avoidance. 
 
    Dressed in a mismatch of different colours now, both Paul and Lexi had found themselves forgoing their usual black attire. There seemed little point in continuing the trend anyway. 
 
    Chris remained sullen and hostile despite his usual nature, and Lexi suspected that the loss of Melissa was stinging him on a more personal level. She recalled the gossip of the house that the two spent a lot of time together on the farm after he and Ana split, but the relevance of that seemed insignificant now. Either way, having a grumpy adult in the back seat of an already cramped vehicle on a long journey asking if they were there yet seemed less than inviting. 
 
    Lexi asked Simon directly why he didn’t seem to play much of a part in his own group, but the big man deftly turned the question away in such a manner that she was left even less sure of the answer. The most she could gather was that he seemed to be in charge before he met Dan, but then when he came back as the sole survivor, something changed. She couldn’t be certain if it was the group’s feelings towards him or Simon himself, but something had definitely changed. 
 
    If he was planning on joining them to escape, then that was OK with her; he was a capable and very reassuring man to have around. If he was joining them to cleanse some debt, then that gave her cause for concern. 
 
    Regardless of mood, and with almost no ceremony whatsoever, they rose early and squeezed into the truck to drive east without a word. 
 
    Lexi liked the Land Rover, but she could never understand how such a big vehicle could force a difficult choice: the driver had to either forgo using their right hand for much other than holding the wheel still, or wind down the window to allow elbow room. The choice between awkward steering and constant draught was an uneasy one to make, but Lexi, having the smallest frame by far, made her the best choice for driver. Paul sat behind her with a map on his knees and his rifle propped next to him, whereas Lexi placed her own on the dash. Simon sat in the passenger’s seat with a shotgun between his knees, and Chris sat behind him, looking out of the window in silence. 
 
    That silence infected the cabin for most of the four hours it took them to reach the outskirts of the capital. From the large, encircling motorway which was usually at a standstill with too many cars all trying to get to the same place, they could see the haze of destruction resting above London where the imagined cloud of smog would be. 
 
    Without a word, they all stopped to stare at the brooding place like it was some mythical dark zone that they were forbidden to enter. Lexi saw Simon stifle an involuntary shudder: whether it was about his imagination at what horrors had happened there when it happened or whether it was the country dweller’s inherent fear of built-up areas, she didn’t know. 
 
    They drove on, weaving through more and more obstacles now as they pushed further into the population centres. As one, and without any words of caution, all four occupants became more alert now that they were feeling surrounded by more concrete than they were used to. 
 
    Perhaps it was a form of evolution, Lexi thought. Like wild animals instinctively knowing to watch the skies for predators, were they evolving to keep themselves safe through instinct? Or, more likely, were they simply all too aware of the risk they faced from other people? 
 
    Pushing onwards, and being forced to make a few minor detours, they reached their goal in the early afternoon. 
 
    To find a scene from a disaster movie. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FRENCH CONNECTION  
 
    After four days of living the natural lifestyle, moods had returned to something resembling normal. No longer were everyone’s eyes rimmed red; no longer did people fall asleep mid-conversation through sheer exhaustion. Clothes were washed and dried, meals were taken in relative comfort and people tended to their small needs which weren’t addressed when they were on the road. 
 
    Dan surveyed the quietly busy scene beneath him as he stood watch, feeling curiously like an outsider as he witnessed the normal goings-on of his group. 
 
    Thanks largely to the boxes of ration packs taken from storage in the military lines, their food needs were more than met, with each twenty-four-hour pack containing more calories than most of them needed in three days. They were designed to keep soldiers in the field fighting fit with maximum efficiency. 
 
    The novelty of the packs never seemed to wear off, and it seemed to Dan that every person he saw had a foil packet of something edible. Being more partial to having a sweet tooth, he had already emptied all the boiled sweets, nuts, dehydrated fruit and cereal bars from a half-dozen packs and crammed the treats into every available space in his personal kit. He could never stand being hungry, and said as much to Mitch who, was sitting beside him in the sentry post. 
 
    “Mr and Mrs Death’s three little boys,” Mitch said, looking at Dan to see if he was following the train of thought. 
 
    Smiling, he held up his hand and counted off one finger at a time as they both spoke in unison. 
 
    “Cold, Wet, and Bloody Hungry,” they chorused before lapsing back into an amused, comfortable silence. 
 
    Mitch was there to take over mid-morning so Dan could no longer delay his venture to the mast. He was both dreading and avoiding it while simultaneously excited to know if others had built something as good as they had at home. 
 
    Home. He still thought of it as home, even though he’d come to realise that the chances of making it back there were on the slim side. His home, whether he could articulate it or not, was wherever Marie, Leah and Ash were. If that happened to be sitting on top of an army truck, eating vegetarian all-day breakfast from a foil packet and surrounded by what were effectively mud huts, then that was just fine. 
 
    Only it wasn’t. If they didn’t find answers to questions they barely understood within a few months, then nothing would be fine ever again. 
 
    “Right,” he said, his back painfully cracking as he stood. “Back by sundown. ERV five miles down the road if the shit hits the fan. If I’m not back by morning, then come and rescue me.” 
 
    He hardly needed to reiterate the instructions to Mitch on what to do in the event of something unexpected, but he felt better for saying it all the same. He had argued adamantly against taking Henry to the mast, despite it being his discovery initially, and opted to go alone, as he didn’t want to take away another gun from their small camp. The motorbike should get him most of the way there, and as long as he didn’t fall off, then he should easily be back before nightfall. 
 
    Climbing down to find Ash had pre-empted him and was waiting at his feet when he landed, he told him he had to stay with Leah today. He was rewarded with a concerned look of misunderstanding, which incidentally was the same look when the dog’s hopes for food were raised, but he followed obediently all the same. 
 
    Finding her lounging on boxes of ration packs with her feet up and a nail file gently sculpting the tips of her fingers came as no great surprise, as Dan had come to accept that she was, after all, a girl. 
 
    Pointing first at Ash and then to Leah, he gave simple instructions.  
 
    “You, stay.” Ash glanced once at Leah, then both looked back to Dan in unison. “And keep the dog with you. I’ll be back before dark,” he said as he turned to leave. 
 
    “Hilarious as ever,” came the muttered sarcasm aimed at the back of his head. 
 
    Neil had already prepared a bike for him, and he said goodbye to Marie, who mildly scolded him for being soppy. A hint of seriousness crept into her voice, edged with concern, as she asked him, “Are we going to catch a break soon?” 
 
    Smiling to reassure her, he kissed her and promised they would. Soon. 
 
    He took the wind-up radio and the length of wire which Neil had given him instructions on how to use, and he set off at an easy pace down the road. 
 
    Maybe the relaxed atmosphere of being stationary for recuperation dulled his senses slightly, but instead of his usual paranoid alertness, he allowed himself to enjoy the ride. He was in an area of soft, green, rolling hills, which in the absence of people was truly beautiful. 
 
    By midday, he had reached the nearest piece of road to the high bluff where the metal museum piece stood proudly. As he nursed the bike carefully through the overgrown grass up the slope, he wondered absentmindedly how long it would stand before nature showed its slow-moving might and reduce it back to the raw materials from which it was made. A long time, he guessed, but still it was an inevitability that every trace of their feats of engineering would become relics. Maybe one day people would look at the remnants of the Seven Wonders and seek answers in ancient texts about their origins. 
 
    That musing killed his blissful mood as the thought of human survival hit him hard in the gut. He concentrated on pushing on, of reaching this goal so he could move on to the next. Have something to fix, have somewhere to be, have a reason to get up in the morning and live. That’s how he had lived his life before it all went to shit, and he didn’t like to admit that he preferred it now to how it used to be.  
 
    Marie’s words echoed back to him as he struggled higher still: “You were broken before all this happened, so it fixed you in a way. It gave you a purpose again.” He didn’t know if it made him a bad person or not, nor did he really give it enough thought to care, but he had enjoyed the last months more than most of the years before.  
 
    No point in dwelling on it, he told himself; it was what it was, and he had a job to do. 
 
    Eventually, the bike would go no further through the long grass, and after he had turned off the engine, which had stalled, and pulled all of the foliage from between the spokes of the front wheel, he rested the bike down and trudged the last part on foot. 
 
    Neil’s instructions were simple: stick the wire in the radio and put the other part as high up as he could reach. 
 
    Neil didn’t know of Dan’s fear of heights, or his healthy respect for the “force of gravity,” as he preferred to call it, but the wire he had given him was thirty feet if it was an inch. 
 
    “Thanks, Neil, you bastard,” Dan complained to himself. Bracing one foot into a join of two heavy pieces of metal, he began to climb hand over hand until he reached the ring of sharp spikes and barbed wire designed to stop foolish people attempting to scale the pylon. 
 
    Hanging on tightly, he looped the end of the wire, which he had tucked in the top of his vest, over the spikes a few times before casting the rest down to the ground. 
 
    Neil had sounded confident when he told Dan this, but now that Dan was the one perched precariously twenty feet from the ground, he suddenly had doubts. Shaking, inch by inch, Dan returned himself to his natural state of having both feet on the ground. 
 
    Eager to be away from the scary high thing, Dan picked up the radio and pulled back the heavy-duty sticky tape attached to the back of it so he could force the wire into the aerial socket. Taping it back into place, he spun the winding handle a dozen times and settled down to fine-tune the dial. 
 
    Static. He carried on turning the dial millimetre by millimetre. 
 
    At 603.5 kilohertz medium wave, the static broke and he could hear a faint voice. Without doubt, a human voice was broadcasting on the other end of that frequency somewhere. In his excitement to hear the words, he held the speaker next to his ear until it occurred to him to turn up the volume. He cranked it to eleven and listened. 
 
    As Neil suspected, it was a looped recording, but that didn’t put Dan off, as the chances of something automated still broadcasting after all that time was impossibly small. The words were coming through, mostly, but that wasn’t the problem. 
 
    Of all the skills he had, mastery of the French language was not among them.  
 
    In fact, of all their group, none of them spoke French other than bits and pieces forced into their brains from their school years, which for most were a distant past. 
 
    As best as he could, Dan wrote down the message as he listened to the words loop over and over. 
 
    He wrote down everything he could make out, and when he looked at his notes, it seemed to be a puzzle calling to him, pleading for him to understand and mocking his ignorance. 
 
    “…tous les survivants. Nous…sécurité…et la famille. Notre…imprenable et a résisté…générations. Nous som…Nous viv…la vie. Nous…Sanctuaire. Fort…Sud.” 
 
    Sitting back and lighting a cigarette, he began to logically unwind the clues on his paper. 
 
    “Survivants is survivors?” he said aloud to himself as he sketched a guessed translation next to each word. “Security, obviously,” he muttered as he worked on. After five minutes, he read his best estimation of the message back to himself. 
 
    “Survivors. Security. Family. Impregnable. Resist. Generations. Life? Sanctuary. Fort. South.” With a pleased smile, he read his notes aloud once more, then his elation evaporated.  
 
    As pleased as he was at having figured out a few words of French, he still had little or no clue what the message actually meant. 
 
    It could be a call to survivors offering sanctuary.  
 
    It could be a threat to outsiders to stay away. 
 
    It could be a bloody advertising campaign miraculously still playing so many months after the store closed down permanently. 
 
    Either way, it made little difference because he had no indication of where the damned place was. He had no idea how far radio waves could travel, but at a guess it must be hundreds of miles, which narrowed it down to, well, France. 
 
    Deflated, he packed up the radio and decided to leave the makeshift aerial booster in situ. He was convinced it had done nothing to help anyway. 
 
    Hoping that someone else could piece together more than he could, he stowed his notepad and heaved his small pack back on to retrieve his bike and return to the others. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE UNDERGROUND MOVEMENT 
 
    As Steve gained more strength, his daily excursions around the camp became longer and reached further. He was being helped along on his crutches and twice saw people he knew; one didn’t see him, he was sure, and the other just looked terrified at the guard next to her and turned away. 
 
    He couldn’t remember her name but thought she worked on the gardens. Maybe she was from the group they rescued from the shipping containers. Maybe she wasn’t. His memory was terrible since the crash; the trauma, being in and out of consciousness for days on end and his subsequent reliance on opiates had hazed the past badly for him. 
 
    He would poke fun at Dan for not learning all the names of the people they lived with, knowing that it bugged him and made him feel a little shallow, but now he was faced with the same prospect. There was only so much room inside a person’s head, and right now his was too messed up to recall the small details. Looking around at the way everyone moved in small groups, some escorted by armed soldiers, made him mindful that this was not a safe place. This was hostile territory. He was living behind enemy lines and he had to portray no threat to them. 
 
    Concentrating on appearing weak while he exercised, he started to take note of everything he saw. Within a week, he had almost a half square mile mentally mapped out, all the while asking innocuous questions about which buildings were used for what purpose. He was sure to keep his information gathering as innocent as possible; although he was certain of Jan’s lack of loyalty to the cause, they were always followed by at least one armed guard. 
 
    For his own safety, obviously. 
 
    “Am I going to get moved back into the normal population?” he asked his nurse, who was painfully moving his leg during a therapy session. 
 
    “I haven’t been told anything,” he answered, as he often did when Steve questioned him about the camp. Steve was learning to take the man literally, and phrase his questions as such. 
 
    “What were you told when you were assigned to fix me up?” he phrased deliberately. 
 
    “To fix you up,” came the gruff answer, followed by a smile touching the corners of his mouth at his own humour. A conversation with Jan was like a game of chess. 
 
    Thinking about it, Jan saw no harm in elaborating on his answer. 
 
    “Fix you up. Don’t tell you anything. Don’t let you wander off,” he said simply. “And I have to report on your progress,” he finished, putting a sarcastic emphasis on the last word. 
 
    “My progress?” Steve asked innocently. 
 
    “Yep,” came the reply before he paused to push on Steve’s leg with more effort, earning the pilot a stab of pain. “He wants to know what you are saying about him.” 
 
    “He” was obviously Richards, and from the way Jan said it, he was clearly no friend to the South African. The arrogance and insecurity of Richards would be laughable, if only he didn’t have a small army to impose his will on others. Steve was certain that, if left unchallenged, Richards would soon drop the pretence and announce himself as dictator. In any normal society, not that things were normal anywhere nowadays, declaration of martial law was seen as extreme. It was to admit that the bounds of acceptable society, of decent human behaviour, had broken down and that a crushing show of force was required to re-establish those boundaries. 
 
    The use of an armed people’s militia, in Steve’s opinion, was now a definite must for any group, but the militarisation of the population and the classifications of type of worker just felt horribly oppressive. 
 
    It was an occupation, he decided. That was the best way to describe the sombre feeling in the camp. They were protected, sheltered and fed, but they weren’t free. 
 
    Given the choice, he believed that most people would choose risk and hunger if the price for them was their own liberty. Bringing himself back to the moment, he pressed his advantage and directly asked Jan his opinion on Richards. 
 
    Staring blankly back at him, giving nothing away, Steve didn’t know whether he would answer or run straight to the man himself to report. 
 
    “The man’s an arsehole,” Jan said simply with a shrug, as though his opinion mattered little.  
 
    Relief washed over Steve; without this man onside, he had no hope of gaining any further assistance. 
 
    “He makes lots of pretty speeches about protecting people, but everyone is only here because he commands more guns.” Jan leaned closer now, dropping his voice further. “I was happy before he turned up, and three of my friends died before we all gave up and all lined up like sheep to be told where to go and what to do.” 
 
    He leaned back, as though the conspiracy could be detected through the walls, before adding, “So yeah, I’d like to see him gone, but I don’t see how that’s going to happen.” 
 
    Steve also leaned back, although slowly to avoid aggravating his battered body, before responding. “Information is the key,” he said. “Know your enemy,” he quoted, waiting for agreement. 
 
    “Know your enemy, and learn about his favourite sport,” Jan said with a smile. 
 
    Steve frowned, earning a rare chuckle from his companion. 
 
    “It’s a quote from The Art of War,” Steve said, embarrassed at having to explain his jest. 
 
    “I know,” replied Jan with a broad smile. “You were quoting Sun Tzu, but I was quoting Nelson Mandela. And I think the man might’ve got this right too.” 
 
    Totally confused now, Steve sat and listened as it was explained to him. When he finally understood, he saw that the sport approach might be the best but possibly the riskiest idea he’d heard in a long time. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LE TUNNEL SOUS LE MANCHE 
 
    Nobody spoke much as they rolled at a steady speed along the deserted and badly overgrown motorways of the desolate southeast of England. Forced to travel carefully down the middle of the three concrete lanes, the tall weeds sprouting from the central reservation occasionally brushed against their offside windows, just as the encroaching treeline of the nearside forced them away from the hard shoulder. Sporadic clusters of long-abandoned wrecks littered the grey and green monotony, giving brief pauses as they assessed the potential dangers before pushing through. 
 
    Ordinarily, the journey would have taken them half a day without having to compete for space on Britain’s overcrowded roads, but having to be ever alert to the danger of ambush as well as vehicle-killing potholes caused by the weather and a total lack of repairs made that trek significantly more ponderous. 
 
    Every obstacle forced them to stop and watch as they defended themselves all around to any attack, then they would gingerly press on until the torturous sound of off-road tyres complaining over pitted concrete bore into their brains. At that pace, they eventually turned off the bigger roads and into the once-busy cross-Channel train terminal.  
 
    “I remember this place.” Lexi spoke wistfully from the front passenger’s seat. “My dad drove us to France years ago. It didn’t look like this, though,” she said, indicating the ruin and disrepair of the place which once saw thousands of cars making the international crossing every day. 
 
    Nobody answered. Not through impoliteness, but more from the air of rhetoric with which she made the distant recollection. People rarely spoke about life before; it was just easier not to think about it. 
 
    More cars were abandoned here, the filthy insides of the windows an indication of a once-living cargo. They drove on past, leaving the forgotten souls undisturbed. Not having brightly lit arrows to follow and yellow-vested staff to guide their path, finding the tunnel entrance took time. Driving slowly down a long concrete ramp, a scene of such chaos was unveiled that all four occupants of the car were struck open-mouthed at the carnage which lay below them. 
 
    It seemed that one last train had arrived from the continent. 
 
    One ill-fated locomotive had seared through the signs bidding them Bienvenue and without a coherent driver to slow their progress had careened straight through the terminal and collapsed in a concertina effect straight into the very end of the lines. Instantly derailed, and forced along by the thousands of tonnes of freight and passenger cars, the train had struck the thick walls and seemingly imploded. Remains of cars were spilled grotesquely across a wide area as the occupants of the train who had been sitting in their vehicles were spewed violently out, and the four looking on could only begin to imagine the horror of such a crash for anyone left alive. 
 
    Simon’s thoughts turned to the possibility of any survivors. Not from the crash – that seemed perversely unlikely – but for anyone immune to the… Whatever it was, they would have surely known what was coming. Would have known that they were in for a brutal ending. Putting himself in that situation, he wondered if he would feel some small amusement at the irony of such a final chapter.  
 
    Looking at the wreckage once more, he decided that he probably wouldn’t. 
 
    Finding their way onto the tracks without suffering a six-foot drop from the platform took much longer, but eventually they were bouncing uncomfortably along the gravelled tracks towards the looming black hole in front of them.  
 
    Not one word was spoken until the light in the cabin was snuffed out instantly as they went down the slight incline into subterranean uncertainty. With just a strained sigh from Paul, they began their crossing. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHILE YOU WERE GONE… 
 
    Two hours after she watched Dan ride away looking like an overgrown child on a bike too small for him, Leah was walking the perimeter of their temporary camp for want of anything better to do. 
 
    She told herself it was training, that she was learning to work as a pair with Ash just as Dan did, but if she was honest with herself, she was actually playing. She shouldn’t be playing though, she told herself; that was for kids, and she didn’t have the luxury of playing anymore. 
 
    Still, training was allowed to be enjoyable, wasn’t it? 
 
    She took cover behind a large tree, peered around and waved Ash off to her right, watching out of the corner of her eye as the big, grey dog slunk low and silent across the ground. Moving position again, she gave a single low whistle to call him to her side. Within seconds he joined her, nudging her leg once to let her know he was there. She had barely heard him move until he was close. Repeating this pattern, they moved deeper into the woodland than she had ventured before, and just as she became aware of that fact, a flash of movement ahead snatched her attention. 
 
    Sinking low and raising the gun for real, she flicked the fire selector to semiautomatic. Sensing that the mood had changed, Ash dropped into a crouch and sniffed the air. Realising that the wind was blowing from directly behind her, she knew how they had moved so close to something undetected. Silent and downwind, whatever had moved was once again imperceptible. 
 
    Wait, she told herself. It was most probably just an animal, but the feeling in her gut made her more cautious. Creeping forward as quietly as possible, she noticed a slight movement ahead again, accompanied instantly by a low growl from beside her. She sank lower, holding out a hand to quiet the dog, and watched. 
 
    In a small clearing, maybe fifty paces ahead through the trees, she saw colours. Not the autumn colours of woodland, not the warm yellowing of the leaves or the vibrant reds nature treated them to every year, but something distinctly and unnervingly man-made.  
 
    Holding her breath, she turned her head slightly from side to side to look for a better vantage point. Seeing a fallen log to her left, she crept slowly back from the more exposed bluff she was on and sank low to watch after setting Ash down to lie still. Wishing she could take credit for her four-legged companion’s skills, she marvelled at how he stared intently towards the possible threat without making another sound. 
 
    Slowly, moving every muscle with infinite care, she eased the carbine’s sight up to her eye and began to scan the woodland. After a few seconds, she found the source of the unnatural colour and let the rest of the scene come into focus. Sitting still on a fallen tree not dissimilar to her own hiding spot was a man. A bearded man wearing green and brown, as though he wanted to blend in, but the woolly hat on his head bore a red and yellow emblem. That was the flash of colour she had seen when the man turned his head. 
 
    He seemed unconcerned, like he hadn’t realised he was being watched, so Leah was happy to stay and see how things panned out. She was due on watch in an hour, so if she wasn’t back in time, then all kinds of merry hell would be raised in camp. 
 
    After another minute of watching, she was glad of her patience. In the foreground of her scope, much closer than the man she was watching, another person dressed in drag clothing shifted their position as they leaned against a tree. Stifling a gasp in her throat, she forced herself to be calm, as he was close enough to hear her. Behind her, Ash still stared intently ahead, not that she could turn to look, but hadn’t made a single sound. 
 
    Whoever these two people were, they were being very quiet for a reason. Slowly inching herself away from the log, she turned her head to look in the direction she had come from. She saw nothing to concern her, but nonetheless made sure that her escape route was clear to the best of her knowledge. 
 
    Shuffling back centimetre by centimetre, her body shook with the effort of being quiet even when she desperately needed to open up her lungs and breathe deeply. Judging that she had moved enough, she rose slowly and walked as carefully as she could, nodding for Ash to follow. Dropping onto slightly lower ground, she reckoned she had put enough distance between them and quickened her pace. Another hundred paces and her nerve broke; she sped up into a run as fast as her own safety would allow across broken ground littered with tree roots. Ash kept pace effortlessly as she burst into the camp to find most people already assembled by the gates. 
 
    There was a visitor. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Neil was on watch when the lone wanderer came into his sight. Raising a quiet alarm resulted in him being joined by Mitch only seconds later as both watched the approaching figure through telescopic sights. 
 
    By the build and the pinch of the waistline above the hips, Neil guessed that the unexpected visitor was female, and by all indications from the silhouette before him, nicely put together at that. She walked steadily, not too fast or too slow, with her arms out to the sides. As she came closer, Mitch spoke to him without raising his eye from the rifle. 
 
    “Female. Mid-thirties,” he stated. 
 
    Neil could see that well enough for himself. She was wearing tight jeans and a T-shirt which didn’t quite meet the leather belt she wore.  
 
    At a hundred paces, just before Mitch was about to issue a challenge, she stopped. Keeping her arms out to her sides, she performed a slow circle, showing the watching sentries that she was unarmed. Turning around a second time for good luck, she continued her methodical approach to the gates. 
 
    Standing and slowly loading a round into the chamber of his rifle, Mitch watched as the metallic sounds echoed down to her. The message was clear: she had come far enough. 
 
    “Bonjour. Je suis Christine,” she called out in a curiously deep voice for such a slim woman. 
 
    Mitch’s language skills were limited to only English and foul, but thought he recognised enough to believe that the woman had just said hello and was called Christine. 
 
    Happy with his cultured and very metropolitan experience, he jumped down to further the international working relationship by searching her at gunpoint. She complied readily enough, although she exuded an air of boredom as she responded to the sign language and grunted orders from Mitch.  
 
    Neil watched on, part mesmerised by the appearance of the woman who he would describe as striking more than attractive, and part worried about an encounter with another group. His experience of others over the last in recent history had left him cynical at best. 
 
    When Mitch was satisfied that the woman really was unarmed, he lowered his weapon and asked her what she wanted. As a typical Brit abroad, he was sure to speak loudly and slowly, as though that would aid her understanding. 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes boring through him and making him feel distinctly uncomfortable. There was something of a feline manner about the way she looked at him. The way she moved made him mindful of something predatory, and he decided that he didn’t trust her. 
 
    “What do you want?” he said again, loud and slow. 
 
    “Talk?” she said with a heavy accent, unsure of the word. 
 
    She shrugged and rattled off a sentence in rapid-fire French, never taking her eyes off him or dropping the slightly amused look that a cat would give a mouse. 
 
    She tried again, pointing at Mitch. 
 
    “Français?” she said, mimicking his unintentionally condescending tone. Exasperated by the lack of understanding, she shrugged and dropped her arms to her sides petulantly. 
 
    “I come again,” she said as she turned and walked away, “in English.” 
 
    They could only watch as her hips snaked away down the long approach road. At that point, both men were snapped out of their voyeurism by a shout from inside the camp. Mitch ran back inside to see Leah jogging into the square. 
 
    “Two men in the woods,” she said succinctly, barely out of breath, “just sitting still.”  
 
    Ash sat obediently and looked up at the pair, unsure if the conversation would turn to him with praise. His head switched from soldier to teenager as though he was watching a tennis match as they took turns to speak.  
 
    “We’ve just had a woman turn up here,” he told the girl. “She didn’t speak English and just left. Too much of a coincidence that they aren’t together.” 
 
    Questions were fired from both sides, questioning whether the waiting men in the woods were armed, and Leah gave her responses before asking her own questions about the woman. All around them a buzz of excitement was growing as the others gossiped about what they had heard and what it could mean. 
 
    Leah became very aware of the small crowd gathering, and she twitched her head for Mitch to walk away with her. 
 
    “So what do we do?” she asked in a hushed tone when out of earshot of the others. 
 
    “Nothing until Dan gets back,” Mitch replied dutifully, “but we need to prep. Two-minute drill?” he asked her with eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Two-minute drill. Yes,” she replied after a moment’s thought. This was something they had worked on with the whole group. When instructed, they were all to be ready to leave within two minutes. That meant that everything they weren’t immediately using was to be packed up and ready to go at any time. It meant sleeping with your boots on. It meant raising the panic levels considerably, but it reduced the chances of them being caught with their collective trousers down. 
 
    Orders were given, extra guards posted and the group busied themselves packing all their gear away. Just as Leah was preparing to lay some noise traps in the woods with Jimmy, the sound of a motorbike engine pierced the sky. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE ENEMY WITHIN 
 
    Eventually, Steve was summoned to see the major.  
 
    He instantly swallowed his involuntary scoff at the self-awarded promotion in a hierarchy which no longer held any semblance of credibility. He had no legitimate lieutenants or captains, nor did he answer to any colonels or generals. He was a self-styled military dictator, and no floral display of humility or service could hide that fact. 
 
    Still, Steve thought, play along. Play the weakling, don’t be a threat, and keep your head down. If Richards saw him as a broken and beaten man, then he could not be forced to play a role in the subjugation of the occupied citizens. Could not be bullied or threatened into trying to fly again, not that he had any hopes of recovering the strength required to do so. 
 
    He had to appear weak, and although he had been preparing for this summons for days now, he still made a show of seeming flustered and confused. Although his wits were restored, he knew that his body was not. He couldn’t hope to fight his way out of an ambush conducted by babies firing water pistols at this point, and he had to show the world for all he was worth that he was finished. 
 
    To allow even a flash of his inner fire to show through his eyes could spell his death, and if he died then his hopes for realising the plan he was hatching would die with him. 
 
    He shook. He twitched as he spoke and seemed to lose his focus. He seemed racked by sudden pains in his head and body and he could barely walk unaided. If Richards saw him as just a half-soaked cripple, then he would not try to use him and would not need to kill him. 
 
    He had to act it out perfectly. 
 
    The guard who had brought the summons was pre-empted by the news which was brought by a runner to the window at the back of his damp and breezy room. Jan’s eyes shot up and fixed on Steve as he heard the gentle knock, knock, knock at the window before the unknown courier vanished into the sprawling camp. The agreed signal, whispered among the underground rebels over mealtimes, that Richards was planning to bring Steve to him.  
 
    The two nodded to each other, both aware of what they had to do now. Steve lay back and half curled up, feigning the pains that racked him as his body cried out for more morphine. Jan sat in the chair and silently ignored his pretend pain. Moments later, the door opened without warning and an armed man strode in. He had the look of a soldier in that he carried a rifle and wore a green camouflage uniform shirt and trousers, but the ill-disciplined and wild look he wore showed no signs of training. This man wanted to be on the winning side, and he enjoyed the power it afforded him over others. Had he been living somewhere else when it happened, then he would have become a follower of the King of Wales or Bronson. He was a bully, nothing more. 
 
    “Get up,” he growled at Steve, who only responded with a whimper and curled up into a tighter ball. “The major wants to see you. Now!” 
 
    He offered no more words, merely glared at Jan until, with an annoyed sigh, he carefully folded the page in the book he was reading and placed it down before getting up and manhandling Steve upright. He was sure to treat him without any obvious sign of care or respect, like he was just doing the job he was given by watching over the sick man until he was told to do something else. 
 
    “On your feet, you bastard,” Jan grumbled without any real malice as he forced Steve up into a sitting position, bringing him his crutches. Still he had to half hold him as he made his slow progress in leaving the cabin. Jan was sure to wrap him in an extra blanket to show just how much he felt the cold even though the temperature of early autumn was still warm. All part of the act. 
 
    Twice Steve feigned a stumble, and twice he had to be helped back up to continue on his way to the meeting. 
 
    Richards was not a man who liked to be kept waiting, and every minute Steve wasted getting there was likely to be a minute less spent in the company of the man, as he no doubt had a schedule he intended to stick to. 
 
    Eventually, he found himself at the bottom of the stone steps which were originally a library or museum, he guessed, the top of which sported a sandbagged embrasure complete with crew-served machine gun. Whatever the steps once led to, they were now the way into the headquarters of the camp commander. Already, Steve had heard reference made to Richards as “The Commander” as much as people called him “Major”, and he guessed this distinction was one that the man would happily allow, as it afforded him the highest rank in people’s eyes. 
 
    There was no higher power than him: that was what the message said loud and clear. 
 
    Sweating and exhausted from making the short journey seem infinitely more difficult than it truly was, Steve collapsed onto a hard wooden bench where he was told to wait. His chest heaved to recover the expended energy, and although he had pretended to be physically broken, he had to admit to himself that the truth was not a quantum leap away from the imagination. 
 
    Heavy, dark oak double doors which stretched halfway to the tall ceiling were thrown open, and out strode the magnanimous Major Richards, resplendent in his uniformed glory and flanked by his ever-present personal guard. This personal guard, if met under different circumstances, would raise hilarity of epic proportions. Dressed in camouflage as all the other “troops”, these men stood out because they wore their combat trousers tucked into high boots, sported a bright red sash tied about their right arms and wore full-face balaclavas like terrorists filming a propaganda video. Maybe next they planned some thunderbolts on their collars. 
 
    Again, Steve had to fight to keep a laugh inside at the stupidity of how seriously this man took himself. 
 
    All comedy aside, he wondered just how hard a job it would be to overthrow this dictator; heavy machine guns guarding his headquarters against the general populace as well as anonymous guards flanking his every step indicated a man who felt threatened. A man who felt comfortable and safe would likely surround himself with beautiful female assistants, not faceless armed men. 
 
    Forcing his head back into the game, Steve concentrated on taking in every detail he could while acting like a broken man who offered no threat. With a glance at the guard who had summoned him, Richards nodded into the office with his chin and walked back inside after offering a single withering glance at the man he once thought would be his right-hand man. 
 
    Sitting behind his desk and producing a bottle with two crystal glasses, he was blithely unaware that he had tried the same forced camaraderie with Steve before. It had failed then too. 
 
    Pouring two ungenerous measures into the glasses as Steve was dumped unforgivingly into the chair opposite, he slid one over to him without a word. Playing the character well, Steve reached for the glass with a shaking hand and drank desperately as though he sought any temporary reprieve from the pain he felt. Coughing and choking on the fierce liquid, he wiped his mouth and leaned back in the chair, waiting. 
 
    Richards sipped his own drink and then swirled the contents in small circular motions as he looked intensely at the bottom of the glass. He stopped and looked directly at Steve. 
 
    “You caused a great deal of disappointment,” he said icily, “not that any of it matters any more.” He held eye contact with Steve a second past it feeling uncomfortable. 
 
    Smiling his false smile, he rose from his seat and waved a regal glass-filled hand at the window and the sprawling population centre spilling out as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “We’ve accomplished a great deal without your help and you should feel lucky; if you had done what you did now instead of then, it could be viewed as treason. The punishment for treason is death.” 
 
    Steve’s eyes widened at the revelation. The man had casually reintroduced capital punishment, demonstrating that he held the power of life and death and he wielded that power over the people like a spoilt child with a stick.  
 
    Satisfied that he had elicited a reaction of fear which he misread in Steve’s expression, he went on with a well-rehearsed speech about their achievements in rescuing people and the protection he offered the world now. His vitriol extended deep into his own visions for a strong, united future. 
 
    The sheer depths of the man’s depravity were becoming clear to Steve. He was the worst kind of lunatic alive. 
 
    A fanatic.  
 
    A powerful man so consumed by his own ideas that he would never be able to see how hated, how power-hungry and crazed he had become. He had brought back the death penalty to a desperately depleted population with no way of knowing if the human race could be propagated. He ruled with fear and violence to force people, who previously counted themselves as free and lucky, to work and fortify his compound. He put them to work in the fields farming to feed his growing army. He treated disobedience as treason. There was nothing more dangerous, Steve thought, than a man with power over others who wholly believed that he was the only one with the foresight to shape the future. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Finishing his podium speech, Richards sat down in his chair still wearing his ridiculous mask of the benevolent master. He saw Steve looking at him in horror, and his own ego made him interpret that as pure fear.  
 
    And why shouldn’t this man feel fear? He stole from him. He made him look foolish and weak. He disappointed him. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t hard to find him. Who else was flying around in a helicopter? It took only a few months for his scouts to report back with the location of their home, a prison of all ghastly places, and after that it was a simple matter to send in his best spies and then arrive in overwhelming force and take it all away from him. 
 
    Those he had selected for questioning had yielded a variety of different information; the fact that their leader and twenty others had left a short time before and not returned irked him considerably. He told himself he would have liked to meet this Dan character, to see if he stood up to all the things he had heard about him. If the stories were true, then this was a man who would surely see his vision of a united future. He would even have been worthy of a high-ranking position, which would obviously have helped integrate the rest of the group under his rule. 
 
    If he objected, or lacked the foresight to join him, then the virtuous opponent would have made a fine adversary and his eventual execution would have the same effect on the dissident members of his flock. 
 
    He sipped his drink again, staring coldly at the man who had embarrassed him once. 
 
    “Luckily for you, I’m feeling generous,” he said, leaning back and half expecting thanks. “Besides, executing an unwell man would hardly offer much entertainment. Now begone! I’m tired of your company.”  
 
    A nod was raised to one of the balaclava-clad guards and Steve was aggressively hoisted from his seat and sent back out into the hallway, where Richards’s voice echoed out to him. 
 
    “Rest assured, I’ll want to speak to you again when you are sufficiently healed. Everyone must earn their keep here.” 
 
    Being so unceremoniously bundled from the grand office offered him a snapshot of a desk he had not seen when he entered. Behind the ornate wood, he saw a young man so elegantly groomed that he seemed almost feminine. The immaculately coiffed hair couldn’t hide the red-ringed eyes which burned intensely. Another strand to the unfolding scheme fell into place for Steve at that moment.  
 
    The waiting guards chivvied him and Jan back to their isolation in silence. When he collapsed breathlessly onto his bed, he grabbed the nurse’s arm and held tight. 
 
    “I promise you one thing,” he said through gritted teeth, “that madman has to die.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    PRIORITIES 
 
    It was unfair for Dan to have implied any failing in the others. In fact, after he had calmed down from hearing the news, he recognised that he would have done exactly as they had done. 
 
    Everything except let the woman leave. 
 
    Now they had an unknown group in the area, with no communication, who obviously had knowledge of the ground and some form of skill set. He would have liked to ask the woman himself, probably loudly and slowly in English, but he couldn’t because they had simply let her go. 
 
    Recognising that he might have caused some offence by his reaction, he proceeded to give a few orders which he was certain would have been pre-empted. 
 
    “Put everyone on two-minute drills,” he instructed his small council of advisors. 
 
    “Done,” said Mitch. 
 
    “And double the guard,” Dan said. 
 
    “Done,” said Mitch again.  
 
    “The woods,” he tried. “Guards posted at the rear?” 
 
    “Done,” chimed in Leah, “and Jimmy’s put up some noise traps with string and tin cans.” 
 
    Good, Dan thought. They had done everything he would have done and they had done it quickly. Allowing them to feel proud of themselves for having performed the tasks before being told would lift their spirits, he knew. It was as close as he could come at the time to giving praise, but he was just too damned fearful of others. He felt too vulnerable. 
 
    “Did you get anything from the radio?” Neil asked him. 
 
    Digging into a pouch on the front of his vest for the pad of paper he had used caused a flurry of activity as Ash leapt up from his resting spot thinking that something edible was being produced. Seeing it was just a piece of paper, he settled back down to wait for the next opportunity. 
 
    As he read his own rough translations aloud, the others listened intently. 
 
    “Survivors. Security. Family. Impregnable. Resist. Generations. Life? Sanctuary. Fort. South.” 
 
    Silence greeted him. Followed by a flurry of questions, none of which he could hear clearly as all the others were speaking. Holding up both hands to ward off the storm, he answered them all at once. 
 
    “I don’t know what it means, I don’t know where it is and I didn’t get it all. It could be a warning to stay away, it could be an invitation to join them or it could lead to nothing. Right now, we need to focus on the immediate and worry about this afterwards. Leah, Neil, Mitch, with me, please.” 
 
    With that, he walked out of the hut and into the square. His chosen companions knew him well enough by this point to wait until he had lit a cigarette before asking anything else. 
 
    “If I’m being honest with myself, the message sounds hopeful.” He let that sink in and looked at the three pairs of eyes in front of him before he went on. “But the main problem is that we don’t have a clue where this place is until we get a stronger signal; it says ‘south’ and that’s the direction we need to go. The problem with getting a stronger signal is that one of us has to travel at least a day away from here to try again, and now that we have company, then that seems unlikely.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” said Neil, launching into a defence before the challenges were made. “Look, you three are soldiers and I’m an old git who fixes engines. You’re needed here more than I am right now.” 
 
    “No,” said Dan. “Thank you, mate, but that’s exactly the reason you need to be with the group. I’ll go, but not until we’ve figured out what that woman wants.” 
 
    Mitch’s face coloured slightly as he instantly regretted his adolescent description of the visitor to Dan. 
 
    “So what? We just wait for them to come back?” Leah asked, annoyed at the prospect of inaction. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dan, almost challenging her to push back. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, conveying anything but “fine” with her tone and glancing at her watch and walking away. “I’m due on watch.” 
 
    “Ah, they grow up so fast,” Mitch said sarcastically as she stomped away. 
 
    “They do when you give them an automatic rifle when they turn thirteen,” Dan replied as he stamped out his cigarette and turned towards the woods. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    After the next five days spent on high alert expecting some form of attack, nerves began to fray once again. Their soldiers were becoming exhausted again having to do double the hours as sentries. 
 
    As Dan sat with Marie, who never missed an opportunity to point out his lack of daily washing, she poked playfully at the scraggy mess of beard where it was turning white. She was trying to lighten his mood, and although it wasn’t overtly working, at least she was distracting him from his brooding thoughts for a while. 
 
    He was brooding, even more so when he saw that she was showing now. A noticeable bump swelled her belly, the physical manifestation of the very reason they started out on this fool’s errand at all. 
 
    He had to make a decision. 
 
    Marie seemed to sense this too, and giving up on her attempts to annoy him into smiling, she told him what he was thinking.  
 
    “It’s been almost a week and nothing has happened,” she told him. “Go and find out where this place is, or let one of the others go, but we can’t just sit here waiting for something which might not happen.” 
 
    He thought about that, knowing that she was right as she usually was but looking for a way to rationalise it to himself other than just being bored of waiting. The reason for stopping at the camp had been to recuperate, which they had been doing until someone had strolled up to their front door, but packing up everyone and leaving without an objective seemed too much like a step backwards. Leaning over to give her a kiss despite her squeals about the beard, he left to find the others. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, he was leaning over a large-scale map with Mitch and Leah. 
 
    “The ERV needs to be some distance away,” he said, as though Mitch needed a lesson in the skill which had been second nature for most of his life. Realising that the explanation was more for Leah, he nodded along with Dan. 
 
    “ERV one, here,” Dan said, pinpointing a large bridge to the south. “Wait until daybreak on Monday then fall back to ERV two.” 
 
    That gave him a minimum of three days to catch up with them if they had cause to leave without him. 
 
    “ERV two, here,” he said, this time indicating a small settlement at least thirty miles to the south; it was far enough to not be in the same area but not so far that it couldn’t be reached on foot within the agreed forty-eight-hour time limit. 
 
    “After that, we look after ourselves,” he finished lamely, breezing over the worst-case scenario. 
 
    He straightened up, his back cracking in the process, and looked at the wider picture of the map. He had three days allocated to finding a better radio signal: one to travel southwest inland on the straightest and hopefully fastest roads, one to climb up high and get more of the message, and a day to travel back. Should he find the camp deserted in case the others had reason to leave, then he would turn around and head south to meet them at the bridge. If that failed, then they would fall back again and if that then failed, he had no idea what would become of any of them. 
 
    The planning of emergency rendezvous points before the group split was commonplace, but never had they found themselves planning for so many people over such a huge scale. The discussions of failure brought more than the usual amount of trepidation on the eve of something big: it brought fear this time. Dan had thought through his options and requirements, deciding that he had to use something more substantial than the motorbikes they brought for scouting. He would need to take additional fuel, equipment and supplies if he was to be away for more than a night. That meant causing a huge stir in the camp by having to move the big truck out of the entrance and manoeuvre the most readily available of the smaller trucks they had.  
 
    Despite his disappointment, getting the armoured truck out would take too long and be too disruptive, so he reluctantly took the lightweight army Land Rover complete with its cracked windscreen where it had been perforated by bullets only hours after they had acquired it. He threw in his battered black rucksack, which had barely left his side in well over a year, as well as two jerrycans of diesel, a sleeping bag and a whole slab of bullets. He liked to be sure. 
 
    He was going alone: they all knew they couldn’t face the loss of two guns while they were still on high alert, but the question remained of whether Ash should accompany him or not. Three days without the dog would cause them both a fair amount of anxiety, but the pros and cons of leaving him with Leah were discussed. His early warning system could prove invaluable should anyone else decide to pay them a visit, and while it would be beneficial to Dan, he knew that he was effective enough alone. As much as it tore at him, he took his dog for a walk and told him he would have to stay behind. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t need you or want you,” he told Ash as he stared back at him with no comprehension, “but you’re needed more here. I’ll be fine and it’ll only be for a few days.” 
 
    Getting no answer back, not that he expected one, he ground out his cigarette on the ground and walked back to the others, planning to leave at the following dawn. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DARK, DAMP AND DANGEROUS 
 
    Eight miles out to sea, over a hundred feet below it, and almost five hundred miles away from Dan’s uncomfortable chat with his dog, four people sat quietly in their very slow-moving vehicle. 
 
    The stress inside the truck was palpable, as much as the dank and foul air deep underground was slowly choking them. Without the small army of engineers and technicians required to keep the tunnel operating at peak efficiency as it had for over twenty years, the upkeep of such an astounding feat of engineering had been sorely neglected. The power to the air recirculation systems died long ago, and as a result, the quality of the air at the deepest section of the tunnel was desperately poor. They had decided, as logically as they could, to drive through the tunnel section the wrecked inbound train had used, hoping that would negate the chances of meeting any obstruction along the way which would force them to reverse for miles until they once again found daylight and fresh air. 
 
    Obviously, the logic was sound insofar as when the crash first happened, but the risk of an obstacle which fell into place after was still on the cards. They all knew their reasoning was weak at best, but removing the chances of finding an outbound train completely blocking their route offered some small comfort. 
 
    Not that comfort was a concept they could fathom at that point; the air was literally thick and had a quality unlike anything any of them had ever experienced. It was more of a taste than a smell, but it was undoubtedly unpleasant. Even through the closed windows with the air inside the car set to recirculate, their supply of oxygen was being slowly eroded. It started with the occasional cough, but now after almost an hour underground, it was becoming more of a problem. At their current rate of travel, they would need nearly another hour to get clear on the other side. 
 
    In another hour, they would probably all be too hypoxic to operate a vehicle. 
 
    In another hour, they would probably all be well on the way to being dead. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RIDING SOLO 
 
    As he always did, Dan left with as little fuss as possible. Leah saw him off with Marie and Neil at her side. Dan held her tightly, worried that the woman carrying his child was still looking exhausted to the point of appearing almost grey in colour. 
 
    “What’s your plan again?” Leah asked with professional curiosity. 
 
    “Drop about a hundred or so miles south–” he began. 
 
    “Kilometres,” interrupted Leah, prompting a look of annoyance. 
 
    “I’ll drop about two hundred kilometres south and after that I’ll cut away for higher ground,” he answered sarcastically. 
 
    Nodding her agreement at his plan, Leah still wore a look of confusion as she tried to formulate the equation between the metric and imperial measurement systems. 
 
    “One point six to one. Ks to miles,” Neil offered, seeing her struggling with the mathematics.  
 
    Waving Dan off, Leah turned away to check her distance-string calculations on her map. 
 
      
 
    Driving away on his own, he felt suddenly so sure that he was being intensely watched, so much so that he actually began to scan the higher ground for any telltale sign of a watcher with an optic catching the rising sunlight. 
 
    He saw nothing and told himself that he was just being paranoid. 
 
    “Two minutes in the car on your own and you’re already bloody talking to yourself!” He laughed, realising that the joke wasn’t entirely inaccurate. Or funny. 
 
    Sacrificing caution for speed, he turned off towards the larger roads, slowing only to snap off the plastic barrier as he drove through a tollgate before accelerating as hard as the uncomfortable truck could manage. Eyes alert and scanning as far ahead as he could manage, he relished being free and moving again. 
 
    He often felt too contained before, but this was different. Getting away from home and ranging out even a day away took the edge off his uneasiness, but being totally nomadic was less enjoyable than he imagined. Perhaps, he thought, being unburdened with the responsibility for the others he would be happy just driving around with his dog and his guns. 
 
    But then again, he pondered, he might just be as wild and unpredictable as some of the worst people they had met without the tether of a group to ground him. To keep him sane. 
 
    Marie had told him once when they were talking about Rich overcoming the crippling post-traumatic stress disorder which left him so unable to integrate sometimes that his own situation was vastly different to most other people. Dan was broken before the world ended, and bizarrely the apocalypse fixed him, whereas it left most other people depressed and emotionally shattered. 
 
    He was socially awkward at best, he knew that. But in truth, and in spite of all the disturbing events he had experienced since he found himself alone one morning, he had a purpose and a reason to stay alive. His purpose now was to put in at least a hundred and fifty miles, or two hundred and forty kilometres for the sake of argument, before he cut away from the abandoned toll roads; further than he had originally decided. 
 
    Cruising along at a comfortably sedate fifty miles an hour, he guessed he was making as much progress as he could hope for. Any higher speed made such a skull-piercing noise from the all-terrain tyres that he found it impossible to concentrate on driving in a straight line. He passed only the occasional vehicle and avoided the small rest areas which were scattered intermittently every ten kilometres or so. Logic dictated that anyone suffering illness would stop their vehicles, and he knew – even if they didn’t at the time – that they would never rejoin the road. He carried on, unwilling to view the sad scenes of people dead in their cars. 
 
    He cut away to the smaller roads after two hours, aiming the breezy truck towards a supermarket of such epic proportions that he couldn’t imagine finding anything comparable back home. Approaching slowly, he slid from the driver’s seat and stretched out his aching muscles. Restoring the ugly shotgun from the dash to the sheath on the back of his vest, he checked his weapons more out of obsessive compulsion over a technical need, and walked cautiously towards the large revolving glass doors. Giving an involuntary click of his fingers for Ash to fall in, he silently cursed himself for not remembering his shadow was left far behind with the others. 
 
    Forcing the unpowered door to grind around sufficiently to allow him in, he saw that the sealed portion was full of dead leaves, rotten away into mulch. Taking a second to understand what that meant, he realised that someone must have been here the last time the leaves had fallen from the trees.  
 
    Knowing that nobody had used this door for almost a year was both creepy and reassuring. 
 
    Taking a knee and listening intently, he heard no response to the small noises he had made getting inside. Still, he hadn’t lived this long by being careless, he thought to himself. Creeping along aisle by aisle, he took note of where some bottles of water were for retrieval. The consumable food had rotted away long ago, leaving nothing but dried puddles and dirty marks where the insects had gorged themselves months ago. Finding the section he needed after passing large displays of refrigerators and garden furniture, he began to sift through the dust-covered books until he found what he wanted. 
 
    A French–English dictionary. One of only two on the shelves and right now worth its weight in gold to him. Not wanting to hang around in an exposed area without backup, he stuffed the dictionary into his vest and swung back via the water aisle to grab himself a plastic-wrapped brick of natural mineral water. 
 
    A quick scan outside showed no cause for concern, so he threw his small haul back into the truck and drove out. Surviving in an exposed environment, especially alone, was more luck than judgement sometimes and he felt lucky that nobody was there to take an interest in him. 
 
    Deciding to push another hour inland, he settled back into the seat and eased the speedometer back up to almost sixty as he tried to ignore the tyre noise. 
 
    Setting his sights on the far hills, he drove along, eyes still alert to any potential danger. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Three hours’ drive behind him, Mitch stood watch. He had an uneasy feeling, unbeknown to him the exact same feeling Dan had as he drove away: he was absolutely sure he was being watched. Just as he convinced himself that he was imagining it, the sound of the single shot echoed around the valley. 
 
    At the exact same time, the bullet hit him straight in the chest, throwing him off the top of the truck and bringing the ground rushing up to his face with sickening force. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL 
 
    It was more of a physical reaction than a conscious thought, some deeply ingrained survival instinct which took over and made his limbs operate the vehicle without the need for cognitive intervention. 
 
    Simon was drowsy. He could barely speak coherently, let alone realise that he was slowly suffocating and suffering the dangerous side effects of a loss of oxygen to his brain. 
 
    Simon’s body, on the other hand, knew exactly what was going on. It couldn’t articulate the fact that the fumes that deep in the tunnel were making the air almost unbreathable, or that the mix of gases there was toxic, but it knew that it was going to die if it stayed there.  
 
    It didn’t weigh up options or consider possible outcomes: it just reacted. It made his right foot press down harder on the throttle and push the speed up to a bone-shaking and painful speed. His body was unaware of the fact that two of the other occupants were complaining loudly about this, even less aware that the third passenger was unconscious; it just forced them all towards clean air and sunlight before they suffered worse than the fumes they were currently breathing in. 
 
    Twice they bounced painfully over the rails and skimmed along the filthy concrete walls surrounding them as the headlights burned a bright white lance in front of them. 
 
    Imperceptibly, the air quality changed. The dimmest hint of grey infected the inky black around them and grew like an insidious virus, slowly taking over every minute part of their subterranean world until they began to realise they were approaching the other side. 
 
    Simon became more aware than he had been before. Not that he realised he was less aware at the time; it was more like the feeling of being drunk but not knowing why or how. He tightened his grip, squeezed the steering wheel and steeled his resolve to head directly for the light at the end of the ever so slight incline. 
 
    Like some hideous interpretation of birth, the Land Rover burst into the sunlight and skidded to a stop on the gravel of the tracks. Throwing open the doors, they spilled out to suck in as much fresh air as they could possibly inhale. Lexi was the first to regain her senses fully.  
 
    Dragging Chris from the car, she laid him on the ground and checked for signs of breathing which, with great relief, she found easily. Rolling him over onto his side with his head in her lap, she just sat and rocked as the others breathed through their own problems. 
 
    Trying to speak aloud, she choked and coughed uncontrollably. Clearing her throat, she tried again, this time in a strangely cracked voice which didn’t sound like her own. 
 
    “Welcome to France,” she said with heavy sarcasm. 
 
  
 
  


 
    PEACE IN SOLITUDE 
 
    Armed with his precious literature, Dan made good headway throughout the remainder of the day. Devoid of any recognisable sign of human life, the landscape he moved through became more undulating before the distant peaks became less distant. As the sun began to sink, he selected and cleared a small building to use as a shelter for the night. Finding a small slice of happiness in stretching his legs and only having his own wits and weapons to rely on, he made camp and ate a hot meal. 
 
    On further consideration, he felt that the happiness and freedom may have more to do with not having the others relying on him. A stab of guilt hit him, soon brushed under the metaphorical carpet of his thoughts, and he focused on the job at hand. Nestling into his sleeping bag for the night, he soon missed the company of one of the group. As the evening temperatures became distinctly more autumnal, he wistfully imagined the heat that Ash would be radiating right now. 
 
      
 
    As first light rose, so did Dan. The surprise at seeing his own breath misting in front of his face made him worry that autumn was further along than he feared, only for his mind to catch up and recognise that the drop in temperature was likely due to the significant rise in altitude. That elevated altitude was the sole reason he was there: higher ground and hopefully a stronger radio reception. 
 
    Fuelling himself for the day by cooking breakfast, he concentrated on the minute details of his routine. Open the plastic bag and ignore the written instructions, place the foil packet containing his favourite all-day vegetarian breakfast inside and pour in a distinctly unmeasured amount of water, seal bag and wait. 
 
    Inside of the anticipated thirty seconds, he watched as the bag suddenly inflated and steam hissed from the minute vents where the seal wasn’t perfect. Knowing that the sachet of chemicals was now reacting with the water and creating a fearsome heat which, in turn, was being transferred to his breakfast, he sat back and glanced at his watch in order to count off the required eight minutes. 
 
    His patience broke just after six, and he ate the mostly hot contents straight from the silver packet, ensuring he scraped it clean with the folding spork he kept in his vest. Licking the last remnants of food from the utensil, he dried it on his trousers and returned it to its place. Not very hygienic, he thought to himself, but smiled that there was nobody around to admonish him for his lack of decorum. 
 
    Pushing the hot remnants of the rubbish aside from any potential prying eyes, he repacked his kit and stretched off in the chill morning air as he smoked. Taking the time to enjoy the nicotine now pumping around his body, he scanned the horizon for the best place to head for. A similar hill to last time with a radio mast already in place was the obvious choice, but he could see no easy way to reach the summit. He settled instead for the outside choice of a nearby tall building. 
 
    Population centres had been something he had actively avoided for months now. It seemed to attract the wrong kind of attention, like any survivor found there would hold no interest in growing food but instead would prefer a more piratical approach to gathering supplies. His confidence in having seen no sign of others for twenty-four hours led him to decide on the simple option of the nearby four-storey brick mausoleum.  
 
    As he approached at low revs, he killed the engine to roll in silently as he swung the front of the truck around so as to be pointing towards escape should he need to depart in haste. A slow circle of the building gave him no cause for concern and the discovery of an external metal staircase seemed just too easy. 
 
    Maybe his luck had changed, but he realised he had thought that before. 
 
    With a torturous noise, the rusted ladder squealed towards the ground when he pulled it. Fearing that the sound would have carried far, he took cover and watched to see if anyone was attracted to it. Nobody came. He climbed the ladder slowly, feeling that distinctly unpleasant sensation of vertigo as he looked down and could see through the steel mesh of the landings as he climbed. 
 
    Finally, with shaking hands, he found purchase on the rough shingle of the flat roof and hauled himself onto sturdy ground. Taking a moment to catch his breath, he then produced the radio from his pack and sat at the base of the building’s aerial. He wound the device, lit a cigarette and meticulously laid out his notepad and pencil. 
 
    Ensuring the dial was resting at just after the 600 mark, he began to fine-tune it one tiny turn at a time. 
 
    Almost immediately, he was rewarded with a period of deliberate silence over the static before the familiar sound of the French voice repeating what he was sure was a recorded loop, only this time the signal was strong and the voice gave meaning through its tone rather than the words it spoke. 
 
    The tone of voice implied strength, compassion and safety. 
 
    Or perhaps he imagined it. It could mean danger, threat, superiority. He surprised himself with an uncharacteristic amount of hope and trust, and convinced himself that this place, wherever it was, could be somewhere they could be safe. 
 
    Checking over his previous notes, he wrote down the words he recognised again. He listened to the loop ten times over before he turned his attention to the dictionary. 
 
    Unaware of the passage of time as he concentrated on the pieces of the first puzzle requiring brains over all else since the world had turned upside down and inside out, he worked through all possible meanings of the message: 
 
    “Calling all survivors. We offer security, food and family. Our city has stood for generations. We are strong. We live and offer life. We are Sanctuary. Fort of the south sea.” 
 
    Leaning back and saying it aloud, he repeated the message to himself over and over. With each repetition, he invested more passion, more meaning and more feeling than before until he finally believed in it. They now had a goal. A purpose. A destination. 
 
    Wherever it was. 
 
    Dragging the large-scale map of the country from his pack, he began to scour his finger along the coastline looking for any mention of a sea fort. His only memory of such was on the west coast and he recalled from some distant repressed past that a bay near Bordeaux was important during the Napoleonic wars which had raged over Europe. Shaking away the irrelevance, he continued down over Normandy, skirting the west coast of the map until he reached Spain. Skipping out the peninsular on the basis that the message wasn’t in Portuguese or Spanish, he rejoined the coastline just after Barcelona. 
 
    And was rewarded with the words “Sud mer fort”. 
 
    “South sea fort,” Dan said to himself ponderously. “Sounds promising.” 
 
    He checked and rechecked the entire French coastline on the map until no other option seemed possible given the information he had. To be thorough, he even dug out a larger-scale map to see if any of the French-controlled islands of the Indian Ocean made any mention of a fort, but he found nothing. Happy he had ruled out any other possibilities, he tried to calculate the distance he would have to travel to reach the promise of sanctuary.  
 
    Somewhere between six and eight hundred kilometres of unknown territory lay between his group and safety. Days if not weeks of travel if they encountered anything but good fortune. 
 
    The prospect of a continuing journey and a renewed race against time steeled his heart once more. It was time to go to work again and end the wistful daydreaming of camping in the woods and drifting around the empty countryside alone. 
 
    Only he wasn’t alone, he realised. Voices from below were now distinctly audible over the looping message still playing on his wind-up radio. 
 
    The sudden drop in his stomach indicated the all-too-familiar payload of adrenaline surging through his body and preparing the muscles to fight as his senses sharpened. Instantly forgetting all senses which weren’t immediately necessary, his heart rate rose and he could no longer feel the cold seeping into his body from inactivity. 
 
    Leaving the radio as it was instinctively so as not to alert anyone to a change in the environment’s atmosphere, he crept towards the parapet and inched his head slowly over the ledge. Fifty feet below him were two people looking around his vehicle. Speaking in low tones to one another, they were obviously discussing the sudden arrival of an alien object into their world. As one of them reached the canvas back and lifted it to look inside, Dan’s fear of losing his supplies and transport forced him into action. 
 
    Rising to one knee, he flicked the fire selector on his carbine and cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    The two explorers froze before wildly looking around for the source of the familiar but unexpected noise. 
 
    Happy with his height advantage and fearing no threat from the two unarmed men below, his only risk was damage to the vehicle if he had to fire. Preferring a diplomatic solution, he called out to them. 
 
    “Up here,” he said, trying to invest his voice with enough force as to command respect but not inspire fear. 
 
    Fear made normal people do very abnormal things. 
 
    Keeping the weapon trained on them but not appearing to be actively aiming at a target, he stood and placed his left foot on the ledge. Being so close to the edge made him uneasy, but not as uneasy as not knowing the intentions of strangers. 
 
    As one, both men looked up as the movement caught their attention. As one, both men panicked and threw their arms in the air as both began to speak at two hundred miles an hour. 
 
    “Je nes comprends pas!” he shouted down in what he was certain was an awful pronunciation. 
 
    Both men stopped talking. One shouted back up in a similarly poor accent. 
 
    “English?” he asked. 
 
    “Oui. Anglais,” Dan replied loudly, as though sheer volume could overcome incomprehension. “Don’t move. Stay still, understand?” he shouted, reinforcing his words with a hand gesture as though he were instructing Ash to sit. 
 
    Abandoning the radio where it sat to maintain sight of the two at ground level, Dan sidestepped to the left until he found the ladder. Quickly slinging the weapon behind him, he dropped one level before bringing it back to bear on the vehicle. 
 
    Neither of the men had moved. 
 
    Repeating the process for each floor he descended made for slow progress, but eventually he was restored to ground level and approached them with legs bent and weapon raised. Stopping at twenty feet, he shouted at them to drop any weapons, resulting in confused looks being exchanged between them. 
 
    “Weapons,” Dan shouted again, tapping at his own gun with his left hand. Finally, they seemed to understand, and a single semiautomatic pistol and a hunting knife were dropped to the ground. Moving in and kicking the weapons aside, he switched to the Walther which he drew from the holster on his vest while simultaneously lowering the carbine. Patting them down in turn, he found no further cause for concern and relaxed to stand upright and collect their weapons. 
 
    The gun was in a poor state and probably hadn’t been cleaned since it was looted, probably from a police officer, given that it was a mass-produced variant of a popular weapon.  
 
    Up close, the two men were both young and distinctly non-threatening. Both were thin and dirty, more like street urchins than the intrepid explorer of the post-apocalyptic world as he must have seemed to them. Feeling suddenly ashamed of having frightened them, he stowed his weapons and produced his cigarettes to offer them both one. Exchanging looks of fear as though it were some kind of trick, they edged forward, unsure. After they had both taken one from the outstretched packet and not been struck down, they seemed to relax. Dan offered them his lighter to use at a safe distance and watched as both began to relax. 
 
    It became clear that neither spoke English any better than he spoke French, so an uncomfortable silence reigned over the three men. 
 
    Dan had what he had come for and saw no sense in extending his trip now that he had a goal to pursue. Reaching into the rear of the truck, he pulled out a sealed box of spare rations which he had brought just in case. 
 
    Dropping it on the ground, he made a gesture of offering it to the two hungry-looking men who still stood awkwardly as though they did not know if they were permitted to leave or not. Both stared at him dumbstruck as he climbed behind the wheel, started the engine and drove away. 
 
    Glancing in the wing mirror, he saw the two men ripping into the box before he was even out of sight. 
 
    “See,” he said to nobody with a smile of satisfaction, “I don’t shoot everyone.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    SUDDEN DESCENT 
 
    The ringing in his ears from hitting his head on the ground was so intense that he heard nothing until the sounds of desperate gasps for breath cut through the whine. It took Mitch a half-dozen precious seconds to recognise that the gasping came from him. The force of the impact had been lessened by the vest and spread out more evenly across his upper body, but the deadly impetus of the bullet hitting him directly on the sternum drove all the air from his lungs and left him winded. 
 
    As his hearing began to return, so did his other senses; hearing screams and shouts of panic and seeing people running around all fought for brain space to be processed. 
 
    Pushing straight to the front of the line was the sensation of intense, debilitating pain. Forcing it away as best as he could, he tried to shout for everyone to take cover but could barely utter a sound. Shaking his head as though the physical action could clear the fog from his synapses, he tried to stand only to hit the floor again. Constructing a painless fortress inside his head, he took precious gulps of air into his spasming lungs and willed the world to stop spinning. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah was sitting in the main building with Marie when she heard the shot. Springing to her feet, she snatched up her rifle and headed for the door, ignoring the panicked questions from behind her just as the first shouts were heard. Pausing before she went into the open, she took cover and peered around the corner to try and ensure she wouldn’t be cut down by whoever or whatever posed them a threat. Was it an attack? Was it an accident? 
 
    Unbidden, Ash fell into position at her side on full alert, having reacted to the urgency with which she moved. Seeing no immediate threat, she moved fast and low towards the sentry position for answers. Taking cover at the rear of the biggest truck, she checked around the corner to see Mitch was down and struggling to get up. Fearing the worst, she bawled his name and was rewarded with a weak flutter of a hand in response as he turned to look at her. 
 
    “Are you hit?” she yelled. 
 
    “Vest. Not gone through,” he managed to answer in between gasps as he tapped feebly at his chest. 
 
    As it dawned on Leah that she was now the most able fighter there, she had to formulate a plan and fast. They had to evacuate, obviously, but without knowing where the threat was, they couldn’t blindly run away, or they could face more danger than they already did. Pausing for a second, she shouted at the top of her voice: “Everybody on the truck. NOW. WE ARE LEAVING!” 
 
    Her terrified companions needed little encouragement. People emerged from doorways and ran holding their belongings to the back of the truck where they threw themselves in haphazardly. Neil emerged from where he had been sleeping and looked around at the chaos until she caught his eye and pointed towards the cab for him to get it started. 
 
    “Adam!” she yelled. 
 
    “Here,” came the response from the other side of the truck before he jogged around to her. 
 
    “We need eyes on; Mitch is down and we don’t know where the shot came from. Don’t expose yourself.” She added the last words as she grabbed the front of his vest to be certain he understood her. He nodded and ran back to the other side where he could climb onto the bonnet for a better look. 
 
    She ran to Mitch and knelt at his side to check him over. Looking back, she saw Marie being helped along, quite unnecessarily, by Kate, who was more trying to shield her from any potential harm than hold her upright. Marie slapped at Kate’s hands and pointed to Leah kneeling by Mitch. Without a word, Kate abandoned Marie and sprinted towards them, having seen someone in greater need of her skills. Sera followed, laden with the bags of equipment they needed as the joint medical team. Knowing that Mitch was in better hands than hers, Leah returned her thoughts to the immediate threat. She looked up to see that Adam had retrieved the big rifle and was scanning through the scope ahead to find where the shot had come from. 
 
    Still the steady flow of refugees spilled from the low buildings, making their way onto the truck. Leah thought how the withdrawal would work; there wasn’t enough time to get everything loaded and all vehicles manned, but she couldn’t leave behind the armoured vehicle or the fuel truck. If push came to shove, she would have to prioritise with fuel, but she couldn’t bear the disappointment of losing the Foxhound. She thought Dan would be upset about that, even angry with her, then mentally kicked herself for daydreaming while in such a dangerous situation. She heard her name shouted from the front and ran around to find Adam pointing ahead as he handed her the rifle. Settling herself on the bonnet and using the top of the wall to the side to rest the big gun, she followed his instructions. 
 
    “Rocky outcrop. Ten o’clock, up and right. You see them?” he asked. 
 
    She did. An unidentifiable person dressed all in dark green and covered with torn-up grass for camouflage was barely visible. The dead giveaway was that something on them was reflecting the light, and from the resulting flash seen from their position, the shooter may as well have lit a fire. Breathing slowly out and holding her breath a few times, just as Dan and Steve had taught her, she nestled herself down to take the shot. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out, hold.  
 
    Breathe in, breathe out, hold. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out, hold, and squeeze. 
 
    Just as the person looking straight back at her similarly framed in a scope did the same. 
 
    Taking up the trigger pressure carefully, Leah caressed the metal back towards herself gently so as not to snatch the shot. A millimetre difference at her end could mean a two-metre difference at the target end, and she wanted this bastard dead. 
 
    The huge noise from the gun made her flinch involuntarily, but she regained her composure in time to see the result. As the bullet left the end of the barrel at an impossibly high speed, it spun true towards its intended victim. Finding her enemy in the sights once more, she watched in satisfaction as the last few spurts of arterial blood from the ruined head fountained high into the air. Firing directly along the line of the body, Leah’s bullet had taken them in the top of the head, cutting through the stone-hard skull not once but twice, then carried on through to sear a destructive path through the torso and on into the ground. 
 
    They were dead the split second the trigger was pulled, and Leah had no idea that a bullet had come her way at the same time. Her shot had been good, theirs hadn’t. 
 
    Being afforded no time to congratulate herself on a fine shot, the sound of renewed screams and a curious war cry echoed from behind. Without thinking, she dragged herself upright and onwards to the roof of the cab, where she saw muzzle flashes and movement emerging from the treeline behind.  
 
    Dismayed, she realised that no sooner had they resolved the threat to their front did the true danger emerge to their rear. Still holding the big rifle and standing so horribly exposed, she raised it to seek a target only to find after precious wasted seconds that the distance was too short to be accurate with the distance scope. Resting it down, she swung her carbine round and began stitching the approach paths of these new attackers with short bursts of fire. Having quickly emptied her magazine, she threw the empty one into the pouch she kept free for such situations and slapped in a fresh one to continue the fire. Her reload had been slick and professional, but it was a talent born of sad necessity more than pride or fanaticism. 
 
    Unaware of her own efficiency, she emptied the second magazine and reloaded again just as she felt the first of the return fire disturb the air around her. Her ingrained sense of survival dictated that she should probably not be standing on the highest point totally skylined for everyone to aim at, so she rapidly dropped to ground level. 
 
    She heard the distinct sound of rounds fired through a suppressor and found Mitch had been loaded into the rear of the truck where, although looking very pale and pained, he began to methodically put rounds down at anyone foolish enough to show themselves in the open. 
 
    Realising she had completely forgotten that she was currently babysitting, she looked around wildly for her neglected dog to find that Sera had already ordered him into the truck, where he sat protectively in front of Marie, wearing a confused look. 
 
    Unable to count in the panic and disorder, she bawled into the truck to ask if everyone was there. Confused and terrified faces looked around at one another as the volume of fire intensified from behind. Along with the sharp bangs of small-calibre bullets came the louder booms of shotgun rounds and simultaneously came the tinny sound of lead rain as the shot scattered from the metal skin of the vehicles and made everyone instinctively duck down lower. 
 
    A roar of challenge sounded from the woods, as though some semblance of order had infected the momentum of the attackers, and as one, a line of men emerged from the trees at a run. The opening rounds from Mitch and Leah cut down almost a third of the invaders, but the impetus of the attack threatened to overwhelm them if they stayed as they were. 
 
    A hand tugging at her shoulder made her turn her eyes away from her targets for a brief moment to find Henry holding his hand out and demanding a weapon. Ignoring him and looking back to the front to select another victim, she stalked the head of a man which bobbed up and down from cover. Timing it perfectly, she fired a short burst just as he peeked out and dropped to the ground dead. 
 
    Again, Henry tapped her shoulder insistently, forcing her concentration away from the attack. 
 
    “No, Henry!” she snapped. “Get back!”  
 
    Having someone who had never fired a gun before choosing this precise moment to take part in his inaugural firefight was dangerous to say the least. Pushing thoughts of his stupidity aside, she tried to calculate how many were left to get safely on board before they could escape. Firing less carefully, just to increase the volume of fire in the hope of suppressing the attack, she concentrated on her job for the last few seconds it would take until they could get away safely. 
 
    Henry chose that exact moment to do the bravest and most stupid, ill-advised and reckless thing he could possibly do.  
 
    Having snatched a gun from the belt holster of Emma, who cowered with her precious laptop bag covering Marie, he jumped down and ran forwards, sending rounds pointlessly, wildly and inaccurately towards their assailants. Shouts of alarm and anger and fear followed his suicidal charge, but miraculously he remained untouched by the enemy’s relentless fire. Almost believing himself invincible, he grinned widely as he fired until the magazine ran dry. His smile turned to a horrified look of abject fear to accompany the empty clicks coming from the gun, just as he looked left and right in terror for a way out of the situation he had placed himself in. 
 
    At that moment, Jack, the last of them to emerge into the ambush, turned away from the safety of the truck he was climbing aboard and ran to seize Henry’s arm, dragging him towards cover.  
 
      
 
    Just as the bullets began to come in reply to the boy’s charge did they make it to safety. Only at the last possible opportunity did two lucky bullets find their mark. 
 
      
 
    Letting out a bone-chilling howl of pain and shock, Jack dropped to his knees as the colour drained instantly from his face. Blood showed thick and fast at his left side as he slowly toppled forward to pitch face first into the ground. 
 
    As though in slow motion, Leah leapt down and ran to him. Dragging his arm over her shoulder and screaming in rage at Henry to help her, she took him to the truck where almost every available space at the back was filled with her friends pouring fire at the trees to give her time to restore them all to the incomplete safety of the truck. As Jack was hauled inside, with his last moments of concentration, he met Mitch’s eye and reach a blood-soaked hand out to him. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Taking the offered item, the soldier’s eyes widened at the small lump in his hand: a faded dull green cylinder with its rusted ring pull-on top. The yellow stencilling bore the faint marks SMOKE SCREENING. 
 
    So many questions as to how and why Jack was in possession of such an ancient and destructive piece of hardware bounced around his mind. Shaking away the confusion, he pulled the pin and held the short metal tube away from his body in fear of an early explosion, as though a mere arm’s length would save him. 
 
    “Tell them to drive. Now!” he screamed, and he waited until the message was relayed forward and the truck began to move before shouting back at those still trying to find space to fire at the emerging invaders who had taken the opportunity to press their advance. “Everybody down!” Mitch roared, then, ignoring the terrible pain in his whole body, he drew back his arm and threw the cylinder towards the attackers. 
 
    The incendiary grenade exploded, bursting bright white smoke as though a firework had ignited at ground level. The thick smoke gouted outwards, pouring white-hot fire throughout the edge of the trees and cremating everything it touched, including the men. As they drove away, abandoning their fuel stores as well as their other vehicle, the pain returned to him and he knew that he had failed them. Watching Kate and Sera work on Jack brought a tear to his eye, before he blessedly lapsed into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah now had the sound of dying men being roasted alive to complement her already recurring nightmare of savage dogs ripping the flesh from her bones. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WITHOUT SO MUCH AS A GOODBYE 
 
    Dan’s return journey was even more unremarkable than the outbound trip had been. Feeling better about almost everything, a strange sense of satisfaction and achievement washed over him as he drove steadily back to the group to tell them the news. If they could make it to the south coast, and if the people broadcasting the message were still there, it would make finding help to cross to Africa much easier.  
 
    If that worked, then they had a goal, an achievable undertaking, a quantifiable task. 
 
    People worked so much harder and felt happier about hardship if they knew what the end looked like, and in this case, it looked like somewhere safe. No more nomadic lifestyle, no more temporary reprieves from the permanent discomfort of daily travelling. After that, he had no idea what they would do, but he refused to allow his constant depressing pessimism to infect the elation he now felt. 
 
    Only stopping to rest once, to stretch out his creaking back made weak by too much time spent behind the wheel, he pushed hard to get back, eager to spread the news. He could almost picture Leah with her piece of string snaking along the colourful lines on the map to estimate the distance.  
 
    His reverie was shattered as their small haven came into sight at the far end of the valley he drove into. That sudden jolt of realisation hit him again, not fully understood or articulated but there all the same. 
 
    Something was amiss. Registering finally that the entrance to the camp was no longer blocked by the large truck and that smoke was rising lazily from the remnants of some form of fire, Dan’s heart dropped through his chest and into the ground. The fear, anger, dismay and desperation he felt then threatened to consume him. He had been away from them for less than two full days – a matter of hours in the grand scheme of things – and he had returned full of excitement to find that their poor luck had struck again and it had struck hard. 
 
    He was the bearer of good news coming to lift the spirits of all of them, but instead he found evidence indicative of something so terribly wrong that guilt came in the second wave of emotional attack and forced a sob to escape from his mouth. Not caring if he was visible to the occupiers of their former temporary home, he stopped his vehicle to get out and lifted his carbine up to take in the closer view through the scope. 
 
    He counted at least twenty people, none of whom seemed to be on guard duty, and watched on in horror as they rifled through the supplies abandoned in camp. Curiously, fires still burned in places among the trees, and he wondered if his friends had been forced out by flame and the heavy white smoke which lingered menacingly. 
 
    The anger rose like a burning fury in him. Wanting nothing more than to stride straight through the gate and murder every last one of them to get answers, he knew he would die in any attempt alone. As he breathed deeply to ready himself for another long drive without any sense of elation, movement showed at the camp. 
 
    They had seen him. 
 
    They had seen him and the chase was on. 
 
    The grim irony was that he was being chased in his own vehicle, too. 
 
    As the armoured truck bounced recklessly along the pitted road towards him, his mind focused once more. Like a curtain of purposeful anger had descended over him, Dan felt the world slow down just a fraction as he perceived a simultaneous acceleration in himself. For a man who had experienced the intense sensation of a maximum dose of adrenaline so many times that he fully understood it, it was a rarity. 
 
    Dan could harness it: he knew what it did to him and he embraced the change. His responses and reactions were sharper, more precise and accurate. His senses heightened and his mind moved at such a speed that the information was processed and the appropriate response was beginning before he had even intended it. 
 
    Now, before the conscious choice of staying to fight or escaping became a consideration, he was already turning the key to fire up the engine.  
 
    Knowing the capabilities of both vehicles well, he knew that if he could stay ahead for just a few miles to the more open roads, then he could easily outpace the slower, far heavier pursuit. If. 
 
    Pushing hard, he looked in the wing mirrors and saw that the chase was abandoned long before it became unwinnable.  
 
    “Amateurs,” he spat nastily as he watched the reflection of his own pride and joy shrink away into the distance, only to see one of his own motorcycles bearing down on him in the reflection. Incredulous at the sheer temerity of these attackers, he satisfied himself with taking at least one of them down and hurting them badly before he escaped. Weaving the Land Rover left and right as though he were trying to shake off the agile bike, he slowed slightly until he had hypnotised the rider into matching his pattern. On the next drifting movement left, he snatched the wheel back hard to the right and just as the startled rider tried to match the movement, Dan threw the wheel back to the left and stood hard on the brakes. 
 
    Catching the bike with his nearside between the wheels, he floored the accelerator again and was rewarded by the grinding noise of both rider and motorcycle passing under his rear tyre. 
 
    Gripping the wheel tightly as he kept the pace high, he steeled himself to create a big distance between him and these bastards. 
 
    It would take him another day to get to the rendezvous point, and he just hoped he wouldn’t still be alone after that. 
 
  
 
  


 
    DESPERATE TIMES 
 
    Neil was behind the wheel of the big, unfamiliar truck as they bounced along the roads in flight. Overloaded with people and supplies, the engine screamed in pain as it was pushed to the very edge of its limits to make their freedom and safety a reality. 
 
    They weren’t chased, nor was there an ambush waiting for them on the road. The sheer lack of professionalism in the attack made Neil’s blood boil in fury: how could they have gained such a victory without the ability to plan even the most basic cut-off to ensure they captured them all? Unless they weren’t after them. Unless they only wanted their shelter, or their vehicles or supplies. 
 
    Thinking of how many valuable resources they had abandoned made him wince. They had gone from having weeks’ worth of food, thousands of spare rounds as well as backup weapons and parts to having little in reserve other than what they carried. They had lost all of their spare fuel, the thought of diesel making him glance down at the instruments in relief that he had topped off all of the fuel tanks when they were stationary. Further consideration of their fuel situation made him slow the truck down to extend their range; at the speed at which they made their escape, they would have suffered a breakdown or crash within the hour. 
 
    Hearing a thumping noise on the bulkhead behind him brought him back to reality. Adam and Jimmy were crammed in the cab beside him, and Sera’s voice cut through to them. 
 
    “We need to stop. Jack’s bleeding too badly,” she yelled. 
 
    The risk of stopping so close to where they had been attacked was too great. Neil made the simple but brutal calculation: stop now and risk everyone’s lives or continue and put Jack at risk of bleeding out. 
 
    The needs of the many. 
 
    When Steve had said that about them leaving, it had caused uproar. How can one person be so calculating, so callous, as to demean another person’s life to a matter of mathematics? How can their conscience allow the words to escape their mouths, to accept their death without even trying to fight it just to claim responsibility for the unquantifiable survival of others? 
 
    As harsh as his thoughts were when the sentiment was uttered by someone else, he came to the conclusion quickly in his own mind. 
 
    “Tell them we have to keep going,” he said in a low voice to Adam, who was sitting next to him as he kept his eyes resolutely on the road. “We’ll stop as soon as it’s safe.” 
 
    Adam swallowed and stared at him, trying to phrase it as gently as he could before turning his face and calling back through the thin metal partition. 
 
    “We’ll stop as soon as we can,” he shouted lamely, offering no further explanation and receiving no answer. 
 
    Everyone had their priorities, thought Neil. To Kate and Sera, and he accepted most likely Jack, the priority was to stabilise him and stop the bleeding. The fact that a pack of armed hostiles may be hot on their heels driving their own stolen vehicles and firing their own looted bullets at them was an irrelevance to them at that moment. His priority was to put as much distance between them as possible, and he had to do that no matter what the fallout. Playing off longevity against immediate safety, he pushed the speed back up a little. 
 
    For another ten minutes, he heard nothing more. When the shouting and banging behind him raised in intensity, he could no longer ignore them and told Adam to say that they were stopping.  
 
    Pulling off the road, he made straight for a covered commercial garage with the roller shutters most of the way up. Not bothering with the time it would take to check if it was safe, he drove straight in nose first and killed the engine before spilling out to check for danger. A flurry of activity was happening behind him as he checked every corner of the large workshop they had so suddenly invaded, and seeing the manual overrides for the shutter doors, he slung his weapons and pulled hard on the stiff chains.  
 
    Calling for help, he was joined by other hands as they added their combined body weight to the task, eventually being rewarded with the screeching sound of seized metal giving way as the doors began to descend and plunge them into a murky, dusty darkness. 
 
    At the back of the truck, Kate was barking orders, as was her manner in an emergency. Having had a table cleared and dragged into a shaft of sunlight from a high window, she gave further orders as people brought her the things she needed. Seeing too many idle hands with the attached minds having time to panic, Neil gave his own orders and had the unit thoroughly searched and the exits secured. 
 
    While Kate and Sera were working hard on stopping the blood gushing from Jack’s side, he found Leah still in the back of the truck with Mitch. She was gently easing open the stiff Velcro of his vest and lifting it away as carefully as she could so as not to cause him any more pain, just as Ash whined softly and licked at the dried blood on his face.  
 
    He was sleeping in a way; pain racked his body and forced his face into a rictus of agony as she worked, but blessedly he seemed oblivious to the worst of it. Pulling up his black polo shirt, she gasped at the livid bruising which had already radiated outwards from the centre of his chest. Suspecting that there may be a few cracked ribs too, she checked the rest of him as tenderly as she could, finding nothing else but a gash to his head, likely sustained as he fell, which had already stopped bleeding. Using the small straight-bladed knife she kept taped to the left shoulder of her vest, she dug the point into the vest she had taken off Mitch and began to work it around. After considerable effort, she retrieved a misshapen and ugly lump of lead where it had been stopped by the many layers of interwoven mesh. The vest had done its job and prevented penetration, but there was only so much that could be done, and the resulting mess of his chest was testimony to that. Any higher calibre and it wouldn’t have been stopped by the layers, but without walking around bearing the extra poundage of the ceramic plates front and back, there was little hope of surviving such a hit. He was lucky. 
 
    Seeing Neil watching her, she suddenly felt embarrassed at having an audience but embraced it as she asked for help making him more comfortable. Clearing a flat space as she pocketed the twisted bullet remnant, she spread out a sleeping bag and together they gently laid him down with his head and legs raised slightly. Looking outside the truck, her eyes rested on the first unemployed pair of hands she saw and snapped at him for his attention. 
 
    “Henry!” she said, prompting him to jump in fright. “Get over here!” She waited impatiently as the older boy clambered up the tailgate to stand at her side. 
 
    “Watch him,” she said nastily, pointing at Mitch. “If his breathing gets noisy or sounds laboured, then scream for help. Other than that, stay still and do nothing.”  
 
    As she was about to turn away, she saw that Henry still had the gun tucked into his waistband and her temper snapped. Whipping back to him, she snatched the pistol away and rammed the muzzle hard up under his chin, forcing him back against the side of the truck. He squirmed his face away from the business end of the gun to no avail until Leah leaned in close to his face. 
 
    “Look at Jack,” she snarled.  
 
    Henry’s face didn’t move, so she repeated the order while reinforcing it with a push of the gun. Henry turned his face to see people working desperately to help the old man. 
 
    “That’s your fault,” she whispered in his ear, before pulling the gun away roughly and jumping down. Ash followed with a glance at the boy before he flashed his teeth and followed suit by jumping down. Mortified, Henry looked to Neil for support or even to share in his outrage for being threatened and blamed, but he met no such agreement in his eyes. With a final look of disappointment, Neil too turned away and left the boy to his own conscience and duties. 
 
    Leah had rolled up her sleeves, stripped off her weapons and body armour, and threw in her lot to help the makeshift trauma team.  
 
    Jack was in a bad way. 
 
    Covered in blood, Kate worked with her hands on his left side to find the entrance and exit wounds. Eyes to the ceiling as she looked with her fingers, she called aloud the bad news. “Two entrance wounds at the back, only one exit front. We need to get the other bullet out,” she said. 
 
    “What do you need?” Leah asked confidently. 
 
    Hearing the question, Kate turned to Sera and fired off a list of equipment she needed from her bags. It wasn’t that she ignored Leah intentionally, but it was more that Sera understood her requirements more and there was precious little time for explanations. Unoffended, Leah carried on checking Jack over at the extremities, as she knew that their paramedic’s priority was with gunshot wounds. 
 
    Loud swearing and screams of futile anguish came from the truck. Panicking that Mitch had succumbed to internal injuries that she could not have diagnosed, Leah’s heart sank until she made sense of the words she heard. 
 
    Sera was beside herself with grief and rage as she reported the loss of Kate’s equipment bag. “It must have been left behind in the panic,” she shouted, tears pouring down her face.  
 
    Ever the practical mind, Leah asked Kate again what she needed. 
 
    “Sutures, fluid bags, IVs, dressings…” She listed these in a desperate voice without taking her hands away from keeping pressure on Jack’s flank. “Everything,” she said, finishing with such a sadness and air of futility that it threatened to overwhelm them all. 
 
    Leah was not one for futility. See a problem: find a solution. 
 
    “Neil,” she said, catching his eye, “map?” Walking away from the makeshift operating table, she joined the older man in another patch of light as he spread out the map.  
 
    “A few hours to the ERV at least,” Neil answered in anticipation of her question. 
 
    “And three days to make it there,” she finished for him, “which we aren’t going to do unless we get more medical supplies.”  
 
    Neil was surprised at the different tracks of logic they seemed to be on. Perplexed, but fearing the answer, he asked outright. “What’s on your mind, kid?”  
 
    “Somewhere close. Hospital, ambulance station, doctor’s surgery. Anything that would have what we need.” 
 
    Both scoured the map to find where they believed they were, settling in agreement on the outskirts of a large town. Fanning out from there, their fingers traced lines until the legend at the side of the map was consulted and what appeared to be a small hospital was located. 
 
    “It looks to be about three or four miles away,” Neil said out loud as the thought came to him. 
 
    “Can’t take a vehicle; attracts too much attention and leaves you all stranded,” Leah responded in a similar distant tone as her brain worked overtime too. 
 
    “Hang on a minute,” Neil said as the consequences of her words sunk in. “What do you mean ‘leaves you all stranded’?” 
 
    “It means I’m going, now, and you’re staying here,” she told him defiantly, daring him to try and overrule her. Neil knew better than that; she was the better soldier, and she was younger and fitter with better reactions and sharper senses. But she was still a teenage girl, and it burned through his very soul to let her take a risk that he could take instead. Opening his mouth to raise all these points, he found himself cut down instantly. 
 
    “Don’t give me any shit about someone going instead of me. I need to go, and you and Adam need to stay here to protect the rest and that’s the end of it.” With that, she whirled away, followed loyally by Ash, and began to replace her empty magazines with the full ones from Mitch’s vest, as she didn’t have the time to reload her own from the precious store of munitions in the truck.  
 
    Neil watched her as she checked every piece of equipment, scoffed down a cereal bar while barely tasting it, and followed it with a bottle of water. Fuelling the engine, that was all he had just seen her do. She didn’t eat for enjoyment, only to ensure peak performance when needed. Seeing such a young girl be so robotic saddened him, but on balance he was happier that she was on their side. 
 
    “How are you going to carry it all back?” he asked her gently so as not to seem like he was trying to dissuade her.  
 
    Wordlessly, she climbed into the truck and looked at the wreckage of assorted bags thrown down. Finding the one she wanted, she opened the top and turned it upside down to scatter the belongings recklessly around until the bag was empty. Turning around, she threw the now empty bag to its owner and informed Henry that he was her packhorse. 
 
    Horrified, the boy just stood there with his mouth open watching her walk away until Neil told him that he was to go with her. 
 
    “Stay quiet, do exactly as you are told and nothing else,” Neil said to the boy. “This is the only thing you can do to even begin to make it up to her.” 
 
    Watching him go in a trance, Neil settled down to take over watch on Mitch’s condition. Seeing the purple bruise of his chest gently rise and fall made Neil think that being asleep throughout all of this was an appealing option. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ARE WE NEARLY THERE YET? 
 
    Long journeys were a struggle for anyone. Being alone was bad, but sharing the experience with three others who really weren’t getting along all that well made for significant discomfort. Even worse when the droning, repetitive whine of tyres on concrete left a monotonous ringing in her ears to complement the ache in her body brought on by the vibration of the road through suspension and wheels which were more designed for foot-deep mud than long stretches of pitted asphalt. 
 
    Three days of driving at this pace had led them almost to the centre of the country after finding the ruins of Paris in the distance to be a less than inviting sight. It took them the entire first day to get past the tangle of interconnecting fast roads where one obstacle had even been the total collapse of the motorway flyover, causing three roads to be impassable. The source of the collapse was evident in seeing the burned-out hulk of a full tanker embedded into the rubble of concrete support beam. 
 
    Sticking to the smaller roads was fraught with terror, as every movement seemed like an imminent ambush. 
 
    Now, a few hundred miles inland, they were settling in to the same dangerously boring routine taking the toll roads ever south with no real idea of where they would end up. 
 
    Sighing and tightening her grip on the wheel, she blinked away the sluggishness and focused on the empty road ahead once more. 
 
    Three feet away to her left and pretending to be fast asleep sat Simon. The crossing had scared him badly, and the feeling of being drugged and driving through a waking nightmare had shaken him to his core. He was a big man in need of space and craving the freedom he had enjoyed his whole life outdoors, so being underground was not an experience he wished to repeat any time soon. 
 
    His quiet moment of introspection was interrupted when he felt the vehicle slowing down. Not wanting to open his eyes to see what had caused the deceleration nagged at his conscience, but he favoured solitude in the balance of that moment. 
 
    His self-absorbed moment was then shattered when Lexi swore loudly. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she said with an element of terror in her voice. 
 
    Straightening in his seat instantly, Simon peered ahead and blinked his eyes into focus in search of what had caused her outburst. As she brought the car to a complete halt, he followed the line of her outstretched finger. 
 
    Squinting to make out what it was, the horrifying reality of a severed head impaled on a spike burned into his brain. Silence reigned in the cab for a few brief moments, before all four began to speak at once. 
 
    “Back!” Simon snapped at Lexi, who was already selecting reverse gear and half turning in her seat. 
 
    “Move your bloody heads!” she barked at Paul and Chris, who were obstructing her view as they both craned forward to stare at the gory scene ahead. 
 
    The tyres bit into the concrete and began to propel them backwards until she threw the wheel over in an arc to perform a wide turn. Slamming the gear lever into first, she stood down hard on the accelerator again to speed away from whatever horrors waited down that road. 
 
  
 
  


 
    TIME-SENSITIVE  
 
    “It’s got to be now,” Leah answered angrily, making Marie take an involuntary step backwards and raise her hands to calm the girl. Neil had come to her in a last-ditch attempt to convince the girl not to go when he lacked the courage to try and insist. 
 
    While Marie was opposed to her going based purely on her age and the responsibility she felt for her, she couldn’t argue that it made sense and her plan was fundamentally sound. Her only real concern was that she was insisting Henry go with her to carry any plunder she found. The untested and impetuous youth made Leah’s task risky, but she couldn’t find the words to get through to the girl. Her head swam, she felt dizzy, and knew that she would vomit uncontrollably very soon. 
 
    Guessing Marie’s reservations, Leah preempted her in a bid to cut short the conversation. 
 
    “He’ll do exactly as he’s told and if he screws up, I’ll bloody well leave him out there. Is that good enough for you?” she said icily.  
 
    Marie had to admit that those terms were acceptable. Before leaving to find somewhere private enough to give in to the sickness threatening to take over, she grabbed the girl in close and hugged her. 
 
    “Come back in one piece,” she whispered before kissing her on the forehead. 
 
    Worried that the emotions bottled up that day would erupt if she were shown any more compassion, Leah pushed away gently with a promise that she would. 
 
    “Never make a promise you can’t be sure to keep,” Marie said sternly, echoing Dan’s mantra. “Just be damned sure you look after yourself.” With that, she turned away and walked as fast as her pride would allow to the small toilet in a back room. 
 
    Cuffing away an unauthorised drop of moisture at her right eye, Leah turned to see a very nervous Henry waiting for instruction. Raising a single finger to beckon him closer, she stared into his eyes to compound and reinforce the fear he felt of her. She needed him to be totally compliant and unthinking; the last time he had tried to be a hero had resulted in the carnage not thirty feet away from her. 
 
    “Stay close, keep your mouth shut, do exactly as I say and nothing else. Do you understand me?” she said in a cold voice, prompting only a demented nod from the boy, who was unsure whether his silence was required immediately or when they left the unit. 
 
    Hesitating, she reached down and hefted a pump-action shotgun. She held it for a moment and extended it to him. He reached for it, finding resistance in her arm as she held it tight. Glancing at her, he saw Leah’s eyes burning intensely into his. 
 
    “Carry it for me and don’t even think about trying to use it. It’s Jack’s, and he’ll want it back.” she snarled before letting it go and turning away. 
 
    She nodded to Neil as she walked towards the fire door adjacent to the large metal shutters. Emma ran up to her as she moved, thrusting a scrap of paper into her hands. 
 
    “Kate’s written down the stuff she really needs. Good luck.”  
 
    Leah nodded her thanks for both the list, which she had forgotten to ask for, and for Emma’s kindness. The scientist wasn’t one for sentiment and felt ever awkward around people and their feelings, so Leah was genuinely happy for the words she spoke. 
 
    Stacking up at the side of the door with Henry meekly following behind her, she whistled the dog once and watched with satisfaction as he loped towards her wearing his game face. 
 
    “He’s my backup. You are just for fetch and carry. Got it?” She added one last snippet of advice to Henry. Turning back to Neil, she nodded once and pulled back the bolt on her rifle to load a round into the breech. 
 
    As the door cracked open to spill blinding sunlight into their gloomy hideaway, she stepped out fast to seek cover in case anyone was watching the building. Ash slunk low and fast with her, crouching down as she knelt behind a long-dead vehicle lying flat on flat tyres. Henry followed suit and Leah allowed herself a split second of cruel amusement seeing the sheer terror on his face. If he wanted to impress her, then today had not gone well for him so far, she thought. 
 
    Having studied the map as closely as she could, she turned left and began to move cautiously along the building line with Ash stalking at her heel. As instructed, Henry followed some distance back so as to still be close but not so near that he interfered with her drills. 
 
    The hospital only lay a few miles north from their position, but the whole journey there was fraught with risk, as every junction was overlooked by buildings bearing ominously dark windows. After thirty minutes of moving carefully, her legs burned from staying low and her breath rasped in her throat from the exertion. The same nerve-racking progress continued, and, to her surprise, Henry made only one mistake when he knocked over a metal bin and prompted a loud echo to reverberate around the deserted streets. 
 
    It took just over forty minutes before the hospital came into sight. It was a ruin to look at from the outside, with abandoned ambulances littering the main entrance. They didn’t look like ambulances, but Dan had already educated her about the continental practice that most ambulances were more like taxis than the traditional and familiar big yellow buses she was used to. 
 
      
 
    Cowering ten paces behind her hiding spot, Henry became worried. She was just kneeling there, doing nothing for minutes as she just stared at the building. The supplies they needed were in there, so why didn’t they just go and get them so they could run back to safety and be out of this unfamiliar and frightening world? But she didn’t move, she just sat there watching and making him more and more nervous by the second. He was terrified. This was all he had wanted for the last year, everything he had hoped Dan would bestow on him: the prestige and status of being made a Ranger, the gun and the equipment and the training to go with it, but all of this he suddenly realised he didn’t want. It was dangerous, and it scared him half insensible. Just as he thought he couldn’t bear to stay still any longer and was considering running all the way back to the garage and to the tentative safety of the others, she moved. 
 
      
 
    Clicking her fingers to be followed, Leah glanced over and met his eye; the gesture wasn’t meant for the dog’s benefit but for his own. With a silent curse and much forbearance, he did as he was told and followed her as she made her low, slow approach to the building.  
 
    Slipping silently between the forsaken vehicles shadowed by the big dog, she became more aware of Henry’s total inability to move quietly. Fighting down her urge to reprimand him again, she reminded herself that she needed the idiot to carry back all the heavy supplies they were there for. 
 
    As her boots crunched impossibly loudly on the detritus littering the floor of the entrance lobby, she felt herself relaxing: the place had no sense, no feel, no buzz of human presence at all. That could either be a good or a bad thing, as it depended on why there were no humans left around here who would have interest in medical supplies. Her mind drifted off to the abandoned supermarket and the foul pack of dogs who had claimed it as their territory. 
 
    Knowing that she would be able to search far more effectively as just girl and dog, she deposited Henry to hide behind the reception desk, giving strict instructions to do absolutely nothing under any circumstances. Creeping further into the decaying building, she tried door after door to search for a supply room.  
 
    Every minute she was away from Henry, she felt safer, as though the boy were a magnet for danger. Contrastingly, every second she was away from him made him feel more and more exposed, as though she represented safety and protection from the appalling sights of the world they inhabited. 
 
    As she checked one room, Leah tried not to look at the desiccated remains of the three people still in their beds. The one thing of interest, however, was the wheeled trolley which sat proud and dust-covered in the centre of the small ward. Looking around for the necessary keys, she decided that she had no stomach for searching dried corpses and elected to use the small crowbar tucked down the back of her vest just as Dan did when he cleared a building.  
 
    Splintering the wood easily, she saw a stack of tablets which would no doubt be useful. Wheeling the cart to the door, she left it in the corridor and continued her search. At each room where she located useful items, she repeated the process and placed them in the corridor for one single sweep to gather it all and be done. Glancing at her watch revealed that she had been searching for almost twenty minutes, and out of some small shred of compassion, she felt the need to check Henry hadn’t run away out of fear or done some other kind of damage. Returning to the entrance lobby, she gave a small, low whistle for his attention and waited until the fearful eyes peeked over the counter which he had been hiding underneath. Twitching her head for him to follow, he made yet more noise as he tried to rejoin her side. 
 
    Holding a single finger to her lips just as he opened his mouth to speak silenced him instantly, not that they couldn’t speak but more that she had little interest in hearing what he had to say right then. He followed her as instructed and began to load the selected items into the large rucksack as quietly as he could manage. She deposited him in a small office room as she extended her search and repeated the same pattern by returning for him to collect what she had selected. Pulling out the paper list from her pocket, she mentally ran through what she had already picked up.  
 
    “That’ll have to do,” she whispered to herself, prompting both boy and dog to snap their heads up to her as she spoke. Shaking her head at both of them, she arranged her equipment and led the way for the return journey, praying that they had got everything Kate needed to save Jack’s life. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BROKEN THINGS 
 
    Dan had driven at the very limits of the vehicle for the last hour since he had crushed the foolish motorcyclist. Bizarrely, he was more annoyed at the loss of the bike than for the life he had taken; the person was nothing to him, just another unfriendly other who had foolishly crossed him, but the fact that he was on Dan’s motorcycle stung him deeply. 
 
    He accepted that it probably wasn’t the loss of the vehicles that hurt him most, but that his family was in the wind and only God knew if he would ever see them again. Still gripping the wheel tightly with his face set in a mask of pure hatred and fear, he drove on, desperate to make the rendezvous point and find them all smiling waiting for him. He chuckled to himself at the mental picture of them greeting him and laughing at his expense for him thinking the worst. 
 
    Realising that he was careering fast along the road with no concentration on the immediate frightened him back to the present with a jolt. Slowing down and checking the mirrors for the millionth time in the last hour, he shook himself out of the torpor he had settled into. He should make the emergency rendezvous point by nightfall; from there, he could only guess at the next step, so he concentrated solely on getting there. 
 
    Ditching the faster main roads at the next available exit, he once again drove through the tollbooth barrier and snapped it away with a small surge of satisfaction for his anti-establishment attitude despite the total absence of any authority who could punish him for his meagre crime. 
 
    Try as he might, he could not stop his desperation and paranoia insidiously creeping into the forefront of his thoughts. Stifling a sob of terror and loss, he stopped the car suddenly and skidded to a stop on loose gravel at the side of the road. Killing the engine, he took a dozen deep breaths and forced himself to stay calm. 
 
    Failing utterly, he scrabbled clear of the cab and nearly lost his footing on the soft ground. Drawing in one great lungful as he dropped to his knees, he threw his head back and roared a scream of pure anxiety that tore the air and echoed back to him long after he had finished. Dropping his head, he stayed slumped where he was, like some lethal pressure had been vented before it destroyed the machine from within. Still collapsed where he landed, he remained in place, the only signs of life being the occasional sob as he cried in silence to pour out the last of the useless fear and panic at losing everyone he knew.  
 
    He would never have let any of them see him like this. Only Neil had even come close to viewing Dan go into meltdown, and that was at the very beginning when none of them knew what they were going to do. The child inside him longed for the comfort of his loved ones, for his fluffy big pet dog, for his friends. 
 
    Only they weren’t going to magically appear to him. 
 
    Only his actions now could dictate the terms of him being reunited with them and, he chided himself acidly, that would never happen if he carried on having a tantrum like a toddler at the side of the road crying to himself. 
 
    Get up. 
 
    Get behind the wheel. 
 
    Man up and do something about it. 
 
    His inner voice bullied him into action, forcing him off his knees and making him dry his tears and wipe the pointless shame from his face. Crying about it achieved nothing, he told himself. Only action would have any effect on his situation. 
 
    Putting back on his mask of being able to cope with even the slightest change of plan without regressing to acting like a violent child, he stood tall and climbed back into the Land Rover. 
 
    “You’re still breathing,” he said to himself in a low voice. Unhappy with how weak he sounded, he cleared his throat and tried again. 
 
    “You’re still breathing. You’re alive,” he said again with more anger and passion. “You’re alive and so are they.” 
 
    Slamming a hand onto the wheel in petulant anger, he turned the key and drove away hard, determined to make the ERV point before they did. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHANGE IN PERSONNEL 
 
    Steve woke in the morning, sweating as he usually did, to find himself alone. Jan was usually one of those people who slept for about three hours and seemed no worse for wear, so finding him absent was a concern. 
 
    He was utterly fundamental to Steve’s plans, and someone he not only needed but wanted with him. From hearing how he spoke about his interactions with the others, it was clear to Steve that his lazy charisma made him popular at mealtimes and, although Jan told him that conversations were listened to and frowned upon by the guards, people crowded to sit near him. Knowing what Jan planned to do, coupled with his conspicuous absence, made Steve very nervous indeed. 
 
    Struggling upright and limping heavily to the sink in his room, he poured himself cold water from a jug and washed away the sweat from the night’s uncomfortable sleep. He was in pain, which was a further concern for Jan’s non-attendance, as he always brought Steve’s morning dose of painkillers. Washed and wearing fresh clothes, he sat on the bed and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Just as his patience was about to break and he planned some rouse to call in the guard inevitably posted outside his door, the door opened and in walked a young female. The flash of recognition threatened to burst out of his mouth until the warning look she gave silenced him instantly. Playing the invalid again, he leaned back on the bed and moaned softly just as the guard followed her in. He stood just slightly too close and clearly made her uncomfortable, but she resolutely ignored his leering presence and tended to Steve with a feigned lack of compassion. Handing him two tablets and a cup of water from the small tray she carried, she watched on as he took them without making eye contact so as not to give anything away. 
 
    Placing the tray down, Alice made a point of taking her time checking his pulse and blood pressure while he stayed still with a thermometer under his tongue. Scribbling notes on a piece of paper as she worked, she glanced up at the guard whose eyes never left her face other than to wander to other parts of her body when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    Seeing how he looked at her made Steve feel simultaneously angry and sick, but he was certain that the young girl had a better handle on the situation than he did. He wasn’t quite sure what his part in the charade was just yet, but he resolved his nerve to wait and see how it played out. He remembered how he had been told that the girl – well, the young woman he admitted to himself now – had joined Dan’s group just before he did under violent circumstances. He wondered if her father was here too, still bearing the horrendous scars as witness to the brutality of others. 
 
    Desperate to ask for news, to talk to her and seek some comfort in familiarity, he had to force himself to remain oblivious to her presence. After she had prevaricated as long as possible with the short medical process, she turned abruptly, knocking the small tray she had brought with her to the floor at the feet of the guard. 
 
    Through instinctive reaction, the guard immediately bent to pick it up as she had hoped he would. In that second of opportunity when his eyes were not on her, she snatched something from her pocket and shoved her hand into the small cavity between the mattress and Steve’s lower back. As fast as a striking snake, her hand was back at her side just as the guard straightened wearing a sycophantic smile, as though the small gesture of chivalry would impress her in spite of his constant ogling. 
 
    Smiling back at him and nodding a shy thanks, she walked from the room with her head down and, Steve suspected, an intentionally suggestive snap of her hips as she left the room. The guard’s eyes had not left her backside the whole time she moved, and the sickening smirk adorning his face made Steve bite down his anger as the armed man turned his gaze back to him. The smirk became a sneer, and just as abruptly as he was disturbed, he was once again alone. 
 
    Waiting thirty seconds, breathing steadily and listening to the sounds of muttered conversation outside the door until it faded into relative silence, he allowed himself to reach under his back and pull out the small scrap of paper. 
 
    With a shaking hand and squinting eyes, he looked at the thin paper bearing the blotted ink, waiting for the words to wash into focus and provide meaning. Written in obvious haste, he read slowly: 
 
      
 
    Steve, we didn’t know you were still alive until recently. Most of us are still here but some people have gone missing. We’re guarded everywhere we go and get split up if we talk too much. We’ve been put into jobs. I’m still in the hospital wing, but anyone who won’t work gets taken away. We don’t see them again.  
 
    We were so happy when we found out you were still here. Lizzie was really worried about you especially. I don’t know what to do, but we can’t live like this. Get better and help us. Please. 
 
    A 
 
      
 
    Realising that the message was written on poor-quality toilet roll, he read it over three more times until he was sure of everything she had said. Getting up from the bed with some difficulty, he went to his wash bowl and carefully disintegrated the message until it could offer no evidence to be used against Alice or himself. 
 
    With his head awash with facts, some newly learned and most simply confirmed, he tried to walk carefully around the room as he tried to figure out what the immediate future might hold. Where was Jan? Had they figured out that he planned to help overthrow Richards? Why had Alice been sent? Was it just a replacement for an innocent bout of illness or was it part of some game they were playing with him? Would the door burst open at any point with armed men coming to bundle him out for summary execution as a traitor? Was Jan already in a cell somewhere awaiting his fate? 
 
    The swirling possibilities made his mind spin so much that it hurt his head. Guzzling down some water to try and abate the pain building behind his eyes, he turned as the door opened once again without warning. 
 
    Frozen in fear that this was to be his arrest, his look of relief must have seemed laughable to the young guard who presented him with a plate of food. Nodding his thanks as he limped heavily over to the chair, he ate hungrily as he realised for the first time that he had not eaten that morning and it was already after midday. Without Jan, it was obvious that he would not be going anywhere, so he instead resolved to work on his health for lack of anything better to do. 
 
    Getting slowly to the floor, he began to try press-ups but found that he could only manage a few before collapsing under the drastically reduced weight of his upper body. He tried to repeat the exercise with his knees on the floor, but stabs of white-hot pain seared down his damaged leg; he persisted as far as he could before lying flat on the floor to catch his breath. Turning onto his back, he tried to do some crunches only to find the similar sensation of being weak as a kitten. As he lay on his back panting, the door once again burst open and the guard stopped in his tracks to see Steve flat on the floor and clearly struggling. 
 
    As he stood and looked down at him, Steve conjured up the lie immediately to give an easy understanding to what the guard saw. 
 
    “I fell,” he said in between gasps of breath, adding fictional pain to his false claim before seeing, with great relief, that his pretence had been accepted. Grudgingly, the younger man slung the rifle on his back and walked over to drag Steve upright with as little compassion as he could muster. Without another word, he left him sitting on the edge of the bed and walked away, returning with another plate of food and a small paper cup with two tablets in. That would be his nightly drugs then, he thought sadly, annoyed that Jan’s unexplained absence had meant a drastic reduction in care and medication. 
 
    Eating the food and drinking a large cup of water to wash down the tablets, he lay on his bed and wished that someone had left something to read. As he lay awake for most of the night listening to the muted sounds of the outside world, he waited for whatever ill fate was bound to land squarely on his shoulders. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ALL FOR NOUGHT 
 
    Shortly after Leah had left, Mitch regained his consciousness and immediately regretted it. It felt as though there was a concrete slab resting on his chest, and every breath brought a fresh wave of nauseating agony. Each expansion and contraction of his ribcage lanced molten misery to every extremity and brought a forgivable sob from his mouth. Neil stirred at his side and leaned over to look in his eyes. 
 
    Mitch opened and closed his mouth before the smallest of coughs closed his eyes in torment. Seeing him struggle for words and eager to reduce the pain he felt, Neil told him what he thought he wanted to know. 
 
    “We got away after you threw that grenade. Jack’s hurt bad and they’re trying to save him now, but half of the medical supplies were left behind. Leah’s gone for more,” he said softly, stopping to hold up a placatory hand when the soldier’s eyes widened to hear that Leah was outside alone. 
 
    “She’s got Ash and she’s taken Henry to carry for her,” he said, cutting off any attempts at an interruption. 
 
    “Wasn’t a grenade,” Mitch whispered, sucking in a gasp of air as the pain in his chest renewed in the absence of adrenaline.  
 
    Neil couldn’t hear the words he used so leaned in closer for him to try again. 
 
    “It wasn’t a grenade,” Mitch said through gritted teeth, sure to enunciate every word carefully. “White phosphorus. Old one.” 
 
    Neil sat upright and frowned in thought; he hadn’t seen one since early in his own military career. White phosphorus burned with a devastating intensity unless totally starved of oxygen, and he could only imagine the terror of the attackers as they roasted in the chemical fire. His mind wandered back many years to his own training, being told that they should never use white phosphorus to clear trenches because it was illegal, but that they would be really effective if someone accidentally dropped one on the enemy. 
 
    “Where did you get one of those?” Neil asked, shaking himself from the grim reverie. 
 
    “Didn’t. Jack’s,” Mitch answered before coughing again and screwing his face tight with the fresh tsunami of suffering. His hand fluttered at the leg pocket of his trousers, prompting Neil to open it to help him.  
 
    On the subject of things people shouldn’t have, he found a small single-use syrette of morphine. 
 
    Torn between wanting to reduce the suffering his friend was experiencing and feeling the fear of the unknown as he held the narcotic in the palm of his hand, he wondered whether he should take it away from him. Mitch still possessed enough of his faculties to snatch it from him and, before he could protest, removed the cap and jabbed the short needle into his thigh and squeezed. 
 
    With a sigh, his eyes closed and his breathing became steadier and no longer sounded ragged. A serene bliss overcame Mitch as he drifted into painless unconsciousness. Neil reached over and gently removed the used analgesic from his leg, carefully restoring the plastic cap over the needle and climbing down from the bed of the truck stiffly. 
 
    Glancing over at where the desperate fight for Jack’s life was playing out, he noticed a distinct flurry of activity which made his heart sink.  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Pip watched on in tearful horror as Marie told Kate she had lost Jack’s pulse. She reinforced the statement by making sure Kate understood that the loss wasn’t her fault; it was no longer there. 
 
    “Defibrillator,” Kate called aloud to nobody in particular as she pushed people aside to begin chest compressions. Sera moved in to keep pressure on the bullet wounds as Kate nodded for her to step in. 
 
    “Defibrillator!” she snapped again, angry that nobody had fetched it yet. 
 
    “It got left behind,” Sera told her after taking a breath to prepare for the onslaught she expected in return. Kate gave the briefest of pauses before resuming the chest compressions, but with every artificial pump of the heart, she forced a weaker and lesser amount of blood from the three ragged holes at the old man’s side. No matter how much pressure she kept on the area, she could not hope to prevent the precious red liquid escaping. 
 
    “Kate,” Sera said softly, and she was resolutely ignored. “Kate,” she tried again, louder this time. 
 
    “Get another IV bag!” Kate screamed at nobody in particular as she carried on pumping the pale and lifeless chest. 
 
    “There aren’t any,” Emma answered timidly from behind her. 
 
    “Kate, he’s gone,” tried Marie, resting a gentle hand on her blood-covered arms. 
 
    “NO!” she said angrily with tears in her eyes. “We keep him going until Leah gets back with more fluids.” With that, she pushed Marie aside and gave two breaths into his mouth to inflate his lungs. 
 
    Watching as the air hissed lifelessly from his throat, Kate resumed compressions. Sera took her hands away from the wounds and watched as barely a trickle of blood ran out with each pump. One by one, they inched away and left Kate still giving pointless CPR to their friend. The floor around where she worked was slick with blood. They were all covered in so much red that Sera realised there was little wonder nothing was coming from his body any more. 
 
    It was already out. 
 
    The people watching from the fringes of the area started to melt further into the shadows, unsure how they could help as Kate’s actions went from an attempt at life-saving to beating a dead body with growing intensity. 
 
    Kate sobbed aloud now and repeated “no” to herself over and over. Finally, when she shifted her footing to gain better purchase to continue the chest compressions, her foot slipped in the great puddle of blood and took away her balance. Falling heavily to the floor, she tried once to get up but slipped again, landing further down where she lay her head down and cried aloud. Slowly, others moved back in to comfort her, until a blood-covered pile of women sobbed together as one on the wet ground. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Climbing down from the bed of the truck, Neil looked on in horror as he saw Jack’s grey, lifeless body lying untouched on the table and those who had tried so hard to save him sitting on the floor in tears. An involuntary sob escaped his own mouth as the realisation of another death hit him in the gut like a train. Walking over to the table in a trance, he heard Kate’s shocked statement above the crying. 
 
    “I could’ve saved him,” she repeated over and over to herself. 
 
    Frozen to the spot for minutes, Neil just stared at the scene in front of him. Just as he wondered what he should say and do, a loud knock on the metal door snapped him out of his hypnotic state. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FINAL WORDS 
 
    Returning at a faster pace than their careful progress towards the hospital saw both Leah and Henry breathing hard while Ash stayed at her side with effortless physical ability. 
 
    Leah moved as fast as her standards would allow while still maintaining sufficient cover of the most exposed areas, but even so, she felt reckless. Henry was struggling under the weight of the heavily laden rucksack stuffed with the supplies they needed to replace what was lost in their escape. The supplies Kate needed immediately to save Jack’s life. 
 
    Rounding the last corner before their temporary refuge came into sight, Leah checked the angles covering their path as best as she could, but found the same story as before: too many windows of taller buildings overlooking them offered safety to anyone watching them and posed a threat to them. Making the executive decision, she opted for the “fuck it” approach and ran for the door they had left less than two hours previously. Reaching it, she banged hard on the metal twice for it to be opened from the inside. Just as Henry caught up with her, the door creaked open and they spilled through and into the gloom from the failing light outside. 
 
    Snatching the bag from Henry, she ran towards the shaft of light bearing down on the worktop being used as a surgical bed and stopped. 
 
    Frozen to the spot with her mouth wide, she took in the abattoir scene before her. 
 
    Henry piled in behind and almost careered into her. Following her gaze, he froze as his worst fears were realised. 
 
      
 
    Jack was dead, Leah had failed to bring back the much-needed supplies in time, and it was Henry’s fault. 
 
      
 
    Walking forwards as though in a trance, she dropped her rifle to the floor. With each zombie-like pace, she shed another piece of her heavy equipment, stopping only to lift the heavy vest from her slim shoulders until she stood in the glistening puddle of oily blood by the table Jack was lying on. Reaching out a tentative hand to touch his chest before pulling it away sharply, she turned and fixed her eyes on Henry. 
 
    Sensing he was now the target of not only the malevolent gazes of everyone present but also of Leah’s fury, he turned to flee. Quite what he intended to do when he burst through the door into the harsh outside world he did not know, but he was prevented from ever finding out by Neil, who blocked the door; not out of any sense of helping Leah, but to prevent one of them from running scared into the unknown. 
 
    He turned in terror to seek another refuge, finding only that Leah had reached him in a few easy strides. Holding his hands up in front of his face and babbling incoherently, he felt the wind driven out of his chest by Leah as she brought her knee brutally up into his abdomen. Grabbing him roughly by the collar as he doubled over in pain gasping for air, she half-dragged him to the table where Jack’s body lay. Sobs of fear, pain and guilt tore from his mouth as he tried pathetically to fight against his impending contact with the pool of blood. Leah was forced to switch her hold on him and bend his wrist painfully behind his back as she drove him forwards with the threat of a dislocated elbow. 
 
    Stopping before the table, she dragged him up to force him to look at the lifeless body of the man who had died for his stupidity, and then she let him go abruptly. 
 
    As he dropped to his knees and nursed the pain in his wrist, he heard the words she said to him: “You did this.” 
 
    And then she was gone, and he was alone in front of a dead man. 
 
    “We rest until first light, bury Jack, then get to the ERV to find Dan,” he heard Leah announce loudly to the group. He stayed where he was, the cooling blood soaking through his trousers and tainting his skin at the knees. He stayed there and cried out his shame and his guilt until his eyes ran dry. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Sitting around in whatever comfort they could find, the group ate and talked softly among themselves. Jack had been carefully cocooned in his sleeping bag and the sea of blood around the table was beginning to dry. Footprints led in every direction from the table, making cleaning the floor an impossible and irrelevant task. Henry sat alone in a dark corner of the dusty building. 
 
    Mitch had regained consciousness and was given far more mainstream painkillers than he had administered to himself earlier, although the pain was evident on his face with every breath. Marie broke the silence. 
 
    “I promised never to divulge any information that anyone ever told me in confidence,” she said, hesitating over her next words, “but I think I need to share some of Jack’s story with you.” 
 
    Heads perked up at the prospect of learning a person’s secrets; no matter what the terrible circumstances, human nature dictated a love of gossip. 
 
    “He was from the outskirts of Belfast, and where he grew up saw regular clashes with the Army. He told me about bombings, shootings, violence among members of the community over their allegiances, and how he was put to work as a young boy to act as a lookout. He progressed from there to become part of an organisation and,” she hesitated again before continuing, “and he told me of some of the things he did as a young man.” 
 
    Of all the people present, Mitch’s eyes burned into her the most. He had served in Northern Ireland, had lost friends there and had his own life endangered many times by the political and terrorist groups who thrived in the underground societies to fight against the occupation of their country by British troops. 
 
    “He was not proud of the things he had done, more that he was caught up in a guerrilla war that was being forced onto the younger generations. My guess is that was how he came to have that grenade,” she said, turning her eyes to meet Mitch’s before continuing. “He left his home after seeing his brother killed and vowed never to go back to that life, so he moved to England.” She smiled to herself as she looked down, one unconscious hand rubbing her belly. “He called it ‘The land of my enemy’, but he lived the rest of his life in peace. I’m sure he would have put himself at risk for any one of us, and I hope that his sacrifice gives him the peace he wanted.” 
 
    Silence hung over them. The revelation that their own Jack had been a terrorist in his youth was a shock to some, a painful and cruel joke to others, but on the whole, it made no difference. He was dead, and he died saving one of their own. 
 
    Hauling herself to her feet, Leah put an end to the reverie. 
 
    “We move in a few hours. Get some rest if you can.” With that, she climbed into the truck and found somewhere to lay her head. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE FEAR OF LONELINESS 
 
    Dan pushed on hard, ignoring potential risks in his heightened state of anxiety. He reckoned he could easily make the rendezvous point well before dark and played the scene where he was reunited with the others over and over in his head. Hours before, he had sped past the exit where a sign indicated a nearby hospital, oblivious to the terrible things being played out only a few miles away.  
 
    In his desperation, he had twice reached for the radio to try and raise the others, but both times logic took over and stayed his hand; if the group who had attacked them knew they were still in the area, it could end badly for them all. 
 
    It was a last-ditch card to play, but he convinced himself he wouldn’t need to use it as he assured himself they would be waiting for him and they would all have a good-natured laugh at his red-faced panic. 
 
    Staying as positive as he could as he drove almost blind with the fear of being alone, he began to consider the worst-case scenario. 
 
    He would have to follow the plan if they didn’t arrive by the third dawn and move to the second rendezvous point, but after that, he couldn’t bear the thought of abandoning them. He would insist that they gave up all hope for him if the roles were reversed, but should they fail to arrive, it would become his life’s mission to find them. Recognising that this course of action would likely reduce his life expectancy considerably made no difference to him; without them, he had no life. 
 
    Arriving at the marvellous expanse of the suspension bridge they had chosen to be the first emergency meeting point, he couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the size of the great feat of engineering. Seeing something on a map gave no impression of just how big it was in real life. 
 
    It was empty, completely devoid of life, which meant that the best-case scenario was now off the table. 
 
    Carefully driving the length of the bridge to ensure it was still intact, he found it to be free of any obstruction and remarkably untouched by the brief passage of time without human attention. Turning around in a lazy circle at the far end, he pointed the Land Rover back towards the direction his friends should be coming from. 
 
    “Any minute now,” he said to himself as he rolled the car to a gentle stop. 
 
    A few minutes later, he killed the engine to conserve his remaining fuel. 
 
    After two hours, his complaining stomach reminded him to undertake some personal admin: not that he felt hungry – his stress levels were too high to consider enjoying food – but more that his own tank was running too close to empty to make him efficient. Not bothering to go through the process of using the bags and water to heat the food, he ripped the top from a foil packet and ate the contents cold. He took no enjoyment from the slimy contents, merely used the process as a means to kill time. 
 
    His cramped muscles eventually forced him from behind the wheel and made him take a walk to ease his tense body. Opening the cigarette packet, he reached inside, feeling with his fingers to find nothing. Screwing the packet into a ball, he tossed it over the side of the bridge to see it snatched away by the wind. When he got back to the Land Rover, he rummaged inside his kit bag to find a replacement as he had done so many times before. His frustration and nervousness rose to a frightening crescendo as he found none. Tipping the whole bag out and scattering the contents, he sifted through desperately until he found his last packet. 
 
    Clutching it to his chest as though the life-shortening habit could sustain him, he ripped open the cellophane packaging like the addict he was and only relaxed when the first lungful of harsh chemicals burned into him. Closing his eyes and raising his face to the sky, he blew out a long stream of smoke, letting the worry disperse and a small sense of serenity return. 
 
    As the sun dipped below the far hill, he told himself that the others were being sensible; they would have hunkered down for the night in safety. Forcing himself to do the same, he climbed into the back of the truck and carefully repacked his equipment into his bag. Using the last of the daylight, he stripped and cleaned his weapons, taking such meticulous care that he had to rig up a light to finish the job. His concentration over the minute tasks helped him cope with the situation, and as all three guns were cleaned and oiled to keep them at peak performance, he glanced at the outside world to find it had grown dark.  
 
    With nothing else to do, he lay down his sleeping mat, unrolled his sleeping bag and nestled himself in relative comfort with his head on his pack. Keeping his boots on, he loosened his vest on one side as his only concession to comfort in the field. Being this exposed was something he would never do in his right mind, but the situation had driven him so close to despair that a part of him no longer cared for his own safety. Despite the agony of the loss he was starting to feel, he eventually drifted off into exhausted sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Gasping awake after what felt like mere moments, he struggled to grasp the harsh reality of his situation. Calming his breathing and rubbing his eyes as though he could change the unwelcome truth by desperate will, he sucked in a sharp breath and held it. Letting it out slowly, he steeled himself for a stressful day of waiting and worrying. Climbing out of the chilly vehicle, he was surprised to see his breath misting slightly in front of his face. Trying to convince himself that a combination of the altitude and his exposed position was responsible for the lowering of the temperature, he couldn’t deny the fact that autumn was in full swing and soon they would have to contend with savage weather conditions. 
 
    “He” would, not “they”, he corrected himself depressingly. 
 
    Using the scope, he checked a full circle of his position to find, not to his surprise but to his dismay, that nothing had changed. Forcing himself to undertake the mundane and routine tasks, he set water to boil in the small shelter of one of the wheels of the Land Rover. Pulling open a ration pack again, he threw the first foil packet he laid his hands on into the water and checked his watch to give an indication of the required cooking time. 
 
    Bracing the cold weather, he stripped off to change his underwear and T-shirt before dressing again and fixing all his equipment snugly into place. Using a mouthful of water from a plastic bottle, he brushed his teeth and spat a long stream of minty liquid over the side of the bridge to see it atomised and scattered by the wind. 
 
    Checking his watch to see that only a few minutes had passed, he draped an extra layer over his shoulders against the cold breeze and sat on the bonnet of the vehicle to smoke away the remainder of the cooking time. Dragging out every process to kill as much time as possible and maintain his sanity with every passing minute, he poured the hot water into a tin mug with a sachet of instant coffee and opened the foil packet of breakfast to let the steam vent. Returning to his perch, he resolutely watched the far end of the bridge as he ate lukewarm meatballs and pasta and drank tepid coffee. 
 
    If he was even close to being in his right mind, he would condemn his actions as foolish; to be so exposed without escape routes went against everything he knew. He was reckless, but he was alone and it clouded his judgement in worry. Sitting on the bonnet of his Land Rover, he stared at the approach, willing his friends to come. 
 
    And there he stayed, eyes fixed on the horizon, with despair creeping into his heart as surely as the cold crept into his bones as the sun began to sink again on the second day. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IT NEVER RAINS… 
 
    Few of them slept much in the temporary shelter of the garage unit. The wind whistled through the many gaps and shook the steel roller shutter with a thunderous noise which disturbed all but the deepest of sleepers. Despite her tiredness, Leah could not stop her mind from working overtime with the million and one thoughts rushing through her brain. Ticking them off mentally, she found herself attacking one problem at a time with logic as her weapon. 
 
    She worked through each aspect of her fears, creating solutions to problems, contingencies for eventualities, answers to questions. Her main difficulty was that she faced so many different issues that, unwillingly, her brain switched between topics with all the capriciousness of a hyperactive kitten.  
 
    Lying curled up in her sleeping bag with her head propped on her bag and her hand resting on her rifle, she gave up on trying to file away all of the worries and distress like the wind outside was blowing them around in her head and mixing them together irreparably.  
 
    Twisting over onto her back, she lay flat and tried to empty her mind of all cognitive thought. She found her brain in a void, but into that void from all sides like bodiless voices came creeping back those same fears and more. The anxiety leaked insidiously into her mind like water into a boat with a thousand small holes in its hull.  
 
    As her last attempt to try and sleep, she came out of her own mind and pushed her consciousness down into her toes. She worked upwards through her body, concentrating on each muscle in turn, and she willed it to become heavy as she felt herself sinking further and further into the thin comfort of her makeshift bed. 
 
    Sleep so nearly took her into its blissful embrace until the howling wind, in her state of flux between awake and not, transformed into the screams of people. 
 
    They wailed and begged her for help, but she could not move and felt powerless to stop whatever faceless terror persecuted those who relied on her. As the screaming built to a crescendo in her head, she jolted awake and let out a loud, strangled cry, a foul hybrid of anguish and rage. 
 
    Having startled those nearest her, she grumbled to herself as she gave up on any hope of rest and wriggled free of the sleeping bag to roll it up and stuff it angrily into her pack. Stepping carefully over the others in the back of the big truck, she jumped down from the tailgate to jar her ankle, as exhaustion had robbed her of her natural litheness. As though she hadn’t enough to be unhappy about already, she took a glance to her left where the murky stream of shadowy moonlight piercing their metal burrow shone down on the swathed body of Jack. 
 
    The events of the last twenty-four hours washed over her again, and she replayed the attack over and over to find fault in her actions. She could not, but still felt that she held some responsibility. 
 
    Opening a bottle of water and jumping up slightly to sit on a raised workbench, she heard the click, click of Ash’s claws as he walked stiffly over to her side having sensed she was up. She reached down to fuss the huge animal and saw the gaping yawn as he displayed his numerous sharp teeth. The terrifying effect of seeing the damage his jaws could do was offset somewhat by the ridiculous noise his yawn made. 
 
    She chuckled softly, finding some sense of joy in a shitty world, and the noise seemed to offend the dog, who now eyed her with a mildly reproving look. Ignoring Ash’s delicate sensibilities, she glanced around at the hole they had burrowed into. The dank, dusty garage was actually a lucky find as far as things went nowadays, she admitted to herself. 
 
    Startled from her reverie by a noise from the corner, one hand instinctively reached for a weapon until the realisation hit her: she could hear a person crying. 
 
    Slipping down from the bench in silence, she walked with her habitual sense of stealth towards the noise, expecting to find Henry feeling sorry for himself. She was alarmed and instantly upset to find Marie tucked into a foetal position behind a large toolbox.  
 
    Marie was shivering with cold, as she was only wearing a T-shirt with her back pressed against the cold metal, and in the poor light from the moon, Leah could see her face wet with tears and her eyes puffy from the torment of crying. Saying nothing, Leah sank to her knees and wrapped her arms tightly around her as a parent would do to a distressed child. Unable to say anything, Marie just cried harder into her shoulder and squeezed her tight to pull her forward. Narrowly avoiding hitting her head as she fell onto Marie, Leah would not allow herself to let go of the woman. As she held on tight to her, she could only begin to imagine what she was feeling: Dan was missing, Jack was dead, Marie was pregnant with no way of knowing she could survive the condition, and they were low on supplies and on the run with little or no idea where they were heading. 
 
    All these fears were shared with Leah to a great extent, but the girl reminded herself silently that she wasn’t the one carrying a potential death sentence in her womb. Not once in all the time she had known Marie had she seen her do much more than shoot a disapproving look or raise her voice. To find her in such a state as she was now, to see her almost catatonic with pain and emotion, brought Leah’s focus to a whole new and until now undiscovered level. 
 
    She missed Dan too, but as much as she wanted to burst out in tears of solidarity and shared pain, they would not come. Her heart was steel. She wanted nothing more than for Dan to come strolling back into their lives with all the cockiness and sarcasm he brought with him. She longed to see his unintentionally arrogant face look at her and try to impart advice without sounding condescending. 
 
    She missed him so much it had numbed her to the pain it caused to think he could be gone. 
 
    As she held on tight to Marie, she vowed to get these people safely to the rendezvous point, to find Dan and reunite their dysfunctional family before they drove off into the sunset and found the answers to all of their prayers. 
 
    Until that day, however, until the time when they were safe and fed and warm and out of all danger, she would remain as hard and as sharp as her knives. She had to, not only for herself but for everyone. When she had discharged those duties, then and only then would she allow herself to cry like an overtired toddler who had been denied their wish. 
 
    She had no idea how long she had rocked Marie back and forth while she smoothed her hair and shushed her, but when the constricted blood flow in her legs threatened to cause more pain than discomfort, she had to force her arms away and stand. Reaching down to Marie to help her up, she was suddenly struck how much the powerful and enigmatic woman who organised them all so efficiently needed her right then; she had transcended to adulthood and now she was the protector. 
 
    Leading Marie gently back to the truck, Leah helped her into her sleeping bag and tucked her in, stroking her hair again until she passed out with exhaustion. 
 
    Backing away slowly, she stretched out her cramped muscles and returned to her perch on the workbench. Sensing that the moment of intimacy that he had not been invited to was over, Ash slunk from the shadows again to be at her side. The only indication of the big animal moving was the clacking of his claws, and Leah pondered the terror someone would feel being on the receiving end of Ash when he was engaged in business. 
 
    As the pre-dawn light began to seep through the few windows, she busied herself as quietly as possible preparing water on the few small camp cookers they had left and stacking a selection of foil packets at the side ready. When she had decided that the others had slept enough, she went round them all to shake them awake, taking a small and cruel bit of enjoyment in ending their sleep which she had not joined in with. 
 
    They ate breakfast in relative silence, and as though both were ignoring the events in the night by mutual agreement, Marie gave a subtle squeeze of thanks on her hand as she passed by. To try and assuage her tiredness, Leah drank a coffee so strong that she almost had to chew it. 
 
    Loading up the equipment into the truck in some sense of order, Neil climbed behind the wheel and turned the key. 
 
    Only to find the engine totally dead. 
 
    Neil tried over and over to start the big machine, his only reward being a ticking noise of struggling electrics. With a resigned sigh, he got out and propped open the large bonnet to look at the engine. The rest of them shuffled around, unsure what to do. 
 
    Leah sidled up to Neil, his hands already sporting an oily black residue as he poked and prodded at the cold engine components. She watched for a few seconds as he went through his curious personal form of logic and worked through the potential problems while he muttered under his breath and moved his hands as he spoke. Clearing her throat to bring him out of his thoughts, she asked what was wrong. 
 
    “Nothing I can’t fix, and it’s not like there aren’t any tools lying around!” Neil answered with forced joviality, waving a hand over the dusty racks of toolboxes to explain his lack of concern. 
 
    Leaning closer with intense seriousness, she whispered close to his ear that they had to be at the rendezvous by the next dawn, meaning that he only had a matter of hours to rectify their lack of transport. 
 
    Nodding his understanding to her, he straightened up as Jimmy walked around the front of the engine, rolling up his sleeves to help. 
 
    Leaving the two men to talk about oil and other things she didn’t understand, she went back to the others to try and think of something worthwhile for them to do while they waited. Finding that most had already found comfortable places to rest, she decided instead to talk to Mitch. Finding him resting with his eyes closed as he was propped up on a bed of bags, she sat down lightly next to him. They had a brief exchange about the engine not starting, to which Mitch expressed his faith in Neil’s ability to fix the problem. 
 
    “I know, it’s just that time is an issue,” she told him. 
 
    “We’ll get there and he will be waiting,” the soldier assured her, realising that the girl was almost frantic on the inside at being separated from Dan. Reaching up to cuff her lightly on the head, he instantly regretted his decision as the pain in his bruised chest radiated throughout his body. 
 
    Changing the subject, Leah asked him about the grenade Jack had given him which had made their escape possible. 
 
    Mitch’s face dropped and became a mask of neutrality. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that,” he said without emotion, but Leah was not one to be put off by grown men in a mood. 
 
    “Why?” she asked simply, unperturbed by the warning look he shot her in response.  
 
    He paused, unsure whether to unleash his thoughts about a man he counted as a friend and one who died trying to save them. In the end, his feelings ran too deep to hold his tongue. “Because I served in Northern Ireland. Because I saw people die from bombs and bullets. Because it’s too hard to fight a war when you don’t know who or where the enemy is when most people there are just trying to get on with their lives. Jack was one of them, and I’m not sure I can deal with that yet.” 
 
    “Jack was one of us,” she told him gently as she stood up, “and I’m going to bury him with the respect he deserves for who he was when I knew him, not what he did in the past.”  
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Having gathered others to help, and informing Henry that he would need to dig a grave, she left the unit with Ash to find an appropriate spot nearby. Turning left away from the built-up area instead of right as she had the day before, she soon found a small public park where trees stood proudly as they shed their richly colourful autumnal leaves. Crouching in cover for a while before she was satisfied that the area was clear, she stood and returned to the garage. 
 
    Arriving back after a necessary detour an hour later, having found the necessary tools in a small hardware shop, she led a small band back to the park via the route she dictated to collect the spades she had left on the roadside. 
 
    Keeping watch over them all as Henry dug a hole in the earth, she saw how the boy threw himself into the task feverishly, as though his effort now could in some way make up for his foolish actions. She told herself that she would have to stop punishing him after this last enforced task; to continue to do so was unjust and made her feel unnecessarily cruel.  
 
    Marie had insisted on coming to say a few words, and as Jack’s sleeping bag was lowered into the rectangular hole, she stood at the head and watched as the earth was piled on top of him. Unable to rouse herself to make a stirring speech, she merely shared a small recollection of something funny he had done once back at the house and asked others to share any similar stories. Ceremony over, they returned to the unit in a dutiful line following girl and dog. 
 
    Finding a filthy Neil engrossed in his work, he looked up startled when he saw she had returned. Holding a piece of machinery aloft with wires trailing from it, he declared that he had found the problem. Adam caught her eye, and walked over to tell her she should get some rest. 
 
    “I’m fine!” she argued. 
 
    “You look like shit,” he answered. “Try to sleep for a bit.” No longer able to mount a sufficient defence through exhaustion, she nodded her acceptance and found a quiet corner to tuck herself away in. As Ash joined her and circled four times on the spot to be sure he had chosen the right place, he lay half across her legs and began to snore gently within minutes. 
 
    Finally able to rest, she closed her eyes and slept. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    She was woken only a few hours later by the unmistakable roar of a big diesel engine barking into life. Throwing off the sleeping dog, she climbed free of her comfort and walked to Neil to receive the offer of an oil-covered high five. 
 
    “Let’s go, people. We can make it there by nightfall if we hurry,” she called to them, seeing smiles of hope returned to her. 
 
  
 
  


 
    OUTNUMBERED 
 
    Dan sat in the same position until the sun had set, then returned to the back of the Land Rover to sleep during the dark hours. 
 
    As he lay awake throughout most of the night, his thoughts raged through a torrent of different possibilities and none of them were good. The agreement was to wait until the following dawn before falling back to the secondary meeting point. Were they already there? Had they skipped the bridge and gone straight to ERV two? Had they been captured? 
 
    He had to stick to the plan, and if they didn’t turn up at the next spot, then he would return to the beginning of the trail and would not stop until he either found them or died, whichever came first. 
 
    As the first indication of an impending dawn showed on the distant skyline, he emerged from the dark interior to prepare for the last day on the bridge before the window to meet there expired. Repeating the process of the day before, he ate breakfast and sat up to watch forlornly at the end of the bridge. 
 
    As midday approached, his anxiety forced him into some kind of action to preserve what little he had left of his sanity. Walking towards the few buildings in sight, he cleared each room in turn but found little of use anywhere. Strolling lazily back to his vehicle, he ate again and cherished one of his last few cigarettes. He only had six left in the packet, and he worked through the mental arithmetic to ration one per every block of hours until the others would join him.  
 
    Unable to stick to his self-imposed quota, he was down to the last two long before the sun began its descent. Glancing disconsolately at the sky, his breath stopped in his throat as his brain registered movement ahead of him.  
 
    Desperate to respond to a potential threat but fighting an inner battle with himself, he calmly climbed down from his vantage point and stretched his back. To anyone watching, he would appear like he had seen nothing. 
 
    At least he hoped it would. 
 
    Out of sight from whoever or whatever was to his front, he threw all of his equipment in the back and prepared himself for contact; he checked his magazines were accessible and tightened his vest ready for something, even if he didn’t know what it would be. Walking carefully along the side of the vehicle, he raised the carbine and pointed the scope towards the end of the bridge where he hoped his friends would be coming from. 
 
    It wasn’t them. They wouldn’t be sneaking between the sparse cover and moving forwards at a crouch to try and remain undetected. Now they were closer and he could make out details, he could see that armed men were heading in his direction. 
 
    Thinking as fast as he could, his only sensible course of action would be to get behind the wheel and drive away. A glance behind him told a different story, as he could make out at least three shapes coming low towards him from that direction. 
 
    Feeling stupid and exposed, he decided that his only option was to fight. He had a foreboding sense that it was a fight he might not win, and decided that he had little to lose, so reached into the cab and grabbed the radio mic. 
 
    “On the bridge. ERV one. Armed hostiles–” he managed before the first shot screamed over his head. Dropping the mic and retreating from the shot, he knelt and took aim at the attackers to his rear, who were still not in a position to take cover and fire at him. Controlling his breathing and trying to ignore the shouts and gunshots from behind, he aimed and squeezed the trigger in a few short bursts. 
 
    Dropping one of them to lie still on the tarmac, two more turned and fled out of range, terrified and appalled by his accuracy. 
 
    Too late: he took his eye away from the scope to deal with the ones coming from the front just as a bellowed challenge sounded over his left shoulder. A bearded man swung a full-size axe at his head from less than a pace away. He could see it happening and felt powerless to do anything but accept the brutal ending.  
 
    His body overrode the decisions his mind was making.  
 
    In an instinctive flinch reaction, he fell back to the ground and raised the rifle just in time to deflect the vicious blow. The sharpened blade of the axe hit the ejection port of his M4 and mangled the metal, rendering the gun eternally useless. He dropped it and scrabbled backwards on the ground as he tried uselessly to free his sidearm from the holster on his vest but finding that he could not do it without halting his desperate retreat. Drawing the shotgun over his shoulder was even more of an impossibility, so he switched tactics and decided to fight animal on animal. 
 
    Launching himself back towards the axeman, Dan raised a boot and stamped out into his straight leg, forcing the knee backwards with a sickening crunch. He didn’t hear the man’s screams as he dropped to his back, only saw the axe which he picked up and reversed to end the man who had tried to kill him. 
 
    Raising the weapon high in the air, he looked down, expecting to see fear in his intended victim’s eyes as he knew his death was imminent, but instead he only saw his attention was drawn away from the weapon searing towards his face. 
 
    Realising too late that he had lost, Dan glanced over his right shoulder. 
 
    And looked straight into the butt of the rifle which, swung like a club with terrible accuracy, knocked him unconscious. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FIGHT CLUB 
 
    Three days of the same routine followed where Steve was left alone with the exception of his twice-daily visits to deliver food and issue medication. Only once more did he see Alice, and as before, he was careful to avoid the guard gaining any sense that the two colluded in any way. 
 
    On the fourth morning, he woke to find a familiar face sitting in the corner reading a book. Only the face was unfamiliar at the same time: his right eye was barely open and the livid purple bruising extended over his freshly broken nose where it began to haze yellow at the fringes of the injury. Despite the severe trauma evident, the eyes sparkled and the mouth showed a wide grin. 
 
    Stiffly, Jan rose to his feet and began the morning routine of checking Steve’s injuries and vital statistics. The crippled pilot was so grateful to see Jan back that he was struck dumb and simply stared at his face waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Tell me!” he whispered, prompting a further grin from the big South African. 
 
    “OK,” he said, trying to calm Steve’s excitement. “Sit back and relax, because this is one hell of a story.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    After days of subtle hints and words in the ears of the right guards, Jan had managed to beg an invitation to the camp’s illicit sporting activity. It was an underground movement, not endorsed by the hierarchy but no doubt not discouraged either, as Richards would certainly know of its existence. 
 
    A whispered buzz ran around after each event, but nobody yet spoke of it openly for fear of interrogation for their indiscretions. Jan had finally received the invitation he was after and would fight his first bout that night. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had no way of letting Steve know that he had got in, as the summons to participate was an immediate one. He was led away in the clothes he wore, his usual green scrubs, and taken to the arena which had been fashioned from yet more shipping containers, one of which served as the entrance and exit for the fighters, positioned together to form a hexagonal pit of dry earth. The grass which had previously grown there was killed off long ago by the barbaric activities the ground saw. Muted cheers echoed around the pit, as one fight was already underway and the crowd seemed to be enjoying themselves at the spectacle.  
 
    Told to remove his shoes and shirt, he was ushered through a metal door to wait in the dark for his turn. Being deprived of his sense of sight only served to accentuate the noises he could hear: the smacking of meat, like a butcher tenderising a large joint, mixed with the hushed reactions of the crowd as the battle raged on just outside his thin metal safety bubble. He jumped in fright at the sudden sound as the fighters crashed heavily into the wall of his container and shook the steel as the grunts and impacts resonated through to his ears. Bouncing on the spot and loosening his muscles for what was to come, he cricked his neck from side to side to receive the rewards of the popping sounds as his ligaments snapped into place. 
 
    He was focused, but he was scared. He was confident in his own abilities, but facing an unknown opponent was a dangerous act. Hearing the crowd’s mood switch from bloodthirsty glee to jeering disappointment, he knew his turn was up soon. 
 
    Winner stays on, he had been told, so that meant that his adversary would be tired from beating the last failed gladiator. There were no rules, he had been told, so it was a raw gutter fight until he lost. The only unspoken law was that he shouldn’t intentionally kill anyone, and hoped that the same went for whoever he faced. Only one death had occurred here, and it had been hurriedly covered up to prevent word reaching any further. 
 
    Screeching metal and the sudden invasion of light into his world as the single door to the pit swung open announced his turn to step inside. 
 
    Blinking as he went, he looked up to see that the tops of the containers which prevented his escape were thronged with people. Most were guards, but he recognised faces of others among the mob. Cooks, cleaners, farmers, all packed together to watch one man beat another to a pulp for enjoyment. 
 
    Standing aside as the last contender was carried unconscious back to where he had emerged from, he took one last look at the baying crowd before focusing his attention on his foe. 
 
    He could never tell them apart, but he faced one of the brothers who had bragged so loudly about how they had infiltrated Steve’s home and took them down without a fight. He believed the rumours that this man was one of Richards’s trusted elite – one of the balaclava-clad bastards who flanked him everywhere he went – and Jan began to suspect that he was in for some pain. 
 
    Stick to the plan, he told himself. 
 
    He was taller than Jan by half a head at least, and his long, sinewy arms spoke of a strength which wasn’t overtly obvious in his size. Having seen the state of the man carried out, Jan weighed up the damage to his enemy and saw a remarkable difference; it did not appear to have been a fair fight. 
 
    Jan knew his capabilities, although he had not fought anyone in a long time, and he had to be certain to lose this fight while tempting his opponent sufficiently to want to fight him again. 
 
    He had to lose, but he had to hurt the pompous victor in front of him and give him enough cause to feel affronted. After all, what warrior wanted to go down to a nurse? 
 
    Glancing up again, he could see people wagering goods in trade on the result of the fight, and he was saddened that they would win those bets because he had no intention of fighting more than a single round that night. Instead, he intended to get the full measure of the champion, secure his place in the running order, and learn as much as he could while trying to stay alive. 
 
    Having finally noticed Jan in front of him, the sweating man held his hands up to the crowd and gestured for them to join in his mockery of an unworthy opponent.  
 
    Up close, Jan decided that this was most probably Will, not that it mattered. Shrugging, Will ran towards Jan without warning and launched his first attack. 
 
    Stopping short of him and throwing punches in bunches with his left and his right, Jan ducked aside of both blows and lowered his body weight only to receive the impact of a knee to the flesh just above his hip as the combo was followed up. Staggering backwards, he sucked in a large gulp of air and hoped he had not been winded yet. Finding that his diaphragm wasn’t spasming, he took a stance and advanced forward. 
 
    His opponent waited for him, waving for the crowd to cheer, then suddenly whipped out an inside leg kick to Jan’s thigh, following immediately with a kick to his head, which he blocked with ease but knew that this wasn’t the real attack. Stepping back and putting most of his weight on his back foot, the expected sweep of the taller man’s foot glanced off his own ankle without sufficient power to fell him.  
 
    A flash of eye contact between them let Jan know that he had angered Will, and no doubt he intended to exact revenge on him for ruining one of his most crowd-pleasing moves. 
 
    Determined to knock the South African to the ground and raise his standing among his followers, Will advanced again with more care and began to test Jan’s guard by attacking low and high. Jan was happy to let this happen as he fended off blows which lacked the power to do any real damage; the longer Will showboated for the crowd, the more he learned about him. 
 
    Shuffling backwards and circling left and right, Jan let him come at him time and again as he deflected each attack to try and frustrate his opponent. Whether it was immaturity or sheer arrogance, Will’s patience cracked sooner than expected and he launched into a reckless assault.  
 
    Sensing his moment was now, Jan took two steps back to invite the spinning back kick he was anticipating, and when the attack started, he retraced those two steps fast and shot in close to clinch him; trapping Will’s outside leg with his own, he slammed him to the ground hard and rose to throw three big punches to his head. Allowing his arm to be blocked on the next attack, he went with the impetus as Will lifted his hips to throw Jan clear. He rolled away and rose to his feet smoothly to turn and face the threat. 
 
    The crowd erupted with screaming and cheering; for once, they might have a real fight to watch. 
 
    Watching Will get to his feet and dust himself off, the mixture of surprise and rage in his eyes made the nurse absolutely certain that he was going to experience a significant amount of pain that night, but he reminded himself that it was necessary in order for the plan to work. Coming forward with more caution, Will switched his approach and came in low for a series of body shots which Jan tucked up to receive, only to have him switch tactics again and spring backwards to deliver a big sweeping leg kick to his left side just below the knee. 
 
    Involuntarily dropping his hands towards the source of the immediate pain and numbness, Jan suffered a follow-up kick to the right eye as Will moved effortlessly between attacks. Jan felt dizzy as his brain’s direction had been so savagely reversed. 
 
    Staggering away to regroup, he now knew that Will was dangerous, and that he had tricks up his sleeve. Jan had more than a few of his own, but this wasn’t the time to show them. He had to get in a few lucky shots, knock the bastard down, then take the beating he was due and lose. That was the plan, and as much as he wanted to break the egotistical prick in front of him, he had to wait. 
 
    Twice more Will came at him, and twice more his attacks switched violently between close quarters and long-range kicks. Both times, Jan sucked up the punishment and stayed resolutely on his feet. 
 
    As the next kick came at his head, Jan abandoned the guard and instead stepped in hard to lift Will under his raised leg and pitch him savagely into the dirt once more. Will reacted well, rolling his head to take the impact on his shoulders and countered with an immediate attempt to lock up Jan’s left arm. 
 
    Suffering a break or a dislocation could be fatal to the plan, and Jan wriggled out of the attempted counter with one of his own as he stood squarely on Will’s chest and spun to roll away. 
 
    Having demonstrated that he too was dangerous, Jan began the next attack with feigned excitement to see how the younger man fared in defence. Swinging big hits at his head and his body and throwing kicks at his legs showed that Will was fast, very fast, and at every chance, he looked for a counterattacking opportunity. 
 
    Jan could feel the breath burning hot and fast in his throat now, and knew that he wasn’t going to be there for much longer. Stepping back to encourage Will to attack him again, he allowed himself to produce just one of his favourite go-to moves. Allowing Will to make contact with a combo, he waited for the inevitable big finish and prepared himself. As Will’s footwork changed to provide room for the big swinging kick which would no doubt finish his opponent, Jan took a quick step back, leaning away, and watched in slow motion as the kick sailed through thin air. 
 
    With no great impact to slow his body, Will continued to spin forwards off balance and straight into the loving embrace of Jan. 
 
    Delivering a brutal haymaker of a right hook, he caught Will directly under the ribs and followed with a short-arm elbow strike to the head with his left. 
 
    With a sickening noise, Will went down and a stunned silence descended on the arena. The champion had never gone down during a fight. Rumour had it that the only person who could beat him was his brother, but the two vowed never to fight one another so the theory remained untested. Now they had watched a nobody, a nurse, fell him like a slaughtered animal. 
 
    Hoping that he hadn’t hit him too hard, Jan stepped back and shouted at Will to get up. Shaking on unsteady legs, he did. Wiping blood from the corner of his right eye where Jan’s elbow had split the skin, he fixed this upstart challenger with a look of such hatred and malevolence that Jan quailed and took an involuntary step backwards. 
 
    Will would have to hurt him now, not because he drew blood or fought back too hard, but because the crowd were no longer chanting for him. Stepping forward to renew their faith in him, he went to work on Jan. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Sitting back with an incredulous look in his eye, he watched the face of the grinning South African and marvelled at his strength and resolve. How anyone could be so happy to have been beaten up so badly that they were bed-bound for three days was beyond even his ability to understand, but here he was, and he seemed thoroughly pleased with himself. 
 
    When his shock subsided, Steve realised he too was very happy. Very happy indeed. They had successfully infiltrated the underground fight club, which would prove to be a very powerful tool in the bid to eventually overthrow Richards – as long as Jan didn’t get himself killed in the meantime. 
 
    “When will you have to fight again?” Steve asked with concern, not only for Jan’s life but for the timeline of their plan. 
 
    “Probably three weeks. They only do it the first Friday in every month because there aren’t many fighters and people need to heal,” Jan answered with a shrug, unconcerned at the prospect of facing more physical punishment which could jeopardise his life and health.  
 
    Steve mulled this over as he chewed his lip. “Just don’t, for fuck’s sake, get yourself killed or badly hurt,” he said with genuine feeling. 
 
    “You leave that to me!” Jan answered with a smug grin. “Because next month, I’m challenging the other one of those bastards, and he’ll learn not to mess with a Springbok too.” 
 
    Steve was infected by his battered friend’s enthusiasm, and felt his own face cracking into a smile at the thought of the other “twin” receiving some treatment the likes of which he enjoyed dishing out but was unlikely to enjoy taking. 
 
    Fixing the South African’s gaze intensely, he reached out and gripped his shoulder tight. “Thank you, my friend. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet! Ja doos!” he answered with a muted chuckle, making Steve believe that he had just suffered a good-natured but unpleasant insult. 
 
    “I mean it,” he insisted with a smile. “Stay alive and in one bloody piece, but promise me that when the time comes, you’ll hurt them both, badly, and then we can rid this damned place of people like that.” 
 
    Smirking with a confidence that made Steve believe him, Jan answered, “Trust me, when the time comes I’ll kill the pair of them with my bare hands. But first, you need to be strong enough to take over and kill Richards after I’ve taken out his little sidekicks.” 
 
    With that, they began their more intense but secret routine of physiotherapy. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOTHING TO LOSE 
 
    He woke with a start, trying to make sense of the last few moments before he lost consciousness. He had no idea how long he had been out, but he knew as the feeling returned to the rest of his body that he had his hands bound together and was blindfolded. 
 
    Bastards, he thought savagely, wishing he could rip off his bindings and kill them all. Only he was tied tightly, and when he tried to move his feet, he found them pinned together also. Reaching awkwardly down, he felt the same rough twine cutting into his swelling flesh as was holding his wrists tightly together. Using his thumbs, he forced the stinking rag used to cover his eyes up only to find that he was in a windowless room with the only light source being a glow around the doorframe which showed the swirling dust. Realising that he felt cold, he looked down to find that he had been stripped and was wearing only his boxer shorts as he lay down on the cold floor of the store cupboard he inhabited. 
 
    For that, he thought, he was really going to hurt someone. 
 
    Forcing himself to conduct a thorough top-to-toe survey, as he had unfortunately had cause to do so many times before, he found that his only real problem was the major pain in the right side of his jaw where his head had been smacked out of the park as though the bastard wielding the gun had been aiming for a home run. 
 
    Moving his neck gently, he felt no grating or pain in his upper spine and resigned himself in relative comfort to the fact that it seemed to be just another concussion. At that point, the thought struck him that Kate would be furious with him for collecting yet another serious head injury; if he were a professional boxer, he would have been medically retired by now. 
 
    Pushing away all thoughts of the others or of any pain and self-sympathy, he began to analyse his surroundings and decipher their clues to find a way out of the mess he was in. 
 
    He had to get free. He had to get to the others at the second rendezvous point. He would very much like to get his gear and clothes back and kill a few of the bastards who had tied him up, but there were always secondary and primary problems to solve.  
 
    Shuffling over to the shaft of light coming from the doorframe, he put his scarred eye then his left ear to it to find out any information that could aid in his escape and retribution. 
 
    Fearing that he may be doomed with poor luck that day, the door swung open and cracked him heavily on the left side of his face to knock him back hard to the ground as someone walked in. Their surprise at not finding him unconscious quickly turned into mirth as they realised they had just inadvertently clocked him again.  
 
    Rolling on the floor as the men in the doorway laughed among themselves did nothing to help his mood as he foolishly looked up to make eye contact with one. The look of pure violent malevolence he gave was sufficient to earn him a hard kick to the ribs. 
 
    Dan scribbled another mental note, this time to wait until you’re untied before you pick a fight. 
 
    The other men disappeared as he gasped for air, bathing him in sunlight, only for one to return with a single chair and sit on it directly in front of where he lay. The man sat lazily, leaning down to eye him closely with a cruel but amused grin. Sitting back and toying with a packet of cigarettes, he continued to smirk at him. His languid style made Dan burn with anger and he allowed himself to drift off and imagine what it would feel like to punch him in the throat and watch him choke. The thought made him smile, and that smile seemed to amuse the man watching him. 
 
    “My name is Leo,” he said in near-perfect English, “but my men call me ‘le chasseur’.” 
 
    He smiled and relaxed further, sinking into his seat as he produced one of the two remaining cigarettes from the pack and lit it, taking his time as he pocketed the lighter and inhaled slowly. 
 
    “Chasseur: do you know what this means, Englishman?” he asked threateningly. 
 
    Dan had an idea, but realising that the bastard was sitting there smoking fifty per cent of all the cigarettes he had left in the world made him tight-lipped and insolent. 
 
    Smiling, Leo told him anyway. “It means ‘hunter’. You understand me OK, Englishman? Is my accent too strong for you to hear my words?” he said mockingly, inhaling again and blowing a lazy smoke ring over Dan’s head. “I am a hunter of men,” he said with a hint of steel in his voice, “but you were the first of many to give me, how you might say, a challenge.” He relished the last word with a wolfish smile.  
 
    In that instant, Dan recognised him for what he was: another bloody madman intent on forcing his will on others. 
 
    Deciding that he had nothing important to say yet, Dan held his tongue and just watched the Frenchman smoke his cigarette. Leo regarded him with humour, an arrogant and superior humour as though Dan were an amusement or a mere insignificance in his life. 
 
    “So now you will tell me where your camp is, where your people are and what you have for us,” he growled at him as he leant in close. Taking another drag on the cigarette and holding the glowing tip close to Dan’s eyes, he blew a slow stream of smoke directly into his captive’s eyes as a smile crept over his face. Leaning to the side as though he were avoiding the stinging smoke, Dan glanced through the open door to find that Leo seemed to feel comfortable enough to have this small tête-à-tête alone. 
 
    Fool, thought Dan. 
 
    Striking like a snake, he wrapped his bound hands over the hunter’s head and brought it down with a sickening crunch onto his upright kneecap. The single blow was sufficient to render the man instantly useless, and Dan was actually grateful for the warmth that the sudden gush of blood from the broken nose gave him. Leo was down and out, and he hadn’t uttered a sound. Leaning around to look out of the door, Dan breathed out in relief that the crunching noise hadn’t alerted a single one of the others to his sudden escape attempt. Going back to the unconscious man on the floor, he found a knife on his belt and used it to cut his bonds quickly. 
 
    Searching the rest of his pockets, Dan tucked his last cigarette and lighter into the waistband of his underwear; there was no way he was going to give up on that small pleasure. 
 
    Hovering in the shadows of the doorway, Dan watched for any sign of anyone responding to the small noises his actions had caused, but found none. Glancing once at the sleeping Leo, he decided that it was unwise to leave anyone – even one who merely claimed to be capable – alive to follow him. It just seemed like a bad business model. 
 
    As he bent down to carefully insert the sharp knife into the hunter’s femoral artery, a bellowed challenge erupted from behind him. Spinning around to find another man wide-eyed with shock silhouetted in the doorway, he drove the blade forward unthinkingly, into his chest. The blade initially grated on bone, then found easier passage between the ribs as the sharp tip sought the path of least resistance and slid neatly into the chest cavity of his newest enemy. 
 
    The shock in the man’s eyes turned to utter horror as he realised that he was effectively dying, even though the pain hadn’t yet hit him fully.  
 
    Retracting the knife before the muscles went into spasm and threatened to hold the blade tight, Dan gave a slight twist and withdrew it before another target came into play. The shout must have alerted others, and from Dan’s hazy recollection, there had to be at least three more to deal with. 
 
    Staggering from the room as the head injury still impaired him greatly, he went in search of his personal effects; God only knew how much he needed his evil, stubby shotgun right then. 
 
    As he bounced between office furniture through the open-plan room he found himself in, his thoughts drifted off to Ash. If he had him there now, he would feel almost invincible. As his knees gave out on him for the first time, he felt the incredible pressure build in his damaged head as a wave of dizziness threatened to overcome him. 
 
    Moving with murderous and reckless abandon from room to room, he burst open through each door in turn, wearing only underwear and a bloodstain to accompany the knife in his hand and the grimace on his face. Behind the third door, he found a suddenly shocked and equally embarrassed man trying on his ballistic vest complete with his own Walther still in the holster. 
 
    The two men froze as they both stared at each other for a second. It suddenly became a race of who could bring a weapon to bear first, and as the terrified Frenchman scrabbled backwards as he attempted in vain to pull the sidearm free from the vest, Dan pounced on him, pinning him to the floor with his knees on the man’s chest. Leaning close to his face with his left forearm pressed painfully on his windpipe, Dan grinned at him malevolently. 
 
    “You’ve got to twist the barrel to draw it smoothly, see?” he said as he slipped the gun free with a practised turn of his wrist. Placing the end of the short suppressor hard under the chin of the man stranded under his body weight, he grinned maniacally at him as his victim babbled incoherently in high-speed French. 
 
    “Je ne comprends pas,” Dan said nastily in his worst French accent as he pulled the trigger and fountained the man’s brains up the white plasterboard in front of him. The spray of atomised blood and brain matter splashed back over his own face, making him spit out the fragments which had gone in his mouth inadvertently. Working fast to strip the man of his own equipment as well as his trousers, he felt a little less ridiculous, as he was no longer running around an office building murdering men in his underwear. 
 
    Shrugging himself into the vest and trousers, which were slightly too big for him in the waist, he continued to stalk the rooms barefoot for any others. The wanton feeling that he had to recover all of his gear pushed him on, room to room, until he discovered his shotgun on a table with the boxed supplies which had previously been in the back of his Land Rover. As he looked through his rifled equipment on the desk, he heard and felt the simultaneous blast of a shotgun being fired from close range. Falling to the floor, he felt the stinging sensation mixing with the trickle of fresh, warm blood as some of the pellets had infiltrated his body where the vest had not absorbed their impact. Spinning around, he brought the ungainly shotgun to bear and selected a target: from that range, he could not miss, even though his enemy had failed to kill him from the same distance, and he fired to lift the man clean off his feet and throw him backwards in bloody ruin. Deciding that he had suffered enough attention from these people, he limped and staggered to the doorway and outside to freedom. 
 
    Only to be met at gunpoint by two more men. Dropping to his knees, he decided that he had fought enough and killed enough of them to justify his surrender and imminent death now. 
 
    “Do it, you fucking prick,” he said in a slur, smiling up at the man pointing a barrel in his face. Fuck the lot of them, he thought as he closed his eyes and waited for the end. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Two meaty thuds followed by grunts and the sound of men collapsing to the floor made him open his eyes again and question if he was still alive. 
 
    Seeing Leah emerge at a crouch from behind a nearby commercial trash bin with her weapon raised made him certain that he had died and was now imagining things. 
 
    Staring with unbelieving eyes at Ash streaking forwards toward him made him absolutely sure that he had rapidly transcended to the afterlife and was now joined by his greatest loves. Pitching forwards, he finally let the adrenaline and the concussion take him into unconsciousness as he landed hard on the concrete. 
 
    The dog whined and licked desperately at the blood on his face, fearing that it was his and not that of the men he had killed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IT WOULD TAKE TOO LONG TO EXPLAIN 
 
    Leah almost whipped the group to make them move faster. No sooner had her foggy brain understood the meaning of the sound of the engine did she spark into life herself; her own power output would have a relatively higher brake horsepower if the measure were taken, and the others found themselves harried and harangued into action. 
 
    Firing the oily and exhausted Neil into action, he turned to Jimmy, who immediately offered to drive the big truck. Ripping her hands on the rusty chain as she tore at the mechanism to raise the shutter doors with a feverish excitement, she was the last to hop aboard the vehicle as they made their way with all haste to the rendezvous point.  
 
    Mitch, although physically impaired, had figured they should make the meeting place with an hour of daylight to spare, and from there they could regroup and decide where to go. The concept that Dan might not be there was an unspeakable thing, and although some may have suspected it, it was not an opinion anyone wished to offer. 
 
    When they were about an hour away from the bridge’s location, the radio crackled into sudden life in the cab. 
 
    The burst of static relayed two distinct words: Bridge. Hostiles. 
 
    Glancing between themselves, Jimmy, Neil and Leah said nothing, but Jimmy pressed his right foot down a little harder. 
 
    Fifty minutes later, they slowed their approach as the start of the bridge came into sight. Leah instructed Jimmy to stop and wait as she skipped ahead with Ash at her heel. Although it was agonising for the others, she kept still for over ten minutes as she scanned every single inch of the ground she could see. 
 
    No sign of Dan. 
 
    The only thing to catch her eye was a glint of something reflected about one hundred yards onto the bridge. 
 
    Turning and indicating with a flat hand for the others in the truck to hold their position, she stalked forward with the dog at her side until she reached the place where the reflection originated. 
 
    Bending to one knee, she picked up one of a dozen bullet casings scattered on the rough concrete on the roadway. Picking one up, she sniffed it and recoiled as the fresh stench of cordite stung her nostrils. 
 
    There had been a gun battle here; someone had fired rounds recently, rounds which were the same calibre as her own weapon, and now there was no trace of them. Moving her search out a few feet from the empty casings, she found a small patch of dark road. Touching it with her fingers, the tips came back with a faint red. Blood. Nowhere near enough to indicate that anyone had died there, but enough to mean that this wasn’t just a paper cut. 
 
    Combined with the recently fired casings, her heart sank as she thought that they were too late. 
 
    Turning and jogging back to the others on the truck, she thought about how to share the potentially bad news with the others, especially Marie, as she was delicate enough about Dan’s missing status as it was, and she didn’t even know about the radio transmission yet. 
 
    Taking matters into her own hands, more to negate the moaning objections of the others if they knew what she planned, she told them to sit tight while she scouted around. Neil began to interject until the girl less than a third of his age silenced him. 
 
    “If you think any of us but Adam can keep up with me and Ash, then fine, but you can’t. And Adam is the fittest one here who can still use his weapon, so stop telling me what to do, Grandad.” 
 
    With that, she turned her back and stalked away, appalled at her own blatant rudeness to a man she held a huge amount of love and respect for. She told herself that the rudeness was a necessary ruse to prevent him coming after her, and that in her own way she was protecting him from getting involved in whatever trouble she was intending to find. 
 
    Come hell or high water, she was going to find Dan. Even if that meant wading through a dozen bodies which she had personally converted from alive to dead, and even if it meant hauling his dead body with her, she was bloody well bringing him back. 
 
    Standing on the roof of a wrecked car, she scanned the area for anywhere she thought he could be. Using her best guess, she headed for a building which she thought looked defensible with Ash in faithful tow. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Rounding a corner, she froze at some form of noisy commotion inside the building ahead. Hearing that commotion become two shotgun blasts made her heart race, and as she pressed forwards, that terror deep in her chest became a sudden weeping delight as she saw movement through the dirty glass window ahead. A flash of familiarity, a desperate hope that she had recognised him. 
 
    It was all she could do not to cry out Dan’s name and run forwards, but the undeniable sense of self-preservation ingrained in her every waking thought by Dan and Steve made her hesitate in caution. 
 
    That hesitation gave her the split-second advantage which saved both of their lives. 
 
    Two men emerged from cover just as Dan burst into the outside world. He dropped to his knees and said something to them, just as she rose and slotted a single bullet neatly into the head of each man threatening her adoptive father. 
 
    As both slumped lifelessly around him, she moved forwards at the ready, gun up and tracking for anyone else who wanted to take on her family. Ash streaked ahead to his master and began to fuss him. Glancing down briefly from the holographic sights of her gun, she saw that Dan was hurt. He barely seemed awake and he was definitely injured as blood began to pool around his knees. 
 
    Deciding that their immediate withdrawal was more important than anything else, she slung the rifle on her back and hauled Dan to his feet with his arm over her shoulder. Dragging him back into cover, she once again scanned the building but found nobody willing or able to come forward and challenge them. Dan muttered incoherently and tried to move but instead floundered like a drunk. Gently taking the Walther from his hand, she returned it to the holster and used the tough carry handle at the collar of his vest to drag him back towards the truck and more relative safety.  
 
    Exhausted, she had to leave him barely conscious a few hundred metres from the others and run back for help in recovering him. Hearing a shout from her right made her freeze. Turning, she saw a man with a fearsome beard holding a rifle at his hip as he walked towards her. Holding up her hands and saying nothing, she backpedalled to entice the man further forward. 
 
    “Arrêtez,” he growled at her, only to realise his mistake in emerging too far into the open. Hearing a ripping snarl coming from his left, he was powerless to do anything as Ash advanced on him menacingly. Switching his glance from Leah to Ash, he hesitated, as he couldn’t decide who to aim the gun at first. Deciding to shoot the girl, he twitched the gun towards her just as Ash pounced forward and sank his teeth into the exposed flesh of his left arm. 
 
    Dropping the gun in agony, he died with a single bullet in his forehead fired by Leah.  
 
    “Good boy,” she told Ash, breathless from the adrenaline before she turned and ran towards the truck for help. 
 
    Adam moved without hesitation, and when he reached Dan, he hauled him with ease onto his shoulders and carried him at a trot back to Kate. 
 
    The shouts and screams of shock, fear, delight and a mix of other feelings drowned out what Kate was trying to say to her. 
 
    Leah simply shook her head and told her to fix him before climbing back into the cab and telling Jimmy to get his foot down. Her last glimpse of Dan was seeing him with a lopsided smile as he tried in vain with no hand–eye coordination to light a single crumpled cigarette. 
 
    They had to get clear of the bridge before more men came for them. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE LONG AND BORING ROAD 
 
    The four of them in the Land Rover felt stagnant. They had been travelling for what felt like days on the same empty stretch of concrete monotony, despite the excitement of seeing a severed head. Paul and Chris both slept in the back, more out of disinterest than of tiredness, and while Lexi kept the vehicle going in a straight line, even Simon at her side began to flag. 
 
    Another fifty minutes down the same dull road, they came to the interesting break of a long-abandoned tollgate. When Lexi had last visited the country, each of the booths held a person who could at least smile and bid a hello even if there was no common language between the driving and stationary parties. In more recent years, all of these booths had become automated for either cash or card, and as with everything in life, the human touch was being lost to a world where technology made a smile to a stranger a useless commodity with no tangible worth. 
 
    Lamenting this loss of human interaction and likening it sadly to her own life, Lexi rolled towards the blockage without much sense of awareness as her wandering mind was distracted. 
 
    As she slowed to negotiate the only unobstructed lane, she realised too late that she had fallen for a simple funnel trap. As both front tyres blew out simultaneously, the loud noise waking the other three occupants, so did the haunting and terrifying noise start from the woodland either side of the road. 
 
    A haunting howl rippled through the trees, issued from unseen mouths and indicating unspeakable things. She faced a choice: go forwards and blow out the back tyres on whatever hidden trap she had sprung or go back and find an alternative route with two flat tyres and no sure escape route. Realising too late that she may have condemned them all, she looked wildly from left to right as shapes began to emerge from the foliage. 
 
    One of those shapes stood clearly in the sunlight and turned her face to the sky to let out an animalistic howling noise. From all around them, the noise was echoed and amplified until the very air became a never-ending howl. 
 
    Forcing herself to be calm, she looked at the woman who instigated the foul and terrifying noise. Seeing that she was only armed with a sharpened stick in the form of a crude spear, she selected a third choice. 
 
    Fight them. 
 
  
 
  


 
    REGROUP 
 
    Sweating and out of breath from having dragged Dan to the truck, Leah regained her seat in the cab and made an executive decision. 
 
    “Get us back to the garage,” she told Jimmy. He needed no further encouragement to be well away from the area and turned a wide circle to drive as instructed.  
 
    Leah could hear noises in the back as Kate tried to rouse Dan from his stupor and was no doubt cursing him for again using his head to deflect blows. The girl was tense throughout the relatively short journey; at least it felt much shorter than the agonising drive there when she was unsure if Dan was still alive. 
 
      
 
    Arriving back at the stiff metal shutters some time later, she jumped out and lowered the noisy doors with as much care as possible. Catching Adam’s eye and pointing towards the biggest window, he nodded his assent to keep watch. Pacing towards the truck, she could hear Kate’s loud and authoritative voice instructing everyone to get out of her way and leave her to work as she began the in-depth process of fixing Dan. 
 
    Seeing Henry shuffle past her, averting his eyes, she noticed that he still held Jack’s pump-action, although he tried to shield it from her with his body.  
 
    Stepping in front of him, she almost snatched the weapon from his hand but stopped herself. “If you want to keep that, do something useful. Go and keep watch with Adam and do what he says,” she said acidly while trying in vain to remove at least some of the scorn from her voice. 
 
    Overjoyed at the interaction between them, despite her obvious hostility, Henry beamed at her and skipped away to do as he was told. At least that kept him out of her way and away from Dan until she could break the news of Jack’s death and the part that the boy played in it. 
 
    Reaching the open tailgate of the truck, she saw that only Marie, Sera and Kate remained as they tried to make Dan comfortable. Mitch stayed inside too, but his presence was tolerated, as moving was simply too painful for him yet, and the bouncing journey had exhausted him. 
 
    Leah cleared her throat, prompting Kate to turn. The annoyance on her face at the interruption melted away as she saw the girl, and knowing that she had put her life at risk to rescue Dan, she decided that Leah deserved an explanation. 
 
    “He’s out of it, and all we can do is wait for him to wake up. It’s another concussion.” Her indignation about Dan’s propensity for serious head injuries was evident. “And there seems to be plenty of shot to pick out of his…” she waved a hand vaguely over Dan’s backside, not wanting to use the word she intended in front of Leah. 
 
    Kate’s feelings of uselessness at not having the proper equipment to correctly diagnose him cut her deeply. She always tried to explain away her inabilities to perform magic, even though nobody had ever questioned her skill. 
 
    Nodding her understanding, Leah turned to make sure everyone else was gainfully employed and not in need of instruction, more for her own sanity than theirs, but Marie called her name. Turning back, she saw the pregnant woman struggle to her feet and stand still for a few seconds until her stiff legs began to work again before stepping carefully over bags and boxes to the rear of the truck. Taking her time with Leah’s help to climb down safely, she wrapped the girl up in a huge hug and squashed her equipment painfully into her ribs. Marie would not let go, and kept repeating the same words over and over into her ear. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    It took until the following morning before Dan woke. The first sign of it happening was an excited yap from Ash as he slobbered over his master’s face with undisguised joy. Others crowded around the open back of the truck as Kate pushed her way through the gathering throng to admonish the onlookers. 
 
    “Enough rubbernecking!” she snapped. “Give him some bloody air!” 
 
    Melting away to a more respectable distance, the group loitered at the fringes, hoping to snatch any snippet of news they could. As Dan tried to get up, he was instructed strictly not to try and move until their paramedic could conduct a more thorough assessment of his injuries. 
 
    “Right, tell me where it hurts,” Kate said in a deliberately patronising tone, smiling. 
 
    “Everywhere,” Dan moaned. 
 
    “Stop being a baby,” Kate told him unsympathetically, “and be specific.” 
 
    Closing his eyes and breathing through the pain, he started his own internal assessment and reported back as efficiently as his clouded brain could manage. 
 
    “Head. Right side. Someone smacked me with a rifle butt,” he said before pausing and sending his consciousness lower. “Left side. Ribs. I think someone was practising their field goals on me…” He couldn’t think of anywhere else specific, other than that he felt like he’d been run over by a car. 
 
    Kate had already seen the obvious trauma to his head; the angry swelling and the egg-sized lump above his temple told her enough. An inch lower and he would probably be dead, she thought, but decided not to impart that small bit of important information. The ribs were also evident in that the bruising was livid – not as significant as Mitch’s chest, but still painful – and she guessed that it was nothing more serious than one or two cracked ribs at worst. She was sure a big tough guy like Dan could handle that as well as the thirty or so tiny pellets of shot she had removed from his backside. 
 
    He hadn’t realised the handful of deep cuts on his wrists where he had clumsily cut his own bindings with a reversed knife; speed and freedom had been more important than accuracy at that point. Kate had bound them tight, but seeing some blood seeping through the dressings made her worry that some sutures would be required.  
 
    She relayed this to him, seeing the surprise on his face as he tried to recall how he had cut himself, and said that she needed to check them. Peeling away the bandages, she found that the cuts weren’t as severe as she feared, and in consultation with Sera decided to use steri-strips to bind the flesh together in place of sutures and apply new dressings. His main bag of kit was found among the heap and he dressed in his own clothes with difficulty. He then settled himself down next to Mitch. Battered and currently of little use, both of them still had weapons within arm’s reach. 
 
    The two warriors were propped up in relative comfort and brought hot food. Mitch didn’t know how to tell Dan what had brought them to this place, and he seemed so confused that he wasn’t sure he should even be told yet. 
 
    Being proved wrong moments later, Dan spoke quietly to him. 
 
    “Who shot you?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Mitch answered after a sigh. “I assume it was catwoman and her mates.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Dan urged him, trying to hide the concern in his voice. 
 
    Mitch raised his eyes skyward and answered in the only way he felt truly comfortable. In succinct sentences, he gave Dan the action report without emotion or speculation. 
 
    “I was on stag,” he said, meaning he was acting as sentry, “and took one to the chest. Heavy calibre but not enough to penetrate the vest. It put me down hard. Everyone tried to get on board the truck but we got attacked from the rear. They came swarming out of the woods and we were close to being overwhelmed.” He swallowed and paused to take a sip of his drink before continuing. “Henry broke cover and tried to give them fire and Jack went to drag him back. He took two low in the back. One through-and-through, another lodged inside. He bled out over there,” Mitch pointed towards the dark patch on the ground, “because we’d lost most of the medical gear when we ran. We stopped here and Leah went out to raid a hospital for supplies, but Jack passed just after she had left. She was gutted when she got back and took it out on the kid,” Mitch said, meaning Henry. 
 
    Dan sat in stony-faced silence as he listened to how his group were attacked and had to flee because he wasn’t there to protect them. 
 
    “We would have been at the ERV yesterday, but the truck was knackered. Neil grafted all day and fixed it, but by then I guess you’d already made new friends,” Mitch said to Dan, making him issue an involuntary but agonising laugh. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan replied when the pain had subsided. “I saw the truck missing from the gateway but had one of them chase me on a bike. One of our bikes. I put some distance in but they came after me in my own bloody motor. I tell you what, seeing that Foxhound in your wing mirror is intimidating. I outpaced it, but the bike stayed with me…” 
 
    “Did you kill any?” Mitch asked out of a genuine want to know if any of them suffered. 
 
    “Not sure, but the biker went under the back wheel, so if he’s not dead, I doubt he’s having a good day,” Dan answered with a cruel smirk which pleased Mitch no end. “After that, I waited at the bridge for two days and was about to make plans to move on until they came for me. Front and back. Dropped one at distance but then I got taken out. Fucker nearly beheaded me with an axe!” he said, as though the audacity of such behaviour was unheard of. “Woke up and met some twat who calls himself ‘the hunter’, so I popped his nose and slotted a few more of them before Leah saved my ass.” 
 
    “Again!” they chorused, prompting more laughter and the subsequent wincing in pain. 
 
    “Your gear?” Mitch asked when the cursing had subsided. 
 
    “Lost the Land Rover, my go-bag, a slab of 5.56, and my M4 was pretty much bent in half courtesy of the axe,” he answered sadly. 
 
    The two sat in silence for a while until Dan peeled the cellophane off a new packet of cigarettes and lit one. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Mitch said with a start. “I completely forgot! What about the radio message?” 
 
    Eyes wide, Dan too realised he had completely failed to recollect the reason they were separated in the first place. 
 
    “Leah!” he yelled, regretting it instantly as his ribs went into spasm. 
 
    “What?” came the sarcastic-sounding reply from ground level a moment later. 
 
    “Fetch me a map showing the south coast and get the others. You’re going to want to hear this,” he said, suddenly alive with renewed energy. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOT SOMEONE YOU WANT TO MESS WITH 
 
    Panting from the effort, Lexi bent down with her hands on her knees and breathed hard as her rifle dangled on its sling. The bloodied knife was still in her right hand, and as she watched a thick globule of blood gather and drip from the sharp point of the blade, she marvelled that she felt nothing. No appalling sense of morality, no guilt like when she had killed her first person all that time ago from the roof of a disused building. 
 
    She had killed, Paul had killed, even Chris had shot two of the attackers, although the spaced-out look on his face made her feel sure that he was going to throw up at any point. 
 
    Looking over at the last member of their group, she watched in awe as he stalked the remaining survivor of the attack on them; a thin young man was dragging himself away with part of his leg in ruin from a blast of Simon’s shotgun. Crying with fear and pain, he squealed like a piglet lifted from the teat when he felt the big boot land high on his back to pin him to the ground. 
 
    Lexi’s head tilted to the side as she wondered what Simon was doing, then that look of curiosity turned to abject horror as she witnessed the big man reach down with both hands and take a firm grip under the chin of his victim. With a savage grunt, he wrenched the head upwards, instantly stifling the cry of anguish and terror, and was rewarded with a sickening series of sinewy popping noises as the spinal cord was snapped back and the delicate conjoining of the upper spine was mangled into unrecognisable ruin. 
 
    Turning back towards the others, Lexi saw a flash of the inner monster Simon had just become, and just as her hand began to flutter towards the grip of her gun to raise it in instinctive fear, the look dissolved and his passive and reassuring face was displayed there instead. Lexi looked at him in shock, unable to tear her eyes away from the horror of what she had just witnessed their passive companion do to another person. 
 
    True, they had all just killed, but she was worried that Simon had enjoyed it. Just before her mouth began to move and say something which she wasn’t even sure of yet, his self-effacing smile returned and disarmed her instantly. 
 
    “I’ll make a start on those wheels, shall I?” he said, striding off towards the Land Rover without waiting for a response. 
 
    Reloading his weapon, Paul walked up to his partner and misread her look of utter horror. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked, concern evident in his words. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “What? No,” she replied, shaking herself out of her stupor and questioning if she had really seen what had just happened. “No, I’m fine,” she said, gaining control of herself. “It’s just Simon…” 
 
    “Is he hurt?” Paul asked with worry. 
 
    “No,” said Lexi again, pausing and gathering her thoughts, “he’s not hurt, but I did just see him snap a man’s neck like it was dinner.” 
 
    Paul didn’t understand her fully. How could he? The look on Simon’s face wasn’t something anyone could accurately describe. 
 
    “Good lad!” Paul said cheerfully, before walking towards the Land Rover and gently taking the gun from Chris’s shaking hands. 
 
    Lexi stood alone and surveyed the carnage around her. She was certain at the time that counterattack was the best option for survival, and her assertion was made true by the eight dead bodies around them, which was all that remained of the failed ambush. Thoughts crowded in her head, bumping off one another like dodgems and not allowing any of it to connect and make sense. She couldn’t understand why a group of people had attacked them with weapons more suited to cavemen than new-world survivors, but mostly she couldn’t understand how anyone could enjoy killing. 
 
      
 
    Unable to articulate her thoughts just yet, she returned to the truck to keep watch while the two ruined wheels were discarded and sixty per cent of their spares were used to get them underway again. And she watched Simon like a hawk. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ONWARDS TO SANCTUARY 
 
    Dan told them about the message he had heard. He told them, from what he could remember as his notepad had been taken from him when he was captured, what the words meant and what he had found on the map. He showed them now as everyone lined up to pass him and look at where he held the tip of his knife on the small bay on the south coast of the continent. He told them that the place was where they should go to try and seek help in getting themselves patched up and over the water towards their eventual goal of Africa. 
 
    The group buzzed with excitement. A welcome excitement after the traumatic events of the last few days which left them cramped in a single vehicle with limited supplies. It had left two of them badly hurt and one of them dead. It had left them all feeling hopeless, scared and lost. Now they had renewed energy, a sense of purpose and an achievable goal instead of an open-ended trek into dwindling hope. 
 
      
 
    Although still in a bad way as a whole, the group readied themselves and set off the following morning with a bearing of southwest and taking the long way around to avoid crossing the wide ravine via the ill-fated bridge. Before they left, Dan insisted that he get to see Jack’s final resting place. Leaning down stiffly under constant threat of falling over thanks to the concussion wreaking havoc with his equilibrium, he rested a flat hand on the crude wooden cross which marked the grave. 
 
    Standing up straight again and looking down, he uttered a few words before he turned away. “Blessings of God to you, friend.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    After forty-eight hours, their fuel supply began to run low. They had used up all of the diesel from the jerrycans they had packed as an emergency reserve, and Dan silently blamed himself for losing his vehicle and the fifty or so litres of go-juice he had on board. 
 
    They were reduced to siphoning what Neil jokingly referred to as “liquid dinosaurs” from decaying cars and having to add a small dose of ethanol acquired by Neil at the garage to keep the engine running on the poor-quality fuel. They could not take the risk of shutting down the engine for fear it wouldn’t restart, so the few able drivers took it in turns to take the wheel and make slow progress so as not to put the truck under any undue pressure. 
 
    Dan hated the journey: not that he couldn’t stand the discomfort he was in, but because he was unable to help run the show. That honour and responsibility fell to both Leah and Neil, as neither Dan nor Mitch were of any use. To know that he was more of a hindrance than a help crucified him, and he had to force himself to take a metaphorical step back and allow the people he trusted most to do what he knew they could do.  
 
    Despite the very close proximity, he was happy that he didn’t once see Henry’s face looking at him; the boy was probably too scared or ashamed to make eye contact even though Dan felt that Leah had already punished him as much as was needed. His own conscience would do the rest. 
 
    Nestled among the bags in the back of the truck, he found that he actually enjoyed the time spent cuddled up to Marie and Ash, despite the painfully uncomfortable ride. 
 
    Enjoyment was probably a strong description for what he felt overall, but he found himself thinking that he might even like taking a day off in the future. Either way, the sense of semi-enjoyment he felt was shattered when the engine stalled and the truck ground to a juddering halt. 
 
    Neil climbed down from behind the wheel, walked to the front of the lifeless engine, and just stared at the dirty green metal. His face showed a twitch, quickly brought under control, until the involuntary movement returned with more force and his face contorted as though possessed. 
 
    Quite without warning, Neil began to kick the front of the dead truck and swear at it foully. Very rarely had even Dan seen his friend’s temper, and to most, it came as a complete shock to see the ever-smiling and painfully comedic man utterly lose his shit in a nuclear way. 
 
    Unfortunately for Neil, his slight lack of coordination combined with his overwhelming anger made for more inadvertent humour when he overstretched a kick aimed at the grille and fell hard on his backside. Getting to his feet with as much dignity as he could muster, he dusted himself down and addressed the small crowd gathered in embarrassed silence. 
 
    “I don’t suppose,” he said in his favourite accent, “that any of you are in possession of one diesel fuel filter to fit a Perkins engine?” 
 
    One or two slow shakes of the head disturbed the group’s stillness, having mistakenly taken the question as anything more than comical rhetoric to disguise his loss of control. 
 
    “Well, chaps,” announced Neil, “we seem to be buggered then!” 
 
    A small ripple of laughter ran through them as their nerves got the better of them in the fraught situation. Dan watched on, leaning lightly on Marie’s shoulder, as he still suffered from bouts of dizziness, and glanced around looking for Leah. Catching sight of her a short distance away, she was already spreading the map out on the roadway. Walking over to her, carefully placing one foot down at a time, as he still didn’t trust his ability to stay upright, he saw the girl working hard to try and figure out where they were. 
 
    “Need any help, kid?” Dan asked her, only to close his mouth when she held her forefinger aloft. The finger was meant to convey a polite request for him not to interrupt her thought process or she would have to start again. Feeling no sense of anger at being told so rudely to can it, he waited patiently until the finger was lowered and she turned to look at him. 
 
    Only then did he see the red rings around her eyes. The girl had barely slept for more than a few hours a day over the last God knows how long, and even though her mind was alert, her body was showing signs it was beginning to fail. 
 
    “There should be buildings about four Ks ahead,” she said, following her assessment up with a hopeful, “I think.” Gathering herself, she looked him straight in the eye and issued her instructions. “You stay here, Adam can keep watch. I’ll take Ash and Jimmy ahead to see what we can find. There’s very little chance we’ll see anyone here because this is the middle of bloody nowhere, but let’s not get complacent, shall we?” 
 
    A couple of years ago, receiving orders from a teenager festooned with weaponry would have seemed odd to say the least. Instead, Dan nodded his agreement but felt compelled to add his own words of warning. 
 
    “Fine. Be back by nightfall or I’m coming after you myself,” he told her. 
 
    Fighting back her urge to inform Dan that he couldn’t fight his way clear of a paper bag at that point, she nodded in agreement and turned away. Dan’s further instructions drifted over her shoulder as she walked. 
 
    “And when you’re back, you need to sleep,” he said, inviting no recourse for argument. 
 
    Turning as she walked to pace backwards, Leah displayed her biggest fake grin and raised two thumbs up to him.  
 
    Cheeky cow, he thought to himself with a smirk. As he watched her go, his right leg twitched and threatened to buckle under his weight. Turning to Marie, he expressed his opinion that sitting down in the very immediate future would be beneficial to his health. He didn’t make the refuge of the back of the truck; instead, he stumbled just before and, unfortunately for him, in direct sight of Kate. 
 
    He was unsure which hurt more: the throbbing pain in his head combined with the agonising soreness of his neck or the berating he received for being on his feet. 
 
    “I swear,” complained Kate, “your bloody head injuries will be the death of me!” 
 
    “I rather suspect they’re more likely to be the death of me,” he answered with slurring sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leah and Jimmy went forwards at a comfortable trot with Ash keeping pace effortlessly beside them. Rounding a left-hand bend as they went downhill, they saw a dozen or so buildings nestled in the small gulley ahead. Stopping at a distance and carefully surveying the scene below, Leah was happy that she saw no movement and no sign of recent activity. Glancing up at the sky, she told Jimmy they had maybe three hours to search the place for vehicles before they had to be setting off back to the others. 
 
    Saying nothing in response, Jimmy merely hefted his faithful crowbar and gave her a tired smile of agreement. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” she said. 
 
  
 
  


 
    OH, HOW THE MIGHTY HAVE FALLEN 
 
    A week prior, she had been riding in a bombproof military scout truck at the head of a four-vehicle convoy, been carrying enough spare ammunition to turn the tide of a major conflict, and held supplies to keep them fed and fuelled for months.  
 
    Now, almost ashamed more than embarrassed, she was sitting in the front seat of a nine-year-old seven-seat people carrier and towing a rickety trailer which was packed to the point of overflowing with their kit and remaining stores. The only other form of viable transport found in the tiny village was in the form of pedal cycles, of which six of their group now followed on behind her while others were forced to walk. At their desperately slow rate of progress, it took them most of the following day to source a further vehicle sufficiently preserved in a dusty barn to get started. 
 
    Neil impressed them all by pouring lighter fluid on the air intake and telling them all to step back as the engine fired into life and revved violently until it settled down. Now, packed in more tightly than they had been in a single army truck, the two overloaded vehicles wound their ponderous way towards the coast at horribly low speeds due to the combination of gradient and weight. 
 
    Calling a stop to their travels for the day, she watched as the others unfolded themselves from the musty cabins and spilled into the fresh air. Clearing a small cafe for the night, Leah emerged to announce the area clear. 
 
    By this point, people had abandoned all hope of comfort and simply threw down their sleeping bags where they believed enough space existed for them to lie down. Within minutes, the dusty floor was a mess of snoring, multicoloured maggots of human proportions. 
 
    Wiping two glasses on the arm of her long-sleeved black top, she poured a couple of measures from a bottle she had found behind the counter. Tipping back one of the chairs on the small terrace outside, she sat next to Dan and handed him a glass. 
 
    Sniffing it with some trepidation, Dan sipped the drink to find it to be some fruity distilled substance, similar to the Calvados of the northern parts of the country but sweeter. Amused at Leah’s grimace as she sipped from her own glass, he watched as she leaned back to relax. 
 
    “One more day to the coast,” she said to him in quiet estimation. 
 
    “One more day,” he agreed, sipping again and fearing that he might actually develop a taste for whatever it was he was drinking. 
 
    “Then what?” she asked him. 
 
    Lighting a cigarette to fill the pause he needed to phrase his answer, he leaned back his own chair like hers and blew out a stream of smoke. 
 
    “Then we hope they are actually friendly and can help us,” he said, before adding seriously, “but if they aren’t, I need you on top form to kick some ass.” With that, he leaned over and took the glass from her unresisting hand. “So get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
     Sitting alone as he smoked, he drained first his own and then Leah’s glass as he mulled over the options they might face the following evening. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE HUNT 
 
    “Calling all survivors. We offer security, food and family. Our city has stood for generations. We are strong. We live and offer life. We are Sanctuary. Fort of the south sea,” he told his assembled men in French, reading from the notepad in his hand. 
 
    After the gall of this Englishman had reduced his number to a mere thirty-eight, he had vowed to exact a brutal and slow revenge on him. Him and the others who had come for him in the big green truck which his scouts had reported was last seen fleeing to the north. 
 
    “So,” he said, arms wide and a wicked smile showing on his face under the livid bruising of his recently ruined nose, “who is hungry for seafood and revenge?” 
 
    As one, his small army roared their approval of his plan. In truth, they would have followed him anywhere, though most were growing bored of their nomadic existence as they roamed the country in search of plunder. Each and every one of them had served with him in Africa, and a good number of his best fighters were former Foreign Legion. 
 
    Now they would chase this man to the edge of the sea. 
 
    The hunt was on. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SANCTUARY 
 
    Exhausted, cramped and longing for the freedom to sit without having to be in contact with so many others in a confined space, Leah happily exited the car and stretched her back. 
 
    Walking slowly forwards with her arms out to her sides, she glanced skywards to her left and marvelled at the impossibly steep slopes and impregnable walls. Pacing intently towards the lowered portcullis in the only break in the ancient wall that she could see, a light shone down through the early evening gloom and fixed her on the spot. 
 
    Hearing no challenge issued, but mindful of Dan’s advice, she stayed where she was and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    A single line of French was shouted at her with an inflection which suggested it was a question. 
 
    “Do you speak English?” she shouted back. 
 
    A pause filled the air until the response came. “A little. What do you want?” 
 
    Her relief was palpable. Clearing her throat and holding her head high, she shouted back that she was with the group of survivors in the cars behind her. That they meant no harm and had heard the radio message offering safety. That they had been attacked numerous times since they left England on their journey, and that they were begging for help from the people of Sanctuary. 
 
    Only silence answered her impassioned plea, and just as her heart began to sink as she thought they would be turned away, a creaking noise announced the raising of the gate. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    They were greeted with kindness, and as Dan kept a hand on the shoulders of both Marie and Leah to steady his dizziness, he stared in awe at the high fortress protecting the gate in the wall which extended around the entire area between two steep cliffs. As he passed through the ancient but still formidable gateway, he looked skywards once more to find that the fortress built into the cliff was actually separate from the walled town and effectively prevented anyone from gaining a position to be able to attack the entrance to the enclosure. 
 
    In the sinking sunlight, he could make out a high watchtower at each end of the protected bay and a cluster of houses which extended beyond the huge central keep behind the gateway and down to the water’s edge. 
 
    The radio message wasn’t exaggerating, he told himself. This place really was impregnable: he’d need air superiority, a small navy and modern explosives or artillery to take this place. 
 
    His light-headedness wasn’t only caused by the concussion he had suffered; it was due in part to the relief he felt at being in a place where the outside world could be shut away and he could finally sleep soundly without his boots on and without his guns ready. 
 
    The place truly was an impregnable sanctuary. 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    They had been fed. They had experienced their first hot showers in months and could hardly believe that Sanctuary boasted not only the most secure defences they had ever seen but also had power courtesy of, they were told, the two massive wind turbines on the mountain top. If they looked closely, they could see the automated flashing red lights that served as a warning to the aircraft which were unlikely to ever fly close to the spinning blades again. 
 
    Dan had shaved with hot water and a fresh razor. They were asked politely to secure all of their weapons in a locked room as they entered the keep, and the presence of four armed and nervous-looking men had ensured their compliance. Almost. Dan kept hold of the suppressed Walther, which he stored under the pillow in the comfortable room he and Marie had been given in the big central keep, and he still had a knife in his waistband. Marie’s joy and relief at sleeping on a real mattress weren’t due to her being spoilt or precious; her pregnancy was advancing to the point where she felt uncomfortable most of the time and the prospect of a real bed was heaven on earth to her. 
 
    “Hey!” she said, grabbing Dan’s attention. “Remember when I asked when we were going to catch a break?” she asked with a rueful smile. 
 
    “I think we just have,” he answered, smiling back at her with all the unfamiliarity of his freshly shaved face. 
 
    Telling the dog to stay and not to climb on the bed, he left with Marie to answer the summons to meet the leadership of the town. As he closed the door, he was certain he heard the small sound of Ash leaping onto the duvet to get comfortable. 
 
    Dan, Marie and Leah stood in what had been the great hall where the medieval rulers of old once passed judgement, and waited in silence for the welcome speech. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A tall, thin woman entered the room. She bore a wide smile and shook hands with all of them in turn, introducing herself in accented English as Polly. 
 
    “You’re American?” Leah asked, unsure at her curious accent. 
 
    “I’m Quebecois,” she answered patiently, bordering on the condescending, as she hadn’t yet fully understood the teenager’s status in their group. “French Canadian,” she explained, as though that made everything fall into place. 
 
    Polly began to embark on a great description of what they had achieved there since the fall of humanity as she described it, but Dan’s attention was snatched away by Marie’s gasp. 
 
    Fearing that she was in pain, he turned to her and opened his mouth to ask if she was OK until he too heard the source of her shock. 
 
      
 
    From behind a door off the main hall came the unmistakable sound of a baby crying.  
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    Dedicated to KH. 
 
    Annoyingly self-effacing, she demonstrated true bravery to me and took control of life when she was told it wasn’t in her power. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 PROLOGUE 
 
    “Is it tonight?” Jan asked Steve excitedly, nervous apprehension twisting his insides. The older man thought for a moment before answering him. 
 
    “Yes,” Steve answered simply. “I’ll signal the start; everyone should know what they have to do, and if they don’t, well then it’s just too late to change it now.” 
 
    Jan nodded and turned to leave the room but swung back to face Steve when he heard his name called.  
 
    “Don’t die,” Steve said to him seriously before grabbing him close for a rough hug of solidarity. It was more than that, though. The two men had been thrown together by chance and had become not only close friends, but brothers. Comrades. The instigators of a rebellion which would, tonight, one way or another, change the lives of everyone in their camp forever. Jan hugged him back, patting his back roughly with a big hand, and assured the pilot that he wouldn't die. 
 
    “I mean it,” Steve added vehemently before pulling away and cracking a small smile. “Otherwise I’d have to find someone else dumb enough to get punched in the head as much as you do.” 
 
    Looking back and responding with a crude but good-natured insult in his native Afrikaans, he turned once more and left the room. Tonight he would fight, only this time he would fight to the best of his abilities. He would not test the waters, or play the crowd, or lose intentionally to an opponent so as to pick and choose who he fights next. Tonight he would put any man who wanted to stop him in the ground, and only when he faced the best warriors this place could serve up to him would they truly see what he could do. Relishing the prospect of facing either of the brothers, Will or Benjamin, in the arena without his own self-imposed limitations, he vowed to show them the cost of taking him for a fool. 
 
    Tonight, he thought to himself, shit or bust, I’m going to unleash hell. If he died, he died. He chuckled to himself at the film reference before his face dropped into seriousness as he began to flex and stretch his muscles. Walking towards the pit where the underground fighting took place made his heart rate increase and his breathing became more rapid. This would be the fifth time he had stepped into the arena; the four occasions before had left him with a week or two of physical recovery from the beatings he had received. Intentionally received, he reminded himself. Tonight would be different, he thought with a cruel smile tickling the corners of his mouth as he waited in the dark, metal container for his turn to fight. Winner stays on, and tonight he would be staying on until the very end. 
 
    Peeling off his shirt and going into the arena bare-chested for the first time, he heard noises as people finally saw how honed his body was; he hid his strength and size behind a happy and jovial personality, but there was no humour in him tonight. 
 
    Eying up his opponent he decided that round one of the Jan show would take a matter of seconds. He would tease and purposefully displease the crowd like that with a few opponents; dropping them quickly and offering no entertainment. That would get the crowd baying for a stronger fighter to join in and he hoped to meet the resident champion, Will. 
 
    When he or his brother stepped onto the hard ground inside the arena with Jan, they would die. Jan was about to cause the mother of all distractions. 
 
    And then the rebellion would begin. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BORING AS HELL 
 
    Alice absent-mindedly wiped an infected cut with antiseptic fluid, causing her patient to flinch and gasp at the stinging sensation. She didn't care much for their discomfort; the injuries were self-inflicted in her opinion. Ignorance was as much to blame for the infection as the injury itself.  
 
    Not that she was ever asked for her opinion. She was part of the machine: a small cog in a great contraption which ran on human beings. Get up, go to work fixing people who were broken, eat, sleep, repeat. 
 
    Her life since the invasion of their home was one of repetition, boredom, and wistful dreaming of another way to exist. She had considered a way out of that existence more than once. She had even been fortunate enough to find the medicine cabinet unlocked and was seconds away from self-administering a fatal dose of morphine when she came to her senses. It was only the small glimmer of hope which made her carry on with her dull life. The hope that Steve could somehow overthrow Richards, subdue his small army and take control of the camp. 
 
    It wasn't like their old home. This place was vast; almost a thousand people at her best guess, not that she was trusted to see any documentation or records. She was just a lowly nurse who treated injuries caused by stupidity and illnesses which any ten-year-old with a library book could diagnose. 
 
    It was bizarre, she thought, that she could barely recall her life before the world fell apart. She was away at university when it happened, studying for her degree in mathematics. Studying was perhaps a little strong; she was out four nights a week doing what any self-respecting student would do and making poor life choices whilst under the influence of very cheap alcohol. Now she was a nurse, and in some ways she had been a nurse her whole life; if her whole life qualified as the year since Dan had saved her from two savages with machetes and a loose understanding of the law surrounding sexual consent.  
 
    Her father, Mike, had been badly hurt and still bore the horrific scars from the cuts which would surely have killed him if it weren't for their rescue. Kate, a paramedic, had saved his life and later spent all her spare time teaching Alice the basics of emergency medicine. Lizzie had joined their small medical team too. It was a blessing that she was still there with her, even if they were forced to work differing shifts and barely had a chance to speak to one another. Lizzie had always been kind and motherly to her. 
 
    As she wiped roughly at the affected area and prompted more pained noises, her consciousness returned to the present. The wound, as small as it was, would need antibiotics if the infection was to be stopped before it poisoned the body. The thought of their finite supply of antibiotics stung at the edges of her consciousness for a second until she pushed it away. She had learned to concentrate only on the things she could immediately influence otherwise the stress would eat her up. 
 
    “Go and wait over there,’ she told the patient without looking at him. “You’ll need to see the doctor.” 
 
    Making a few notes in the patient’s file and placing it at the bottom of the in tray, which served as a waiting list, the injured man shuffled off to wait for his turn to be prescribed a course of medication which simple hygiene could have negated. 
 
    Returning to clean up her work station, her mind wandered again back to their former life at the prison. A quick mental inventory made for depressing reading: Dan was gone, having taken Kate, Marie, Leah and more than a dozen other people to chase some dream in Africa. The dream was that they could find some miracle cure for whatever caused women to have stillborn babies - ironic, as there was a newborn baby at their own camp which had all of the medical staff scratching their heads. After they had gone, newcomers had arrived at their home and not long after, they had betrayed them and brought in Richards’s entire army. They were all swept up, catalogued, bundled into trucks and set to work in the new camp. They were prisoners, but they were fed and protected. If freedom was starvation and fear, then captivity had to have some benefits she thought. 
 
    She often wondered what happened to the others. She saw people every day that she used to live with. She slept in her allocated cot in a room with no less than three of her former housemates. She saw Lizzie most days on shift change and she had even seen Steve once, when fate conspired to put them in the same room. That was a shock to her, as she had only learned the day before, by overhearing gossip, that he was still alive. Alice and Lizzie had tried so hard to keep him stable after he barely survived a helicopter crash. Lizzie had reset the bones of his lower leg but the internal injuries were beyond what equipment and training they had to be able to fix him. By the time he finally awoke from a coma, it was too late; the invading forces had come for them. 
 
    She knew her father still lived, that knowledge had found her shortly after arriving at the new camp. She had been treating a man with a twisted ankle when he whispered to her. 
 
    “Are you Alice?” he said softly so as not to attract the attention of the ever-present armed guards. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, not taking her eyes off her task. 
 
    “Mike’s alive. He wanted you to know that he loves you,” said the man with a smile of achievement and happiness. Fighting down an emotional sob of elation, Alice picked up the man’s file and carefully read how the injury had happened from the triage nurse’s notes. He worked as part of an engineering party tasked with manufacturing and repairing farming tools. That made sense, she thought, her father was an engineer after all. Her elation at the news was short-lived, as there was no way of seeing him unless he ended up in the medical wing. 
 
    Still, he was alive.  
 
    She was alive, and that was really all she could ask for. 
 
    Shaking herself out of her reverie, she looked at the growing line of the sick and injured. 
 
    “Next,” she called in a bored monotone. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THEY SEE WHAT THEY WANT TO SEE 
 
    Steve was happy, in some small way. He had a purpose, and as he recalled Dan saying many times, people loved a purpose. It gave them a reason to get up, a reason not to give up, and motivated even the laziest of people to think about the future. 
 
    His version of the future haunted him day and night. His vision of standing on top of the steps to the camp headquarters and looking out over a massed crowd of frightened people; his vision of Richards dead at his feet; his vision of the elite guard killed in simultaneous actions all orchestrated by the whispers and rumours of the underground. Half of that network already existed, human nature dictates a need for gossip, but he needed to organise it. He needed to give the gossip a purpose; to steel it towards action, to gather the intelligence and form a plan ready to execute when the time was right. 
 
    He was certain that it wouldn't take much. Most of the guards were guards simply because it offered an easier, more privileged life. The path of least resistance, Dan had called it. The guards watched people and reported what they said in return for avoiding the manual labour. There was very little in the way of overt lawlessness, and credit where it was due, Richards ran a relatively tidy ship. That wasn’t to say that bad things didn’t happen, and he made a horrific example of one of his soldiers who had sexually assaulted a woman in camp. 
 
    Hundreds of people were rounded up and ordered into the large square outside headquarters. Richards took a microphone and peevishly explained the man’s crime, the disgust in his voice clearly evident. After the explanation, with no mention of having established the man’s guilt - not that it mattered, it seemed - he was summarily executed by firing squad. 
 
    No more rumours of guards mistreating residents reached Steve’s ears, but the oppression was far from over. 
 
    Now, having been finally allowed to rejoin the general population after his recovery had been mostly endured in solitude, he shuffled around leaning heavily on a walking stick and seeming, to all the world who cared, to look like a broken man. He was a shadow of his former self; a man who had flown helicopters in all weathers day and night in war-zones, and had even defied Richards by breaking his word and stealing a helicopter from him last year. Ironically, that same helicopter was the one that he had almost died in and still sat, mangled and rusting, next to the ornate building they used to call home. 
 
    He was happy that people saw him as an invisible, old cripple. They didn't know the truth. 
 
    The truth was, despite the life-threatening injuries he had received a few months ago, he was actually in good health. The limp was real due to the catastrophic break it had suffered, but he pronounced it to such a degree that nobody could tell at a glance that he would be able to drop the stick and sprint at any moment. He wore his clothes loose and oversized intentionally to make him appear thin and weak, when in fact he exercised feverishly when alone. He was as fit as the day he had lost control of the tail rotor of his Merlin and fought to keep it level as he ploughed into the soft, green earth so many weeks ago. 
 
    His physical state wasn't the only ruse he was proud of. Richards had summoned him on three occasions since he regained his health, and on all three meetings Steve had been assured of Richards’s insanity. He was also impressed that it was so effectively veiled behind logical planning and, he had to admit, a degree of efficiency in how the camp was run. He had fooled Richards into believing that he only wanted some company and a simple life for his dwindling days, and Richards’s arrogance made that lie believable. He had been given a menial job in the kitchens and allocated sleeping space with other people. Both concessions allowed him an unprecedented level of interaction with others, and from there served him well in forming the secret network of gossips into an ordered rebellion. He recruited lieutenants who knew the identities of other members and held trusted information, and slowly the network grew organically. He had nothing else to think about, and it became an obsession which filled every waking moment. One thing he was sure to do was insulate one member of the rebellion from another; if a person was interrogated or tortured for information - which was likely given Richards’s degree of paranoia - then they could only give up one or two people before they simply knew nothing of the others involved. Each layer had another layer, and that insulation protected him a hundred times over. 
 
    Over a few months he had made subtle contact with many of his former group members and learned that more than a few were unaccounted for.  
 
    In order to further the level of insulation, he carefully planned a break of anonymity in the low of information by way of using dead-drops, whereby a lower level informant would leave information at a set place during a time of high activity and would never know who picked it up and passed it on. 
 
    The only missing man whose fate was known was Ewan, their fiery Welsh farmer. Never one to be accused of having an introverted personality, he had refused to accept his place in the new order and ended up taking one severe beating too many. He died within a week of being brought to the camp and forced to tend livestock. The incident which led to his death was initially a simple misunderstanding, but when Ewan tried to explain something to people he had a tendency to come across as more than a little aggressive. That aggression had been reciprocated, and like two cockerels puffing up their chests the testosterone had become too great a force to be resisted. Ewan had died, and everyone else went back to work. 
 
    That was just one of a thousand injustices for which Richards would burn, Steve promised himself. 
 
    If he allowed himself to grieve for his losses, to lament over the things he regretted, then it was Leah he missed the most. The young girl he had spent twelve hours a day training to use weapons, the girl who had become formidable and frightening, but was still the same sweet girl who viewed everything in a positive and simplistic way, taking each day as it came. Returning to his menial task of wiping clean and stacking the plastic trays ready for another meal serving, he wondered what she was doing and where she was. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LIFE INSIDE THE WALL 
 
    It had been weeks since they had found themselves safe behind the impregnable walls of Sanctuary, but Leah still felt half dressed. After the initial shock of finding safety, and the bigger shock of discovering that their onward journey was no longer necessary, she had finally realised something very important. 
 
    Having worn the same ballistic vest for as long as she could remember without it being washed, it stank.  
 
    That had been the first time she hadn't either slept in the thickly padded Kevlar or at least donned it the second she woke up. 
 
    Now, wrapped warmly against the bitter winter winds coming straight from the sea to her position high on the ramparts, she still felt strange not having the extra weight of body armour. Her feet felt light, like she was walking around in reduced gravity, and she began to suspect that her need to wear the vest was possibly more psychological than practical. 
 
    Even though they were technically disarmed when they had entered Sanctuary, Leah was still carrying two knives and had squirrelled a suppressed handgun into her clothes when they moved into their comfortable new quarters. 
 
    Still, she felt almost unnatural not waking before the dawn to watch for attacks. The relaxed atmosphere and the utter belief in their safety inside Sanctuary stuck in her throat too. It felt totally alien to not post sentries, other than one person being on duty to open and close the gate when required, and that person appearing to be as useful in a fight as coffee cup made of ice. In her opinion, they were just asking for trouble. 
 
    But that was the thing here; she was just a child, a female one at that, and nobody asked for her opinion about the important things. 
 
    Of all the things she found strange being inside a safe enclave, it was the fact that others looked at her like a child again. Everyone who knew her would likely bet good money on her in a fight with most people, but everyone in Sanctuary wanted to treat her like a kid again. 
 
    She wasn't unhappy - far from it - but after the months of adrenaline and feeling like everyone needed her, she was bored. She had nothing to stimulate her brain. She didn't want to fish or play or do normal people jobs: she was a warrior, albeit an unorthodox one, and she craved the chance to do what she was trained for. 
 
    Dan was no help in that respect. He had wholly embraced their new lifestyle of comfort and safety and was completely obsessed with Marie’s ever-swelling belly. Leah knew that he should be, but he could at least pretend to agree with her that they should be allowed their weapons back. She was genuinely happy for them, and for herself too, but it stung a little that someone who wasn't even born yet took all the attention already. She remembered a time not too long before when Dan’s obsession was on the survival and protection of their group. 
 
    Feeling lost as she looked out over the ancient, high walls of the huge central keep, gazing out at a fishing boat struggling back into the protected bay against the choppy winter sea, her attention was pulled back to her only companion. 
 
    A loud yawn followed by a curious dance as Ash sought the perfect position to scratch his ear with his back foot brought a smile to her face. 
 
    “You bored too, boy?” she asked him. Ash answered her with a sudden stare until he let out a sneeze and shook his head in surprise at the confusion it caused him. A scratch of boot on stone made her turn sharply, ever alert, and reach instinctively for the worn hilt of the knife hidden in the back of her waistband. Framed in the archway at the top of a flight of stone steps stood an equally bored Mitch. He had been soldiering his whole life and the two shared a strange kindred spirit. They were equally unimpressed at being caged without even being allowed to organise adequate defences. 
 
    The subject had been raised to Polly, the curious and vague French-Canadian woman who seemed to run this place when she wasn't talking to herself. It had been summarily dismissed, but it was clear that the occupants of Sanctuary had not seen anywhere near their fair share of modern life. They had not been attacked, they had accepted anyone who turned up into their home and left it almost entirely undefended. 
 
    That wasn't strictly true, Leah allowed. The geography of this half natural, half man-made place was defence enough against all but the most determined and experienced attacker. However, that didn't stop her mind working overtime every morning when she came up to the highest central point to survey the whole bay and plan the defences she wished she could implement. It wasn't about being hostile towards others, not in her head at least, it was about not being a fool because there were plenty of people out there who had proven they would kill for even the most meagre stash of food. Sighing at the exhausting uselessness of arguing against the majority, she shot a sad smile at Mitch. 
 
    “Here again?” he asked her to fill the silence. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, conveying every frustrating ounce of boredom she felt bearing down on her young shoulders and old soul. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” he asked her, knowing the probable answer but interested to hear her articulate it. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and gathering her thoughts, she pointed to the gatehouse. “Twin machine guns on the gate, interlocking arcs of fire to smother the approach road.” Mitch nodded at the obvious suggestion. Pointing her other hand to the sky fort high above the road she continued, “Heavy gun up there trained on the road. Something a bit heavier if we can find it, explosives or something, snipers too, to cut off any retreat.” 
 
    “Not bad,” he responded, “what about a seaward attack?” 
 
    Turning to face the water she pointed to the watchtower firstly on the low sea wall, then to the one high on the cliff in the distance. “Crew-served gun there; it'll cut any boat to shreds. Distance might be a bit much for another one on the cliff, and a slightly wrong angle would hit the other gun position. Sniper there,” she said, squinting along her outstretched finger pointed at the tower on the high cliff opposite. “But their position is more tactical than defensive as it offers a full view of the valley; they will be our first warning of any attack.” 
 
    Impressed, Mitch agreed. 
 
    “Do you know who’s up there?” he asked. 
 
    “One old man from what I heard. That needs to change as it needs twenty-four hour cover. And some kind of comms system,” she finished, her sadness at feeling useless crushing her spirit once more. 
 
    “Cheer up,” Mitch told her, still smiling and changing the subject. “I’ve bagged us a trip outside the walls!” 
 
    Elated, the old Leah returned instantly. Her stance grew taller and more confident, prompting Ash to smarten himself up as though he sensed it was time to go to work. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging into her shabby vest after a hasty change of clothes, Leah tightened the Velcro sides and settled her equipment to make it more comfortable. Feeling the recurring stab of annoyance that she had to have her weapons issued to her by someone who didn’t have the first clue how to use them, she waited patiently at the inner gate as Mitch explained where they were going. 
 
    “Supply run to one of the farms,” he told her. “They haven't got much to harvest this time of year, so the flow of supplies reverses now. Just some basics, but there are nearly fifty people relying on us outside of the walls.” 
 
    Mitch had gleaned this kind of information as his own boredom had led him not to stare outwards wistfully, but to talk to everyone so that he could and learn the comings and goings of Sanctuary. He had casually suggested his offer of additional security, blaming their arrival as the cause for possible hostilities, and had made himself a sufficient nuisance to be given permission to tag along with a basic supply run. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    In his inactivity, Mitch had learned a lot about their new home. The impossibly high walls between the two cliff faces protected a large bay, which in turn was protected on the seaward side by two other cliffs, one very high and the other little more than a sea wall culminating in a watch tower. The peaks surrounding them provided a stream which ran through the town and into the calm bay where fishing boats went out daily to bring in a new catch. The supply of fresh fish was eternal, and didn't rely on the weather to be so bountiful in contrast to one of the two farms they were visiting that day. 
 
    What had become quickly apparent was that Sanctuary itself wasn't the only place for survivors; it was the central hub. The safe place where the region’s inhabitants contracted to if threatened. It was a walled burgh like in feudal Britain where farmers brought their livestock when the Vikings landed on their nearby shores, and waited in safety until the threat went away. It was the main warren for a lot of rabbits, and one of the other burrows was their target now. From what he had gathered, there were two farms each about twenty miles inland. There was also the watch tower high on the far cliff overlooking their calm bay and no means to get to it other than to climb a steep track. There was also a camp set against the two huge wind turbines where a small team of engineers and their young apprentices stayed, making their daily checks of the machinery and teaching everything they knew to the next generation. The only other associated settlement was the sky fortress which overlooked the road to Sanctuary’s main gateway. Covering the only approach from a sickeningly high vantage point, the fort was accessible only one of two ways; by air, which was an unlikely option unless you had evolved to grow wings, or by the seven hundred stone steps cut out of the very heart of the mountains centuries ago. This tunnel led directly back to the guard post near the main gate, and resupplying the few lookouts who lived there had become very labour intensive. So much so, that they had ingeniously rigged a high-tensile cable between the main keep and the fort and operated a manual pulley system to bring up a large wicker basket of food daily. He had yet to summon the energy to visit the fort, and didn't look forward to the almost half a kilometre climb via the very long staircase. 
 
    All of these facts were filed neatly in his brain until such time as his fellow soldiers required a report, at which point he would succinctly recite everything he had learned. Until then, he was just glad for the fresh air and a small sense of purpose for his teenaged-ninja friend. As he settled his weapons and chambered a round, he looked at Leah to see her doing the same. She had regained the look he had become accustomed to; a look of watchful apprehension where he knew she could spring into action at a moment’s notice. His ribs and chest were still sore from the bullet which had slammed into his vest weeks ago, but the memory of his near-death did nothing to dissuade his need to be outside taking the fight to any enemy foolish enough to test the mettle of a British soldier. 
 
    Ash was at Leah’s side, and he doubted whether she had found the time to ask Dan’s permission to take the dog. Not that it matters, he thought, Dan had gone into some kind of social coma since they had arrived there and spent most of his time talking to Polly or the strange man who stayed in the highest tower of the keep. Mitch hadn't ventured into the social circle of French post-apocalyptic living much, other than to smile at a pretty woman who he had seen around the town more than a few times.  
 
    Loaded and ready, they fell in watchful step beside a horse-drawn cart as it began its ponderous journey inland. 
 
  
 
  


 
    L’ENCYCLOPÉDIE 
 
    “I don’t see how it’s possible though,” interrupted Dan for the third time. 
 
    Victor made a sympathetic face and tried to figure another way to form the sentence that the primitive Dan could more easily understand. At least he thought the face he made was sympathetic, almost everyone else thought it made him look smug and superior. 
 
    Victor was a professor of history who had found himself, for the first time, totally alone when disaster struck the human race. He had known where to go and what to bring, having spent some time during his doctorate discussing this very scenario, give or take a few minor variations, as a thought experiment for a future thesis paper. He was an expert in many fields. He held degrees which he had earned in Paris, in England and even attended Harvard on a scholarship. His research and work had taken him to every continent in the world and his knowledge was vast. 
 
    For all his intellect, though, he had never made a true friend and had never been physically tested until the day he found himself totally alone. 
 
    That said, his vast knowledge and high intellect stood for precisely nothing the first time he tried to actually do any number of things he felt over-qualified for, without the support network of a functioning society. 
 
    Opening his eyes and fixing Dan with a look, he tried one last time. 
 
    “As your friend Emma has explained to you, twice now in fact, the subject is quite simple. There are many things we cannot explain as we do not yet have the capability to test our theories and prove them as fact. But the best minds surviving the event,” meaning himself, “have agreed that, given what we know, this is our best working theory.” 
 
    His English was flawless and only barely accented, which Dan guessed was a product of having lived and studied in English speaking countries for years. Still, the man’s manner irked him and he didn't enjoy being spoken to like a child. Shooting a glance at Emma for backup, she tried to tell him again. 
 
    “From what we know,” she said in her small, nervous voice before clearing her throat and starting again, louder this time. “From what we know, some form of prehistoric pathogen was released by the science experiment and that rapidly became airborne and infected everyone on the planet. Some of us, obviously, are immune and the only thing we have in common is that all of us have undergone treatment involving anti-malarial drugs.” 
 
    “I get that,” Dan said with feigned patience. “I’m asking about the fact that some people can have babies and others can’t." 
 
    “Everyone can have babies,” said Victor, “at least those physically capable anyway. It’s just that our immunity has led to certain side effects.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Emma, taking up the explanation again. “Whatever makes us immune can only be a mutation - like an evolutionary mutation: something so small as to never be noticeable unless something like, well, this, happens. Whatever makes us immune to the pathogen is rendered harmless by the mutation which, we’re guessing, was caused by our individual exposure to the drugs we were given. That mutation has to be in our blood because that is the cause of death for the foetus and mother in childbirth.” 
 
    Seeing Dan’s face drop to a look of cold hostility made her change her tone rapidly as she recalled he was hoping to be a father soon. “What I mean is,” she went on hurriedly, “that because they figured out what the problem was, they figured out a fix: during pregnancy our blood will thicken because of the mutation which makes us able to still be alive. That is both our cure and our curse because surviving the event is pointless unless the species can propagate.” 
 
    “You’re rambling,” Dan said quietly. Emma swallowed. He had clearly had his fill of science and wanted it put simply for him. 
 
    “Blood thinners, like Warfarin, given to pregnant women make having babies possible.” 
 
    “OK,” said Marie, who until then had sat in still silence behind her frustrated man. “So I have Warfarin and our baby will be born alive?” 
 
    Victor and Emma glanced at one another briefly. 
 
    “Yes,” they both said at once. 
 
    “There you go then,” she said, patting Dan’s leg and climbing to her feet. “Problem solved.” 
 
    Dan sat with his mouth open, wanting to know more about everything and feeling let down that Marie was happy to leave given the easiest of explanations. 
 
    Emma stood and walked out with her, leaving Dan to follow up in frustrated confusion. 
 
    “Dan, if you will, please?” said Victor behind him. 
 
    Turning, he saw the man gesturing to a chair. Clearly the professor wanted more from him. With a frustrated noise of resignation, he gave up on following the annoyingly satisfied Marie and sat heavily. 
 
    “Pointless,” Dan muttered to himself, prompting Victor’s eyebrows to raise in question. 
 
    “Africa. Crossing the Channel. Leaving home. All of it was bloody pointless when we could’ve figured this out anywhere,” he said, sounding more annoyed with himself than anything else. 
 
    “Life is about the journey, not the destination,” Victor said magnanimously as he eyed Dan. 
 
    Dan wasn’t in the mood for inspirational quotes, even if he suspected that articular one was a song lyric, and said nothing. 
 
    Rising from his own chair with a resigned sigh, Victor poured two glasses of the curious local liquor and handed Dan one as he sat down again. 
 
    “Do you know what the original encyclopaedia was?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Dan sipped, and then fell back to sullen flippancy as his default setting. 
 
    “Was it the thing I used to copy my homework from?”  
 
    Victor smiled at the poor joke and deflected causally. “No, Dan. In 1751 Denis Diderot - a famous French philosopher - published the first volume of L’Encyclopédie. He intended it to be a safe repository of the knowledge of all mankind, if you like a time capsule for future generations in case the learning history of our species was eradicated. I believe that this is what has happened to us, no? Our world was dependent on fossil fuels, on the great power plants that supplied whole cities with power, and every person alive had the capacity to access any piece of knowledge they needed. Terrorists need to make a bomb? They learn how to do so on the internet. You need to know how to replace a part on your car? Look on the internet and follow a video guide showing you each and every step. The encyclopaedia was designed as just this; not just the knowledge of man but the means to replicate it. Do you understand?” He looked at Dan, his enthusiasm unveiled as though he were giving a lecture to just one man instead of a room of university graduates. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan, “it was an instruction manual for what we already know how to do.” 
 
    “Exactly this! So tell me, do you know how to make the weapons you are so skilled at using?” 
 
    Dan was annoyed at the theatricality of the question. Obviously he hadn't the first clue how to manufacture an automatic weapon, so he stayed silent assuming that the question was rhetorical. 
 
    “Of course you don’t!” Victor went on, proving Dan right again. “But do you know how to use it? Do you have, tucked deep inside your mind, the knowledge of how to show others the best way to use it?” 
 
    His thoughts drifted to Leah. To Lexi. To all the others he had taught how to shed their previous lives and become soldiers of necessity. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied simply. 
 
    “So if I collect your intricate knowledge of this, and combine it with the knowledge from elsewhere of how to make these weapons, then future generations can continue to use technology that is beyond their scope to discover. Do you see this, Dan?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied again, “you want to get the skills that everyone has written down in your books so we don't lose any technology for future generations.” 
 
    Victor was pleased that this simple, yet frighteningly scarred man had grasped his concept so quickly. Beckoning the man he suspected to be a barely-evolved Neanderthal to the other side of his chambers, he presented a large book which bore Victor’s neat script on the open pages. 
 
    “And that is what I hope to do here, so I would greatly appreciate some of your time when I am available to pluck the knowledge from your mind and record it in my books.” 
 
    Dan stood, no longer willing to play along. 
 
    “No problem,” he said, draining his glass before heading for the door. 
 
    Stepping out onto the high stone walkways as he lit a cigarette from the unfamiliar packet having resupplied with more French tobacco, he enjoyed a solitary stroll along the ancient battlements to gather his thoughts. Glancing down at the approach road, he recognised two shapes from the procession heading uphill. 
 
    “Where the hell is she going with my dog?” he asked himself aloud. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE SAFETY BUBBLE 
 
    As Dan wandered back along the exposed walkways in search of anything constructive to do, he almost collided with Polly who was scurrying along with armfuls of rolled paper.  
 
    She had reluctantly told them that her previous life was spent as an architect who specialised in open-air projects; parks and the like. Her experience and understanding of architectural history made her choice of places to seek safety in very limited. Limited to one, in fact, which is exactly where she ended up within days of the world taking a hard right into terrifying.  
 
    She had been visiting an old college friend in southern Spain when it hit, and she immediately packed her few belongings and drove the rental car over the mountains to seek safety. In her panic she drove the small car off the road when distracted, forcing her to walk the last thirty miles to the town with dried blood on her face from the cut on her scalp. 
 
    What she found surprised her, shocked her in fact.  She found only a few people milling around in confused terror without the first idea how to start rebuilding their lives. Polly knew that they had weeks, maybe months, of relatively easy living without proper organisation and that was where her natural ability and experience shone through. Having spent most of her adult life in and around the construction industry, she had found herself alone in her gender on most days. She had adapted well to this, and quickly showed a flair for managing the rough men under the control of her project management. Often they tried to intimidate her just for fun with crude jokes and unsavoury conversations, only to realise, to their embarrassment, that she could out-crude their own humour, and could do it so quickly and publicly that her reputation grew as a woman not to mess with. 
 
    People who knew her joked that she carried such a large handbag around because she needed the extra space for all the balls she had removed from the men working for her. 
 
    But that was a lifetime ago.  
 
    What had happened to the world had rocked Polly. Rocked her so much that, unknowingly, she had tipped over. She had always been an anxious person before, though to look at her you would only see a fiercely organised woman who has no time for procrastination; look a little closer and you would see her eyes glaze over sometimes as she became momentarily unaware of the world outside of her head. She was often seen talking to herself, arguing even, but she pushed away any further speculation by smiling back and informing them that she had to speak to herself in order to get a sensible answer. 
 
    Dan saw it. Dan suspected that it indicated something far deeper than peculiar habits, not that he judged her on her flaws; god knew he was probably one dropped plate away from a screaming breakdown most days. 
 
    Dan’s concerns were natural. Instinctive. Ingrained. So deeply rooted in his psyche that if you snapped him open the words suspicious bastard would be found running through his whole body like a stick of hard candy. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered to the tutting woman who was on her hands and knees retrieving the scattered architectural sketches. He bent to help only to have the one roll of paper he had retrieved snatched from his grasp rudely.  
 
    Seeing the look of shock on Dan’s face, Polly reset her manner by closing her eyes and opening them to start again. When she opened them, Dan was startled to see such a different look in her eyes that she could have been a different person. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” she said in her peculiar accent; a mixture of Canadian and French that was so unique Dan had still not grown used to the sound of her voice. “I wanted to…” 
 
    She stopped, her eyes focusing on the lit cigarette in his hand. Reading this distraction completely wrong, Dan reached for his pack to offer her one. 
 
    “Oh! No thank you!” she said flustered. “I never smoked… cigarettes anyway,” she finished in a quieter tone. A wry smile pickled the left side of Dan’s mouth, making the ugly scar running down the left side of his face crease and transform him from brooding to amused. 
 
    “Well I haven't got any of that, sorry,” he said, still smiling. 
 
    “No, I wasn't suggesting… sorry!” Polly stammered, embarrassed that she had told a secret to a stranger. 
 
    “OK,” Dan went on, changing the subject. “Let’s just stop apologising to each other, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes. Sorry," Polly answered, straightening herself. “How can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    Dan’s confusion was momentary before he recovered and told her that he didn't almost knock her over on purpose to get her attention. 
 
    Embarrassed again, Polly remembered that it was actually she who was on the lookout for him and not the other way around. Deciding on the aloof recovery method, she capitalised on the chance encounter. 
 
    “Well seeing as I bumped into you, no pun intended, I wonder would you walk with me a minute?” 
 
    Dan fell into step alongside her as she went at a slower pace along the windy, exposed stone walkways. Polly fell back on facts to fill the time and ignore the biting cold cutting through her clothes. “These walls have never been breached,” she said suddenly, nodding over the ramparts to the approach road. “The town has been besieged so many times throughout history, even before the fortifications and the defences - impregnable at the time. The Spanish kept trying to take the town claiming it was theirs. It’s been traded between countries, even betrayed once, but never beaten.” 
 
    Dan nodded in silence, suspecting that the subject he was waiting for was about to be raised. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking for a while now, even before you arrived, that we haven't seen the kind of behaviour you would expect; no violence or looting. Maybe we are too isolated?” she said. Dan stayed silent, knowing that the safe cocoon that enveloped the town was burst when he and his gang arrived. 
 
    “How would you attack this town?” she asked him almost casually, as though the answer mattered only as conversation. 
 
    Expecting this to come sooner or later, Dan took a breath and attempted to annoy the woman slightly in order that his real suggestion be listened to. “Four-man team would come in from the bay using scuba gear under cover of darkness. Just before dawn I’d have a high-altitude-high-opening parachute team of two snipers take out the watch tower on the cliffs and both teams would start picking off the sentries on the fort silently. Garrison the gatehouse, use mortar rounds or drone strikes to suppress the fort then take it via the stairs. Obviously having a satellite overhead giving us infrared coverage and a command and control room to advise us via radio too,” he said, deliberately making his plan sound like an action movie. Turning to face Polly with a smile to meet her frown, he waited to be berated. Instead she closed her eyes momentarily, opening them again and asking a more specific question to negate the flippancy of his last answer. 
 
    “If you were to try and take this town, from an outsider’s point of view, given today’s limitations, then how would you go about it?” 
 
    Dan thought for a moment. “At the moment,” he started, “quite easily.” He glanced at her to see that she wasn't the slightest bit shocked. “I’d need twenty fighters, come in by boat and completely overwhelm any defences, of which there are none, then take the gatehouse and then force a surrender from the fort by starving them out or climbing the stairs and killing them. The last option would probably be the only way we would lose any attackers. I’d have probably sent in at least two people a few weeks before with instructions to secure your weapons as soon as the attack started.” 
 
    Polly sighed. Even before Dan’s ragged crew had collapsed on their doorstep, she had suffered sleepless nights about the risk of attack. So far they had seen none of the roving bands of outlaws so associated with an apocalyptic wasteland, but hearing Dan and his group talk about the ambushes and the roadblocks, her concerns had evolved into fears, and those fears were now causing her a significant amount of lost sleep. 
 
    “Are you the advance party?” she asked seriously. 
 
    “No,” Dan replied, mirroring her tone. 
 
    “So how do we stop it?” she asked simply. 
 
    Pausing to lean his back on the stone ledge of the exposed walkway, Dan lit another cigarette from the end of the last one before tossing the stub into the wind. 
 
    “I haven't given it much thought,” he lied, “but I know someone who has.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    DEAD DROP 
 
    Steve wiped a damp cloth over each plastic tray, silently counting as he went. At twenty-three he found the small plastic disc he was looking for, quietly swept it into the bin with any other detritus he found left by the diners, and carried on with his task. After the kitchen was cleaned he limped away, leaning heavily on his walking stick as he carried a bag of vegetable peelings, returning the kindly greetings he received from two men walking past. 
 
    They pitied him, he could tell. They all pitied him. Even, he suspected those in the resistance who knew who he was. But even those didn't know his full plan or his capabilities. Shrugging away the annoyance of pride for being underestimated, he reminded himself that this was exactly the camouflage he had to maintain. Keeping the number twenty-three securely in his head, he limped on until he found the livestock pens. 
 
    To the casual onlooker, this broken man liked to end his working day by taking choice leftovers to the pig pens and smiling as the eager animals snuffled at the treats he brought every evening. Not that any guards were posted to overtly watch him any more, but that wasn't a risk he could afford to take. 
 
    On this night, Steve limped alongside the fence, smiling as the most recent piglets squealed with anticipation that it may be their turn to receive an extra ration. Stopping seemingly at random at the twenty-third enclosure, he rested his stick and leaned over the low fence to empty out the bag onto the ground. As the squeaks and snuffles from the mini feeding frenzy below raised the ambient noise level substantially, Steve carefully retrieved the note hidden in the feed bucket attached to the inside of the gate. Keeping it in his hand as he watched the banquet noisily being consumed, he eventually straightened with a satisfied smile. He slipped his free hand containing the note into the pocket of his oversized coat that he wore for warmth against the chill of the winter evening. 
 
    Irrelevant to whether he knew or not, Steve was watched from the shadows. Not by the bidding of Richards, for the man in charge had long forgotten about the pilot’s treachery and had dismissed him as a threat, but purely by his own volition, Benjamin watched him in secret whenever the chance arose. 
 
    Sticking to the shadows he had kept Steve in his sight for over an hour now, and had seen nothing to support his suspicions and feelings of unease about the man. Annoyed, he slipped his black balaclava back over his head and returned to Richards. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Safely tucked up in his bed, Steve used his most precious of possessions; a small book light that clipped onto the pages and bathed a small area in bright light to allow him to read in the dark without disturbing others. 
 
    Carefully retrieving the note, he laid it smoothly on the page he was reading and, as such, gathered the latest piece of information vital to the efforts of the resistance. His resistance. Not that anyone knew the full extent of his involvement bar a few trusted Lieutenants, and even they didn't have the full picture. 
 
    Compartmentalise, insulate, protect. 
 
    Gather, watch, listen, wait. 
 
    Soon the wait would be over, and the day would come when the cogs in this machine rose to overthrow the tyranny they lived under. Quite what the new world would look like Steve had no idea, but a life where the guards looked outwards instead of inwards had to be better. 
 
    Only a few more pieces would need to be placed before he could call checkmate, and he doubted Richards would take the defeat calmly and gently place his king on its side. 
 
    They would probably have to wipe the whole board and back him into a corner; and a cornered animal is the most dangerous kind, he told himself. 
 
    Shutting off the precious light, he settled down to sleep and plan his next move. 
 
  
 
  


 
    HARD YARDS 
 
    Totally bedraggled, Lexi and her companions soldiered onwards. They had not encountered any other people since the primitive ambush attack on them weeks before, but she hadn't taken her eyes from Simon since. The way he turned and seemed to enjoy killing, had disturbed her. So much so that she didn't even know if she had seen it and her mind was playing tricks on her. 
 
    They had been forced to rest for a week through a mix of bad weather, low fuel supplies and no food. Finding an abandoned supermarket, they had hidden their vehicle from sight and set up a temporary camp to recoup. Every day they siphoned as much diesel as they could using the handpump and jerrycans until the main tank and the extended range reservoir on the roof were full. Refuelling their bodies was more difficult as, rough as the fuel was becoming, the food supplies had degraded more. Living off canned food, they recovered over that week. When the time came that their exhaustion had faded, and they began to wake feeling relatively refreshed, the reluctant call to continue south was made. 
 
    Now deep in mid-France with no sight or smell of the coast, they pushed onwards down the map making slow but steady progress each day, and each day they headed further towards peril. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GREEN CREDENTIALS 
 
    It took the lumbering cart three hours to reach the nearest outlying farm from Sanctuary. Leah and Mitch weren't idle on the journey there, both scouting high ground and feeling rejuvenated at getting back to what they did best. Ash bounded along at her side with graceful ease, his quiet paws betraying the fact that he was a killer when called upon. 
 
    Mitch watched the girl pause before the skyline so as not to silhouette herself to any enemy. She assessed the ground, eyes darting back and forth between low ground and rocky outcrops. Mitch glanced between the open land ahead and back to the girl beside him. A girl technically, yes, but a warrior at heart and one that people underestimated as their last mistake. He thought to ask her what she was seeing, as he would when training a recruit, but he knew what she would say. 
 
    It would be the same as he would say. 
 
    “Gulley, six hundred metres ahead, ERV,” she would say, meaning that if they suffered an attack and were separated they should head for that scar in the ground and defend it. It would be hard to dig any armed enemy out of there without explosives or air support. Glancing at her again he saw her twist her mouth to the side in concerned thought. He knew what that was about too, and she confirmed his guess by voicing her opinion. 
 
    “Mile ahead. Our road hits a pinch-point: steep ground to the left and building to the right. I’d ambush there.” 
 
    Mitch had seen it already and agreed entirely. If anyone around there had a mind to bring the fight to them, then this place would be a perfect cut off. 
 
    It would be the tactics he would use, guerrilla warfare; take out a supply convoy and kill the guards. More trained soldiers would be sent to investigate, and he would lure them into an ambush too. By the time they realised they were under attack they would already have lost a huge percentage of their fighting strength. His mind drifted back to his tours of Northern Ireland a lifetime ago; he had never known stress like it when he had no idea if the person walking down the street minding their own business would turn and shoot him in the back. An enemy stood in formation in front of you was a quantifiable factor; an unseen enemy of mythical number and strength saps the moral from people like an emotional hypothermia. 
 
    Bringing himself back to the moment, he agreed by suggesting they scout ahead of the supply wagon. 
 
     
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Jogging forwards at comfortable pace, they abandoned the road to approach from the rear of the building side. That way, if it was set up as an ambush point, they wouldn't be walking into set fields of fire. Assuming the fictional ambushers knew how to organise the most basic of infantry manoeuvres that was. 
 
    Carbines up, torches on full, the three of them systematically cleared the first floor of the big building. It was almost immediately apparent that nobody had been inside for months, if not longer, but they carried on with the drill because a good opportunity for a live-fire training exercise should never be wasted. It kept them sharp, and after weeks of relative comfort they had grown a little sluggish in comparison with their usual standards. 
 
    At the loud announcement of “Clear”, Ash visibly relaxed and returned to pet mode, sitting to scratch at his ear with a hind leg. 
 
    Returning to the road, Mitch waved the cart towards them. A mixture of sign language and shouting had made it clear enough that they were to wait until told it was safe. The kindly Frenchman leading his horse humoured the peculiar English, for little other reason than they were an entertaining distraction to an otherwise uneventful life. Besides, such excitement involving guns and soldiers held no interest for him, he just enjoyed seeing others exert unnecessary energy. Clicking his tongue and gently coaxing the placid mare onwards, they resumed their journey for the last mile before the farm. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dropping down from the higher ground of the road, the sprawling expanse of green opened up before Leah’s eyes. Sloping higher ground on all sides, the farm sat in a huge natural bowl; an oasis in an otherwise rocky and broken land. 
 
    People milled about purposefully but without any urgency. The closer she looked, the more she understood. Dark furrows ran neatly through the greenery where new crops would be planted at the proper time, just like in their own greenhouses back at the prison. Heavy polythene was stretched over wooden frames set low to the ground in protection from the fast winds that blew through the low ground. 
 
    As they approached the cluster of single-storey buildings which grew out from the stone-built farmhouse, a small crowd gathered to greet them. A woman wrapped warmly against the bitter wind stepped forward from the group. She had a weathered face and cropped black hair, but she possessed such an air of style and grace that she gave Leah a hint of fierce pride in the woman. Most people saw it as cold, but then again most people lacked a depth of vision. 
 
    “You must be the new people,” she declared in passable English. 
 
    Leah regarded the woman before clicking her fingers to bring Ash to her left heel. He sat obediently at her next subtle hand gesture. Having subconsciously demonstrated that she was no child, she slung her gun and held out a hand to the woman. 
 
    “Wow,” she answered sarcastically. “What gave us away?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    A moment of silence reigned until the woman’s stern face cracked into a broad smile and she accepted the outstretched hand. 
 
    “I am Nadine,” she said. 
 
    “Leah,” the young girl answered whilst gripping the hand firmly. “Ash and Mitch,” she continued, pointing to dog and man in turn. 
 
    Despite being relegated in the hierarchy to be behind the dog’s social standing, Mitch watched on with a fatherly pride. He had just seen an armed teenage girl totally, yet subtly, dominate a meeting with suspicious foreign allies and disarm their suspicion with the same cocky but capable arrogance that he saw in Dan, which somehow made them both seem endearing. 
 
    The apple, he thought to himself, does not fall far from the tree. 
 
      
 
    They were treated to a tour of the simplistic facilities as the supplies were unloaded. They learned from Nadine that twenty of their usual workers had moved to Sanctuary in the winter months to bolster the strength of the small fishing fleet. The majority had remained to tend to the livestock and prepare for the springtime planting boom as well as to fell trees to stockpile logs. Ash bounced alongside them and froze, eyes fixed on something ahead. Leah looked up to see he had locked eyes with another dog, but sensed no threat or malice in eithers body language. “Go on then,” she said to him, as though giving a young child permission to run ahead to play. She watched as he bounded up to a dog two thirds his size and the two playfully circled each other before one bolted away, low to the ground, to be chased by the other. 
 
    Leah looked at the roof of every one of the low buildings to see small windmills, like children’s toys almost, sprouting from each one. Some had two or three. 
 
    Seeing her incomprehension, Nadine explained. 
 
    “We use the part from the cars. We make our own electricity,” she said simply. 
 
    Leah frowned and looked to Mitch. 
 
    “The alternator,” he said. “The bit that charges the car battery from the engine running. I’m guessing you charge batteries from the windmill all day and have lights for the night?” he asked, looking towards their host. 
 
    Nadine understood most of what he had said, and nodded. 
 
    “We took the batteries from the golf cars,” she added. 
 
    Smart, Mitch thought, assuming that she meant golf buggies and not the other kind. Car batteries were designed to provide one big blast of power to start an engine, whereas golf buggies were designed to hold charge for longer. With each house having a battery and a couple of micro wind turbines attached, especially with how windy the area was thanks to its geography, they would have a low voltage but near-permanent supply of power. 
 
    “Can’t believe we never thought of that,” Leah said, turning to Mitch. 
 
    “Why not? The prison is basically in woodland with very little wind and we had the solar panels, remember?” he answered. 
 
    “True,” Leah said pensively, realising that she had forgotten a lot of their existence at the prison, which was only a few months ago, as it wasn't relevant to her life right then. 
 
    “What about defence?” she asked Nadine, fearing the answer but having to ask anyway. 
 
    After a short pause the woman confirmed her worst fears. 
 
    “From wolves or people?” she asked. 
 
    Ignoring the obvious evasion, Leah glanced at Ash and enquired about the wolves. 
 
    “There are packs of wolves that have come down from the mountains now. They come for our animals but we try to keep them away. We have a man who hunts them for us and we have not been troubled by them for many weeks.” 
 
    Stunned by the information that wild animals were encroaching on human territory out of hunger or outright bravery, Leah fought the spiralling feelings which threatened to take her back to the supply run that almost cost her life. The memory of the pack of wild dogs attacking their routine supply run would stay with her forever, and she had no intention of taking on a wolf pack. Shaking it away, she concentrated on an enemy she was less afraid of. 
 
    “And people?” she enquired of Nadine. 
 
    “We trust in humanity,” she said after a pause, without a hint of humour or sarcasm. 
 
    Leah and Mitch exchanged a look which clearly conveyed how they felt about her reply, until an ungodly shriek pierced the air. Instantly breaking into a run towards the source of the noise, she rounded a low building with her weapon ready to see Ash and the other dog locked in a curious butt-to-butt embrace, both salivating and whining, and wearing an exhausted look of shame. Terror evaporated into embarrassment and the small crowd dissipated to leave the dogs to have their private time in peace. 
 
      
 
    Within the hour they were plodding their ponderous return journey back to Sanctuary, hearts heavy with a sense of uneasiness at how these people had escaped the post-apocalyptic bingo of terrible events thus far. 
 
  
 
  


 
    LAYERS UPON LAYERS 
 
    The two men spoke quietly, despite their elevated station, for fear of being overheard. They had enjoyed a great deal of privilege, even more so after moving to the new camp, but the conversation they were having was one that didn’t pay to publicise. 
 
    Everyone there was encouraged to report on the activities of others; guards reported on other guards as well as reporting their observations on the attitudes and behaviour of those under their dubiously named protection. 
 
    The two brothers whispered to each other, both freezing still and holding their breath when a noise sounded outside the room they were in. When the small sounds of a person walking down the corridor faded away they breathed out in unison and continued in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “How are we going to get the others to follow us?” the quiet one asked. 
 
    “We just take control and they will have to follow us!” his younger brother responded too loudly, receiving an angry shush to quieten him. “Some of them might try to protect him, but if we kill a couple the others will fold like origami.” 
 
    Benjamin thought about it. He thought about it so long that he could almost feel Will’s frustration at his own inaction quivering beside him; like it gave off an imperceptible hum.  
 
    “Maybe,” he finally said, deep in thought, “but we have to pick who we trust very carefully.” 
 
    Standing and squeezing his brother’s shoulder with a fierce look of mixed excitement and pride, Will left the room to carry on as normal. 
 
    Leaning back on his bed, Benjamin’s mind ran riot with the possibilities of what could go wrong. He disagreed with Richards on many things, but he couldn't argue that the man wasn't efficient at running the place. He enjoyed rank and its associated privilege, but deep down he knew he was just a guard dog wearing a fancy collar. 
 
    Could he even expect to do any better? Would his younger brother’s tendency towards being impetuous jeopardise both of their lives?  
 
    With all these thoughts bouncing like a screensaver in his mind, he lay back to a restless sleep racked with tortured dreams. 
 
      
 
    And so began the race to seize control of the camp, although neither faction knew of the other’s existence yet. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ROBIN HOOD 
 
    Before Leah and Mitch returned, a face that Dan hadn't seen before arrived at the gates of Sanctuary. From his chilly perch atop the battlements where, unknown to him, Leah had stood that morning, Dan watched as the sentry on the gate waved a familiar greeting to the man he obviously knew. 
 
    For the first time in weeks Dan missed having his equipment at his fingertips as he reached for his rifle and the zoom optic attached to it. Cursing silently, he was forced to rely on the mark one human eyeball to gather more information. All he could see from that distance was that the newcomer was a big man, barrel-chested and carrying something he couldn't fully make out. His inquisitive nature was piqued, and he jogged down the ancient stone steps for a closer look. 
 
    The distance really did not do the man justice. Dan was reminded of Bronson, the slaver he had faced so long ago. Just as that man, this newcomer to his rabbit hole, was a giant amongst normal humans. He stood at well over six feet but with such overt power in his upper body and arms which were wider than most men’s thighs. The look was completed with the wildest and most fearsome beard Dan had ever seen; he marvelled at it with is mouth open, worrying that the man could conceal a weapon in the wiry mess hanging from his chin. 
 
    Seeing his stare, the man regarded him with a look of almost cold malevolence before the huge beard cracked open to reveal surprisingly white teeth. 
 
    “You must be this man I have heard of,” he boomed in obviously Russian accented English. 
 
    Dan was frozen to the spot at being addressed directly, especially in an accent he was not expecting, after most people around him did not speak his language. Like a fool, he just stood still with his mouth still slightly open. 
 
    The big, white smile disappeared, and the wild man turned back to the gate guard and spoke in rapid French. Dan caught nothing of the exchange, but he guessed that his inability to speak English was being discussed. Gathering himself, Dan tried to play it cool despite the fear that the man may eat him. 
 
    “Dan,” he said loudly, offering a hand to the beast towering above him. In truth, the man was only four inches taller but his sheer strength and girth made him look far bigger. 
 
    The bright eyes above the beard shot back to him before the teeth appeared again. 
 
    “So you can make words after all?” he asked loudly, mocking him. He went on before Dan could answer. 
 
    “I heard of your comings here,” he said, taking the offered hand with a surprisingly gentle touch, the Russian accent permeating every syllable of his speech as he released his grip and waved his expansive arms to demonstrate his point. “And I would have come sooner only I had great works to do.” With that he gestured at a brutal weapon rested against the wall. Dan gaped at it: a compound bow of such simple origin in stark contrast with its complex series of strings and pulleys. Glancing back to the man he saw no less than three different sized knives sheathed at his waist, and a quiver sprouting synthetically feathered arrows jutting out over his right shoulder. 
 
    “What are you?” Dan said with unintentional rudeness, instantly regretting his words. Luckily the feral giant before him took no offence. 
 
    Smiling broadly, he announced himself grandly, “I am Pietrovich, but you may call me Pietro. I came here to hunt in the mountains as I have done for every year. It is my… otpusk?” he struggled for the right word, snapping the fingers of his right hand. “My vacations?” 
 
    “You’re here on holiday hunting?” Dan asked, mouth agape once more. 
 
    “Yes!” Pietro answered, glad that this simple man understood his meaning. “I hunt the boar in the mountains and woods, but now I spend much time hunting volk who have been made bold now.” 
 
    Dan thought for a moment. 
 
    “Wolves?” he asked, hoping his guess was wrong. 
 
    “Yes. The wolves,” he agreed seriously, deflating Dan’s sense of safety. “They breed like the rabbit now, and come from the hills to take animals. This we cannot allow.” 
 
    For the first time Dan noticed that the huge man was made to look bigger by the big, dark fur cloak he wore over his shoulders. Seeing his gaze fixed on it, Pietro smiled broadly again and explained. 
 
    “This was my first,” he said as he smoothed the pelt almost lovingly like it was a living pet. “He was the big Noche Volk. I killed him with a single arrow, then his pack attacked me. They are much like us; their bravest warriors take the front rank in attack behind their leader, and the young, old and timid stay in the back. I killed three more before they ran from me.” 
 
    He said it with passion, but no sense of inflated bravado came from behind the big beard. Dan absorbed what he had said. He had killed a huge alpha wolf, the night wolf as Dan guessed he had called him, then killed another three without mention of anything other than a bow and arrow. The train of thought was obviously not wasted on the big Russian, and he lifted the tail of the shabby black pelt to better show the brutal blades hung at his waist. The small smile of pride from under the wild facial hair told Dan the rest. 
 
    This beast of a man had killed four wolves with, well, not his bare hands, but damned well close enough. The awe and fear Dan felt in the presence of him mingled together and rendered him something close to star-struck. Unsure of what to say, he blurted out his next thought without applying the brain-mouth filter. 
 
    “We had a gamekeeper back home. He was called Pete too, but we didn’t have any wolves,” he said, instantly wincing at his ‘I carried a watermelon’ level of stupid things to say. 
 
    Pietro carried on the conversation for him, luckily. “I would like to meet this English Pietro!” he boomed, clapping an unnaturally large hand on Dan’s shoulder and rocking him off balance. “Tell me, Englishman, have you ever hunted?” 
 
    Dan was unsure how to respond. He had hunted after a fashion, with shotgun and dogs to flush birds into the air, and later he had hunted men through battlefields and destroyed towns before swapping that battlefield for law enforcement. That was even before the world turned to shit and he had hunted men and dogs under a whole new set of rules. His hesitation gave Pietro room to continue. 
 
    “I shall take you, Dan. You will learn to shoot the arrows as I do.” 
 
    Finding his tongue at last, Dan responded. “I’d rather find a decent supply of military weapons,” he said almost sullenly. 
 
    “Ah!” Exclaimed the Russian, unperturbed at not having his offer graciously accepted. “I know a place you will come to see then.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    WASTED EFFORT 
 
    Many miles to the north and slightly east of Sanctuary, a tired Land Rover was plodding steadily south. The four exhausted passengers, exhausted not so much through lack of sleep but pure travel weariness, were less alert than their usual natures dictated. They hadn’t encountered another living person for weeks, and since the ambush they had avoided anything which looked like it offered even a hint of trouble. Their journey had been arduous, as they tried to keep away from the main toll roads where they could find themselves trapped and ambushed, instead keeping to the minor roads which were winding and often blocked. 
 
    Rounding a long, sweeping left-hand bend as they drove through countryside full of rolling hills and valleys, three of them were almost transfixed by the elegant beauty of a towering suspension bridge in the distance. The three included the driver, but not Paul who slept noisily in the back seat. Marvelling at the sheer height of it, Simon wondered aloud how many years and how many tonnes of metal it took to make such a bridge, and whether they thought it had been worth it when they had finished. Still, for now he had to admit that it was a thing of contrasting beauty to the green views surrounding it. 
 
    Leaning back and lapsing into a sad silence, he kept his thoughts private about how the bridge would eventually tumble to the earth far below it through a combined effort of nature’s encroachment and a lack of human maintenance. Maybe one day someone, somehow, will look at the remains of the remarkable feat of engineering and imagine the civilisation that built it, much as their own ancestors did with the remains of roman bridges and buildings. A few miles further into the valley and the thoughtful silence had yet to be broken, but as they started to drive up a slight incline towards the start of the bridge, something made Lexi take her foot off the accelerator pedal and coast to a stop. 
 
    Opening the driver’s door and stepping stiffly out, she raised her weapon to peer down the optic towards the cluster of buildings in the distance. 
 
    Sensing that the movement of the vehicle had stopped, Paul woke from his sleep to see Lexi aiming her weapon. Scrabbling to collect his own rifle he burst from the rear passenger door and threw himself down, asking in a shout what was going on. 
 
    His panic had caused a little amusement to the others, which put him in a bad mood mostly through embarrassment. Standing and dusting himself off, he asked again what was going on. 
 
    “Buildings ahead,” Lexi said, her eye back to the optic. “Something looks out of place; there’s a big green fuel tanker and what looks like some kind of armoured vehicle parked there. It looks completely out of place…” 
 
    Dropping her rifle abruptly, she turned to the others. 
 
    “Dan and the others were planning to get military vehicles from a base, weren't they? This could be them!” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    From a rooftop ahead, two prone figures watched their approach. The man grunted and shoved his companion with his shoulder to indicate that he wanted the binoculars. She reluctantly handed them over in silence, even that small movement betraying the feline smoothness of her body. 
 
    Leo, le chasseur, watched in silence for a few seconds before asking the woman something in French. 
 
    “Same group, Sabine?” he asked in his gruff voice. 
 
    “Who knows?” she answered. “I didn’t see that vehicle when they were together, but they may have been somewhere else. Either way, they don’t look like they belong here.” 
 
    With another grunt she couldn’t decipher, Leo muttered, “Only a few days after the others were here? Too much coincidence.” Then began to shuffle back from the ledge. 
 
    When they had both moved out of line of sight to the intruders, they straightened and Sabine found Leo staring intently at her. 
 
    “We take them anyway,” he said. “I haven’t had a good hunt in weeks.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    All thoughts of self-preservation evaporated in the excitement that they may have, impossibly, caught up with their friends. Lexi repeated her thoughts that the military vehicle was exactly the kind of thing Dan would go for. 
 
    Driving straight up to the low buildings, she stopped the Land Rover and got out. 
 
    “Dan,” she yelled, “Leah.” 
 
    Simon shushed her, his face betraying his sudden fears growing in a knot in his stomach and replacing the infectious excitement he had felt moments before. Lexi’s first instinct was to ignore him, but something inside her too felt wrong. 
 
    In unspoken unison, the four of them turned to get back in their vehicle and create space between the buildings and themselves; some instinctive feeling of distance meaning safety, like a height advantage. 
 
    Paul was behind her when she turned, so when he turned too he blocked her view. Looking worriedly over her shoulder she didn’t see him stop, and collided heavily into his back. Before she could ask why, she saw his hands open and move slowly away from his weapons. Stepping to the side of him, she too froze. 
 
    Armed men were fanning out from behind their Land Rover, whilst two remained static using the big truck as cover over which to aim their weapons at them. 
 
    Not a word was spoken as their weapons were stripped from them, their every movement subject to scrutiny by men with fingers on triggers. 
 
    Still, the bearded, rough men said nothing to them but exchanged looks with one another to communicate. Paul watched as Lexi’s arms were pulled behind her back and a zip-tie was pulled tight over her wrists. Her body arched with pain as the plastic bit into her skin, prompting Paul to step forward to intervene through instinctive protectiveness. 
 
    A rifle butt hit him in the head from behind. A short, sharp, professional jab designed more as a reminder than with the intention of doing any real damage. When he looked back to Lexi he saw the man who had cuffed her kick the backs of her knees and force her to the ground. He yanked her hair back and drew a dull, black pistol from his waist. Placing the barrel against her head, he looked Paul directly in the eyes and smiled. Shaking his head slowly, his point made, he looked down at his captive and smiled again. 
 
  
 
  


 
    RELUCTANCE TO CHANGE 
 
    By the time Leah, Mitch and Ash traipsed back in from their supply run the sun was beginning to sink below the hilltops. Dan met them at the gate having seen their approach; he was beginning to feel like a spare part as Marie was becoming annoyed at his fussing and frustration. He knew he was acting out because he was restless, now that the bubble of safety was becoming more transparent. His other option for company was to dictate his thoughts and knowledge to the annoying little wizard in his tower who believed that some notes on farming and survival would mean a damn thing when a raider came for his head with a machete. 
 
    The solitary sentry guarding the gate broke away from the constantly sullen look he gave Dan and spoke in French with the man leading the cart. Ash loped in as the heavy, foot-thick wood creaked apart, with his tongue lolling from one side of his mouth. He stopped panting as he looked up at Dan before flopping to the floor. Glancing up at Leah and forgetting to even welcome her back or ask a dozen other questions he had ready, he said, “What the fuck have you done to my dog?” 
 
    Leah blushed, much to his surprise, and Mitch’s laughter made him turn to the soldier. 
 
    “The bugger got his end away the second we turned our backs,” he said through laughter, which didn’t seem like it had subsided much. 
 
    Looking down at his dog, who he suspected may already be asleep or close to it, he pushed that unexpected piece of information aside for now. 
 
    “Dirty bastard,” he muttered before stepping around him. 
 
    He stepped closer to his two human friends and began to discuss what they had seen as the heavy creaking noise indicated the return of the doors to the securely locked position. The guard came to stand behind the returning escort and stared at them. Dan acted as though he hadn’t noticed the man’s presence and continued to speak, which irked him even more and made him shuffle his feet impatiently.  
 
    He didn’t realise how much, until that moment, the man who lived on this gate annoyed him. He was short, not massively below average height but small enough for Dan to call him short, and his face seemed to constantly show a life of disappointing people. He disappointed Dan then by loudly clearing his throat. 
 
    As one, the three of them stopped speaking and turned to regard him coldly; this trio was not used to being interrupted. 
 
    To his small credit, the guard didn’t waver under their combined gaze. That, Dan thought, was either foolish ignorance or bravery. He suspected the former. 
 
    “Guns,” he demanded petulantly. Leah sighed and began to unsling her M4 until Dan held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “You think you can hold back an attack with that piece of crap?” Dan asked quietly, pointing at his poorly maintained rifle slung on his shoulder. “No spare ammunition, just you with one gun? Is it even loaded?” he asked, the volume of his voice raising as he spoke. Stepping through the small gap between Leah and Mitch he took a step towards the smaller man to demonstrate his height advantage.  
 
    He knew it was petty of him to act the alpha male, and he recognised it was through frustration and inactivity, but he was on a roll now and if he was honest with himself, the guard had been pissing him off for some time. He would have noticed this sooner if he hadn’t buried his head in the sand for a time after finding safety. 
 
    “They’ll be keeping their weapons,” he said with finality, and walked away. Leah and Mitch followed. 
 
    The guard took a step to follow them and opened his mouth to protest, but his path was blocked by a huge dog who had silently woken up and rose to face him. Ash merely cocked his head and regarded the man with curious intensity – like he was wondering what he tasted like – which was enough to dissuade him from pressing the matter any further. 
 
    The self-appointed guard was named Olivier, and proudly boasted that he had been a soldier in the 35th Régiment d’Infanterie. He had served with the French army that much was true, however, he chose not to mention that he was a junior non-commissioned officer in charge of a small catering unit and had spent his short career in the French armed forces on safe bases in his own country. He judged that this fact was irrelevant to his current standing as Maréchal de Sanctuaire, a title only he knew of. 
 
    These newcomers frightened him. They were not French to begin with, but the fact that their equipment and skills made his own seem paltry simultaneously offended and terrified him. They were treated well by Polly and the others, and only Olivier spoke ill of their arrival. 
 
    He spoke enough English to know for certain that Dan had just refused his rightful orders to relinquish weapons to his control, and had marched off blatantly flouting his authority. 
 
    Full of indignation and damaged pride he bustled off to find Polly and inform her of the actions of these dangerous interlopers. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan was filled in about the outlying farm, and specifically how vulnerable it was, and a more in-depth description was given about Ash’s passionate tryst with one of the locals. 
 
    Still armed and armoured, they sat together and ate as they talked. They drew only a handful of curious glances, but most people saw nothing wrong with their appearance. 
 
    Others of their group drifted in after the bell had sounded in the tower, indicating that the evening meal was ready. Neil sat next to Dan heavily, intentionally bumping into him as he beamed a smile at the group. 
 
    “Alright, dickheads?!” he asked loudly. His sleeves were rolled up despite the low temperature and biting wind, and oil stains on his hands and arms were evident. Neil had been in heaven since they had arrived at Sanctuary, happily handing in his weapons and looking for food and a comfortable bed. He had established himself in a small apartment above a bar on the other side of the quay to the main central fort, and revelled in telling stories to his multinational audience in the evenings. His days were spent fixing things; from boat engines to his most recent project of helping a local man to fix the ailing waterwheel which rested in the fast-flowing stream coming down from the mountains. 
 
    “Neil,” Dan said formally before turning back to the others. His attempt at keeping a straight face lasted mere seconds before his friends tickled his ribs to make his face crack. Shrieking like a child, Dan relented and greeted him more warmly before catching them all up on the events of the day. 
 
    It felt good for them to be together again. Even better to see some new faces join their group which was clearly having more fun than the majority of the population. A large contingent of the fishermen, and women, came in and the man at the front of their group nodded a fond greeting before sitting close by. 
 
    Dan’s happy smile faded a little in worry. He suddenly saw himself from the outside perspective, and he looked like he was trying to take over. Just as this dawned on him, he saw Polly threading her way through the tables to catch his eye. He met hers, and she jerked her head to indicate that she wanted to talk in private. He rose, giving his excuses and asking Mitch to fill the others in on Ash’s first girlfriend as he left the room. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he expected, other than to be berated for undermining the authority placed in the man given guard duty. 
 
    He wasn’t expecting her to be smiling. 
 
    “Olivier came to me today with the most grievous of accusations,” she said through her smirk. Dan said nothing. “He tells me that you threatened him, and took weapons into the town without his authority.” 
 
    Dan snapped. 
 
    “His authority?” Dan scoffed. “Four children using bad language could get past him!” 
 
    Polly held up a hand to stop him. “Olivier is very proud of his military achievements, and not too long ago he was sat as you were in there with others crowding around him to hear stories of the wars he had been in. He did many brave things during the Balkans war, you know?” 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to respond, but his brain moved quicker than his tongue for once. Olivier, as he now realised the man called, must be either very young looking for his age or was a good five years younger than him. Dan served with the United Nations at the very end of the Balkans conflict when he was young, and he saw contact only once there. 
 
    “How old is Olivier?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Polly answered, “maybe thirty?” 
 
    Dan thought for a second to be sure; certain in the knowledge that mathematics had never been a subject he excelled in. 
 
    “So he would have been born in the mid-to-late-eighties,” he said, “and the fighting was over in Bosnia, other than a peacekeeping force which saw very little action, by about 2001. So Olivier claims he was at war when he was, what, fifteen or sixteen? Not even the French would send kids on a UN deployment!” 
 
    Polly’s face dropped as she contemplated the basic facts. It didn’t occur to most people to check these facts, but Dan could smell bullshit from a distance. 
 
    “What’s the French for Walter Mitty?” he asked, earning a confused look from her. 
 
    “He’s lying. He can’t have been in contact in the Balkans because he would have been too young to be sent there, if he was even in the armed forces that is,” Dan finished. 
 
    “That’s not the reason I wanted to talk to you,” Polly said, hurriedly changing the subject. “Although I want to explore that a little more another time. I have spoken with Pietro and I’d like you and Leah to meet with me.” 
 
    Now Dan knew the reason for her seeking him out, and a flutter of excitement burst inside him. Pietro had told him of a military base in the mountains which sparked his shopping instincts. On any other day he wouldn’t have known how to raise the subject, but after Polly’s questions about protecting Sanctuary coupled with the town’s only ‘soldier’ making a fool of himself, he saw their opportunity to ensure their safe haven remained that way. 
 
    He tried to imagine how that would play out. Most people would not raise any objections as far as he could guess, as they mostly went about their daily business with a smile of satisfaction. He would need to recruit more people to keep watch, would need to train them with guns, would need to organize a proper defence and guard rotas on top of training the whole town on what to do if the alarm was raised, but he was confident. Only a few flies would look to get in his ointment, but they could be easily persuaded otherwise. 
 
    He hoped. First, he had to do the mother of all resupply runs. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE THREAT WITHIN 
 
    Richards was not a patient man, in spite of the fact that he believed he radiated an aura of calm competence. Every day his desk was growing more and more littered with reports of overheard conversations, suspected gatherings and rumours. Most were pathetic and pointless, submitted by low-level guards looking for a rise in status by getting their names noticed, but he couldn’t decipher the rest; or at least he couldn’t be bothered to. He muttered to himself about sorting the wheat from the chaff, earning an unsolicited response from his assistant who was sat nervously opposite him having brought the compiled reports. 
 
    “What? Oh, nothing,” Richards replied absent-mindedly. “What do you make of this rubbish, Max?” he asked, tossing the papers in his hand onto the desk. 
 
    Max was as anxious as ever in the presence of the man in charge, who he felt, with utter certainty, was insane. It was not only his dictator-like attitude towards the cogs in his machine – the little people – but his personal fixation with him. He had to be at his desk seven days a week, and could only go back to his private quarters in the guard barracks when Richards dismissed him, often late into the evenings. 
 
    His elevated status offered perks; he had good food, he had no manual labour, and he was able to shower with hot water every day. Richards insisted on that fact, which caused him concern, and he was well-dressed in freshly pressed, fashionable shirts every morning. 
 
    He wouldn’t see these perks as a cause for concern, if it weren’t for the fact that his duties weren’t exactly strenuous and he had no former qualifications or experience which singled him out as worthy to be the personal assistant of the commander. He was picked out of the crowd one day and elevated to his position of authority and privilege seemingly on his appearance alone. 
 
    Max knew he was a good looking young man. He was just coming up to twenty-three years old, and having been a keen sportsman from when he could walk, he was fit and slim. His dusty blonde hair was always roguishly perfect, even when he first woke, and his casually impressive appearance had always made other people jealous. Just another winner of the genetic lottery, he guessed, even though his mother used to embarrass him by saying how beautiful he was.  
 
    Now he was worried. Of late he had seen Richards’s calm exterior cracking, and the stress pouring out from underneath like a volcano. Max had himself written the retrospective order for Richards to sign for the summary execution of a guard accused of assaulting a woman, and the cold fury he had experienced when it was dictated to him sunk deep into his bones. 
 
    No doubt about it, he was the personal assistant to a madman. Clearing his throat, he tried to answer in a non-specific way so as not to suffer the wrath of the man in front of him, and hopefully not to give an opinion which could result in the deaths of ‘the little people’ as Richards called the general population of survivors. 
 
    “I think most of it is probably just unsubstantiated rumours,” he started in small voice, earning a snap from Richards to speak up. “Rumours,” he said again, more loudly this time. “Gossip overheard and guards adding two and two to make six, sir,” he said, trying to placate the rising anger in the man opposite him. A tense moment of silence hung heavily in the air between them until Richards snapped forward and stood. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” he said, “but still, I want you to sort through all this rubbish and bring me anything I need to know. This is your highest responsibility now.” He paused to fix him with an intense gaze, eyes boring through the younger man. “I’m relying on you, Max. You are my rock amongst this sea of inadequacy,” he finished with a wistful gesture towards the world outside his office. 
 
    Fighting down the urge to shudder, Max responded, 
 
    “Yes, sir. I will.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Max sat at his desk for hours, well into the evening, sorting the papers into separate piles relating to their subjects. He kept notes on the sources of information in order to track the reliability, seeing if anything was corroborated by another person which would upgrade their reliability score. 
 
    By the end of his first day as an impromptu intelligence analyst, he had created the beginnings of a web with links between suspicious people and reliable guard information. Suddenly realising that his work could be instrumental in not just the subjugation of the others living there, but could be used to justify more executions, he stopped working. Slowly tidying away all the papers and burying his web chart at the bottom of a drawer at his desk, he racked his brains about what to do next. 
 
    Mere minutes later, Richards emerged from his office and looked around, seeing Max still working away. Max slid a piece of paper under a loosely stacked sheaf to keep unreasonable eyes from detecting it. 
 
    “Got anything for me yet?” Richards asked hopefully  
 
    Leaning back with a feigned stretch of exhaustion, Max answered him tiredly, “No Sir. Mostly low-level gossip from guards looking for advancement is my guess. A lot of them are telling tales on each other for what they think is leniency on workers.” 
 
    Richards seemed satisfied with that. Scornful, but satisfied all the same. 
 
    “Well resume tomorrow,” he said. “Join me for a drink?” he said and walked back towards his office without waiting for a response. It was an order, delivered as a question out of well-bred manners. But an order all the same. 
 
    “Two minutes, sir?” Max replied. “I just want to finish reading these last couple of reports to put it to bed.” 
 
    “Of course,” Richards answered over his shoulder, “I shall pour.” 
 
    Sighing at the prospect of having to drink scotch, a drink he didn’t even like, with a man who frightened him and listen to old stories, he quietly retrieved the paper he had secreted. 
 
    Following the snaking lines of ink from various sources back to the subject, his eyes settled on the most prevalent name. 
 
    Steve. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CONSOLIDATION 
 
      
 
    Polly sat first, inviting Dan, Leah, Mitch, Marie and the still oil-stained Neil to join her. She showed none of her usual prevarication and launched straight in to what was bothering her. 
 
    “Since you arrived, I have had concerns about the world outside of this valley,” she began surprising nobody. Dan remembered clearly the look of horror on her face when he had recapped the last nearly two years of their collective existence. “Up until you showed up, our biggest worries had been weather and wolves; and neither have been particularly troublesome—”  
 
    A knock at the door interrupted her and all five of them looked up expectantly as Victor walked in without waiting for a response to his knock. Perhaps he felt his presence was expected and the knock only served as an announcement. He was expected, as Polly fired a rapid sentence at him in French. He nodded and pulled up a chair to bridge the gap between Polly and her audience; no doubt an intentionally calculated move as Victor didn’t seem to be an outwardly emotional man, or that he had studied other humans and tried to join in their game. 
 
    “I’ve just told Victor that I was catching you up on our thought process,” she said to the people who spoke little to no French. 
 
    Interesting, thought Dan, shooting a meaningful glance at Marie to see it instantly reciprocated. Both believed there was a structure behind Polly’s seemingly unchallenged leadership of the town, now they felt certain that her private think tank was pulling at least some strings. 
 
    “And we both agree that the outside world has devolved into anarchy, which seems to have overlooked us. So far,” she said, leaving the last words hanging heavy. 
 
    “You mean the group we had to run from before we got here?” enquired Neil innocently 
 
    “Groups,” Victor corrected. “And yes. The groups that took almost all of your supplies, nearly killed someone you describe as your best fighter, and made you run.” His words were unintentionally harsh, more out of a lack of tact than any attempt to goad them. His almost detached sense of social skills reminded Dan of Emma when they had first rescued the timid scientist, except Victor wore a cloak of undisguised intellectual superiority which made him hard to like. If anyone would have reared up to spit back a retort to the implied criticism, Dan would probably have put money on it being himself. Or Leah. Mitch was, as always, implacably hard to annoy. To his small surprise, Marie was the first to speak, only she did so in a quietly precise voice which Dan recognised as a warning sign. With a small smile, he sat back to watch the exchange. 
 
    “Victor?” she said almost sweetly, wearing a disarming expression. “How well would you, or anyone here for that matter, have fared against a group of people who are obviously well trained and under effective leadership?” 
 
    Victor realised the situation he had just walked headfirst into; a disagreement with a woman who was not accustomed to losing disagreements. Holding his hands up to better explain and soften the meaning of his last statement too late, she fired. 
 
    “The five of us in this room could seize control of this town, even the pregnant one,” she added sarcastically. Leaning forward in her chair as far as her swelling midsection allowed, she continued her rant with a captive audience. Dan hadn’t had chance to fill her in on the conversation with Polly, so she didn’t know that Polly was coming – had probably already come – round to the idea of fortifying Sanctuary. He also knew that interrupting the future mother of his child was not a good idea. 
 
    “You’ve got one soldier,” she carried on, “and from what we hear now he probably wasn’t even a real soldier. So if you don’t think the outside world is a dangerous place then maybe we should leave?” 
 
    Polly almost had to stand and wave her arms to halt the beginning of the tirade. 
 
    “I agree entirely,” she said, stopping Marie midway through forming her next sentence. 
 
    “We are reliant on our walls, but walls need to be defended and our current strength – if it can be called that – seemed sufficient before your arrival.” She paused, unsure how to make her next point delicately. She finally decided on bluntness. 
 
    “And the simple fact is that our biggest threat from other people is because of you coming here. If you were followed...” She paused again to swallow and consider the wording of her next sentence. “I worry that you may have brought that violence of the outside world to us.” 
 
    Marie was the first to break the silence, embarrassed at her outburst and hostility. In truth, she was starting to lose control of her emotions at times and couldn’t quite convince herself that it was all pregnancy related; she had to accept that the rollercoaster they had been on before landing in safety had caused her more stress than she wanted to admit to anyone. Least of all Dan, who she suspected had been close to the edge, if not leaning precariously over it when Leah had dragged him back to her. 
 
    “I agree, I’m sorry”, she said. “We can’t blame you for not being prepared for what’s out there – you didn’t know it was like that until we turned up.” 
 
    Dan picked up her train of thought. 
 
    “I’m surprised that you haven’t, though,” he said. “We came across four hostile, armed groups within a matter of a few hundred miles of here and I don’t think you can hide forever, especially as you are literally broadcasting your location for everyone to hear.” 
 
    That caused a look to be exchanged between Polly and Victor. Clearing his throat, the professor answered the question. 
 
    “We put a stop to that over a month ago,” he said, surprising the others that he and Polly had obviously considered their vulnerability and not taken any action other than to stop advertising their presence. 
 
    “And now,” said Neil thoughtfully, “you want to take a more proactive approach to staying safe?” he enquired gently with emphasis. 
 
    Another look between their hosts. 
 
    “Yes,” they both answered at once. 
 
    “Dan,” Victor said, “your group have the skills and experience that we have been lacking and, until recently, we did not understand that we needed an answer to violence.” 
 
    Dan agreed wholly. He was so deeply ingrained in his cynicism and fear of outsiders now that he saw no other way to be: violence had to be met with overwhelming violence. Hit them before they can hit you. His mind flashed back to a conversation with Penny so long ago that it was in a different world. He told her that sometimes violence was the only answer. 
 
    Concentrating again on the immediate, he told the room about the military base discovered by Pietro which didn’t come as a surprise to anyone present. 
 
    Word travelled fast, even without social media and phones, it seemed. 
 
    For the next hour, they worked out the logistics of travelling there and hopefully bringing back all the toys Leah wanted to fulfil the plan which had kept her awake for weeks. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE STORM 
 
    The weather closed in on them with such malevolence that it kept all but the most resilient of people safely ensconced inside. It rained for days on end, non-stop; the kind of heavy, relentless rain which soaked a man to the skin in minutes and with it came the cold, bitter winds blasting in from the sea. 
 
    The fishing parties were driven ashore and could not risk braving the roiling swells for weeks, even though the fishermen and women were unperturbed by rain. The risk of a boat capsizing was too great to take, especially as any rescue would not be coming. Even fishing by line from the sea wall became too perilous as waves crashed over the parapet day and night. 
 
    Dan was frustrated as he always was when he was stuck inside. His impatience stemmed from having a task which needed undertaking, and his inability to accept a timetable which didn’t comply with his ‘now’ principle. His impatience and frustration poured out through pure sullenness, and Marie made her feelings clear on the matter. She had her own worries; not that she didn’t feel like ensuring the protection of the town was a priority, but more that her daily dosage of aspirin became a constant reminder that both she and the baby she carried were drawing closer to the most fraught and dangerous time to both of their lives. The course of gentle blood thinners would escalate towards the end of her now very obvious pregnancy and culminate in doses of warfarin leading up to her estimated due date in about four months’ time. 
 
    His impatience and her short temper made for the occasional explosive disagreement which could be heard in detail by anyone within an immediate proximity to their room. 
 
    Leaning back on her bed with Ash asleep on his back by her feet, legs in the air, Leah smiled to herself. Taking the outsider’s view to their current argument, it was clear to her that both were of the same opinion, only that both wanted the notion accepted in their own words and neither would budge. They were arguing the same point to each other, and for whatever reason neither could see it. Intervention crossed her mind, but was dismissed as far too much effort would be required. 
 
    All she could do was bide her time. She used the ancient stone staircases twice daily to sprint up before walking back down and repeating the process; each time followed by an amused but uncomprehending Ash. This kind of explosive exercise rang a small bell in the back of her mind from before. From her old life. Something about high-intensity cardio or something, but the catchy name no longer mattered. She raised her heartrate until her lungs threatened to burst on each slow descent to ground level, only to be forced back up on the next sprint. Dan even joined her some days, desperate for some form of physical punishment to focus his mind. They had no breath to speak to one another as the precious breath was required to replenish the oxygen burned from their muscles, but the companionship felt comfortable in its familiarity. Every day she would sit with Mitch… when she could find him. He disappeared for hours on end and was rarely seen joining them for an evening meal. The two went over in minute detail what should be on their wish lists. There was only so much planning they could repeat without the weather softening and allowing them to break cover. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Much further north, beyond the mountains which cut off the small section of the continent from the rest, a dark Land Rover drove slowly down a muddied track. The mud was cloying and ankle-deep now, and as the vehicle pulled to a stop close to a low building, the driver jumped down to land her clean boots heavily in a thick puddle. Cursing to herself she squelched to the door with her head tucked low against the howling wind. Standing to her full height as she emerged into the dry cocoon of the poorly lit room, she shrugged off her heavy black coat and shook the rain from it. 
 
    The three men around the table, all looking down on a paper map weighted at the corners, looked up at her arrival before bending their heads low again. She stalked towards the muttering sounds coming from the group and asked for an update. Two of the men glanced at each other before the taller one spoke. 
 
    “What we heard from their radio transmission, before it stopped broadcasting, leads me to believe they are here,” he said gruffly, pointing the tip of a much-sharpened knife onto the south coast. The woman did not know where their current position was in relativity, but in this group she was already at risk of scorn from all but the leader so she kept that small ignorance to herself. He had elevated her position to one of power over others and the ingrained military sexism annoyed her, although not as much as it annoyed the men who now had to answer to her. 
 
    “And your plan?” she asked him confidently. 
 
    He thought on that for a moment. 
 
    “Do you think we can assault this place, Sabine?” 
 
    She knew the question was asked intentionally to showcase her authority, and she played along. 
 
    “We think this place is fortified, do we not?” she responded, meeting his gaze. He nodded. 
 
    “Then instead of trying to break in by force, maybe we try another way?” she said suggestively. 
 
    Leo, le chasseur, regarded his two subordinates briefly before quietly asking for the room. They shot glances at each other, at the woman, then walked out into the appalling weather without another word. Leo liked Sabine, the cat-like woman who matched his ruthlessness. She had brought supplies, fuel, weapons and nearly thirty men and women to his group and offered a deal. She filled in many of the blanks in his knowledge about this group of English who so imperiously wandered into his territory but resolutely refused to die. Pouring two glasses of something from a bottle he offered her one and gestured for her to sit with him. 
 
    “You mean to suggest subterfuge over force?” he enquired, suspecting that she held a tactical view. Unlike any of his men, she knew how to be sneaky. 
 
    “Yes. You want to chop down the tree, whereas I would suggest letting it rot from the inside.” 
 
    A cruel smile appeared on his face as he raised his glass to her in small salute of her suggestion. 
 
    “And the prisoners?” he asked. “Do they feature in this rot?” 
 
    Smiling and leaning back in comfort she took a sip of her drink. “I’m sure they can be useful,” she said with a cruel smile matched only by the man opposite her. “They can be used to unsettle them first, then…” She paused. “…a cheval de Troie,” she finished.  
 
    Leo smiled wider. “A Trojan horse?” he repeated, “This, I like.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    ALL ALONG THE WATCHTOWER 
 
    If leaving the safety of their walled town for an extended supply run was an impossibility until the period of bad weather broke, then the least Dan could do was focus on issues closer to home. 
 
    Much to the evident disgust of Olivier who stood in his usual spot by the heavy wooden gates, Dan strode past him without even acknowledging his presence and opened the room – little more than a broom cupboard – which served as an armoury using the key Polly had given him. Both he and Leah were kitted up as warriors once more, and in addition wore heavy waterproofs over the top of their equipment which had grown tighter given their evident comfort inside a safe zone. Dan hadn’t replaced his lost and destroyed carbine since it had inadvertently saved his life by blocking the axe blow which would have likely severed his head, so now he retrieved their only surviving battle rifle chambered in the heavier 7.62 calibre. Where they were going, he needed to check out the vantage point with that kind of weapon anyway.  
 
    He couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched ever since Pietro told him about the wolves that stalked the mountains surrounding them, and that fear was further compounded when Leah returned to corroborate the story from the inland farm. The fact that he was flanked by his own dangerous animal didn’t register any irony in him, but his trademark shotgun strapped to the back of his equipment vest served as reassurance against the mysterious and primeval threat. 
 
    Braving the stinging rain blowing in unpredictable gusts from the sea, they left the enclave without ceremony and put their heads down to begin the climb. 
 
    In perfect weather, it would take someone of their fitness maybe thirty minutes to reach the high summit overlooking Sanctuary, even carrying weapons and equipment. With their heads tucked low and their footing unsure on the wet, rocky path, it took them closer to an hour. By the time the last false crest on the ground ahead fell away to reveal the base of the ancient stone tower, they were both exhausted and soaked to the skin despite their heavy coats. Ash, in contrast, was also soaked but seemed happy enough for the exercise. Shaking himself noisily at the door of the circular structure, he waited patiently for someone to let him in, no doubt intending to perform a more thorough shake when safely in a dry room. 
 
    Polly had briefed Dan about their barely-resident and cagey hermit, Claude, and offered to accompany them. Hearing that Claude spoke passable English, Dan politely declined the suggestion of a chaperone and saw Polly’s evident relief at not having to brave the elements. 
 
    In no doubt at all that Claude would have seen them coming and had at least thirty minutes warning of their arrival, Dan raised his eyes to the windows that began on what he guessed was at least the third floor and shouted out a loud greeting. 
 
    Silence answered his call. 
 
    Not true silence, because the howling wind raged around them and the sound of rain hitting their waterproof clothing and equipment sounded like sporadic hail stones, but at least silence reigned form inside. Just as he was about to shout again, the unmistakable sound of a heavy bolt sliding back permeated the maelstrom outside and the door creaked open slightly. Nobody appeared in the doorway, and only darkness showed inside. Ignoring any sense of foreboding they might have felt under different circumstances, all three bundled inside. 
 
     What they found was not what they were expecting. It was as though they had stumbled, wet and dripping and heavily armed, into the cosy set of a bedtime story reading. A pair of comfortable rocking chairs sat in front of an open fire, one looking indented and well-worn where the other seemed untouched but for the layer of dust coating it, and little else adorned the circular room. A high wooden bench served as what appeared to be a kitchen, pallets of tinned food were stacked in neat rows against the wall behind it, and a wooden staircase wound upwards into the ceiling high above.  
 
    As Dan took a slow circle to drink in the unexpected ambience, the door slammed noisily and the bolt slid home again. Fighting down the instinct to treat this as a threat, Dan made himself turn slowly and regard their new neighbour. 
 
    Seeing a short, grizzled veteran of a man with a chest-length grey beard and suspicious eyes, Dan again forced his face to show his intent and not his reaction. First contact protocols, he thought with a hidden smile. 
 
    “Bonjour Claude,” he began in appalling French, “Je m’appelle Da—” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Claude interrupted in good English, before the unreadable look on his face softened slightly. He turned to Leah, and the beard revealed something of a sad smile. 
 
    “And I have seen you too, mon chéri.” Leah smiled sweetly in return, and held out a hand to the old man whilst somehow managing to convey a look of embarrassed apology for how she looked. 
 
    Claude took the offered hand gently, and bent to kiss it with such an old-fashioned display of manners that Dan felt instantly boorish. There was zero, utterly no, feeling of inappropriateness in Claude’s behaviour towards Leah, and both were struck by the obvious sense of paternal admiration he radiated.  
 
    “My name is Claude,” he said, “you have heard stories of the crazy old man on the hill? Yes? Well I am him,” he said with a smile of humour now, making an introductory jest at his own expense. Greetings over, Claude clapped his hands suddenly making everyone jump. 
 
    “Now! Get off these wet clothes and hang them by the fire to dry,” he ordered them. Obeying, both stripped off their outer layers and equipment to place them on the wooden pegs by the hearth as Claude disappeared upstairs only to return momentarily with heavy blankets to wrap around their shoulders. 
 
    Instantly at ease and welcomed, they hovered by the fire as a metal teapot was hung in the flames to boil. 
 
    Dan eyed up the chairs, his senses pricking at something not being quite right, unable to yet articulate the thought knocking on his brain. 
 
    “So,” Claude said again, joining them to warm his hands at the fire, “you want to take the defence of this town seriously?” 
 
    This unexpected clairvoyance saved Dan a lot of uncomfortable small talk – he liked a person who got straight to the point. Opening his mouth to speak, Dan closed it again as Leah answered first. 
 
    “Yes. How did you know?” she said sweetly, playing along with the tone of his greeting to her. 
 
    “Because, mon chéri, I watch you most mornings looking over the walls. I see you planning where to put the guns, and where to attack from. I saw this too when we first came here and nobody listened to the crazy old man,” he said with another depreciating smile. 
 
    “We?” Leah probed gently, pressing her advantage.  
 
    “My wife and my granddaughter,” he replied, eyes sad and glistening. “Both succumbed to illness, sadly,” he crossed himself, the genuflection autonomous and subtle. 
 
    Placing a hand on his arm Leah offered her condolences. 
 
    “My wife was already very sick, but my sweet Claudette – my namesake as you would say – she caught a fever and did not recover. Both are buried outside, and I never left this tower since the day she joined her grand mère. I keep watch over them and the town below.” 
 
    A moment of silence prevailed, during which everyone present tried to convey their sadness and respect. Until Ash shook himself again and settled at their feet to monopolise the heat from the fire, breaking the tension of the moment with a comedy deftness no human could pull off. 
 
    Laughing gently, the three people relaxed and Claude invited them to sit. Hesitating, unsure how to word his request, Dan suddenly realised what had piqued his senses about the seating situation. 
 
    “That’s your wife’s chair, isn’t it?” he asked carefully. 
 
    Relieved that someone understood him, Claude smiled again. “Yes. Nobody has ever sat in it, but I would be honoured if you would, chéri,” he said, turning to Leah who graciously accepted the offer with a sad smile. 
 
    Dan sat on the rug next to his dog whilst the girl carefully perched on the unused rocking chair and settled back. The kettle began to whistle, and over coffee the three of them discussed the plans to keep watch over their safe haven. 
 
  
 
  


 
    EYES ON 
 
    From a similar vantage point high on the cliffs opposite the tower and overlooking the wet, windswept town, one of Leo’s most trusted men shivered in the storm. 
 
    He had performed this same task in Afghanistan, in Africa on the Ivory Coast, and a dozen other territories he hadn’t known much about, nor could he accurately point to on a map. 
 
    His job was simple; he was a watcher, and sometimes he was a killer at great distances. There was something about his stone-cold psyche that made him perfect for this role, and the training and years of experience had only served to harden those traits in him to a granite-like veneer. He barely blinked, barely spoke, needed little in the way of comfort and never complained. He never asked too many questions either, and that endeared him to his superiors greatly. Throughout his long years in the vaunted French Foreign Legion, his demeanour perfectly fit the mysterious air that followed those soldiers everywhere they went, prompting young recruits to stop and stare in awe as they strode past. 
 
    Allowing the focus of his left eye to fade away he concentrated through his right down the long scope of his PGM Ultima sniper rifle. He had carried this rifle for a long time, and it had been with him on four continents now, not that he could recall each individual country – only the targets. There were newer weapons issued to the Légion Étrangère, but being something of a celebrity among the elite troops, his stubborn refusal to part with the weapon had been tolerated. It wasn’t that it was better, just that it was his. The bulky metal and plastic gun was part of him, and he could wield it with near perfection. 
 
    It wasn’t just his accuracy with the rifle that made him so effective, but his attitude towards his task: he was told to watch, so he watched. Failure wasn’t an acceptable outcome to him, and only once had he failed. He allowed that one missed shot to sting his soul forever, as the tribal leader he intended to hit bent down suddenly allowing time for the bullet travelling the distance between barrel and target to slice through his shoulder and into a child behind the warlord. That moment would never leave him, not for sadness at the killing of an innocent, but for the fact that he failed where he had never failed before. 
 
    Scanning the ramparts of the medieval town walls far below his uncomfortable hiding place high on the cliff, his crosshairs showed glimpses of activity in between the squalls of rain which temporarily blinded his tiny window into the lives of the town’s inhabitants. Few people showed themselves since the weather turned vile, not that he hadn’t been prepared for a long and uncomfortable wait, despite still shivering through four layers of clothing and equipment. Continuing his methodical scan of the view below, the small and slow movement of the rifle barrel pointed his zoomed view to the lonely, round tower on the cliff opposite him. He could barely see in this weather at that distance, much less have any hope of making a successful shot, but another break in the stinging rain gave him a snapshot of two people outside the structure. One taller than the other, both unmistakably carrying weapons. This was a development, as the French sniper had yet to see anyone who offered him any threat. Le chasseur had briefed him about one person specifically - the man with the scarred face who had escaped their unit when their only sniper was deployed to protect a scavenging run. 
 
    Waiting patiently, barely moving other than to slowly inch the barrel to follow the pair’s progress down the slippery path back to the town and to wiggle his toes and tense the muscles of his calves periodically to stimulate blood flow to his feet, he tracked their progress until they were close enough to make out more detail. 
 
    The man was carrying a rifle capable of reaching his position, not that the shot could be made easily in this weather, and he would surely have time to kill him three times over as he was already sighted in. The man also had a big dog following him, which seemed happy enough despite obviously being soaked to the skin. More curiously, he saw that the other person with the man was actually a young girl, even though she was dressed up like a soldier and carrying an automatic weapon. His trained eye noted that the way she carried herself indicated an ability to use the weapon. 
 
    He also made one small detail out as the man turned his head up to speak aloud when he reached the gates. He saw a faint, pink line running down the left side of the man’s face over the eye, accentuated as the exposed skin of his face was pale and drawn in the appalling conditions. 
 
    Satisfied that he had accomplished enough of the mission parameters to justify withdrawal given the worsening weather, he continued his emotionless routine scanning of the town until nightfall, when he silently withdrew from the ridge and began the long journey to extraction. 
 
  
 
  


 
    FIRE SALE: EUROPEAN STYLE 
 
    The plan was ready, having been assessed and reassessed so many times due to the weather keeping them prisoner. When the endless series of storms finally broke, the heightened sense of excited anticipation buzzed throughout the town, as it was widely known what the newcomers had been asked to do.  
 
    This was an intentional display of public support by Polly, and an ingenious one in Dan’s opinion: she was telling the town that the newcomers had brought abilities they needed, and were now willing to perform a task outside the walls for the benefit of everyone. Public support was not a problem, bar one or two sullen looks and grumbled French complaints. 
 
    The team had been carefully picked in a theme of both Anglo-French diplomatic relations, and ensuring adequate protection remained behind to secure the town. Dan selected his obvious candidates with care, needing Mitch’s military weaponry experience and Neil’s mechanical engineering mind to break into things. Who to leave behind was the biggest worry, and in the end he chose Leah. She complained to him recently about being seen as a child again, and he thought this was the best opportunity to show the residents of Sanctuary that he trusted her to stand in his place. He left Adam with her, confident that he would follow her instructions and provide the support of a familiar face. 
 
    More importantly than who to leave behind was the question of who to bring from the existing population. Obviously, they were in need of strong hands to carry the goods they hoped to find, but the political move of adding French fighters to their protection detail was needed to show that trust was a door which swung both ways.  
 
    Despite protests from others, he insisted that Olivier join them. The idea was Marie’s, which she made sure was presented as Dan’s, and was a clever move to show inclusion of the man they all suspected was, to put it bluntly, completely full of shit. The insistence of his inclusion was designed twofold: to suss him out, and to keep enemies closer. 
 
      
 
    There had been a lot of whispering amongst the people safe within the walls, and each night when they convened for their evening meal, more and more of the multinational band of genetic mutation lottery winners joined them, indicating a full swing in their favour on the trust-o-meter.  
 
    Amongst the shy newcomers that evening was a dark-haired beauty who Dan had seen working in one of the tall, narrow buildings in the town. She was short – no taller than Leah in fact – but beneath the lowered head and curtain of wavy hair hid a strikingly beautiful, hawk-like face. Slightly hook-nosed, but with distractingly big, dark eyes she smiled and seemed almost embarrassed as she perched next to Mitch.  
 
    Dan figured it out immediately, as had Marie probably a few minutes or even days before he did, but Leah paused with a fork halfway to her mouth as the scene before her bounced around her brain like a series of errant synapses that couldn’t quite get the flow right. Then it hit her. She was holding Mitch’s hand. 
 
    She fought to swallow her mouthful whilst simultaneously blurting out her accusations about where he had been disappearing off to all the time, when the sudden duplicity of her actions made her inhale her food and cough noisily, silencing the room. 
 
    With streaming eyes and a look of shame as everyone had stopped to watch the girl choke, she stood and looked at Mitch but instead of voicing her accusations she simply released a strained burp. As her watchers in the immediate area fell about laughing she sat down, her face reddening through a mixture of embarrassment and momentary oxygen deprivation. 
 
    “Everyone,” Mitch announced to the table in general, “this is Alita.” He smiled broadly as he looked at her, totally unaware that she wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole. 
 
    Alita was a good few years younger than Mitch, and had yet to turn thirty. Originally from Spain, which in reality was just over a day’s walk away from where they were on the southern coast of France, she had travelled all over the world as a scuba diving instructor. She had lived in the Maldives, the Philippines, Fuerteventura and Lanzarote, as well as working in the Caribbean and Australia. Of all the wonderful and exotic locations she had lived and worked, there was always something tugging at her heartstrings when it came to the southern coast of the country neighbouring her birthplace. 
 
    All of this she would have explained to the group who were obviously eager to know more about her, but the overwhelming fact about Alita was that she hated being the centre of attention, and didn’t much like talking to strangers. True, she spent her life teaching strangers how to dive and leading tourists through the reefs and rocks she grew to know like she did the way around the town streets, but that was work. Mitch wasn’t work and, as such, she now felt like running from the room because everyone was looking at her and expecting some sort of response to Mitch’s introduction. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her free hand as the other still gripped Mitch’s like a vice and gave a tentative wave in combination with a small smile. 
 
    That seemed to satisfy the inquisition, and the collection of smiles aimed at her relaxed a little. As talk of the plan unfolded, she was happy to melt back into comfortable obscurity and listen as Dan laid out the bones of the plan for the following day. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Before sunrise the chosen team assembled by the gates, shivering with the combination of inactivity and cold. The defenders were also standing by to watch the small exodus, and for some a familiar feeling of purpose returned to invigorate them despite the chill in the air. With very little ceremony, the heavy gates creaked open and the team filed out with Dan in the lead under the considerable shadow Pietro cast from the weak light shining over the ancient archway. 
 
    His question of why there were no modern vehicles in the town had been answered simply weeks before; they kept some vehicles a way inland under cover to try and preserve them for as long as possible. Under Polly and Victor’s joint leadership, the absence of fuel-driven vehicles was also a tactical move to adjust the psychology of the population; without daily reminders of missing the trappings of their now extinct modern lives, they would let them fall from their consciousness more easily. 
 
    Forty minutes’ walk for their small group found them at an industrial hanger-type building, where they loaded up into three small commercial vehicles and let them run at idle to warm the settled oil in their engines. 
 
    Dan detailed people for each vehicle, unwittingly intimidating some of the locals who, until that point, did not realise they were undertaking a military operation. 
 
    Simple rules were set, actions on different situations arising were reiterated, and the order to move was given. Pietro drove the first vehicle, complaining good-naturedly about having to drive as he felt it made them soft. 
 
    “Would you prefer to carry a couple of large machine guns on your back?” Dan asked him. 
 
    “Biz problema!” Pietro retorted ebulliently, before remembering his audience and adding. “This would be simple”. 
 
    “And the ammunition to feed them?” Dan pressed. 
 
    Pietro paused, evidently giving thought to the additional weight. 
 
    “Maybe this time it is good to drive,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    Leading the carefully-moving convoy of three, with Mitch in the rearmost vehicle as the most trustworthy and capable, Dan checked in intermittently via the radios they had recharged for the first use since their ignominious flight to safety months before. 
 
    Dan’s eyes flashed to high points, to anything on the roadside which caught his attention, to possible ambush sites. The increase of tension felt both familiar and exhausting.  
 
    The only source of discontent was Ash: he had to pick the only day for months when he was in a confined space with others to release a series of noxious smells, each time looking simultaneously innocent and offended at the reactions around him. 
 
    By the time the sun hit its peak they had arrived without incident or sign of life outside of their caravan. 
 
    Dan stepped down from the cab, took a lungful of unpolluted air, and stretched his back, feeling that old sensation of a compressed spine from too long in a car. 
 
    Looking behind as the others emerged, he caught the eye of Olivier. Making the quick decision whether to leave him with the others as protection or take him along; he decided to keep him close. Making the hand signals for ‘on me’ and ‘rally point’ he kept Olivier in his sight to see how he responded. If he were the infantryman he claimed to be, then his response to these silent instructions, in any language the world over, would be instantaneous. 
 
    They weren’t. Mitch saw the signals and reacted, as did Neil, but Olivier looked around confused. Unsure, he walked tentatively towards Dan. 
 
    Catching Neil’s eye, Dan indicated that he should stay put and guard the vehicles and received immediate confirmation that his orders were understood. He returned the long battle rifle to the cab of the lead vehicle as it would be useless in the confined spaces he expected, instead relying in his sidearm and the shotgun on his back. 
 
    Leading a team of four and a half; himself at the front with Ash pressed to his leg, Pietro behind followed by Olivier and Mitch at the tail, they began a slow circuit on foot of the base. 
 
    As in all military fashion for any continent, the base was a very unassuming and dull-looking fenced enclosure with a series of low buildings. The full lap took them almost another half hour, and solidified Pietro’s assurance that the base was totally abandoned. 
 
    In essence, it was little more than a supply depot, but seeing as supplies were what they came for, Dan didn’t see that as a problem. 
 
    Returning to the vehicles Dan called up Neil to dispatch the locks on the metal gates. Never one for subtlety, Neil pulled the ripcord starter on a disc cutter and illuminated their entrance with a flamboyant shower of sparks as the rusted metal gave way with a series of short, tortured shrieks. The gates creaked open on degraded hinges with a scream fit for a horror movie and Neil turned to Dan to give him a muted, but still characteristically ‘Neil’ bow of sarcastic welcome. 
 
    Indicating for Neil and his method of entry capabilities to fall in behind his small fire team of four – two soldiers, one hunter and one pretender – they began the laborious and time-consuming process of clearing each building one by one. 
 
    Starting at the low prefabricated hut intended as a gatehouse, they moved clockwise until each room on the base had been checked. Numerous times a boot had to be employed to open any door unwilling to accommodate them, and after Dan took three attempts to stave in one, Pietro decided to showcase his considerable size and strength and act as a battering ram. 
 
    After this display of bravado, Dan sized up one particular doorway then stepped back and nodded his head to the target for his Russian friend. Slinging his brutal bow diagonally over his torso, Pietro stood to his full height and flexed himself. 
 
    Rocking back, he lined up one huge boot intending to kick the entire door from its hinges and leave an impressive display of destruction to show this Englishman what he could achieve. 
 
    Dan, the victor of innumerable contests between man and locked door, smiled broadly in anticipation of exactly what he knew was about to happen. 
 
    The savagery of Pietro’s kick did precisely what Dan predicted, and all professionalism disintegrated as the others erupted instantly into hysterics. 
 
    Furious with himself, with the door, with his audience, Pietro hopped on the spot as his right leg disappeared through the flimsy door which had swallowed the limb to mid-thigh. 
 
    Fighting away the tears, Dan stepped closer only to have to backpedal as the big Russian flailed about to free himself, effectively creating a hole in the door large enough to climb through. By the time he had extracted himself and attempted to regain some composure, Dan calmly leaned past him and tried the handle. 
 
    Pietro’s red face burned out over his beard as the unlocked door swung out towards him, just as Dan knew it would. His anger at the failure and embarrassment dissolved immediately and he couldn’t contain himself any longer, bursting out with uncontrollable laughter which they all tried to keep hushed.  
 
    Sometimes a genuine laugh was just more important than protocol. 
 
    This routine continued for a further hour, the intermittent sound of one of the team bursting into fits of giggles as the image of Pietro stuck in suspended animation halfway through the door popped back into their minds. If one of them released even the slightest of sniggers, another team member would be instantly infected by the hilarity and the ripple effect would debilitate them all again. The only one unaffected was Ash, who cocked his head and held his mouth closed to watch what overcame the people. 
 
    By now they were all so unconcerned with the sight of a decomposed body that the careful and reverent removal of a skeleton clothed in dusty rags was commonplace. With the exception of Olivier. From the horrified expression on his face at the various poses the former residents were stuck in, Dan became ever more certain that this man had seen none of the horrors of this world, let alone the ones from their previous lives. 
 
    Dan caught him stood over one dusty corpse and watched as he reached down to remove a filthy sidearm from a belt holster. Snapping his fingers for attention Dan watched as the Frenchman’s head darted up as his hand whipped away like he was caught out. Dan shook his head, but realised that Olivier probably wouldn’t understand. Stepping closer, he spoke in hushed tones. 
 
    “Clear first, scavenge later,” he said simply. 
 
    A nod of embarrassed understanding was Olivier’s only response. 
 
    Opening a protesting metal door in the largest building, a sickening stale odour burst from the dark entrance. This room must not have been as breezy as all the others, as it had retained a smell of decay. Flicking on a torch and raising his Walther in the other hand, Dan stood on the edge of the doorway taking cover automatically to prevent being silhouetted. Mitch stacked in behind him instantly, falling back on years of close quarter battle – CQB – training which he employed for real more times than he could remember. Neil stepped up close to Mitch’s back and drew his Glock as Pietro watched on in confident amusement, yet still held his bow ready. In truth, Neil had learned far more in CQB and room clearance drills from Dan than he had in his military career. Olivier had no clue what to do. He lacked the knowledge or the confidence to stack up behind the others, and did not possess the good sense to get clear of the doorway. 
 
    Although overtly ignored, his indecision and obvious confusion was not lost on anyone present. Uttering a single word, the room clearance began. 
 
    “Seek,” Dan growled with low urgency, and Ash rocketed low into the room to work. 
 
    A tense minute elapsed, during which they could hear the muted occasional sounds of the dog working the room with his nose for any trace of life or danger. Returning to the doorway with his snout covered in thick dust and cobwebs, he gave his report to Dan by way of a series of loud sneezes followed by a mouth open, tongue out look of satisfaction and anticipated praise. 
 
    “Ash says it’s clear,” Dan said, fussing the animal and reminding him what a good boy he was. Sneezing again Ash returned to his position by Dan’s side and prepared to enter the room. 
 
    Of the six of them there, four including the dog had done this more times than they could ever count. One had skills which none of the others possessed, and the last was becoming ever increasingly exposed as a fraud. 
 
    Moving in with gun and torch raised, Dan muttered, “Go!” and slipped through the doorway, stepping fast to the right with Ash glued to his leg. Mitch flowed through simultaneously, peeling left. When they had gone through, Neil entered and stepped to the right of the door clear of the obvious funnel which would attract any fire. 
 
    The dog would have sounded off and returned at a rate of knots if anyone was inside, but this was real life and there were no respawns, so they stuck to the drills. 
 
    The moving pair – or trio really – flowed like water through the obstacles, around and between two large green military trucks, until they reached an internal wall at the far end of the dusty, and mostly empty, room. Calling the others up, they now assessed the next obstacle. This door was metal, reinforced at the lock, and far more substantial than anything they had encountered thus far, and as such held more promise. Trying the handle as a man never knew his luck, Dan found it secure. Holstering his weapon, he looked to Neil who silently turned and headed back to the doorway where he had left the disc cutter.  
 
    Dan held his disdain for Olivier in check and gestured for him to step up. 
 
    “Knock on the door and tell anyone inside that we’re not going to hurt them. Tell them to open up,” he said. 
 
    Olivier’s confusion was evident, but he did as he was asked. 
 
    When no answer came, he looked questioningly at Dan again but the man simply nodded to him, then looked over his shoulder at Neil who fired up the tool and set to work cutting through the metal. Stepping back to give him space to work, the others waited as Neil sweated and grunted amidst a fountain of sparks. Ash took himself further away, fearful of the light and noise being more sensitive to the latter than all the others combined, and Pietro began to pick at his fingernails with a huge blade to pass the time. 
 
    Eventually, the sounds of tortured metal stopped and Neil stepped back. Mitch had found a length of metal, a heavy-duty tent peg by his best guess, and rammed the spike into the obliterated lock housing. Putting all his strength behind it, the doorway popped open and Dan sent Ash in again. 
 
    They had struck gold again. The floor was littered with the bodies of soldiers, all wearing the same uniform. Crouching and wiping the filth away from the insignia on the upper arm of the closest one, Dan gestured to Olivier to look. 
 
    “Military police,” he announced, having deciphered the degraded writing. 
 
    Mitch took the metal spike to the nearest wooden crate, and after the lid was prised off he let out a long, low whistle which attracted the attention of the others. 
 
    Crowding around him, they looked down on a box crammed full of new and oiled assault rifles. 
 
    “Fucking bingo!” announced Neil, reaching down to lift one of the new HK416 rifles destined for who knew where. 
 
    “I read that the French were changing to these,” Mitch said, jealous at having had spent years dealing with the unreliable and awkward bullpup design the British forces insisted he used. 
 
    “Clear the rest of the base then come back with the others,” Dan instructed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Within the hour, the remainder of the base was declared devoid of life, and all three of their vehicles were backed up to the doors of the building. A steady stream of two-person teams carrying the heavy boxes out into the sunlight was organized and the remainder of the room was being sorted and catalogued. 
 
    Although only a small armoury, they guessed that the addition of the crates of new assault rifles must have been in transit and likely escorted by the small detachment of military police who had succumbed whilst performing their final duty. 
 
    In addition to the new, and arguably best, assault rifles there was a rack of the older FAMAS which were destined for replacement. Dan also discovered the larger version of the HK, the 417, which fired the heavier 7.62 calibre and were configured as sniper rifles. A few under-barrel grenade launchers were found which could be fitted to the new rifles, but only one small metal tin of the 40mm bombs could be located, making them a very finite resource. 
 
    Neil was busy trying to coax one of the huge diesel-powered military transport vehicles back to life as the others worked, until Dan called for his help. 
 
    At the very back of the room, and secured behind a metal mesh barrier, sat two huge machine guns which harked from the days of the second world war, although their design had been much improved over the years. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” breathed Neil when he saw the prize uncovered by the removal of ammo crates. Reverting to his favourite BBC English accent, he leaned close to the mesh to see them. 
 
    “Haven’t seen a Browning,” he pronounced it brigh-ning, “like that in years.” 
 
    “A couple of fifty-cals would be nice,” said Dan in wistful wonder, mentally calculating their destructive power in Leah’s defence plan. “Cut the door for me?” he asked Neil. 
 
    “Cut it yourself,” he responded, pointing to the disc cutter sat idle on the floor nearby. “Just don’t cut your foot off or anything,” he said before patting him on the shoulder roughly and returning to his resurrection project in the outer room. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dan replied icily, earning a look from Ash as they were joined by Mitch, whose own appreciation for the destructive capability before him was evident. He told Dan he could clean them up and get them working, so long as they found enough ammo to make it worth their while lugging them back. 
 
    In truth, he was hoping for some smaller support weapons, but the big point-five-ohs would be a major addition to their prize fund. 
 
      
 
    Their vehicles were loaded with weapons and ammunition, a good third of their haul being given over to the big beasts and the massive ammo they fired. 
 
    As the last of the crates and lockers were prised open, Dan jumped at a sudden sound as Neil first fired the struggling engine of the truck, heard it whine tiredly before it barked into life and ejected a gigantic cloud of black, unburnt diesel into the room and caused a mass exodus of choking scavengers. 
 
    “Sorry chaps and chapesses!” he boomed from the doorway of the raised cab he stood proudly in, unable to hide his obvious pride and excitement. The main doors were hauled open to both clear the air and allow the big transporter to escape the dusty mausoleum. 
 
    Just as Dan was about to call for the saddle-up and return journey, Mitch excitedly jogged up to him. 
 
    “You’ve got to see this!” he blurted out, then turned on his heel and headed for the furthest corner of the room. Hauling a big canvas all the way back from a large crate, he shone his torch into the gap he had splintered into the wood. 
 
    Dan peered down and saw a dull green tube with a raised polygon at the end. As it dawned on him what he was looking at, Mitch couldn’t contain himself any longer. “AT4s,” he said, beaming an excited but borderline evil grin. “Anti-tank rockets.” 
 
    Echoing Neil’s earlier comment, Dan leaned back with his own smile. 
 
    “Bloody hell.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE INSIDE MAN 
 
    Olivier took himself away after becoming bored with the menial task of carrying boxes. The people who, only a few months before, had viewed him with respect and often fear now ignored him or worse; they treated him as an equal. 
 
    Sullenly he wandered away, kicking at the overgrown thorns which had endured the lashing storms and cold temperatures. He regarded his new acquisition; the dirty sidearm caked with dirt which he lacked the sense to realise was the remains of its previous owner. He guessed the gun wouldn’t fire in its current state, but he enjoyed the feeling of holding it. He wandered clear around the back of the big building where everyone else still contributed to the collective cause. 
 
    Had he been the soldier he had told everyone he was, he wouldn’t have been looking at his feet and sulking. He would have noticed the trodden grass and – had he been half the man that Dan and Mitch were – he would have sensed that he wasn’t alone. 
 
    By the time he realised he had made a mistake, the undergrowth to his left rose up and clamped a powerful arm around his neck, stifling any sound he could have made instantly. As terror hit him hard in the chest, the undergrowth to his right also came to life and easily pulled the rifle and sidearm from his hands without any obvious resistance before it sank with his slow and controlled descent to the ground, and placed its own camouflaged face in front of him. 
 
    The eye contact made him freeze, although the arm around his neck had already done most of the job. There was something in those eyes, some primal fear made him stay very still in some genetically predisposed, hard-wired self-preservation way; as a rabbit would do when a bird of prey cast a shadow over the grass ahead. 
 
    He stared into those eyes, and knew he was about to die. 
 
    “Quiet now,” growled the monster before him in French, “do as I say and you will live.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The three trucks they had brought as well as the newly reanimated military transport were loaded and secured. Dan called everyone in and addressed the group in simple, short sentences, pausing occasionally for Pietro to translate his words. From the smirks on the faces of the others, he was certain the big Russian was adding some artistic license to his speech, but he let it ride. 
 
    He told them they had done well, that they should rest a short while and eat something before they headed back. 
 
    “Tonight, you’ll be home in your own beds, and Sanctuary will be safe.” He smiled broadly, not because he was a happy man as such, but more that he knew his facial expressions would need no translation. He climbed onto the bonnet of the big military truck and scanned a 360 out of habit. Whenever he gave other people a rest break he automatically stood watch over them, sacrificing his own downtime for the comfort of everyone else. That’s just what leaders did. Ash sat on the ground and watched him, as Mitch put one foot on a large wheel and hauled himself up to the vantage point. 
 
    “Impressive swag,” he mused aloud, gaining a grunt of agreement from Dan. 
 
    “I’ve added a box of tricks in the back of this one,” he went on, nodding his head to the rear of the vehicle, “and we can talk about how to use them when we get back.” 
 
    Slightly perplexed, but in truth too tired and preoccupied to take too much notice, Dan merely grunted his agreement again before voicing his concerns. 
 
    “Where the fuck did Walter Mitty go?” Meaning that he hadn’t seen Olivier in a while. 
 
    “No idea,” answered Mitch without concern, just as the red-faced Frenchman reappeared from the side of the building. He stood still, as though he didn’t expect to see the two men who intimidated him so much stood up high and staring at him, before averting his eyes and scurrying past them. He didn’t get far, as Ash spun around to block his path. Olivier stood still again, and Dan, fearful that he would feel persecuted told his dog to leave him. 
 
    Ash would not. He took a quick series of steps forward on his big paws and sniffed the air before dropping into a defensive pose and baring his teeth. A low but evidently threatening growl emanated from the big dog prompting Dan to snap at him louder to leave the man alone. 
 
    Olivier backed away, and when he saw that Ash would not follow he turned and walked fast. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” he asked the dog, who had relaxed but still watched the man walking away. Ash ignored his master, and maintained visual contact with his target. 
 
    The two men stood on top of the truck looked at each other, as though both tried to figure out what that exchange had been about. 
 
    “I always said Ash was a good judge of character,” Mitch said. 
 
    “Me too,” agreed Dan, but almost absently. He had ignored his dog’s intuition twice before, and it had almost cost him his life. 
 
    “Was it me or did he look like he’d been crying?” Dan asked the soldier. 
 
    In his reply, Mitch betrayed the very reason why he needed a commanding officer. Why, although ruthlessly effective at any task of soldiering, he worked better when the decisions were made for him. He lacked that extra layer of instinct which could turn the tide of an engagement. He merely dismissed the odd turn of events with a joke. 
 
    “Probably went for a piss and remembered how small it was!” 
 
    Dan smiled the appropriate response, but didn’t let the thought dissipate with the moment. Jumping down from his perch, he called aloud for everyone to head home. 
 
    He didn’t realise that the look he had seen on Olivier’s face was one of shame; a look of a man ashamed of himself, ashamed of his jealousy, ashamed because his lies were uncovered. It was a look of a man who would sell his own mother for status, and it was the look of a man whose loyalty could be bought for a very low price. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The two lethal patches of undergrowth listened as the sound of four engines faded away into the distance. They stayed put, not moving an inch, until they were certain that nobody had remained behind to ambush them in the unlikely event that the little man they had captured decided to betray them. To betray his country and his army. 
 
    Slithering low to the ground they returned to the small section of fence they had cut and so painstakingly fixed back into place so as not to show any sign of their entry into the camp. Walking fast but quietly over the uneven ground they moved in silence until they regained the position of their vehicle. 
 
    Combined with the detailed activity report and carefully drawn map from his sniper, le chasseur had now obtained real-time intelligence on the strength and capabilities of his adversary. He knew the basic approach to the defence of the walled town by the sea, and, vitally, he now knew how to crack it open like an egg.  
 
    The chess pieces were forming up, and the king would fall to him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    GAME CHANGER 
 
    Waking with a gasp, sheeted with sweat and fighting to control his breathing, Steve took a few seconds to realise where he was. 
 
    He was on a folding cot, restrained by a sleeping bag, in a room with other people who all seemed blissfully unaware of the terror he had been in. 
 
    If it wasn’t the reliving of the horrific events which caused him to transform from pilot in the air to a bleeding sack of meat and bone on the ground, then it was something else. More terrifying than the twisted and contorted memories and false memories of the helicopter crash, was his other recurring nightmare. The same one he had just experienced, which led him to jolt awake in such sudden fear of his own death that his body was sticky and cold as his heart pounded in his chest. In this repeating dream, he again stood on the steps of the commandeered town hall in their unhappy camp, and as he was delivering his victory speech to the grateful masses, his nemesis appeared and gunned him down. In his own nightmare, the madman he had cheated out of air superiority came to exact his terrible revenge, and the gun raised towards him in slow motion. He saw the barrel rise, was powerless to do anything about it, and stood transfixed by the black circle of the business end of the gun and waited for the flash.  
 
    That flash signalled his demise, it foretold his death, and each and every time it felt completely, utterly, and inescapably real. 
 
    Trying and failing to gain command of his breathing, his shoulders heaved and he clutched both hands to his breast bone and forced his lungs to slow their desperate race to burst. 
 
    Two whole minutes passed before he felt in any way in control of his body again, and if he hadn’t known better he would have thought he was having a heart attack. He knew he wasn’t, because he had experienced the same sensation over and over, at least three times each week for months now. 
 
    Slowly extricating himself from the damp sleeping bag he swung his feet out of the bed to the cold floor. In the shaft of light in front of his face beaming in from the artificial lights outside, he saw his breath mist before him. The cold December air hit his damp body then, and brought on racking shivers which made his teeth chatter involuntarily. Knowing he would not regain any sleep that night, or probably much the night after, he struggled to his feet still shivering. At least if he was done with slumber for the night then he might as well make himself more comfortable and wash away the cold layer of sweat. 
 
    Remembering to retrieve the walking stick which he hadn’t needed for months, he shrugged a blanket over his shoulders and retrieved the towel and armful of clothes he had laid out for the following day; a practice he had been accustomed to for as long as he could remember, from long days at sea waiting to run to his aircraft at a moment’s notice, to the days spent on intensive training where an extra minute of sleep could make all the difference. He may be damaged, crippled, and have no access to a helicopter for the remainder of his life, but he was still, at heart, a warrior. 
 
    His war had changed exponentially, and was now more akin to the French resistance of the Second World War than it was to the modern aerial warfare he had trained for and engaged in for close to three decades. 
 
    So now, remembering to appear to anyone who saw him as a broken cripple, he limped his way quietly out of the dormitory and towards the shower block. 
 
    Glancing down and squinting at the face of the watch he now wore – his own expensive diver’s watch that he had worn for years had long been lost – he saw that he still had probably four hours before sunrise. With a resigned sigh, he limped onwards to the shower block. 
 
    Ever the optimist, he smiled to himself thinking that if anything good were to come of this then he would at least enjoy a piping hot shower; the reservoir tanks for the general population quickly ran cold at peak times, and a cold shower was something they all endured. He limped on under the far from watchful gaze of two guards, one of whom he strongly suspected was checking the security from behind his eyelids. 
 
    Only now he saw steam emanating from the door of the block as he approached, instantly bleeding away to nothing in the cold, dark air. Someone was enjoying the hot water he had been imagining to be all for him. 
 
    Entering the steaming and poorly lit room he allowed his eyes to adjust. The furthest shower cubicle – separated only by the lazy rigging of plastic curtains – had soapy water flowing out and into the central drain. As his eyes grew more accustomed to the steamy environment, he saw with horror that the water flowing towards his feet was laced with swathes of diluting red.  
 
    Torn between thinking he may still be asleep and fearing that he may have discovered another suicide, he dropped the stick along with his bundle of folded, dry clothes and covered the distance to the cubicle in two long strides. Tearing aside the curtain quickly, he gaped through the steam to be instantly confronted with a scream from the occupant. 
 
    Snatching at the curtain to draw it again and restore the modesty of the now terrified occupant, he slipped in the soapy water and fell heavily on his backside where he was powerless to do anything but stare up at the naked and blood-drenched form of Lizzie attempting to cover herself. She stopped mid scream, stood more upright and inadvertently flashed him an eyeful of breast, cocked her head slightly and regarded him with a questioning look. 
 
    “Steve?” she said, perplexed and relaxing as suddenly as her fear had erupted vocally. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I saw blood and I... I’m so sorry!” he blurted out like a schoolboy turning his eyes away, ashamed and embarrassed by his actions and her nakedness. 
 
    Abandoning all pretence of modesty, she stepped forwards and helped him to his feet; his embarrassed blushing thankfully hidden by the poor lighting and the steam in the air. 
 
    “A guard will have heard that, get in the shower quickly,” she hissed at him, almost projecting him across the small space and into the opposite cubicle. 
 
    True enough, a guard entered ten seconds later having heard the scream. His unconcerned challenge was easily deflected, and Lizzie’s easy reassurance that she had slipped but wasn’t hurt satisfied the tired and bored sentry into returning to his comfortable chair where he had been dozing until she so rudely woke him. 
 
    The two showering conspirators held their collective breath until both felt that the lie had been believed. Steve stood, unsure of what to make of everything that had just happened, until the curtain twitched back in front of him and Lizzie darted in to stand beside him. Now wearing a towel wrapped around her torso, he was bizarrely more aroused at the sight of her than he had been before. Shaking his head to clear the unhelpful and inappropriate thoughts, he tuned in just in time to hear her words. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered into his ear, barely audible over the sound of the shower she had left running. “You scared me and it’s not like things don’t happen here.” 
 
    Steve’s slow-moving brain was recovering speed now, and connected the dots that this is where a guard was supposed to have assaulted a woman before Richards had him publicly executed. 
 
    “I thought,” he said, almost choking on his words before trying again, still unable to look directly at her for fear she would see through him. “I thought someone had hurt themselves,” he finished lamely. 
 
    Suicide was a matter he suspected that many of them had considered, but hope generally held out for most people. 
 
    “It’s not my blood,” she said, “someone came in injured as I was leaving the hospital, and I got covered in his blood trying to save him.” 
 
    Her choice of words took a few seconds to connect in Steve’s brain before he asked, “Trying?” 
 
    She looked straight into his eyes, as unconcerned with her state of undress as she was the blood still in her hair. 
 
    “I tried. He didn’t survive,” she said blankly. Steve processed this more quickly before asking, “Us or them?” meaning was it a cog or was it one of the machine operators. 
 
    “One of them,” she said, with no hint of a smile. 
 
    Steve asked what had happened, but Lizzie hushed him with placatory hand gestures. “It’s not important,” she interrupted. “What is important is that I report this to the resistance without getting caught.” 
 
    Her revelation rocked him. He knew people knew about the resistance, obviously, but having never had the chance to speak to her in private he now realised that all his safety measures and safeguards he so painstakingly observed had worked. He had isolated the members of the movement to such an extent that the woman he knew so well had no idea that he was behind it all. 
 
    Swallowing down the first words which came to his tongue, he knew that he had to keep it that way. Another reason to do so was that a revelation had just dawned on him that, not only did he know this woman so well, but that he also harboured a deeper emotional connection to her that he hadn’t fully understood until just now.  
 
    Focusing himself, he played along. 
 
    “What do you know about the resistance?” he asked. 
 
    She seemed taken aback by the question, as though she felt confident she had been imparting knowledge to the uninitiated. 
 
    “What do you know about it?” she shot back. 
 
    Steve fell back on his extensive training which had been innocuously called RTI, or resistance to interrogation, so many years ago. 
 
    As a military helicopter pilot, he had faced great risk of being shot down and captured by the enemy, and was trained as best he could be to survive the ordeal of being interrogated by soldiers who did not adhere to the same rules he had to. He had been taught to hold out for as long as possible, only providing the enemy with his name, rank and number, but when the risk became too great or the pain of torture became unbearable, he would fall back on half-truths and out-of-date intelligence. This was called the controlled release of information, and it was what he relied on now. 
 
    “I sometimes pass messages between people. I don’t know who and I don’t know what it all means. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle I only have a few bits for,” he lied smoothly, purely to protect them both. 
 
    Lizzie seemed impressed, as though she suddenly discovered he was a secret celebrity.  
 
    “I hear things, both from the guards and the patients, when I’m in medical. I can piece the bits together too, but what happened tonight was weird.” 
 
    Steve asked how it was weird, and listened intently to her explanation. 
 
    “I was just packing up to close the clinic for the night when two guards carried in a younger one. There was so much blood I couldn’t even find out where the wound was, but he’d been stabbed in the stomach. I was the only one left and I needed the doctor for emergency surgery so I sent the guards to fetch help. I tried to keep him still and stem the bleeding but I had no chance of stopping it without surgery.” She paused, looking down as though she was reliving the story and not simply recounting it. Steve reached up and placed a hand on her shoulder, happy to wait for her to be ready to tell the remainder of the tale. 
 
    “He kept trying to push my hands away from the wound, kept saying ‘Will’…” She swallowed, now totally immersed in the memory. Steve couldn’t be sure if the water running down her cheeks was from her wet hair or tears from her eyes. 
 
    “He told me that another one of them did it, and they wouldn’t stop until they had finished the job.” 
 
    Pausing again, Steve gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze of encouragement. She raised her face, looked directly into his eyes and delivered the biggest, most important single piece of intelligence his resistance movement had ever gleaned. 
 
    “He died in my arms, but before he went he told me they’re planning to take over the camp,” she said with savage finality. 
 
    Steve’s face showed the appropriate level of shock, but inside his brain went off like a firework display. Will? The twins? Seizing control from Richards? Murdering their own? 
 
    This threw so many things out of orbit that he had been completely unaware of and shattered his plan for a mostly peaceful takeover. A rogue element of guards led by the savage brothers was not a fly this particular ointment could endure, and he had to re-evaluate quickly.  
 
    “I can get this to the resistance,” he told her, seeing the relief and emotion wash over her face as she now unburdened herself of the terrible experience she had just been put through. She seemed to deflate, her eyes showing sadness as her chin quivered. She let go of her strong exterior and cried, burying her face deep in his neck and sobbing. He just stood there, holding the half-naked and soaking wet nurse who had saved his leg and his life. The woman he was attracted to, yet no amount of lust could make him consider taking advantage of her vulnerability. She was part of his resistance, whether she knew it was his or not, and she was willing to risk her life to get the information to those who could act on it. 
 
    Finally, her crying abated and she wordlessly returned to her shower to rinse the last of the red from her pale hair. She dried herself, dressed, and left the block, all without saying another word. Steve retrieved his wet clothes, decided they would probably dry after he had worn them for a while, and stripped down to wash away the sticky residue of his nightmare. 
 
    Shivering under the tepid drizzle, Lizzie’s extended shower having obliterated the chance of the hot water he had been anticipating, he steeled himself for a fight far bigger than he had thought was on the horizon, and that horizon was looming fast. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Max flinched in his chair in the grand hallway as whatever had been thrown inside Richards’s office hit the wall with a resounding thud. He sat still and listened, staring resolutely ahead and trying his hardest to look like he knew nothing; he did, mostly, but he was certain that his dishonesty was tattooed on his forehead. 
 
    Despite the thick walls and heavy wooden door, he could clearly make out every word being screamed inside. The tirade had gone on for more than ten minutes already, having begun shortly after he had summoned the highest echelons of the leadership before their breakfast. Currently inside the room being roasted by the Major were the two brothers, both wearing stone-cold expressions of blankness, and three deputy commanders responsible for the daily running of the camp. 
 
    Having received no orders to enter the grand office and takes notes, Max had returned to his desk and sat in fearful silence until his over-inflated receptionist duties were required once more. 
 
    “I will ask you again, gentlemen,” Richards shouted with acidic emphasis. “How exactly did this happen?” 
 
    Max heard one of the men clear his throat and begin to spout meaningless waffle about being understaffed, and that they couldn’t possibly double every guard duty before the voice trailed away suddenly as another missile was launched against the wall, this one shattering to play a decorative tinkling sound as the broken pieces of what Max guessed was a crystal decanter exploded. 
 
    Nobody filled the silence, and Richards carried on. “You two are oddly quiet,” he snarled threateningly, and Max imagined the two unnaturally and intrinsically linked brothers shooting a brief glance at each other, seemingly communicating telepathically. 
 
    “Isolated incident, sir,” one of them replied woodenly. 
 
    “From what our sources say, the man was overly friendly with some of the workers—” this from one of the others who was eager to interject with something helpful before Richards destroyed his attempts to ingratiate himself. 
 
    “I was asking an organ-grinder, not a monkey. Speak when addressed directly, sir,” the Major spat with his own specific brand of well-mannered abuse, silencing the man instantly. Max allowed himself a smirk as he pictured the jowly face of the man nominally in charge of organising the working parties outside of the camp turning crimson with impotent rage and shame. 
 
    “Isolated incident? Elucidate,” Richards commanded. 
 
    Max could only hear a few words of the explanation, which he guessed came from the older brother who had a quieter, yet infinitely more frightening, voice. From what he could glean without moving or pressing his ear to the wall for fear of being discovered, he thought that the brothers were painting a picture of a guard who had become inappropriately close to a number of people he was guarding. Their best joint assessment was that the man had become embroiled in something and had ultimately fetched himself a knife to the guts for his involvement. 
 
    That reasonable, yet simplistic, report seemed to satisfy Richards. Max knew he liked a simple solution presented to him, as he had to merely give the idea his blessing as opposed to actively think about anything other than his current mad-hat idea. His last one was to instruct Max to find someone among the population who could paint his likeness and immortalise him in oil and canvas. 
 
    Max listened to the summary from the brothers as they bounced from each other like an endless tennis rally, speaking as though one person’s lines were being recited by two actors auditioning for the same role. Their easy assumption and confident report that the man only had himself to blame only made the report Max clutched in his hand all the more important. And all the more believable. 
 
    Eventually Richards’s rage abated and he gave orders before dismissing the assembled men. He believed he gave orders, but Max knew by being the silent middle man that those orders were taken by a number of the senior ranks as mere suggestions. A few made minor alterations to their orders, all under the guise of real-time streamlining or tactical readjustments or whatever they wrote on their reports to justify the fact that they had a better way of doing things than Richards had suggested. The brothers were the worst; they didn’t even pretend to try and follow orders, but simply deployed guards where they saw fit and often ignored their instructions entirely. Which is why, after hearing their assertions about the death of the guard, he knew for certain that the anonymous intelligence submission held in his hand and deposited on his desk late last night was absolutely true. The note simply read:  
 
    I have been asked to join a group to overthrow the Major. I’m meeting with the brothers tonight and will report back in the morning. 
 
      
 
    At first glance Max hadn’t known what to do with this information, but whilst he was still ruminating a blood-soaked doctor appeared at the door with two others flanking him. He had reported the murder of a guard directly to Richards and suffered a barrage of abuse for not raising the alarm immediately. Max had then been ordered to assemble his senior officers and at no time did he have the opportunity to speak in confidence and warn the Major of the treachery. 
 
    Nor did he think that would do any good. The Major was, without a doubt, insane. He hid it well but Max had no confidence in his ability to cope with this news rationally, and feared it would be turned on him as the bearer of bad news. So now he sat and clutched the scrap of paper as though he could squeeze a sensible answer out of it. 
 
    He sat for a long time thinking. He had to deal with the interruption of Richards giving a string of orders to be written, copied into the occurrence book Max was forced to keep in a neat hand, and when he hesitated Richards pounced on the indecisiveness as insubordination. Max instantly apologised and assured the Major that he would never disobey his orders, but that he was in shock at the murder of the guard. He did his best to look vulnerable and upset, correctly assuming that Richards would then soften and offer magnanimous fatherly advice on how to cope with losses in conflict. Max lapped it up, thanked the Major for his patience and kind words, then went to work. 
 
    He kept that piece of paper hidden all day until the conclusion of his duties, then quietly knocked on the door of the big office. 
 
    “Come,” came the crisp reply. He entered to find Richards busily writing in a leather-bound ledger, doubtlessly recording the latest chapter in his memoirs which would immortalise the saviour of the human race long after his passing. 
 
    “Sir, with your permission I’d like to visit my family tonight,” he said respectfully. He had no family, but Richards was not to know that the few people he had been captured with – or rescued with as he had to refer to it –were unrelated. 
 
    Richards made a show of steepling his fingers and leaning back to think as he gestured for Max to sit opposite him. Silently he rose and poured two measures of scotch from the newly acquired replacement decanter. 
 
    “Of course, Max. Of course,” he said as he sat in the leather chair next to his assistant and offered a glass to him. “It’s important to remember who we are fighting this war for. Go and be with your family, but remember to be back inside HQ by curfew.” 
 
    The curfew had been reinstated that day given the previous night’s incident, but Max would be one of the few ‘civilians’ who could still walk around unchallenged due to Richards’s unnerving personal interest in him. 
 
    “I mean what I say, Max,” Richards said intensely as he leaned across and placed a hand on his knee. Max tried his hardest not to flinch or recoil and give offence. He hated scotch and suspected that Richards had already sipped a few glasses that afternoon. To give a natural pause to the awkward moment Max drained his glass and leaned forward to place the empty crystal tumbler on the desk, subtly dislodging Richards’s hand as he moved. 
 
    “I will, sir, I promise,” he said with a smile as though he truly appreciated the man’s concern for his safety. 
 
    Walking from the office slowly he closed the door and checked to see that nobody else was in the hallway before he allowed his body to shudder from head to toe. Shaking himself out of the moment he strode purposefully from the big building and down the wide stone steps, nodding as he went to the two men manning the sandbagged positions permanently in place to protect the inner sanctum of the regime. 
 
    Walking slowly with his head down so as not to attract any attention, he aimed for the main dining area. He had no idea how or where he would make contact, but he had to find the man which all the intelligence reports alluded to. The man Richards had been obsessed with but had now forgotten. The man he suspected was at the centre of some kind of underground resistance movement. 
 
    Queuing with the others for his meal, feeling like a traitor as his own food was of far better quality than what was being served to the general population, he glanced around to try and find the man he hoped could help them all. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ERROR 404 – SLEEP NOT FOUND 
 
    “I told you I don't know what you're talking about,” Lexi said, her words sounding slow and sluggish.  
 
    “What is sanctuary?” growled her interrogator again, repeating himself in the same menacingly patient monotone as though she hadn't spoken.  
 
    Unable to form another reply, Lexi just shook her head from side to side, her movements unnatural and forced with none of the poise and grace she had previously possessed. She didn’t even know if the man spoke English other than the three questions he asked repeatedly. 
 
    “What is sanctuary?” growled the man again, uncaring as to any answer he may or may not receive.  
 
    Unable to respond with anything that would please her captors, Lexi's head slumped and her vision flashed white. She didn't know if she had been struck - although they hadn't physically hurt her since they were first captured - or whether she was experiencing another painful blackout as she had a few times over the last weeks. Or days, or hours. She had no way to know for certain.  
 
    The flash extended to become bright lights, and then she realised that the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling above her were illuminated, mesmerising her with the almost imperceptible flickering and pulsing. She knew now that they had moved her again, as the last room was the one with the pipes and a single bulb. 
 
    They did this; kept moving her between rooms and never allowing her to sleep comfortably. One of the rooms even had a bed in it, but her bound hands were tied to a fixing in the wall which prevented her from reaching it. She sat forlornly next to the bed and cried until she ran out of tears.  
 
    But that was weeks ago, she thought, wasn’t it? 
 
    The man was gone, she realised, but it took her a while to get her bearings in preparation for another interrogator to come through the door at any moment. 
 
    What is sanctuary? 
 
    Where are you from? 
 
    What are you doing here? 
 
    Three simple questions with such a multitude of different answers depending on the wants and needs of her captors.  
 
    The way he had said 'sanctuary' made Lexi think that it was a place and not a concept. So, in that sense, she didn't know.  
 
    She had told them time and again that she had come from England. They had driven here. When these answers failed to satisfy, her ramblings continued to describe the home she had grown up in as a child. About the garden and the swing set her father had put together for her seventh birthday which she fell off and scraped her knee and shin painfully. About the school she had attended. About the boy who had kissed her for a dare when she was ten years old and had then run to his friends to mock her. 
 
     It seemed that this previously unrecalled depth and clarity also failed to satisfy the interrogator, so her addled brain wandered off elsewhere.  
 
    What was she doing there? In her more lucid moments she knew she was there because the four of them failed. They had simply wandered up to strangers and said hello, not recognising the obvious likelihood of them being unfriendly. She was there because they had kidnapped her and at least one of the others, that she knew of, based on her logical assumptions from the sounds of screaming, and now they asked her the same questions every day.  
 
    She retreated into her mind once more, recalling with startling accuracy a televised documentary on the use of sleep deprivation as a weapon of torture. The words of the narrator came to her, only in the ruins of her imagination the narrator was a large, colourful parrot which eyed her suspiciously as it bobbed its head in time with the words.  
 
    “The use of sleep deprivation is not a new concept; in fact, the earliest documented research of sleep deprivation was recorded in the late 1800s in Russia...” 
 
    Her face twitched involuntarily, making the narrating parrot flap its wings and shift position to caw at her before it resumed its own interruption.  
 
    “...little has changed in modern use for interrogation and psychological warfare. Symptoms on the body can include irritability, severe mood swings, impaired cognitive and emotional abilities and responses as well as more obvious physiological reactions; muscle spasms, poor coordination, tremors and painful aches...” 
 
    Lexi tilted her head in mimic of the parrot who waddled closer to regard her with its tilted head fixing her with a single, black beady eye.  
 
    “...long terms effects are uncertain, but an increased risk of heart disease and diabetes is as likely as premature death…” 
 
    “I wish,” Lexi said aloud in a groggy voice. The door banged open and the parrot glanced back at the noise. Lexi saw a man walk in and close the door behind him, the shadowy light in the doorway making her guess that it was some time in the morning. Or maybe the early afternoon. When she looked back the parrot was gone, abandoning her like everyone else in her life had. The man walked to her and silently thrust a water bottle under her nose with a sports cap on the top. No longer caring enough to be suspicious, Lexi sucked on the bottle thirstily until it was taken away from her. Gasping after the sudden effort, she sat back to catch her breath. 
 
    The man leaned down to look her in the eye for a while before speaking. 
 
    “What is Sanctuary?” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of miles north of Lexi’s tomb, someone else was struggling with the effects of sleep deprivation, although by no means to the same extent. 
 
    His symptoms were irritability and blurred vision when his focus wavered. He ached and he had a dull headache which he feared would never go away. His older brother, annoyingly more alert but infinitely more worried startled him by approaching from the shadows – something that would never have happened if he had his senses on full alert. The two had not slept the previous night, so had in effect been awake for nearing forty hours straight. Not only that, those forty hours had been packed full of action, stress, fear and pretending. 
 
    They – or more specifically he, the impetuous Will – had judged one of their recruits poorly. Very poorly. They had a dozen guards, men of ability and ambition, securely attached to their cause now. Discovery would mean death as a traitor so they picked carefully, with one exception. The meeting had gone smoothly, but one recruit was very twitchy and kept asking questions. The man wanted specifics; times, locations, numbers. He sealed his own fate by overtly asking for the detailed information which would be used to formulate a report on the abilities and intentions of the rebels. He was so obvious that even he realised it, too late. At once the others around the small fire moved and penned the man into a corner of the shed they were in. He drew a knife and stood, terrified, holding his impossible defence against the others. 
 
    That was when Benjamin first stepped up to offer his opinion on the matter. If Will was the hot-headed one of the two, then Benjamin more than made up for that with his almost eerie self-control. There was no other way to describe it; he was just plain cold. 
 
    Stepping through the semi-circle of men fearful of the primal power of a blade, he calmly walked to within striking distance of the shaking man and stood still with his arms at his sides. He stared long into his eyes; cold calculation meeting terrified desperation. He smiled. 
 
    “Who else knows?” he asked calmly. 
 
    The man holding the quivering knife swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his throat with excessive exaggeration. He said nothing. 
 
    “Who else knows?” Benjamin said again, injecting the slightest hint of threat and steel into the question. 
 
    The Adam’s apple rose and fell quickly once more, but no words came. 
 
    Fractionally moving his right foot, Benjamin caused the scratch of gravel under his boot sole to make everyone assembled jump with sudden fright. The man holding the knife spasmed, barely managing to control himself and not attack out of sheer panic. He held his blade, still wavering, pointing at the unmoving chest of Benjamin, who just smiled in response to the threat. 
 
    The man’s nerve broke and he lunged. 
 
    Benjamin anticipated the attack; he knew with absolute certainty that having placed his body where he had, the man would lunge for the closest target he presented. Shooting the sharp blade out in a straight stab, the man let out a yell of combined fear and rage. 
 
    Benjamin let the knife come to him, turning his body slightly by swinging his right shoulder forward and allowing the movement to dictate the flow of the rest of his upper body. Swinging inwards like a revolving door, he brought his right hand up and slapped his palm into the wrist of the hand holding the blade and gripped. Simultaneously he slapped the palm of his left hand on the back of his attacker’s outstretched grip, the tense ligaments feeling raised and taught as he pressed it upwards and out. 
 
    The combined movement of both hands had the instant effect of destroying the strength of the man’s grip on the knife and turning the hand inwards so the knife now pointed inwards, still towards Benjamin, only now without the strength and momentum he had before. 
 
    Out of the desperate instinct to survive, the attacker did not give up just because his first attack was deflected; he still had the weapon and needed only to push it a matter of inches into the chest of Benjamin. Switching his footing clumsily, he renewed the power behind the thrust and yelled harder as he went for the kill. 
 
    The yell wavered and changed pitch, turning instead to a higher note of fear. Instant and utter fear at his own imminent death. 
 
    Instead of the knife burying its blade between the ribs of Benjamin, the man felt the impetus of his attack keep turning and swing, taking him off balance. In horror he watched on as his own hand holding the knife was turned inwards with ease, as though no matter how hard he tried the mechanics simply were possible, and the sweeping movement continued as the knife safely bypassed the body of Benjamin and headed, interminably and terribly, back towards his own body. 
 
    The yell stopped abruptly with a strangled cry and he felt that all the breath was sucked out of him. He couldn’t breathe, and the pain was utterly consuming.  
 
    “Did you tell anyone?” Benjamin hissed in his ear, close as a lover. 
 
    It was the most painful, horrendous thing the man had ever experienced, and he seemed unable to draw breath for minutes. He just managed to make eye contact with Benjamin and shake his head; this final lie his only possible act of defiance. 
 
    Looking down, cradling the knife softly with his own bloody hands, he finally took a breath and filled his lungs. The split second before he released that breath in an earth-shattering scream, Benjamin lashed out like a viper and struck him once, impossibly hard, in the windpipe and silenced him instantly. 
 
    Falling back against the wall, his body awash with fiery pain, he slumped towards the ground. He couldn’t tell which was worse; the feeling of suffocating or the knife deep in his belly that welled out piping-hot blood in big gushes. 
 
    He knew the others were talking, but he couldn’t make out the words. Benjamin was giving orders, pointing at people, and he was vaguely aware of two of the others hauling him up uncaringly and carrying him away. The cold night air stung him as he jolted around in paralysed agony, looking up and seeing the occasional weak light in the black sky which showed his hot breath misting.  
 
    His last memory was being thumped down on the cold, hard table and a woman looking down on him, asking his name. 
 
    If he had been able, he would’ve told her that he was called Jason. That he had tried to do the right thing. That he had failed. That he was sorry. He managed to utter a few words and watched as her eyes grew wide. 
 
    He died, although he had been in so much pain that death was a welcome relief.  
 
      
 
    Now, meeting his brother in the cold and dark, Will wanted to apologise for his poor choice in recruit. Opening his mouth to start, he was silenced by Benjamin speaking first. 
 
    “I think he told us the truth,” he said quietly. “If he had told someone, then we wouldn’t have been trusted to give out orders today. If he’d told Richards we’d have been up against the wall wearing a blindfold at first light.” 
 
    Will thought on this, seeing no obvious holes in the story presented to him. He didn’t think for long; his brother was the born tactician whereas he just enjoyed the violence. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” he asked his older brother. 
 
    “Stick to the plan,” Benjamin replied. “We take over and kill any fucker who gets in the way.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    INVINCIBILITY LIES IN THE DEFENCE 
 
    The sun was setting by the time the convoy returned to the gates of Sanctuary. They were met by Leah, Polly and Marie with little ceremony. Mitch, as ever, showing no signs of weariness but only excitement at their haul, was disappointed not to be asked to work through the night. Instead, Dan ordered all arms and munitions unloaded into a heavy stone room without windows by the gatehouse. Polly, in between carrying boxes and catching her breath, told Dan that he was probably the first man in a hundred years to order the magazine stocked. Dan knew precisely what she meant, but allowed the explanation to be heard by all the others. 
 
    The windowless circular room with impossibly thick, stone walls and a heavy wooden door was the powder magazine for the gatehouse and would have served the cannon defending the approach. There was no better place to store the arms they had recovered, either practically or metaphorically. 
 
    Instructing everyone to get some food and rest, thanking them for their efforts, he asked for three volunteers to remove the vehicles from blocking the gatehouse and walk back; the return journey they had made that morning. 
 
    Leah offered herself, obviously itching to get outside where she could find some form of danger to prove herself against. Dan asked her instead to take Ash and feed him. Any normal teenager may have argued with him, or at least made her displeasure well known, but Leah simply regarded his expression for a second before deciding that he clearly had other ‘volunteers’ in mind for a reason. Walking away with a small nod she patted his body armour affectionately as she passed, clicking her fingers for the dog’s attention. 
 
    Scanning the group, his eyes rested on Olivier. His fixed gaze, conveying no malice but simple expectation, gained the result he wanted. 
 
    “I will go,” he said, with obvious reluctance. 
 
    Two others volunteered themselves, a man and woman who appeared to be a couple. Mitch caught Dan’s eye and shot him a look of concern. Dan knew what he meant, but wouldn’t entertain a warning of going outside at night with three of ‘them’ and none of ‘us’ to back him up. Not even his dog. 
 
    Dan intended this, partly to offer a display of vulnerability to his allies, but mostly to show that he trusted them. He wasn’t one to accept the offer of a bodyguard on a bad day, let alone now.  
 
    A guard was placed on the door, Adam teaming up with a young Frenchman and trying to communicate with a bizarre hybrid of speaking slowly and pointing, to keep the newly amassed arsenal safe from causal interest. As he prepared to leave, Dan noticed that Mitch took a significantly larger bag to his room than he had brought with him that morning. 
 
    Kid in a sweet shop, he thought to himself with a smile. 
 
    Leading his small group back to the large hanger-type building where the vehicles were to be stored, Dan drove the awkward and ungainly French military transport truck, it’s six wheels making easy but slow progress on the rutted tracks which used to be roads. Checking his mirrors to ensure that three sets of sidelights were snaking along behind him, Dan’s attention was grabbed by the dials and switches on the upper section of the cab. Never having been a radio expert, he ignored its presence and concentrated on the road as he reminded himself to ask someone smarter than himself to check it out. 
 
    The vehicles were stored without any fuss and in relative silence, and the careful walk back in the dark began. Luckily the moon was high and bright, shooting a wavering line along the rippling water out to sea. Dan wished he could have had Ash with him, his superhero level sense of smell and hearing always reassured Dan in the dark, but he knew with absolute certainty that the dog would not allow Olivier close enough to him without inspiring fear in the diminutive Frenchman, so he had insisted he stayed behind. 
 
    Now, feeling slightly under-equipped, Olivier made his move. 
 
    “We did a good job today, no?” he asked in English, the flash of white teeth reflecting the moonlight betraying the faked smile he wore. 
 
    “We did very well,” Dan agreed, speaking slowly to assist his understanding; too often he was accused of mumbling and didn’t want the language barrier to be worsened for this conversation. 
 
    A silence hung for a dozen strides, their footfalls in sync but with Olivier taking uncomfortably longer paces to match the taller Englishman. Dan kept this pace intentionally, forcing a subconscious superiority on the man. 
 
    “Have you been to war, Olivier?” Dan asked simply. 
 
    A pause of three paces, before he replied, “Yes and no.” 
 
    “Meaning you went to war but never fought?” Dan enquired, prompting another three step delay. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, shame and embarrassment heavy in his voice. 
 
    Dan let the answer swirl around his head, as though savouring an expensive drink in his mouth. Behind him he could hear the muffled conversation between the others. 
 
    “Why did you tell people you were a soldier?” Dan asked him, again the simplicity of his questions carried the brutality of truth. Olivier wanted to protest, to say that he had been a soldier, even if he lied about having seen action. His shame stung his eyes, and he realised that he had thought so long he had forgotten to answer. 
 
    “To be more…” he struggled over the word, “…better?” he tried. 
 
    “To look good to the others?” Dan asked, keeping his rising anger in check more easily than he had expected given Olivier’s disarming honesty. 
 
    “Yes,” came the simple answer. 
 
    Dan paused, maintaining his pace which Olivier had to take extra skipping steps to match. 
 
    “You won’t be guarding the gate any more. You’ll be putting everyone in danger,” Dan said. It wasn’t a question, or even an instruction. He was simply stating fact. He expected Olivier to argue, but instead the man surprised him. 
 
    “Send me to the fort. I can be better there,” he pleaded. 
 
    Dan suspected he meant that he could be useful as another defender in the sky fort, and that would also mean that Dan would barely see the man as the stone steps were not something anyone wanted to take as a daily commute. He hadn’t thought of this as an option, but he saw no downsides to the suggestion. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” he said, allowing the smaller man to drop behind and walk at a more sustainable pace. 
 
    Guessing he was maybe twenty metres out in front, Dan muttered to himself, “If you have any balls, little man, now is the time to shoot me in the back.” 
 
      
 
    No shot came, instead the ground dropped away steeply into the approach to Sanctuary, where he walked through the gates, climbed the steps and slept soundly in his own bed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The night’s sleep was short, as most people were eager to see the results of the previous day’s efforts. So many people were milling around to see what exciting treats were in store that Dan had to hand pick a team to help and send everyone else away as politely as possible. 
 
    Mitch went to work sorting and storing the HK416 assault rifles, creating stockpiles of different parts and interchangeable barrels. As he worked, he kept small sections clear for what seemed to be a personal project. Any interruption to his thought process was greeted by grunts and a dismissive wave, usually followed by some swearing. 
 
    Dan organised one of the .50cal heavy machine guns to be carried up the spiral stairs to the walkway above the gate, taking three people to safely manhandle the beast of a gun without damaging it. Neil, flanked by what seemed to be his French counterpart and understudy, sorted out the necessary tools and fixings they would need to secure the thing in place and hope that it didn’t shake itself loose. He said as much to Neil, who returned a big grin in his direction. 
 
    “Remember Thunderbird 2?” he said. 
 
    “How could I forget?!” Dan answered, and, how could he? The big machine gun – although still far smaller than the ones they now had in their possession – had been mounted into the back of a Land Rover and used twice to devastating and deadly effect. 
 
    “Rubber mounts,” Neil declared, oblivious to the fact that nobody had subtitles to his thought process. “Mike developed them, remember? They took the shaking and absorbed it so the fixings weren’t ripped out of the metal.” 
 
    “Rubber mounts,” Dan agreed before adding, “Scotty, make it so.” and walking away to leave this project in Neil’s capable hands. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that Dan had murdered two Star Trek references into one, Neil shouted a reply to his friend’s back. 
 
    “Ah cannae do it, Captain! She does’ne have the power!” he called in his best Scottish approximation. 
 
    Smiling, Dan skipped down the stone steps with ease, almost colliding with Leah at the base. 
 
    She was heavily laden with two large skeletal rifles, almost as big as she had been when he first found her, and a bag which the sight of the straining strap over her slim shoulder made Dan guess was loaded with ammunition. 
 
    The rifles were the HK417, so the ammunition would have to be the heavier 7.62 than the rounds she carried for her M4. Her own vest would be unlikely to stop two of these projectiles, but he didn’t think she needed to know; not to protect her youthful innocence, but more that he was certain she knew the capability of the rounds used, having fired them at people herself with lethal effect. 
 
    “Who are we putting in the tower?” she asked, evidently having allocated herself as the person organising snipers. 
 
    “No idea yet,” Dan answered honestly; the best shots he knew at distance were himself, Mitch and Leah and he knew he couldn’t do without any of them for an extended period. “Someone local if they can shoot well enough and stay awake.” 
 
    “Roger,” she said, turning and walking away, no doubt to seek out someone qualified. Continuing down to the makeshift armoury he was greeted by a kneeling Mitch holding out a gleaming new rifle to him under a big smile. 
 
    “To replace the one you lost,” he announced simply before adding with a smirk, “not that you could hit a barn door with it.” 
 
    Dan ignored the goading slight, mostly as he knew it was complete rubbish, and regarded the gun offered to him as he took it. 
 
    To him, although this would probably have been a very strange concept to anyone from their old lives, it was beautiful. The shortened 10-inch barrel sprouted a fat suppressor from the end, whilst an angled grip sat neatly underneath with a torch mounted on the left side. Dan felt with his left hand and saw that Mitch had placed it just right so his left thumb could flick up to engage the powerful LED beam. On the top sat a similar configuration to his old gun, in that a small telescopic sight could be flipped to the side to reveal a clear optic with a single red dot in the middle, enabling him to shoot both at mid-range and up close and personal. The short barrel meant it could be used in confined spaces where he would normally have had to resort to his sidearm or the brutal shotgun. 
 
    Turning it over in his hands, marvelling at the lightweight yet balanced feel of the gun, he looked back to Mitch with genuine thanks. Lost for words, he merely nodded his satisfaction which pleased the soldier. 
 
    “This bugger’s mine!” Mitch said with relish, climbing to his feet and lifting a longer version of the gun up for inspection. It was almost identical to Dan’s, although the added few inches of barrel made the gun look far more deadly somehow but the item that caught Dan’s attention was there in place of the angled foregrip of his own. It was a different shade of black metal, and somehow looked older than the rest of the gun, but its purpose was unmistakable. 
 
    “Expecting trouble, Herr Schwarzenegger?” Dan asked him with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh!” Mitch said in mock indignation clutching one hand to his chest as though Dan had wounded him. “You think my new grenade launcher is excessive?” 
 
    They both laughed and Dan slapped a hand onto the man’s shoulder with an accompanying good-natured insult. If anyone knew how best to use their limited supply of the small, flying bombs that thing could fire, then he had the utmost faith in Mitch’s abilities. He had never fired one personally, or even seen one fired for that matter, but he knew enough to realise that the destructive power of that one man’s rifle alone would be devastating. 
 
    “Just you!” Dan said, making it clear that he didn’t want just anyone lobbing 40mm grenades around the town. 
 
    “Yes boss,” Mitch answered, turning back to his duties of sorting out the remainder of the armoury and preparing to equip a militia if and when the need arose. 
 
    Turning away he had that familiar feeling of having set the wheels of a plan in motion and now found himself at a loss for gainful employment. Everyone was working, doing the tasks he had delegated under specific supervision, and now he was not immediately required. As he always did in these moments, he found somewhere to light a cigarette and take a brief pause to fill the time. Wandering back up the stone steps he saw that the mounting of the huge machine gun was well underway and needed no input from him, so he stood a way off and enjoyed the solitary smoke as Neil encouraged, cajoled and generally yelled and pointed his way through the process. Dan had yet to fix a sling for his new weapon, so he rested it, barrel pointing upwards, against the stone wall as he watched Neil’s team drill holes in the ancient stone and carefully pour in a concrete mix to embed the heavy metal mounts. Dan knew he would then somehow attach the thick rubber mounts he spoke of to cushion the violent vibration of the big gun, and that would serve to keep it safely in place.  
 
    Taking a final drag and squeezing the filter of his unfamiliar tasting French cigarette between thumb and forefinger before flicking away over the wall, he turned and saw Marie approaching, flanked by a few others including Kate and Polly. The former watched his pregnant woman out of the corner of her eye, wary of the uneven footing and her delicate condition, and the latter smiled at something Neil was shouting in an appalling French accent which sounded more like an impression than a literal translation. 
 
    “Report!” Marie barked at the father of her unborn child in mockery of his old, old life. Catching on to the joke immediately, Dan snapped to attention. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he said, snapping off a crisp salute with his eyes facing resolutely forward. “Gun emplacement underway, small arms are being organised and sniper arrangement for the watchtower has been delegated to junior ranks. Ma’am,” he finished, relaxing to the collection of amused grins at the couple’s interaction. 
 
    The matriarchal parade had collective faith in Dan and the others to organise the specifics of their defence, but the unsaid fact remained that no fighter is effective for more than a few hours without a support network. Dan mused on this to himself as the others talked, half listening to them, and tried to recall the statistics he had been taught so many years ago. It was something along the lines of; having one fighting soldier at the front line required ten others in supporting roles. That fighter had to be fed, had to be armed and equipped, had to have somewhere to be fixed up if he was hurt, had to have someone able to organise getting him home if needed, had to have people maintaining the radio sets he relied upon for real time information, and needed others to provide that up to date intelligence. Something he thought of stung a memory he couldn’t quite place – couldn’t recall if it was something in his subconscious from before or after the fall of the modern world. Just as quickly, he was snapped out of his reverie by the sound of his name. 
 
    “Sorry?” he said, looking at the assembled faces all staring at him. 
 
    “I asked if you had chance to speak to Olivier?” Polly enquired again, a placatory look of hope on her face. 
 
    “Yes,” Dan answered, the conversation from the previous night returning to him easily, “and I’ve agreed he can move up to the fort as he’s asked. I haven’t told him yet.” He looked around, for the first time mindful that he hadn’t seen the man since they had returned by moonlight the previous night. 
 
    The response seemed to satisfy Polly, who exchanged a brief look with Marie. No doubt the two women had already discussed this, and he suspected, had he not provided the correct answer, then he assumed he would have had his mind changed for him. 
 
    Leah reappeared without her previous burden of heavy weaponry, and Dan waved her over to spare him having to talk to too many people – the thought still lingered at the back of his mind and knew it would stay there, lurking, if he couldn’t concentrate on whatever it was that had nudged his subconscious. 
 
    “Leah, you might want to ask Polly about the personnel you need,” he said, waiting for the penny to drop and then walking away with a gentle touch of Marie’s elbow as the teenager launched into her requirements for a vigilant person who could shoot a rifle. 
 
    Marie walked with him and, a few paces away from the conversation, turned to face her. 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” he asked, as the last time he had seen her this morning was when she was repelling her breakfast. 
 
    “Better,” she said, “hungry now though! I thought the bloody morning sickness was supposed to pass?” 
 
    Dan had no answer for that; Marie had suffered daily from shortly after they had arrived at Sanctuary and the morning routine of vomiting hadn’t abated since. She was maybe eight weeks away from giving birth and now the medication she was being given didn’t help things. The blood thinners caused her to feel nauseous and dizzy, and combined with livid bruising from the slightest of knocks, she also suffered from bleeding gums every time she cleaned her teeth. She often joked about him loving her even though she looked awful, and he would always deftly deflect her goading. As a result of her frailty, Kate took it upon herself to either watch her personally, or have someone with her at all times. Their erstwhile paramedic was initially against the theory of using such aggressive medication on an otherwise healthy woman, even more so that she was pregnant, but eventually agreed that it was the only course of action available given the circumstances. She had studied the results of the town’s only woman to have had a baby born alive, and agreed that, although unorthodox, there was no other way to ensure Marie and Dan’s baby survived. 
 
    Dan knew that Marie was putting on a brave exterior, but deeper down he knew that, more than the sickness, she felt impotent and useless. She was weak, she tired easily, and she suffered bouts of confusion which dulled her sharpest weapon; her intellect. Finally, and reluctantly, she allowed herself to be cared for and although Dan’s absence sometimes upset her, she knew that he was doing what he did best to ensure her – and their baby’s – survival. 
 
    “Rest, please,” he said to her, giving her a kiss on the cheek and feeling the warmth of her skin as she leaned into him. Glancing up over her shoulder he saw Kate watching their embrace, and nodded slightly to her, signalling that he felt Marie had enjoyed enough fresh air. Watching on as Kate led her away, he chalked up another thing, correction things, to worry about on top of their defence and long term survival. 
 
    Returning to Leah to see her deep in discussion with Polly he felt another surge of emotion, this time fatherly admiration more than worry. Leah first came into his life as a naïve, sarcastic and frightened young girl. After almost two years she was still a sarcastic young girl, but she had metamorphosed into something so unique: terrible yet brilliant, frightening but caring. He thought back over the years he had spent fighting alongside others, and the time he had spent fighting crime with various partners, and wished that on any single day he could’ve had the young girl as his backup. True, her childhood had come to an abrupt end, and he was a likely cause of that by removing her youthful innocence and replacing it with a gun and the training to use it properly, but he didn’t force it on her. 
 
    She was an evolution.  
 
    An adaptation.  
 
    A demonstration of the human ability to react to circumstance and prosper. She was the caterpillar emerging from a chrysalis to spread her wings, but instead she came out armed and smiling. 
 
    None of this could he have articulated, and to simply say that he loved the girl was woefully insufficient. He respected her, cared for her in many fatherly ways but treated her in most senses as an equal. Now, watching as she walked away with the effective mayor of the town, he saw and heard how a child deftly moulded the conversation without seeming manipulative. That, he was certain, he hadn’t taught her. 
 
    He felt no need to oversee that task; Leah would pick someone appropriate to accompany the old man high on the hill, taking into account their personality and ability alongside their nature so as not to clash. In short, she would, he knew, try to find the old man a friend and betray the fact that there was still a sweet young girl in there. 
 
    Dan’s attention was snatched away by Neil slapping him hard on the backside, making Ash skitter away unsure of what had happened, before he recalled he had a reputation to uphold, and adopted a more menacing look towards the man who had startled him. 
 
    “Let that set for a bit,” he said before Dan could offer an opinion on his stinging buttock, meaning the fixings he had just concreted into place. “Next one lads!” he announced, waving his entourage to the stairs to fetch the other heavy gun and carry it the back-breaking distance to the seaward defences. Dan accompanied them, doing his bit by slinging his new gun and hauling a heavy metal container of huge linked ammunition in each hand. He had to stop every fifty paces or so and shake his arms to get the blood flow vaguely back to normal before resuming. His slow progress wasn’t an issue, as the already-tired crew carrying the gun and the heavy tripod were making slower progress. After they had crossed over the small bridge spanning the water’s widening path to the protected bay, Dan saw Mitch’s new ‘friend’ approaching with a small trolley. He guessed from having seen similar things on holidays, that this was the cart she used to transport heavy compressed air diving tanks from her shop to the sea, and having seen their plight had emptied it and now came to offer her help. Hiding behind her hair, she merely wheeled it into the path of the machine gun team and stopped there, waiting for them to mutely understand. A sweating Neil was effusive in his thanks, maybe a little over the top if Dan had to be honest, and the gun was loaded. He found space to stack his ammo boxes, as did the others carrying similar burdens, and added his own body weight to the combined effort of pushing the cart along the cobbled street. 
 
    Reaching the foot of the raised sea wall which led to the low, circular stone watch tower he left the team to their task and returned at a more relaxed pace to the gatehouse. He had discussed the sea-facing defences with Neil, and as the older man had already found himself on that side of town as some crazy foreign inventor and all-round tinkerer of things, he had agreed to remain as the de facto commander of that gun battery. He would have to leave Mitch in charge of the gate gun, which would leave himself and Leah to command the remainder of the militia to wherever they were needed in the event of an attack. 
 
    The plan was basic, but it had to be. They were truly dealing with a militia, a civilian army, and their tasks had to be simple. A professional soldier could be expected to multitask; to switch between firing mortars and having to man a heavy machine gun to include clearing jams and swapping barrels in quick time but a militia could not. Dan’s imagination treated their forces, although not unkindly, as the peasantry who would herd their livestock inside the walls and join the defence with their pitchforks.  
 
    Keep it simple, stupid. 
 
    Groups of people would be trained to use the big guns, but not through live-firing exercises as they were literally firing a quickly exhausted supply. Bullets were, as of almost two years ago, an endangered species. 
 
    The question of the anti-tank rockets, the disposable ‘fire and forget’ things was raised, and it was agreed that asking a civilian to use one of those would be somewhere between unfair and catastrophically dangerous. Best keep those particular ace cards up their collective sleeves. 
 
    Standing on the upper ramparts once again, reunited with his new toy and accompanied by his dog, he scanned an all-round view of the town and imagined them now to be a damned hard target. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SUSPICION 
 
    Steve watched subtly from his quiet corner of the dining hall. He had worked hard to become all but invisible over the last few months, but within minutes of the unfamiliar face walking into the room the whisper had reached him that the boy was asking for Steve by name. If he knew anything about him then the cripple injured in the helicopter crash should be easy to find. That worried Steve. 
 
    It was a problem for a man who liked to know everything but also liked to remain anonymous. Now a face he didn’t know was asking for him. He asked one of his most trusted resistance members, Ryan, to find out who the young man was and what he wanted as he carried on wiping down the plastic trays slowly. 
 
    He watched as the man he had sent in his place sat down opposite the young man in the clean clothes. A glance to either side by his lieutenant made the other diners give them space in silence. The boy stopped eating and stared at the man opposite him. 
 
    “Steve?” he hissed, clearly unsuited to covert operations. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” said Ryan without looking up from the food he shovelled into his mouth, who was at least five years too young and a head too short to be Steve. 
 
    “My name’s Max,” Max said, feeling sorely obvious in a room full of people wearing rough and stained clothing. Perhaps changing out of his crisp, white shirt first would’ve been sensible. “And I need to tell you something,” he finished urgently. 
 
    “Ok, Max,” said Ryan, finally looking up to see a boy he guessed was genuinely scared, “what do you need to say?” 
 
    He leaned down to the table, making it obvious to anyone who was watching that he was trying to impart secrets. “A guard got killed last night,” he hissed, louder than it would have sounded if he had just spoken softly. That came as no surprise to Ryan, as the day’s feverish activity had all been centred around the murder of a guard in the night. It was common knowledge. When he carried on eating and didn’t respond, Max pushed further. 
 
    “By another guard,” he said. 
 
    Ryan stopped chewing. 
 
    “Why would a guard kill another guard?” he asked, careful not to say anything that would imply he had anything but a casual interest in what the boy was saying. 
 
    “Not here,” Max muttered, glancing side to side and further betraying that he was hardly spy material. “Steve, I need—” 
 
    “I’m not Steve,” Ryan said, resuming his eating as the young man opposite made a face of sheer horror that he had exposed himself. Ryan decided that whilst fear could be faked, this level of desperate incompetence could not. 
 
    “But I am interested in your little story. Tell me some more of it so I can sleep tonight.” 
 
    Max looked horrified. He had no idea what to do next and hadn’t even considered not being able to speak to Steve directly. He wasn’t fully committed yet, but he had gone too far. If what he had said was reported then he would not live for long. Even if Richards believed him he doubted the brothers would take kindly to any inquiry into the death they had already explained away to further their own cause. Lost for answers as to his next move, Max just sat there as Ryan finished his food. 
 
    “Come on,” Ryan prompted him. “Hypothetically, why would a guard kill another guard?” 
 
    Deciding that he had little else to lose, Max told him. 
 
    “Because they want to take over, and the dead man tried to warn me. I mean the Major,” he blurted out as quietly as his nerves would allow. He clearly spoke more loudly than he intended as the woman sat to his left shuffled further away as though the mere mention of Richards brought with it an inherent danger. Looking up at Ryan he felt a glimmer of hope that he had finally said something worthy of an audience. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ryan asked carefully. 
 
    “I’m Max,” Max said again, with an equal measure of care, “and I’m Richards’s bloody secretary. I heard everything this morning. And there’s more—” he said before Ryan cut him off. 
 
    “Not here,” he said simply. “Finish your food and don’t say another word. To anyone, understand me?” 
 
    Max nodded, and ate his food as instructed. Ryan calmly got up and walked away to deposit his tray in the spot where they were cleaned. He didn’t see the man speak to anyone else, although he was careful not to stare. He finished his food, taking his time, and waited as long as he could before getting up and taking his tray to where the others were stacked. Looking around he saw no sign of Ryan, or indeed of anyone he recognised as he had been plucked out of a work party which didn’t stay in the camp much. He handed his tray to the man stacking them with a thank you, but was surprised to find that the tray was pushed back towards him. Looking at the man who had jostled him he heard a whispered question. 
 
    “Where do you sleep?” the voice hissed. 
 
    Looking incredulously at the stooped man in front of him he thought initially to refuse to answer, but a sudden flash of all the combined intelligence reports he had compiled into a web chart went through his head. The web was synonymous with a spider; the unseen assassin hiding in the shadows. All of the useless pieces of paper, those endless half-overheard conversations and fruitless rumours, all of it was true. And at the heart of the web was Steve. 
 
    “Headquarters. Three windows in from the kitchens,” he said, hoping that this was the best way to explain it quickly.  
 
    “Go,” said the man, snatching away the tray. Max went, walking slowly back to his room. Maybe he was cut out for spy work after all. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Max lay on his bed well after dark fighting off sleep. He had no way of knowing how he would be contacted, or even if it would be that night. Just as he contemplated changing his clothes and giving in to sleep he sensed a shadow at his window. Stifling the unmanly yell of fright which rose in his chest he opened the clasp and swung the heavy metal frame out, wincing at the small noise it made. Wordlessly and without invitation the shadow placed both hands on the frame and hauled itself into the room making Max scurry back. 
 
    The shadow sat on his bed and pulled back his hood, revealing the stooped old man who cleaned the trays in the dining area. Only he wasn’t an old man now, he was alert and strong. 
 
    “Steve?” Max whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Steve answered, “and I’m guessing you know how much danger I’m putting myself in trusting you now, so tell me everything you know.” 
 
    Max told him. Told him everything. 
 
    Steve listened, asked questions to clarify when he needed to, and finally gave Max instructions which ended in a rudimentary method of contacting him. 
 
    Climbing back out of the window and slipping through the shadows to his own bed, excitement and fear slugging it out in an even battle in his mind. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Sleep didn’t find Steve that night. He lay dead still on his back, eyes on the dark ceiling as he suffered the mocking sounds of others at slumber. His mind ran through a series of choices, and the way he logically explored them was to imagine a corridor. The corridor had doors either side; some were locked and others weren’t. Those he could open often led to other doors and ways to get into the rooms where the access was denied, and he kept retracing his steps – following the reverse course along his trail of breadcrumbs, to keep a mental road map of his route. 
 
    All night he explored the dark corridors of his mind, seeing which doors led somewhere and which were best kept firmly shut. As the light began to turn the windows of the room grey instead of black, he got up and stretched his cramped muscles. Dressing in silence he slipped from the room, careful to over-pronounce the limp in case any half-awake eyes watched him, and walked out into the cold morning air. 
 
    Wandering slowly to one of his favourite spots near the livestock pens, carefully avoiding the pigs in case they saw him and made the cacophonous noise they did expecting scraps from him, he stood on the dewy grass at a fence and watched. 
 
    He watched the sun creep slowly higher, inching above the skyline. Steve rested his hands on the strand of barbed wire on top of the fence and breathed out heavily. He finally had a plan. His plan had plans, and within those plans other plans needed to work or be standing by to work. The time was rapidly approaching, and it terrified him. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IT MUST BE A TRICK 
 
    Lexi had endured the questioning for as long as she felt able to. It may have been weeks, but she feared it was most likely days. The endless cycle of moving rooms and being restrained in different positions; one standing, one sitting on a stool with no possible way to get her back comfortable, and once she was even put it a box which was too short to stand up in but at the same time too narrow to sit.  
 
    Each of the rooms differed in their peripheral torture too. Bright lights on in one, loud music in another, inky blackness inside the box. 
 
    But then the rooms no longer followed the same pattern and where she expected to be sitting under harsh lights on the same small stool she now found herself with her bound hands tied to a hook in the ceiling forcing her to stand. These factors combined to do exactly what they had been designed to do, and she broke.  
 
    She had cried, screamed in rage until her voice cracked, and bawled that she would tell them anything they wanted to know. She repeated this over and over, sagging her body weight until the pain in her hands became unbearable again and then used her legs to support herself until they too became too weary and she repeated the cycle.  
 
    The sound of a metal bolt sliding open outside the room made her stop her mumbling and look at the door expectantly. It opened, but only enough to allow an unseen body to place a battered stereo inside the door and it was closed again. The stereo was obviously switched on from outside and the deafening sound of heavy metal music tore through her head and filled the room. Her shouts and pleading were drowned out and she just alternated between standing and dangling until the music came to a stop. 
 
    Glancing at the source of her most recent torment, she was struck by the retro and archaic nature of the noise. 
 
    “Who uses cassette tapes any more?” she asked out loud, her voice barely more than a whisper. 
 
    A tapping sound to her right caught her attention, and she found that the brightly coloured parrot had returned to her. Smiling at it as though she silently thanked it for keeping her company, she asked it the same question in her thoughts that she had just said aloud. The parrot heard her, but in answer it merely cocked its head and visibly shrugged the tops of its folded wings in an approximation of a human shrugging their shoulders. 
 
    Well, you’re helpful today, she thought, inciting the parrot to squawk in protest at her tone. 
 
    Sorry, she thought to it, hoping to appease the insult she had caused. 
 
    The bird seemed to accept her apology, and waddled closer to her with its curious gait until it presented itself at her feet and craned its neck up to look her in the eyes. 
 
    Turning its head sideways to give her the full and direct attention of one shiny eye, it clicked its tongue and spoke. 
 
    “They’re going to kill you. It’s a trap.” 
 
    Lexi’s world flashed white and the sudden pain in her hands and the stiffness in her lolling neck were unimaginable. The door banged open, two men walked in and threw a bag over her head.  
 
    If she had been more alert she would have noticed the irony that whenever this happened in movies, the person wearing the bag would be able to see and hear clues about where they were going and what was happening. 
 
    In reality, her breathing was so hard and panicked that she could hear nothing above the rapid, rasping breaths she took and nor could she see anything at all. The only sense seemingly still working was smell, and that was of little use because all she could smell was the musty stench of the sack her head was in. 
 
    She did know that she was bundled into a vehicle and driven over bumpy ground before the monotonous song of tyres on smooth tarmac became almost hypnotic. The vehicle stopped and her hands were cut free, still not one word had been spoken to her so she decided it was best to keep the hood on and say nothing. She tried to stay awake and alert, but her body and mind were so utterly exhausted and had been stretched so far beyond tolerable limits that she gave in to the comfortable seat and slept. 
 
    She woke in silence. 
 
    Breathing and listening for as long as she could, she raised a tentative hand to the hood and pulled it down.  
 
    She was alone in the vehicle, the vehicle was alone in picturesque landscape, and her eyes rested on the keys hanging from the ignition. 
 
    Slowly she looked around, fearful that whoever was guarding her was watching and waiting for her to make a move so that they had an excuse to kill her. 
 
    She saw nobody. 
 
    As carefully as she could, she lifted one stiff leg over the central transmission tunnel, followed by the other, as she slid herself over to the driver’s seat. The sudden stab of familiarity hit her then, and she realised she was in their Land Rover. Too exhausted, too frightened and half insensible from her treatment, she remembered that there should have been three others with her. 
 
    All warnings from her subconscious via the parrot were forgotten, and she started the engine. Not waiting to find out if the engine sparking into life had attracted any attention, she forced her left foot onto the clutch, snatched a gear with her left hand, and planted the throttle to drive away. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the binoculars to hang on the cord around his neck, Leo turned to Sabine and smiled. 
 
    It was not a warm smile, she doubted he was capable of genuine emotions, but she gathered that he intended it to be. 
 
    “Bite, little fishes,” he growled. 
 
  
 
  


 
    STAND READY 
 
    Inside Sanctuary was a buzz of activity. Of the contingent originally from their inland farm who had migrated to the coast in order to bolster the fishing strength over the winter, a dozen were chosen to be issued with, and trained in the basic use of, some brand new assault rifles. 
 
    The previously peaceful pacifists took the news well with no exceptions, willing volunteers all, and although none felt as though they would find themselves in peril they were happy enough to fire an entire magazine over the sea in single shots under tuition from Mitch, Leah and Dan before being given two full magazines and sent home. They would soon have to resume the planting cycle of vegetables and other crops, just as they had done the previous year. 
 
    Dan marvelled at this and wondered if he hadn’t taken charge of their old group back home, if the others still there would have formed such a well-structured cooperative system without instruction. Shaking that away as an irrelevance, he watched as the relatively large group walked up the approach road inland to head to their homes and loved ones. Soon, the flow of supplies would begin to reverse and they would see new harvests of fruit, vegetables and other stuff he didn’t know how to grow coming to the impenetrable fortress. 
 
    The town’s defences were set, and he had even allowed test firing of both heavy machine guns. They worked, and that was all he needed to know. They could hardly afford to expend the rare ammunition unless they were forced to defend themselves. The anti-tank rockets were a matter for much discussion, and it had been agreed that they would only be used in dire emergencies by people who knew what they were doing. Which, if he really thought about it, was absolutely nobody; they were all pretty much making this up on the spot. 
 
    Polly was in the process of forming a guard rota, but seeing as most of the firearms-capable residents were from Dan’s group she was trying to organise more from the town’s population to volunteer.  
 
    Deciding that it was time, he eventually made the back-breaking climb to the fort and resupply the defenders who spent much of their time in the clouds, given the poor weather at that time of year. Briefly discussing the best way to carry the arms and ammunition up the intensely steep stone staircase, it was quickly decided that Neil would wait at the foot of the cliffs on the approach road and attach a bundle to the rope they planned to drop from the parapets when they arrived. 
 
    Stripping down to his t-shirt and equipment vest and making sure they all carried a bottle of water, Dan set off with Ash behind him. Leah and Mitch followed, along with a couple others rostered to swap with the existing defenders and allow for some time off. One of these was carrying a large backpack of personal items, and since he had asked to be sent to the fort to save his embarrassment, Dan had seen or heard nothing of Olivier.  
 
    Standing at the bottom and looking up, the dark shaft revealed only a pinprick of light at the top. He knew that the pinprick was in fact a full-sized door, and the impossibly small size of it betrayed just how far away they were. Adjusting the grip on his new rifle in his left hand, he shifted the weight of the long coil of rope over his right shoulder. 
 
    Head down, arse up, he heard barked from the furthest recesses of his memory, back to when he struggled as a teenaged recruit on long forced marches. 
 
    He smiled at the renewed meaning of that saying, repeated it to himself and thinking each word in turn with every footfall on a new step. 
 
    Head. 
 
    Down. 
 
    Arse. 
 
    Up. 
 
    Within a few minutes, despite setting an intentionally steady pace, his skin prickled with sweat and his breathing had become rapid. There was a reason, he thought sourly, why people in the gym always looked so exhausted after using the stair machines. 
 
    Calling a halt at what he felt must be the quarter way mark, he sat on a step and handed the heavy coil of rope to Mitch who was due to carry it next. Taking long pulls from the tube on the shoulder of his vest and working to empty the small water bladder built into it, he poured some water from his bottle into his palm and let Ash coat his outstretched hand with hot, greasy drool. Wiping his hand on the dog’s coat he was rewarded with a sticky hand now covered in loose fur, and not a dry hand as he intended. Sighing to himself he wiped the hand on the leg of his fading black trousers. The shiny swathe it left dried his hand, but successfully left the residue making his hand feel sticky. Ash seemed unconcerned about spoiling Dan’s laundry schedule, and instead looked at him for more. Deciding that he’d already got covered in dribble, he had little else to lose. Pouring Ash another handful of water, the dog tickled his palm as the massive tongue shot out to retrieve the precious liquid. 
 
    Climbing to his feet and feeling the dizzying sensation of gravity pulling him inexorably back to sea level, he wobbled slightly. Glancing back up the staircase with a steadying hand on the rough stone wall, he felt that he may have underestimated the distance covered. 
 
    Repeating his new mantra over and over in his head, he led the group upwards until, many minutes and three more stops later, they emerged wheezing and sweating into the cold sunlight. 
 
    They were in the sky, and the view was unparalleled to anything he had ever seen before in his life. 
 
      
 
    “That is why… they don’t walk… to work every day,” Mitch said between big lungfuls of air before drinking from a bottle and draining it. Although fit enough and certainly fitter than the average person, Dan, Mitch and Leah were in need of a quiet place to sit down for five minutes before being able to think clearly or speak. It was not only the leg-cramping, lung-bursting climb but the rapid increase in altitude which combined to temporarily ruin them. 
 
    A bowl of water was brought for Ash by a young Frenchman, little more than a boy really, who regarded the big dog with fond eyes. Ash, capricious as ever, returned the admiration as the boy had brought him something.  
 
    As an instant character judge the dog’s instincts were unmatched, unless someone brought him food then that judgement became clouded. 
 
    Greeting the defenders, which were – to Dan’s mind – too few to make any real defensive difference, he toured the ramparts which were in good repair and obviously kept clean and clear. There was an assortment of weapons on display, none of which were much use apart from one impressive hunting rifle with a large optic. The owner of that gun sported a huge moustache and spoke no English, but through a translator Dan learned a little about him and he felt reassured that the owner was as capable as his gun.  
 
    The long rope was linked to two others by sturdy knots and cast hard over the wall where it sailed through the air and fell to whiplash against the stone cliff face below. Neil’s frantic and exaggerated waving, as reported through a watcher using a rifle scope, meant that more rope had to be found as it was not long enough. A brief pause until a long length of chain was found gave time for awkward silences, but eventually their tether was fixed to a large bundle containing the ten new rifles destined for use in the fort. 
 
    The defenders were assembled and taught the basics of how to handle, fire, reload and clear the weapon in the highly unlikely event of a jam, whilst below the first of three more bundles containing ammunition and other supplies were being hauled skywards. 
 
    Dan, Leah and Mitch spent the remainder of the morning working with them to ensure they were comfortable with the guns. Neil’s final package included the small radio set complete with battery pack and the car alternator charging system they had pioneered in post-apocalyptic France. This allowed two-way communication with the gatehouse, where similar sets were proudly in place to speak to the sea-facing gun battery, the watchtower and now the fort. 
 
    As the last package inched its way up the cliff face, someone spoke in urgent French and grabbed Dan’s attention. He did not understand the words, but he understood the tone. 
 
    Trouble. 
 
    Running over to the fire step and leaning out to look down, despite his feelings of discomfort with heights, Dan raised his weapon to use the telescopic sight. Seeing Neil retreating at speed towards the gate was the first activity his scope found, and he panned the barrel to his right to find the cause of the sudden panic. 
 
    The moustached man said a single word which Dan did understand, even though he saw it as soon as his brain translated what he heard. 
 
    “Voiture.” 
 
    There was indeed a car. It was instantly familiar, yet so out of place that it couldn’t possibly be there. No matter how hard Dan looked at it as he followed its progress through the optic, he could not deny that it was really there. He even recognised the custom modifications Neil had made to it by adding an extra fuel tank to the roof. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he said aloud as he was flanked by Leah who also took aim with her own gun to see the approaching vehicle. 
 
    Leah gasped but said nothing. She knew why Dan was so incredulous. 
 
    The last time they saw that Land Rover, they were sailing away from the south coast of England. 
 
    “Simon?” Mitch said incredulously from Dan’s left, where he too used his new rifle’s scope to magnify the image. “What the fuck is he doing here?” 
 
    Nobody had an answer, but all three made for the stairs to find out. 
 
    It came to Dan’s mind that anyone who believed going down stairs was easier than going up them, was an idiot. They were an idiot who had never even dreamt of a staircase as big as this, either. 
 
    Not only did each downward step cause their already burning leg muscles to ache more, the fear of losing his footing made the experience infinitely more stressful; tripping down those stairs would almost certainly result in a mild case of death. 
 
    He reached the bottom ahead of the others and jumped the last few steps to land with both feet. Hitting the deck heavily and biting his tongue in the process, he realised that his dead legs were not going to forgive him for that stupidity as both had collapsed on impact. 
 
    Forcing himself unsteadily upright he heard a question shouted from behind, but had no breath to answer that he was fine and merely waved an exhausted hand to signify that he wasn’t damaged. 
 
    Deciding against any more attempts to run, he hobbled as fast as he could manage towards the gatehouse. 
 
    From behind the heavy wooden doors he could hear the unmistakable tone of the diesel engine, and unthinkingly threw the heavy locking bar out of position to open the gateway. 
 
    “WAIT!” bawled a voice from behind him, making him pause briefly and reassess. His brain could conjure no conceivable reason for their old vehicle to be there, nor how it crossed the channel, or how it had found them despite the thousands of miles they had covered in between. 
 
    Deciding that he needed answers to these questions more than he needed to wait, he threw open the door and froze. 
 
    Twenty feet away, sat stock still behind the wheel, were the wide eyes and greasy blonde hair of Lexi. 
 
  
 
  


 
    UNTOLD DAMAGE 
 
    Later, much later, Dan’s mind wandered to consider just how autonomous driving was. Like riding a bike. Even when someone was catatonic, dehydrated, and completely absent from the world they could still operate the controls as though they were extensions of themselves. That thought seemed almost irrelevant, like a self-imposed distraction designed to protect the mind from the horrors it had witnessed. 
 
    It had taken him near on thirty seconds to come to terms that he was actually facing the young woman he had left in England so many months ago. She was, undeniably, right there in front of him, but he had no idea how any of the necessary factors to make it possible for her to be here had come to pass. She sat behind the wheel, eyes wide and knuckles white as her bony hands gripped the worn leather. The engine idled until the foot holding down the clutch gave way and the car jolted forward to stall and rolled until her instincts cut in again and her right foot stabbed onto the brake. Dan had leapt aside, and pulled open the driver’s door. 
 
    The girl inside didn’t respond or even turn to look at him as he reached over her to pull on the handbrake.  
 
    The first thing to hit him was the smell. She clearly hadn’t washed in a long time, but it was more her actions – or lack of actions – which really disturbed him. 
 
    “Lex,” he said, half as a question and half as a statement of disbelief. She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Lexi,” he said more intensely, shaking her right arm gently. 
 
    Her breathing changed, like she had awoken or was startled, and she switched her gaze down to meet Dan’s eyes. 
 
    He gasped involuntarily. If the eyes are a window to the soul, then he stared through the window into emptiness. He saw glassy, bloodshot orbs devoid of all life shining back at him. Shaking her arm again he repeated her name with intensity as though he could will her to return to the present. For a flash she was back, the glassiness in her eyes turning instantly to tears as the floodgates opened. 
 
    Collapsing into hysterical sobs she fell from the cab and into his arms. He held her weight easily, feeling her bones through her filthy clothes, and hefted her up to carry her like a child. Negotiating the gap in the heavy gates he bawled for Kate.  
 
    Leah, sweating and red-faced from her rapid descent from the fort, stared wide-eyed for a second until she gathered her wits and decided that questions could wait. Turning on her heel she sprinted away to fetch and prepare their paramedic to receive the incoming patient. 
 
    Bundling into the main hall and prompting startled looks from the few people present, she scanned the room and saw that Kate was not there. Turning again she ran towards the rooms designated as the medical centre for their community and saw Kate coming from the room. Opening her mouth to ask what was happening, instantly gathering that there was a problem, Leah spoke first and cut her off. 
 
    “Lexi’s here. Alone. Dan’s bringing her up, unconscious,” she said, succinct and breathless. 
 
    Kate said nothing, other than to mouth, what the fuck? in silent response to the unexpected information. Turning back into the room she selected a cleared space and began to grab the necessary equipment to monitor a patient’s vitals with deft and experienced hands. 
 
    Seconds later the door burst open and Dan entered carrying the limp form of the girl nobody expected to see again. Kate’s eyes stung from the acidic aura emanating from her but her professionalism pushed that unwelcome discomfort aside. 
 
    “What happened to her?” she asked the room in general. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Dan said, breathing hard. “She pulled up at the gates and was catatonic then she passed out.” He was about to tell Kate to check her eyes but she was ahead of him, shining a tiny torch into them and tutting instinctively at how bloodshot they were. 
 
    Working fast and smoothly she checked the young woman over and settled back to regard her sleeping form critically. 
 
    “She’s exhausted. Literally,” she announced. “Malnourished, dehydrated. The only time I’d see someone like this is when they’ve been trapped somewhere,” she finished as she was inserting a needle in Lexi’s bare arm to flush her body with fluids. 
 
    “Or held captive,” Dan said ominously, glancing at Leah. Unbidden, she nodded and turned away heading for the gate to renew the guard.  
 
    She issued orders and watched them until they moved with a purpose, albeit an uncomprehending one. Snatching up the radio sets to the tower and the fort in turn she brought their eyes in the sky up to speed and finished with an instruction to stay alert. 
 
    Deciding to clear the obstruction in front of their gates she ordered the archway opened and drove the truck carefully through the narrow gateway and into the tight, cobbled streets inside. 
 
    The smell inside the cab was bad, forcing Leah to lean out of the window for fresh air. Parking it near to the small docks away from the gatehouse, she killed the engine and glanced around the cab. Something was off, other than the smell. 
 
    There was no equipment, no bags, nothing in the car. For people who habitually carried their ‘go’ bags everywhere they went containing the necessary survival equipment should disaster strike, that was just plain weird. 
 
    Climbing down from the cab she walked to the rear door and pulled it open, finding a blanket covering a large lump. Whipping it away, she found the source of the smell wasn’t just Lexi. 
 
    Under the blanket, swollen faced and horribly bruised, lay an unconscious Paul. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    All eyes, despite the warnings from Leah, were focussed inside the walls after the commotion she raised on finding Paul. From high on the cliffs looking down onto the fort and the walled town below stood four figures, each looking through binoculars or weapon mounted optics. 
 
    “Let’s see how your rot takes now, Sabine,” said the expressionless man in his gruff voice. 
 
    “Let them worry for now,” she answered, “then we send them another gift.” 
 
    None of the others answered, merely turned away to return to the second phase of their plan. 
 
    It was ten days before Christmas, and they believed that the New Year would bring them victory. 
 
  
 
  


 
    WHISKEY, TANGO, FOXTROT 
 
    Dan could not begin to comprehend what events had transpired to present Lexi to the gates, and the discovery of Paul evidently beaten to within an inch of his life only added to his confusion. 
 
    He desperately wanted answers, but neither one of them were in a position to provide them; Lexi remained unconscious despite physically being relatively unharmed, and even when Paul regained consciousness he could not speak. 
 
    Kate had far greater concern for him than he did Lexi. She said that the girl’s body had simply shut down to protect itself and repair, whereas Paul was in immediate need of medical care. 
 
    She listed his injuries, those that she could diagnose without x-rays, and it made for grim reading. 
 
    “Severely concussed, jaw fractured on the left side and probably an orbital break too,” she reeled off. Dan had broken his eye socket once years ago and remembered with a grimace how long it took him to recover. 
 
    “His hands are broken too, judging by the boot prints in the bruising I’d say they were stamped on,” she said, continuing the damage report. “Ribs too, and other than that I can’t tell until the swelling goes down. He’s pissing blood, too, which could be a whole raft of things which may or may not be life-threatening. For now, all we can do is give him pain killers and anti-inflammatory meds and hope for the best.” 
 
    Her normal rising anger at seeing people hurt was oddly absent, given the sheer destructive level of the beating Paul had taken. She seemed more pale than normal. 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to speak but she cut him off quietly. 
 
    “I don’t know when they will be awake, and even then I don’t know if they’ll be able to tell you much.” 
 
    Dan closed his mouth. Placing a hand on her shoulder he left the room and went to Marie as he had been instructed to. She was probably within seven weeks of giving birth now, and the medication left her frail and drawn. Still, she smiled when he walked in and rested his rifle against the wall. Melting heavily into a chair, Dan loosened his boots without taking them off as Ash mirrored his exhausted flop by hitting the rug in front of an open coal fire. 
 
    “Kate has no idea when they’ll wake up,” he said, noisily undoing the Velcro of his vest in some small concession to comfort. 
 
    “Paul is badly hurt and physically can’t speak, Lexi is in some kind of emotional coma by the look of it.” He sighed, rubbed his face as though he could force out the confusion and infuse some answers. 
 
    “They’re alive and they’re here. Everything else we’ll figure out,” Marie told him, as anxious as she felt she knew it didn’t pay to wind him up any further when he felt powerless. 
 
    The litany of questions had come in a salvo of such ferocity that anyone listening would have thought Dan was angry. He was, but he just had that unfortunate manner that the person he was speaking to seemed to take the brunt of everything. 
 
    “Anyway, how are you feeling?” he said, changing the subject to something he hoped was far happier. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. Kate says I’m doing well and nothing is wrong; the baby’s heartbeat is strong.” Glancing at Dan she saw his eyes had closed and his head leaned back in the chair. She carried on talking, unsure if he was listening much but feeling no annoyance as her man hadn’t stopped for long or even slept much in the last five days. Testing her theory, she trailed off to see if he noticed. 
 
    Eyes still closed and mouth still slightly open, Dan surprised her by still being awake. 
 
    “Need to decide on a name,” he said groggily. “What was your father called?” 
 
    “We’re not naming her after my father,” she said with a smile, returning to one of their usual sources for friendly disagreement. 
 
    “He’ll need a good, strong name,” Dan said, still checking the back of his eyelids. 
 
    “Yes,” Marie said, “she will.” 
 
    Dan smiled, before he went the way of his dog and fell asleep where he sat. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan woke, neck in stiff agony, to find the fire burned down and Marie still asleep in bed a few feet away. Glancing down to his right he saw what had woken him as Ash licked his right hand again and regarded him expectantly. 
 
    The dog’s stomach was more accurate than any timepiece he had ever worn. 
 
    Leaning over to feel the warm breath coming from Marie he quietly left after picking up his rifle and shutting the door as silently as possible. 
 
    Stopping on the stone steps to tie his boots, he told Ash he would have to wait as they went via medical to get food. 
 
    Entering the makeshift hospital, all thoughts of food were forgotten. 
 
    Lexi was sat up, awake. 
 
    She had clearly been treated to a shower, evidently her first for a long time, and her long, wet hair had changed colour from when he saw her last. Her eyes held far more presence than when he had last seen them, but she still wore an air of vacancy that was unnatural on her. 
 
    Dan walked over and started to bombard her with questions as softly as he could, but when she recoiled in child-like fear he stopped. Kate rose and gently pulled him away by the elbow. The paramedic looked exhausted too, evidently having spent the night watching over them both. Sera joined them from the next room where Paul was suffering silently. She too looked tired. 
 
    “She hasn’t spoken yet,” Kate said in a low warning, “and I’m not sure she will yet. Someone really fucked these two up.” 
 
    Dan already had his suspicions given his own fairly recent treatment at the hands of others, but he decided not to start a chorus of jungle drums just yet and cause panic. 
 
    “She’s acting like a mute child,” Kate continued, “which must be some sort of defence mechanism.” 
 
    Dan turned to regard his former Ranger and saw only the frightened child Kate had alluded to. So many thoughts bounced around his head which could only be forced into any semblance of order by answers; answers that Paul was too damaged to give and Lexi was too frightened to.  
 
    Wearing a warm, fatherly smile Dan pulled up the chair next to Lexi’s bed. 
 
    “Do you remember me?” he asked her softly. 
 
    Lexi’s eyes flickered between Dan’s face and Ash. She nodded, but kept her lips forcefully pursed. 
 
    “You’re safe here. We call this place Sanctuary,” he said. 
 
    At the mention of the name, Lexi’s eyes grew wide and she fired glances around the room as though searching desperately for safety. Pure terror in her eyes, she stared at him as though caught out and in trouble as her breathing became rapid and her still bloodshot eyes welled up with tears. Her head shook from side to side in disbelief until she finally spoke. 
 
    “What is Sanctuary?” she asked, her voice full of malice and anger as though not her own. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she said, rising from the bed with a furious look on her face. 
 
    “What are you DOING HERE?” she screamed. 
 
    Dan’s look of confusion seemed to enrage her and she screamed again, baring her teeth and lashing out at him. He leapt back as he got to his feet, Ash stepping forward and issuing a frightened bark at what was happening. 
 
    “What is Sanctuary?” she screamed, repeating the question hysterically before bursting out in tears and hiding under the blankets of her bed where she sobbed forcefully, leaving the three shocked people and one confused dog staring at her. 
 
    “I want to wake up!” she sobbed. “Just let me wake up.” 
 
    “You are awake,” Sera told her, reaching out a tentative hand to touch her shoulder and making her recoil, “and you’re safe here,” she added. 
 
    “Safe?” she snapped savagely. “Fucking safe?” whipping back the covers from her head she regarded them through teary eyes suddenly more angry than upset with her wet hair plastered to her face. 
 
    “Nowhere is safe,” she spat, “he’ll find you.” 
 
    In that moment, Dan knew with absolute certainty who had delivered his two broken friends back to him, but he still had to ask. 
 
    “HIM!” Lexi answered. “He made Steve crash. He took everyone. Simon. Chris,” she ranted, confusing everyone. 
 
    Seeing his own confusion mirrored in Kate and Sera, he turned back to Lexi to see she had regressed to the scared, childlike state she had been in before. 
 
    “They’re all gone,” she cried, “the Frenchman told me.” 
 
    Even more confused, Dan was lost for words. He had no way to know that Lexi was so confused, her mind a broken jigsaw puzzle of facts that could not fit together yet. He knew enough, however, to be fairly sure of two things: one, they were not safe there, not yet, and two, that all was not well at their old home. 
 
  
 
  


 
    THE MIXING POT 
 
    Steve’s recently acquired intelligence source was a goldmine. Max provided locations of weapons storage, provided numbers and rotation times of guards, and even more information kept secret from the general population. 
 
    The camp had somehow established contact with survivors in other countries – Canada and Spain that Max knew of – although they were obviously as cagey with details as anyone would be given the circumstances. Max didn’t know how this contact had been made, and didn’t know the location of what was called the ‘communications room’ on the reports crossing his desk. 
 
    He knew that others had found a way around the baby problem, as Richards called it, but knew little else about it. 
 
    He also kept tabs as best he could on the activity of the two brothers, although they kept their own dedicated guard units insulated from the rest of the command structure and gave their own orders in interpretation of those Richards cascaded out via Max. 
 
    Steve thought of ways he could use Max’s influential position to undermine the leadership, but everything he came up with posed a risk to the young man. He couldn’t accept that, at least not yet. That gave him pause; was he really capable of putting someone in danger for his greater good?  
 
    Had Steve become that person? 
 
    The answer took little soul-searching, and it was yes.  
 
    Yes, he would put Max at risk, as he would himself or anyone else, but only when the results outweighed the cost of losing the resource. 
 
    He hadn’t done this, he told himself: they had. They had taken him and his friends away from their home, had hurt and killed people, had removed their liberty and provided a dubious safety at the cost of their liberty. 
 
    He had become the man who was prepared to do what it took to remove Richards, only now the scenario was complicated by the brothers – or the twins as his people still called them – who were vying for control themselves. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes as he lay awake in bed he tried to clear his mind in the hope that sleep wouldn’t elude him again that night. He knew he was kidding himself; sleep would not come while his mind burned off a thousand different possibilities. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “I say we move with what we have in place already,” Will said vehemently, looking into his brother’s eyes which betrayed nothing. 
 
    Benjamin said nothing. Merely stared back for a few heartbeats until Will’s momentum expended itself in the silence. 
 
    “Don’t rush it,” he said simply, “last time you rushed things you brought in a man we – I – had to kill to keep us all alive.” 
 
    Will said nothing, the stress of their near miss of discovery still causing him sleepless nights. They had got away with it though, only just, and their secret was still safe amongst the few they trusted. They decided not to expand the inner circle any further, believing that most guards and other people involved in the organisation would simply accept the change in leadership as it would make little difference to their everyday lives. 
 
    “We stick to the plan,” Benjamin repeated patiently, “and take over on New Year’s Eve when we get Richards drunk and make it look like an accident. Then I announce that I’m taking over as second in command; people like the natural order. That way we won’t look like traitors and things just carry on as normal,” he finished, repeating each step as though talking to an impatient child. 
 
      
 
    They had discussed many ways to remove Richards from the equation. A couple of key others would need to go quietly too, but that could be done in slow time. They could be called outside of the camp on urgent business and never return, that part would be simple enough. Killing Richards outright would cause a commotion, and with emotions running high, who knows what could happen in the heat of the moment. They planned a bloodless, well almost bloodless, coup and on New Year’s Eve when people were permitted to celebrate then Richards would drink too much and die in a fall. A tragic accident. An event of public mourning, no matter how insincere, would follow and then Will’s leadership would be accepted without challenge. 
 
    If there were to be any challenge, then they agreed that further accidents were always possible. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ROCKS AND HARD PLACES 
 
    Dan was stuck. Frustrated. 
 
    When he was frustrated, he recognised, he was a bit of an arse to be around. He found himself snapping at people he would ordinarily have asked kindly to help him. He yelled at his dog for being under his feet, when Ash was only there out of an utterly undying and unquestioning loyalty. 
 
    Dan’s insight into his behaviour only served to make him feel guilty, which added to his frustration. 
 
    He had a horribly ominous feeling about many things. He was certain that the men who had captured him had tortured Lexi and Paul, and that they would eventually have to deal with them once and for all. That held a number of inherent problems: how would they safely get outside of the walls to scavenge further afield? How could they protect the farms, their power supply and the few people maintaining the wind turbine? Taking enough fighters out of the protection afforded by the walls meant leaving amateurs manning complex and dangerous machinery, and his suspicious nature didn’t really want to be outside of the gate in the killing field of such a massive machine gun when he didn’t fully trust the person controlling it. All of these concerns were overshadowed by the feeling of dread when he recalled the man whose nose he had broken and feared that this may all be his doing, like it was personal. 
 
    And those were just the immediate problems. 
 
    He also worried constantly about Marie who seemed to be getting both bigger and weaker by the day, and there was still the risk to the baby and her from childbirth. 
 
    He worried about what sequence of events could possibly have come to pass that led Lexi and Paul to be thousands of miles away from home with no equipment. He worried about the things Lexi had said, her insane rantings which had caused Kate to have to sedate her as he held her down onto the hospital bed. 
 
    He also now, just to add another item to his list of shit stopping him sleeping, had to worry about another pregnancy. The morning after Lexi’s arrival saw another visit to the gate, this time two people from the farm with a dog in tow. 
 
    They had no idea, how could they, about the events the previous day. Being told that they had to stay in Sanctuary for their own safety came as a disappointing blow, but the couple understood. They had brought their dog as it needed veterinary care, and Ash, it seemed, was the cause. 
 
    The cross-breed bitch he had met during the resupply run with Mitch and Leah was now, undeniably, pregnant. Sera made loud noises about having enough to do already, but Dan knew the frosty woman well enough to know that her bluster covered the fact that she warmed to the dog immediately and would enjoy a brief return to her old life and see these puppies into the world with joy. She examined the bitch as thoroughly as she could and gave a rough estimate as to when the litter was due.   
 
    Around the time Marie was due to give birth. 
 
    So, on top of all the immediate, long-term and long-distance problems Dan had to worry about, Neil made it worse by happily reminding him that he will soon be a father and a technical grandfather all around the same time. 
 
    Seeing the silent glance Dan shot towards him prompted a burst of laughter and Neil beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    Dan was certain that if he could find out what had happened from Lexi, just the basics of why she had left home and who hurt them, then he could formulate a better plan of what to do. Fighting off the frustration with repeated runs up and down the stone steps didn’t work as he became fatigued too fast due to the long days of worrying and watching. Wandering the big castle with so many empty rooms he came across Mitch who was wearing a look he could only describe as guilty. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Dan asked casually, pointing at the long loop of copper wire slung over his shoulder. 
 
    Not one for dishonesty, Mitch answered him. 
 
    “Command wire,” he said simply, swallowing and keeping his face neutral as though talking to a senior officer in his old life. It was all he could do not to stand to attention. 
 
    “Command wire as in for a detonation?” Dan asked carefully, knowing that Mitch retreated behind short answers to protect himself. 
 
    “Er, yeah,” he replied. 
 
    “Two things,” Dan said in a measured tone. “Who else knows what you’re up to and show me.” 
 
    He suspected the copper wire would have come from Neil, which it had, and in answer to the command to show Dan what he was planning, Mitch simply walked on and beckoned him to follow. 
 
    Walking into an empty room, bare apart from an old wooden table and stool, Dan paused in horror. 
 
    “It’s safe!” Mitch explained having seen the look on his face. “See, not connected yet!” he finished, waving what looked like short, metal pens connected to more wire at Dan. 
 
    The sight of the detonators in Mitch’s hand wasn’t what was causing Dan concern, but more the two green slabs of metal with their cases prised open did that. 
 
    “Vehicle mines,” Mitch said, as though explaining what they were would make it any better. 
 
    Dan was no munitions expert, at all, but he had a healthy fear and respect for such things that prompted a great deal of worry at seeing abandoned explosives being messed with in such an amateur way. Still backing towards the door, as though a few feet of stone could possibly prevent his atomisation should they inadvertently go off, he kept his eyes on the mess on the table. 
 
    “They’re completely safe,” Mitch said, sitting down on the stool with a seemingly cavalier lack of regard for his own life. 
 
    “I need to run enough wire to detonate them on command instead of having something roll over them and get launched,” he explained. Dan, still too horrified to answer, just stared at him so he took it as permission to carry on with the explanation. 
 
    “You see, normally, you’d bury these buggers under the surface and whatever goes over it cops for the shaped charge firing straight up,” he explained with useful sign language indicating a vehicle being launched skywards “but we don’t want our vehicles or any friendlies getting blown up. I want to rig these two at the choke point on the road between the cliffs. I’ll put them vertically, facing towards each other, and pack rocks over them to make the approach even tighter, like one vehicle width.” He paused, waiting for any questions that might have arisen. Seeing Dan still staring, he continued. 
 
    “Anyway, long command wire from both to the gun position above the gate, detonator in each, and whack the ends onto a battery. Boom. One attack seriously fucked up.” He finished with a beaming smile and two raised thumbs. 
 
    Dan still stared at him, half in terror of the destructive power and half in absolute admiration. 
 
    “Genius,” he said, half in caustic jest and yet grateful for Mitch’s untasked activity. Still slightly in shock, he walked away a little faster than normal as he pictured the mess of wires and explosives.  
 
    That evening, before the light failed, he helped Mitch, Neil and a handful of volunteers as they moved rocks and piled them back over the mines carefully after they were wrapped in thick, black plastic. Dan stood watch, weapon ready, whilst Leah held the high ground with her battle rifle from the wall above the gate. 
 
    The long, copper wire, reclaimed from so many telegraph poles and recycled to become part of a weapon, was laid into a trench scraped through the rocky ground and fed up the wall to where it was fixed in place under the wooden gun shelter where the battery required to fire it was kept dry well away from the wires. 
 
    If it worked, and there were many variables which would say it might not work, it would easily devastate anything short of a battle tank coming through that gap. 
 
    It was Christmas Eve, and Dan guessed that counted as wrapping a present of sorts. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IMPROVISATION 
 
    Mitch wasn’t the only person to be reclaiming parts of innocuous machinery with the intention of weaponising it. Working under a bright bulb which occasionally flickered due to the inconsistent power created by an ageing diesel generator, another grizzled man – another soldier – worked with an array of small tools and wires. 
 
    Using thick glasses to magnify his work, he used a soldering iron to connect a wire to a ball. The ball had previously been the gear lever for a car, and the man smirked to himself as he imagined what the manufacturers would think now he was using their engineering for destruction. 
 
    He connected the loose end of the wire to a small circuit board and depressed the trigger switch which used to be for selecting park, reverse, neutral or drive. Each time he released the switch the small lightbulb on the board lit up faintly. 
 
    Satisfied, he picked up another reclaimed part of the same vehicle, this time the air conditioning button. Connecting it similarly, he tested it on the circuit board again and was rewarded with the dim light when he clicked the switch on. He pressed it again and the light went out. 
 
    So engrossed was he in his work that he did not notice the man stood leaning languidly in the doorway. 
 
    “Damn you, Leo,” he grumbled in French, barely able to disguise his small start. “Must you sneak up on everyone?” he complained. 
 
    “It is a skill,” Leo declared flatly in humourless response. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered the man. “I assume you have the parts I need?” 
 
    In reply, Leo held aloft a small, green canvas bag he had hidden behind his back. Placing it on the desk before him he turned and left. 
 
    “I will prepare the delivery method,” he said ambiguously from the doorway. 
 
    Ignoring the parts of the plan which didn’t directly involve him, the man returned to his work and regarded the bag. It was a satchel in drab military colours, and inside were three shapes not too dissimilar to house bricks. 
 
    The man knew that inside each brick was a shaped charge of high explosive. He knew the destructive power of a single charge having used them to great effect collapsing metal bridges and creating openings in walls without having to knock on the door. Each charge would explode, if executed correctly, with a directed blast capable of some serious carnage. Three, in the design and configuration he had been asked to create, would flip a small tank. 
 
    He had no qualms about what he was asked to do; it simply did not concern him. He was a soldier, he had orders, and he intended to follow them. 
 
    Carefully removing the detonators from each charge and separating them, his deft fingers worked fast to check a dry run of how it would work. 
 
    Activating the circuit by connecting the air conditioning button via its wire to three 9 volt batteries taped together he clicked the button in. 
 
    Holding down the switch of the gear lever in his right hand as he connected that wire to the batteries, he connected the command wire to the bulb on his circuit board. The bulb, in his dry run representing the power to the detonators flashed on as soon as he released the gear lever switch. 
 
    “Boom,” he said to himself quietly, no trace of humour in his voice. 
 
    Removing the wires now that he knew the connections were good, he began stitching the satchel onto a carrying harness. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leo was satisfied with the attrition rate. One of the men he had captured was aggressive from the start, and had proven himself to be capable. That man had to be beaten so badly that he could not pose a threat. The woman’s wits abandoned her quite quickly and there was no point in using violence against her, even though one of his men seemed to take pleasure in hitting her. He had dealt with that man privately and quietly, not out of any sense of propriety but for the fact that he despised emotional responses in soldiers; to feed one’s obsession or fetish is to lose sight of the mission goal. 
 
    These two he had sent to his quarry with the intent to unsettle him. True, others had argued that this gave the people tucked safely behind the high stone walls time to prepare for an attack, but they didn’t know the entire plan. They didn’t know about his back door. 
 
     In sending the two broken people to him, he had sent a message. He had invoked fear and anger, and frightened and angry people did foolish things under pressure. It was the prelude to looking in the man’s eyes as he killed him. 
 
    Now, returning his attention to the remaining two captives, he set in motion the final part of the plan to damage the defenders from the inside. 
 
    Walking into a room as the guard posted outside nodded to him – seemingly what passed for military discipline now, not that he minded as actions and loyalty were always valued over salutes – Leo sat down calmly on the bed next to the man. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he asked softly, in a barely audible whisper. 
 
    “Dan,” came the weak response after a heartbeat. 
 
    “You’re thinking what he did to you? Why he abandoned you to this fate?” he pressed, his translation adding eloquence to his words. 
 
    “Yes,” came the answer. “I hate him. It’s all his fault.” 
 
    Making soothing noises he patted the knee of the man who was curled up on a thin mattress like a traumatised child. 
 
    “I know,” he said, “I know. Soon you will get your chance to avenge everyone he killed.” 
 
    For the first time the man’s eyes raised from where they stared blankly at the bed. 
 
    “Really?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Chris,” answered Leo. “I know I can trust you,” he said, rising slowly to leave the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
    SO MANY QUESTIONS 
 
    Christmas morning came without the fuss of previous years – before or after – and Dan smoked as he stood guard over the gate. 
 
    He had been on watch for a little over an hour before a hollering noise penetrated the windswept walkways and reached his ears. It was, although unclear, unmistakably a call for him. He just knew. 
 
    Turning to the inky black archway which led to the spiralling stone step down, he saw Mitch emerge red-faced. 
 
    “Infirmary,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “I’ll take over here.” 
 
    Without a word, Dan strode past him to take the steps as fast as safety allowed. Ash fell behind on the uneven staircase, but easily caught up with him on the straight as he jogged along the corridors. 
 
    Bursting into the room he saw everyone flinch. Everyone included Marie, who was sat at the side of Lexi’s bed holding her hand. 
 
    She was awake, and she seemed to some extent in possession of her faculties.  
 
    Nodding with her eyes, Marie indicated that he should wait at the back of the room and listen. Wordlessly he went and kept his eyes down as though that could minimise his presence, but Ash whined and danced on the spot. 
 
    Lexi responded to his noise, and held out a hand which he shot forward to nuzzle. Placing one giant paw at a time on the bed he tried to haul himself onto her lap with as much success as trying to play golf with a basketball – he just didn’t fit. He did respond to Marie telling him to get down, although made sure he remained in physical contact with Lexi, like he knew she was hurt. 
 
    “Ash,” Lexi croaked with a smile, looking to Marie to check if her memory was correct and not distorted. 
 
    “Yes,” Marie replied. “You remember Ash.” 
 
    Lexi smiled wider and stroked the big dog’s head. 
 
    “Lexi,” Marie said carefully, “tell me again what happened.” 
 
    Lexi’s eyes remained resolutely unfocussed in the direction of the dog as her words began to flow. 
 
    “Steve crashed coming back. Bad,” she said in a small voice. “The twins took over and an army came for us. We escaped and came to find you. Simon found us. The Frenchman caught us.” 
 
    The room remained in total silence disturbed only by Ash yawning. All eyes apart from Lexi’s panned to him, as though he could make sense of her answer. 
 
    It had taken Marie over an hour to reassure Lexi and get her to speak. The broken girl had more questions than answers at first, and it was clear she didn’t trust her own memory of events. Marie would say so, but she had reservations about the accuracy of Lexi’s recollection too; it was clear the girl had become detached from reality at some point and was struggling to reintegrate. 
 
    Filing outside of the door quietly and leaving Ash comforting Lexi, they formed a small circle in the corridor and spoke in hushed voices. 
 
    “So, Steve is badly hurt in a helicopter crash we’re assuming?” Dan began. “Twins took over the prison and an army took everyone away, somehow Simon came with them and they were captured.” He recapped, seeing no disagreement but a worrying amount of discomfort on the other faces around him. 
 
    “It’s got to be that bastard who captured me,” he said, finally voicing what he had been thinking for a few days. “And his only reason for sending them back to us is to screw with our heads or they work for him. I think it’s the former,” he announced, again meeting no disagreement. 
 
    “So what do we do?” asked Marie, seemingly on behalf of everyone. 
 
    “We wait for him to come, then we kill him,” Dan said, seeing mouths open in preparation to protest. “We don’t have the strength to take it to him and leave this place defended,” he said, cutting them off before they started. “So what other choice do we have?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “We could try to talk to them?” offered Kate, ever hopeful for an outcome which didn’t involve the risk of injury or death for anyone, but her head dropped and she answered her own thoughts aloud. “But seeing what they’ve done to Lex and Paul I doubt they’re much into talking,” she finished. Silence again. 
 
    “So we end them. We fucking kill them all,” came a quiet voice. Everyone turned to face Polly; the peace-loving, naïve and trusting woman who was the last person anyone would have suspected would suggest violence.  
 
    Maybe that was because she hadn’t seen any yet. 
 
    “Am I the only one who is terrified of these people?” she said in alarm at the faces regarding her. 
 
    “No,” said a voice coming from down the corridor, having heard the discussion as she approached silently. “You’re not. It’s just that I said something similar last time we were attacked and they all looked at me like I was insane too.” 
 
    Without offering any further input, Leah walked straight past the group and into the room where it was obvious from the sounds coming through the open door that Lexi recognized her. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Returning to his spot above the gatehouse Dan lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, letting the smoke dissipate instantly in the wind as he blew it out slowly. 
 
    Briefly and succinctly, he filled Mitch in on what they had learned. 
 
    “So,” he said to Dan after he had listened in silence. “We have an unknown force of unknown numbers coming for us. They have hostages – potentially – and we don’t know where they are based, but we do know they are trained.” 
 
    “That’s about it,” Dan said. 
 
    “Another glorious day on the farm,” Mitch said quietly, mimicking a film Dan couldn’t quite place nor did he feel humoured to respond to. 
 
  
 
  


 
    BOXING DAY 
 
    “Why do you call it that?” Jan asked Steve quietly as they ate breakfast. 
 
    Steve stopped chewing to think. 
 
    “No idea to be honest,” he said. 
 
    “It goes back to the 1700s,” said a voice further down the bench to his left. Both men turned to regard the speaker, and both found themselves looking at Mike. Jan did not recognise the man, having never seen him before, but Steve hid his elation well; if that night went as he had hoped, then he would need men like Mike. 
 
    “It’s something to do with boxing up Christmas gifts,” he finished. 
 
    “We call it the Day of Goodwill back home,” said Jan. “We usually spend it either hungover or getting back on the beers,” he finished with a rueful smile. 
 
    With an imperceptible nod from Steve, both men finished up their food and rose from the table. Steve accentuated his limp as he passed Mike and muttered that it was good to see him. 
 
    The crippled pilot and his once nurse deposited their empty dishes and left the room, swinging by the nearby toilet block. Checking each stall they found it empty and spoke quietly. 
 
    “It’s Boxing Day for you, my friend” Steve said. 
 
    “Is it tonight?” Jan asked Steve excitedly, nervous apprehension twisting his insides. The older man thought for a moment before answering him. 
 
    “Yes,” Steve answered simply. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A few hundred metres away from the two men who embraced as brothers, two actual brothers spoke quietly. 
 
    “Patience,” warned Benjamin, who grew tired of his younger brother’s eagerness, “in five nights’ time, we get our chance.” 
 
    Will was unhappy at waiting as he had always been, but he had to trust his brother and wait for the right time. They had intentionally rostered the guard duty for New Year’s Eve to be light on guards, and encouraged those not working to organise a party. That way most of them would be drunk, and those that remained alert were committed to the brothers’ cause. 
 
    “Are you planning to fight tonight?” Benjamin asked, having warned his younger brother not to get involved in the underground entertainment and risk injury so close to a crucial time. 
 
    “No,” the younger man replied forlornly. “I’ll just watch and get angry at their incompetence,” he said sulkily. 
 
    “Good,” replied Benjamin, grateful for once that his sibling intended to listen to his advice twice in one day. 
 
  
 
  


 
    END GAME 
 
    Steve had arrayed his pieces on the board, he had taken losses and he had stuck to his plan meticulously. He knew the biggest risk to the takeover came from the capable and organized section of the guards, but hoped that Jan’s sacrifice – or hopefully not sacrifice – would allow for such a diversion that the threat was minimised. 
 
    He had visited the window in headquarters where Max, who grew increasingly fearful, had accepted his instructions with as much calm as he could muster. Both Max and Jan were putting themselves in mortal danger without the chance of assistance; all for the greater good. 
 
    Now, watching the sun creep downwards in the afternoon sky, he willed the hands on his watch to move faster and bring forward the time for action. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the familiar arena with its hard-packed earth and ring of baying onlookers perched high on the ring of shipping containers, Jan felt the change in the crowd as they saw him shirtless for the first time. 
 
    He was freezing cold, and his tight skin bristled with goosebumps. He knew he would warm up very soon, however, as the first challenger stepped in opposite him. 
 
    Men cheered, women screeched, and items of worth were wagered on the outcome. 
 
    This was the time he had been looking forward to the most. Fuck them. Fuck all of them who think making people fight for their entertainment was good sport. With a final flex of his muscled neck, left and right, he was rewarded with the sounds of cracking as he stepped up and went to work. 
 
    His opponent, who he vaguely recognised as either a guard or someone who usually worked outside of the camp walls, came at him head-on without testing him. 
 
    Jan waited for the first jab to stab out towards his face and knew from the second the weak punch was thrown that the first fight was already over. Letting the fist come towards his guard he stepped forward and slightly to his right, dropped his body weight, and launched a brutal right-handed punch which connected with the man’s torso directly on his liver. 
 
    His opponent’s forward momentum from the punch carried him onwards as Jan continued to step aside, and his knees had already folded as though he were a puppet with cut strings. Almost unconscious on his feet, the man hit the dirt face first and stayed down. 
 
    The crowd erupted with jeers and booing at the poor display, and shouts for another opponent turned into chanting. Guards came forward and dragged the unconscious man away without any regard for causing him further injury. 
 
    Far sooner than expected, the second challenger was launched into the arena and the steel door shut behind him like the jaws of a trap. Bigger than Jan and far fatter, he tried to bull-rush the South African and drive him to the dirt. Stepping neatly aside, Jan smacked his fat opponent on the rump making the crowd erupt in laughter. Twice more he did this, prancing like a bull fighter. On the third attempt, he stood his ground and planted one foot straight onto the exposed shoulder of the man charging him. He dropped like a slaughtered ox and bellowed in pain, trying and failing to regain his feet as the damage to his shoulder was excruciating. Jan stepped to the side of him as he was on all fours, prompting him to look up and beg. 
 
    “No! No, please!” he said, before any further pleading was cut short by a savage kick to the back of his head. 
 
    Two opponents down in under two minutes. He hated himself a little, but Jan was finally enjoying himself. 
 
    The crowd jeered him now for spoiling their entertainment. Cries of “give the next one a chance” rang down to him, and he even heard one woman shout that he was a bully. 
 
    What the fuck does she think this is? he thought to himself. Does she think this is fair? 
 
    Hearing the steel door bang open again and watching as the same two guards now approached, with something resembling a healthy respect for him, and walked forwards to drag the overweight fighter away. 
 
    Opponent three was thrust into the ring, and Jan’s heart sank. 
 
      
 
    Kev was scared. He had been okay with being dragged away from his home and the places he liked being. He had felt safe before, carrying the heavy boxes and growing the food, and Maggie looked after him like his mum used to. The men came for him today, and although Maggie screamed at them they took him away. He was put in a room and now they brought him here. 
 
    Looking around bewildered, tears stung his eyes because he didn’t know what was happening. He was scared. He had seen two men go through the door, had heard lots of shouting which he didn’t like, then the two men were carried back past him. Both of them looked hurt, so whatever was outside of that door scared Kev. 
 
    Now, realising he was trapped in there with the scary thing, he saw that it was just a man. The man took one look at him then started to shout and swear at the people up on the metal boxes. They laughed at him. They were shouting at Kev now, too. They were telling him to get the man. To hit him. He didn’t understand, and he wanted the noise to stop. Chest rising and falling and now in floods of tears, Kev’s heart beat so fast he could feel it in his ears. He lined up his sights on the man with no shirt on, and thought that he had to stop him from hurting anyone else. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “You fucking bastards!” screamed Jan, upset and horrified that even these sick people had sunk to such depths that they thought making Kev fight would be amusing. He knew who Kev was, and felt an obligation to him as a caring person – or even as a person with a shred of dignity and even the smallest of hearts – to protect him from this kind of cruelty. 
 
    A noise behind him made his chest feel suddenly cold and empty. Turning, he saw Kev, enraged, coming straight at him. 
 
    Dodging and throwing himself to the ground he evaded Kev desperately as he rolled back to his feet. Holding out his hands before him he tried to reason with him, tried to tell him to calm down, but he feared from the look on his face that he would hear no reason or explanation. 
 
    Hating himself and just about everyone else, he gave up trying to talk Kev down and vowed to end it as quickly as possible without hurting him. 
 
    As Kev, incensed and terrified, bore down on him again he stepped to the side as he ducked under a huge swinging forearm and tripped him. Kev landed heavily and bellowed in fear and rage as Jan leapt on his back and forced his face to the dirt again. 
 
    Wrapping one strong arm around Kev’s neck, he braced the wrist with his free hand and applied pressure to both sides of his neck. He had no intention of choking him, merely trying to interrupt the flow of oxygenated blood to his brain momentarily and put him out. The sickening irony wasn’t lost on him that he was trying to replicate the very reason for Kev’s disability. Hating himself even more he tightened his grip and shifted his body weight to keep the huge man on the ground. 
 
    “Shhh. Shhh,” he said involuntarily into Kev’s ear, hoping that he would pass out quickly and he could try to forget this ever happened. He could not lose, because the plan wasn’t finished yet. He had to win and to put someone he couldn’t bring himself to hurt in his path disgusted him. Kev threw back one huge elbow, stinging Jan’s eyes and blinding him temporarily with the sheer force of the impact. Jan had to readjust, trapping Kev’s hands with his legs one by one to prevent the big man from injuring him. 
 
    Feeling Kev’s struggles abate slightly, he shifted his grip and squeezed tighter hoping to end it fast. 
 
    Kev had other ideas. With a strength Jan didn’t think was humanly possible he braced his body and rolled, rising to his feet and carrying Jan’s not insubstantial weight with him as though he were made of air and freeing one hand in the process. Jan buried his unprotected eyes into the back of Kev’s shoulder, fearful of the big hand flailing at him but still not releasing his grip one ounce, as he tried to hang on. 
 
    With a strangled bellow, Kev instinctively threw himself backwards. Driving every breath of air from Jan’s lungs as their combined weight slammed into the hard ground, he felt his head crack against the earth. Dizzy and winded, Jan used every bit of muscle strength he could muster to maintain his grip. 
 
    Slowly, with sounds coming from Kev which broke his heart, the struggling stopped and the big man went limp. 
 
    Shrugging his huge weight off him, Jan struggled to his feet, eyes full of tears, and checked Kev’s vital signs. 
 
    He was breathing, but unconscious. Shouting for help he saw the door bang open again and the same guards walking towards him with undisguised fear in their eyes this time; not only were they fearful of Jan who had dispatched three fighters in as many minutes, but they were fearful of the beast waking up and killing them. With difficulty, Kev was carried from the arena with Jan following and shouting at them to keep his neck supported. At the exit, a rifle barrel was prodded into his chest and he stepped back for the door to close.  
 
    Breathing heavily like he had finished a sprint, he cuffed away his tears of remorse and disgust for what he had just had to do, and looked at the faces of the spectators. 
 
    They jeered, they laughed, they pointed, they wagered. 
 
    All except one. 
 
    Singling him out with a pointed finger, Jan shouted. 
 
    “You,” he bawled, gaining the attention of most of the onlookers. “Was that your idea?” 
 
    Will smirked and shrugged. If he wasn’t allowed to fight, then the least he could do was be allowed to watch the massive simpleton beat other people to death. 
 
    “Coward!” Jan screamed, then spat towards him. His eyes never left Will’s face. 
 
    The crowd loved it. A personal challenge to one of the best. This was real holiday entertainment. 
 
    Will made a move to climb down from the raised seating until the man next to him grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Benjamin said not to fight!” hissed Will’s co-conspirator. “Stick to the plan!” 
 
    Will snatched his arm clear from the man and climbed down, happy to ignore his brother’s orders but pathologically unable to resist a direct challenge. 
 
    The crowd roared with anticipation as Jan desperately tried to get his breath back. All feeling of the cold night evaporated as Will stepped into the arena. 
 
    And smiled. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHECK 
 
    Steve’s chosen few fell in step with him as he strode through the shadows towards the nearest weapons locker. By now, others were passing word around that they were about to rise. To wait to be given guns and to be ready to overthrow Richards. No longer accentuating his limp, he walked tall and strong towards the two guards standing by a metal container. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Drink, Sir?” Max said, holding aloft an expensive bottle which he knew was to Richards’s tastes. He had intercepted it from a delivery intended for the very same office, but the Major had no idea. Things just appeared for him, and he liked that. 
 
    “Good man!” he exclaimed, dropping his pen and pulling a sheet of paper to cover his work. He beckoned the young man inside.  
 
    Max had been preparing himself for this moment, but it was all he could do to keep the bile from rising in his throat. 
 
    Stepping past the chair Richards offered him with an outstretched hand, he walked around to the other side of the desk and sat delicately on the edge. Pouring two glasses, measures which any bar would call at least a triple, he gave Richards one glass and raised his own. 
 
    “Cheers,” he said with what he hoped was his cheekiest smile. 
 
    Richards blushed and drank, pulling a face as the fierce liquid hit his throat. Catching a glimpse of the paperwork which Richards had hastily tried to cover, Max leaned over his shoulder and moved it aside. 
 
    “Sir,” he said chidingly, “you never told me you were so talented!” Richards blushed a deeper shade of red and mumbled something about always having been an artist at heart, but Max wasn’t interested in his words. He pulled out the paper and made admiring noises about what he would only describe as a child’s drawing. 
 
    Placing a hand on Richards’s shoulder, Max told him that he was wasted as a senior officer in the army and should’ve been an artist. 
 
    The incorrect inflation of Richards’s former rank combined with the compliment had the desired effect. 
 
    Max refilled Richards’s glass twice as he listened to the man waffle on about how his passion for sketching had started at an early age. 
 
    So flattered was he that this young man was taking a personal interest in him, that Richards failed to notice he was still drinking the first drink he had poured himself, and that the bottle was already a third empty.  
 
    Glancing surreptitiously at his watch, Max smiled and hoped to god that the next hour would pass quickly. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Standing face to face with Will for the second time in the arena, Jan felt a rage inside him like never before. Even when mentally preparing to fight the bastard without making himself lose like last time, he had no way of summoning such anger than he felt at that moment. 
 
    “You think that was sport?” he snapped at Will, unable to control himself as his voice cracked with anger. 
 
    Will said nothing. His calm arrogance infuriated Jan and forced him to strike first. 
 
    Lashing out with his left foot straight at his chest, Will stepped back and to the side like Jan knew he would. As soon as his left foot hit the ground, his right shot out in a savage round kick which Will had no chance of avoiding. Blocking it with both hands braced, the force knocked him backwards to the ground making the crowd erupt in a higher octave than before. 
 
    Rolling effortlessly backwards and regaining his feet without his hands touching the ground, he smiled again. 
 
    Jan had, in his own words, totally lost his shit. He fired attack after attack at Will, making the younger man dodge and block all over the arena until, far too quickly, Jan was blown. 
 
    He had made a fundamental mistake, and he had winded himself. Will was not only younger and lighter, but he was also fresh to the fight and he knew it. Jan was almost doubled over, desperately sucking in air to replenish the oxygen expended from his body, and Will chose that moment to counter. Raining kicks and punches into Jan’s body if he protected his head, and into his head if he protected his body, Will still smiled as he landed blow after blow on the exhausted man. 
 
    After maybe ten hits, Jan’s hands dropped involuntarily and he took harder blows as Will pressed his obvious advantage. Switching tactics as Jan knew he would, Will surprised him with a savage attack as he came in close but instead of throwing his fists into him he spun elegantly under his arms and gripped his chest from behind. Powerless to prevent it, Jan felt his body lift upwards as Will twisted and slammed his head, neck and shoulders into the dirt. Before he could even tell which way was up, his breath caught in his throat as Will’s arm slid over his shoulder and around his neck. Reacting instantly, instinctively, Jan dropped his chin to his chest and shrugged his shoulders, shooting his left hand across his body to grab Will’s right. Rolling to his left he only narrowly avoided Will securing the choke hold. Continuing the roll to escape and create distance, Jan’s failing strength hurt him as the younger, faster and fresher man landed two punches in quick succession to his face just as he regained his feet. 
 
    Wavering on the spot like a punch-drunk boxer who was overdue to retire, Jan stood in the centre of the arena and waited for his fortune to be read. 
 
    From the ranks of baying onlookers he heard one voice shout, “Finish him!” in mockery of a video game. 
 
    Will cracked at that point, and laughed. 
 
    That sound, that infuriating sound, cut through Jan’s consciousness like a knife. 
 
    Will stepped forward and lined up a show-boat of a spinning kick which he knew would please his audience. He pivoted and his head whipped backwards as he momentarily took his eyes off his target, Jan summoned his remaining strength and launched himself forward, placing all his effort into his outstretched right foot. 
 
    Will spun back, his eyes widening as he realised Jan was no longer where he ought to be, just as the boot connected with his straight left leg. 
 
    There was no room for manoeuvre. No give in that bracing leg, and the momentum of the weight behind Jan’s foot continued straight through the joint and issued a sickening crunch which was drowned out by the crowd. 
 
    Will, one leg bent backwards in a grotesque way nature did not intend, slumped to the ground unable to breathe through the pain, instantly silencing the crowd. 
 
    Staggering towards the younger man clawing at his ruined leg, Jan leaned down. 
 
    And smiled. 
 
    Not a word rang out. The crowd watched in stunned horror and Will held one hand out towards his attacker as the other gripped his ruined knee. Jan seized that hand in a vice-like grip around the wrist, rolled backwards and wrapped his legs around Will’s neck, hooking one leg over the other foot. 
 
    Bracing his body with every single ounce of strength remaining in him, he tensed and rolled back. Will emitted a single squawk of agony until the pressure around his neck prevented anything else, then his eyes bulged and spit bubbled at his mouth. His face flushed purple, but he made no attempt to extricate himself. The strength of Jan’s hold on him dragged the younger man upright where he pulled the arms and crushed his neck with his thighs. Weakly, feebly, Will’s free hand fluttered at Jan’s leg in a form of submission. 
 
    Jan ignored the futile gesture. 
 
    With a final heave of brute force Jan wrenched Will’s head sideways and upwards, twisting his whole body with the last of his might, and received a satisfying ‘pop’ from Will’s neck. 
 
    Shoving the limp body off him, he struggled to his feet once more, filled his lungs, and bellowed out all his rage and anger. 
 
      
 
    The man who had tried to stop Will from fighting had already left the arena in a dead sprint to find Benjamin.  
 
  
 
  



 SIEGE part 1 
 
    Dawn and dusk. The two times that every soldier, every person who has ever seen warfare, is at their most alert; the two times of the day when attacks seem to be universally planned. 
 
    Modern tactics and good sense progressed to attacks in darkness during the dead hours when everyone would ordinarily be asleep or too tired to respond to threat quickly. 
 
    Being far from a classic soldier in many senses, le chasseur ordered his troops into position before dawn and ordered them to wait, hidden, until midday when he believed that most people would be ignorant of any risk and thinking about food. His main force was five miles out, hidden in a gully which offered protection from sight. They had the British military vehicle which Sabine had taken, and they would use that to best effect after the door was opened. 
 
    His own group, a hand-picked force of six, crept forwards before the sun rose to the agreed place. 
 
    If his plan had not worked, if the weak Frenchman failed him, then they still had a plan B and C before he signalled for an aborted mission. 
 
    Much to his vicious delight, he found the rope hanging almost exactly where he had wanted it, giving his elite vanguard the shortest climb possible to the fort. Having moved as stealthily as possible over rough ground in the dark he knew they would all be tired, so he ordered a short rest before they ascended the rope. 
 
    A climb of thirty feet up a vertical wall put immense pressure on the upper body strength of the men which was another reason he had chosen the men behind him. Leading from the front as ever, he left his heavier equipment at the base of the wall for retrieval later, and began to climb. 
 
    Muscles burning and the breath rasping in his throat, he eventually placed one hand over the lip of the rough stone and followed it with the other. Raising his eyes over the parapet, he saw one man. The man was asleep with his back to a wall as he sat, and Leo’s disgust at the lack of professionalism stung him. A sentry unable to hear a man climbing only feet away was an insult to him. 
 
    Recognising the man as the one he had recruited to make their silent infiltration possible made his disgust no less evident; this man even knew to expect them. Leaning over and beckoning up the next man, his implacable sniper, he crept low to the sleeping man and placed a hand over his mouth. 
 
    Waking with a start, Olivier regarded him with wide eyes until logic overtook fear. When Leo knew the man would not cry out, he removed his hand and spoke to him in hushed French. 
 
    “Help the others up, and well done, solider,” he said with a smile dripping with insincerity. 
 
    The man didn’t notice, he just seemed pathetically pleased to be part of something. To be accepted by a man he clearly envied and wanted to emulate: his new master. 
 
    One by one the other legionnaires gained the high ground in deathly silence and took big lungfulls of air to begin the day’s work. 
 
    “How many up here?” he asked Olivier. 
 
    “Six,” he replied, “and me.” 
 
    Seven to kill then, thought Leo. 
 
    Drawing his knife and waiting for his soldiers to follow suit, he crept into the darkness. 
 
    One by one, the sleeping guards of the sky fort died. 
 
    Leo killed two himself. One young man, asleep on his back, woke to see the snarling Frenchman leaning over him, hand clamped across his mouth, and the long drive inched slowly between his ribs to penetrate the heart. Le chasseur was enjoying himself, and he took a sick pleasure in watching the man’s life fade away from his eyes. 
 
    The last man, the only one awake, stood and watched the glow of the sky from his position overlooking the road. An impressive rifle was slung over his right shoulder, but such a distance weapon was useless. He may as well have been carrying a stick for all the good it did him. 
 
    Approaching him from the shadows behind like a cat stalking prey, Leo rose and drew the wicked edge of the blade across the left side of his neck and pressed harder as he opened the windpipe to prevent any noise he might make. 
 
    Catching his body as he fell back, he watched the man spasm and die like a landed fish. His men watched his smile without betraying any emotion, but Olivier stood open-mouthed in horror. 
 
    “Strip the bodies,” he ordered him, “and dump them over the wall where we climbed up.” 
 
    Olivier did as he was told, struggling with the dead weight of each man as he dragged them by their feet or hands to the ramparts leaving trails of blood to mark his progress. Each man was stripped of equipment, and Olivier took their personal possessions without any shame. 
 
    When the last body was ready to be hauled over the side, before he heard the now familiar sound of silence ending with a crunching, wet thump, Leo reappeared flanked by two of his men. 
 
    “I will help you with that one,” he said, surprising the smaller man. 
 
    The two of them lifted the body, and Leo leaned over with a smile to watch it fall like a rag doll to the pile of broken bodies below. 
 
    “Look at that!” he said to Olivier, who leaned over out of some automatic obedience. 
 
    As he did, the two men behind him stepped forwards and lifted a leg each, pitching him over the side. 
 
    Desperately Olivier spun and scrabbled for safety, managing to turn his body and grip the stone ledge. The rough surface cut into his soft hands painfully as he stared at Leo with pleading eyes. 
 
    Leo left him there, dangling, and smiled wider. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “if there’s one thing I cannot abide, it’s a traitor.” 
 
    With that, he drew his knife and sliced deep cuts across the backs of Olivier’s hands. 
 
    The tendons and ligaments irreparably damaged, Olivier’s grip failed and he dropped into the wind-rushing silence of the void. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “I do not like it, Englishman,” said Pietro testily. He had joined Dan on the wall above the gate by the big machine gun. 
 
    “There is bad in the air,” he finished. 
 
    Dan, perplexed at the superstitious air about the big Russian, asked for elaboration. 
 
    “It is, how you say, the other senses?” he said questioningly. 
 
    “Like a sixth sense?” Dan asked him. 
 
    “Exactly this,” Pietro replied, failing to expand any further. 
 
    It worried Dan, because he had failed to trust instincts before. He had ignored his own and almost died. He had ignored Ash’s and almost died along with Leah and two others. He felt uneasy ignoring the instincts of the big game hunter by his side, but he did not feel the same sense of foreboding which was troubling the man now. 
 
    The Russian walked away, but Dan noticed he wore his own unique version of full battle gear; the wolf pelt, a quiver brimming with feathered arrows and likely more blades than a butcher’s shop. 
 
    Dan, similarly dressed in a fashion, wore his customary black clothing with his heavy body armour. On the back, trusty as ever but rarely used, sat the brute of a shotgun and the front of his chest was festooned with spare magazines for his new assault rifle and silenced sidearm. Ash, wearing nothing but his mottled grey fur, was always dressed for battle. 
 
    He stood there, immovable and implacable, until the sun rose. Pietro’s uneasiness had been infectious, and he now began to sense that something was amiss. 
 
    Picking up one radio set, he checked in with the tower high up on his left side. All clear. 
 
    Picking up the other, he checked in with the fort. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Trying again, using a more urgent voice as is the way of people using communications, he hailed them again. 
 
    “All clear,” came the gruff response after a pause. 
 
    Sighing with relief, a small amount of the pressure lifted from his shoulders, he relaxed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Five miles away, at the agreed time, two men were unbound and dragged to their feet. Both seemed broken, but the taller man’s dark skin was swollen and bruised. 
 
    A man stepped forward to the smaller one and dragged him a short distance away. Opening his heavy coat given to him to protect him from the elements, the man connected a wire to the batteries strapped to the vest under the coat, lifted his right hand, and squeezed it easily around the ball and trigger switch. Putting a single piece of loose sticky tape over his fingers, he let the hand fall and connected another wire running down the other sleeve. 
 
    “You remember what to do?” he asked him quietly in English. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Chris, woodenly and with unfocussed eyes. 
 
    “When you see the gate, click the other switch to arm it,” said the Frenchman, receiving a nod of understanding. 
 
    Turning away, he ordered the other man to be brought up as he zipped up Chris’ heavy coat. 
 
    “Walk,” they were ordered, the way to the road being pointed out to them. 
 
    Chris and Simon began walking towards Sanctuary. 
 
  
 
  


 
    CHECKMATE 
 
    Benjamin heard the news, but did not have time to process it. His man had run to him when Will had first stepped in the arena, so neither knew the violent and gruesome result of the fight yet, but both ran to the ring of shipping containers with desperate purpose. 
 
    They needed Will for their plans in just a few days’ time, and even more so after that, and they needed him even more after that. Having him injured now would be a foolish waste of an opportunity that they had staked their lives on. 
 
    A massive commotion met them as they neared the arena. Barging through the single entry door, Benjamin emerged out to see Jan being guarded at gunpoint. The two guards seemed unsure of what to do, and more and more people flocked to the crowd to see what had happened. 
 
    The relief was evident on the faces of some as Benjamin could finally give coherent orders, but most viewed him with a strange look of frightened anticipation. 
 
    Looking past the shirtless man on his knees, he saw a body slumped on the ground. It was clear to Benjamin that the way the body lay indicated that they would never get up, and his worst fears materialised into reality as he stepped nearer. 
 
    His brother lay face down at his feet, one leg bent backwards at the knee. He barely breathed, and Benjamin was too frightened to move him and injure him further. 
 
    “Who did this?” he asked pointlessly, prompting everyone around him to glance at one another hoping that they would not be the bearer of bad news. 
 
    Turning to face the guards covering the kneeling man, one of them wordlessly pointed at him. 
 
    Looking at the man’s face for the first time, he saw him smiling. 
 
    Drawing a sidearm in one smooth motion he braced one leg back and took a two-handed aim at the man’s forehead with tears pricking his eyes. 
 
    A single shot rang out, but not from Benjamin’s gun. Confusion called for a moment’s silence, before another shot tore the air from the other side of the camp. 
 
    As one, the guards and Benjamin ran from the arena; vengeance for his brother’s injuries temporarily forgotten. 
 
    Jan, still breathing heavily from the fight and his expected death, slumped to the ground and lay on his back. 
 
    Looking over to his left, the outstretched hand of Will was near his own. Slapping it weakly, Jan lay back and muttered to himself. 
 
    “High five, bro.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve and his group of militants rounded the corner and came face to face with the two bored sentries stood by the weapons locker. 
 
    They were startled by the appearance of him, but their confusion evaporated when the others came into view and their weapons came up to point at the intruders. 
 
    “Just listen for a second,” Steve said, holding his open hands up. “Richards has to go, we all know it. Join us, please.” 
 
    One man hesitated, his aim wavering, before he dropped the barrel of his rifle to point at the floor. Standing up, he turned to the other guard. 
 
    “It’s not worth dying for,” he said simply. 
 
    The other guard’s response was to shoot him, point blank, in the chest. 
 
    Steve dived for the fallen rifle of the dead man before it hit the floor, but as he saw the guard switch his aim and fire a second harmless round, which miraculously missed everyone, a shape stepped quickly from the shadows and flashed a bright reflection across the man’s neck. 
 
    Dropping to his knees, blood bubbling at his throat, Lizzie walked slowly into the light with a bloodied scalpel in her shaking hand. 
 
    Steve lay on the floor with the rifle half aimed towards the dying man, and made eye contact with Lizzie. 
 
    “I knew it,” she said, almost triumphantly, as though trying to ignore the fact that she had just cut a man’s throat. “I knew you’d be involved in this somehow.” 
 
    Climbing to his feet, seeing the shock in her eyes that he stood tall and strong, he hugged her tightly. 
 
    “Lizzie,” he muttered in her ear, “I’ve been planning this from the second I woke up here.” 
 
    Withdrawing from each other, Steve rapidly opened the locker using a key found in the bloody pocket of the guard Lizzie had killed and began issuing weapons. Others were emerging from the shadows now, falling in line to be armed. 
 
    Steve felt like a Russian army officer in the siege of Stalingrad. He had no idea why the imagery from a film seen long ago came to him then, but he thanked whatever higher power that looked down on them that he was issuing guns to everyone, and not having to give one person a gun and the next a clip of spare ammunition. 
 
    The first shouts of alarm were punctuated by the sounds of incoming fire from the rush of guards heading their way. 
 
    Barking orders, Steve organised his guerrilla forces into the dark alleyways of the camp, knowing that this fight could rage throughout the night. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The sounds of gunfire silenced the giggles in Richards’s office. Max had managed to get him to drink almost half of the bottle now, pretending to be getting drunk with him as he suffered the boring vitriol which the man spouted. 
 
    When the first shot rang out, closely followed by a second, Richards stood with a wobble and retrieved a sidearm from the top drawer of his desk. Snatching up two spare magazines, he shoved them into his pocket as he tried to walk around the desk but bumped his leg into it heavily. 
 
    Max jumped to his feet, forgetting to pretend he had matched the man measure for measure, and stood to block the doorway. 
 
    “Probably just some of the lads getting carried away celebrating!” he said with a false smile. 
 
    “Carried away?” Richards slurred, taking a step backwards to steady himself. 
 
    He closed one eye to focus better, and used the gun in his hand to emphasise his words, unintentionally pointing it at Max’s chest. 
 
    “Carried away?” he snarled. “Young man, there is never an excuse for a soldier to discharge his firearm for any reason other than training or during hostilities,” he said arrogantly, making Max believe he was quoting some old rule book on the correct conduct for soldiers at war. 
 
    Max opened his mouth to protest further but was interrupted by further shots. 
 
    He glanced to the window, as though the inky blackness outside could provide an answer, and turned back to find the gun pointed in his face. 
 
    “You’re part of this, aren’t you?” Richards said, sobering up. 
 
    Max stammered in answer until the pistol barrel whipped across his cheek and knocked him to the ground in agony. 
 
    Scrabbling backwards he held his hands in front of his face and begged for Richards to stop. Blood already ran down his face and he could feel the hot wetness of it as the metallic smell hit his nostrils. 
 
    “Please, sir, no!” he said, tucking himself into a ball as Richards aimed two wild kicks at his body. 
 
    “This is a coup!” he screeched. 
 
    “YES!” yelled Max, stopping the next kick before it landed. 
 
    “It’s Benjamin,” he said through tears, “and Will. They threatened my family and said they would kill me if I told you. I tried to keep you here so they wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    The lie, smoothly told under the extreme circumstances, performed perfectly. 
 
    Richards staggered back, as though physically wounded by the news, but was touched by the false sentiment. 
 
    “You care about me?” he asked in disbelief. “You tried to save my life?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Max, snivelling as he regained his feet. 
 
    Richards stepped forward and pulled the young man into a tight embrace. 
 
    Max, in his fear and inexperience, then made a mistake. 
 
    He reached for the gun as he soothed the man. Richards felt the pressure on the weapon and gripped it tighter. Max tried to pull it away from him. The two men locked eyes and Richards knew with absolute certainty then that Max was lying to him. He was part of it. 
 
    Baring his teeth he pulled the gun away harder as he disengaged from the younger man. Max held on. 
 
    The report of the weapon, muffled in the tight confines between their bodies, still deafened him. The flash from the muzzle still blinded him momentarily, and the stench of cordite stung his eyes. He watched as Max’s eyes went wide, as his mouth opened and closed twice, then let him fall to the ground and watched as the red circle of his white shirt widened until it covered his whole abdomen. 
 
    Richards stood over the dying boy and said nothing. Wordlessly he walked to the large, ornate mirror in his office and straightened his collar and regarded his appearance for a few minutes. Satisfied that the Major looked his best, he stepped over the body and opened the door to face the threat head on. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The fight did not last long. Steve had an organized group, although many were untrained, and the guards were in disarray. He had lined his rebels, his freedom fighters, behind a low barricade and cut down the reactionary force of guards easily. They were ill-trained, poorly led and utterly confused. 
 
    As he ordered people to move positions in groups, the fighting condensed towards the building designated as headquarters where they met a stalemate. The heavy gun positions, in relative safety on the higher ground of the steps and surrounded by sandbags, rained fire on anyone who showed their faces in the open. Guards loyal to the cause, or at least confused as to whose side they should be on, trickled in to the defended position. 
 
    The approach could not be flanked, and neither would any side agree to parlay. 
 
    Steve had to break the deadlock quickly, or face an uncertain outcome. 
 
    “You, you and you. Come with me,” he said, picking out three men who he had seen handle their weapons competently. “Everyone else, stay hidden and keep them busy with occasional shots. Don’t let them get organized and flank you.”  
 
    Jogging around the building, they followed him to the low window which he pushed open and climbed inside. Treading mud and blood onto Max’s clean bed, they filed into the room and prepared to break out into the corridors. They were in the enemy’s rear, and they had to finish it. 
 
    Snaking through the rooms they heard the noise of the gunfire increase as they neared the main entrance. 
 
    Creeping towards the door, Steve ducked back into cover as Richards’s office opened and the man himself strode out to the exit. 
 
    Steve followed, stopping abruptly as his peripheral vision caught a pair of legs and a pool of blood. 
 
    He couldn’t look at the body, but he knew who it would be and he knew, with absolute certainty, that the boy’s death was on him. He had enough blood on his hands already, but that sacrifice was entirely his doing. Leaving that demon to be exorcised some other time, he went for the door. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Benjamin was staying low behind the sandbags and calling targets out to his few remaining troops. Of those with him, he had maybe half which were loyal to the brothers. Or, as he thought in anguish, to the brother. If he could quell this uprising, then Richards could still be overthrown and he could salvage at least something from the day. As he worked, the door burst open behind him. 
 
    Richards strode up to him, anger on his face and blood on his uniform. 
 
    “Sir,” he began, but never finished the sentence. 
 
    Raising his gun, Richards shot Benjamin once in the neck and watched with satisfaction as he fell. 
 
    The firing stopped, and the loyalty of the traitors was tested. 
 
    It failed, almost instantly, and as one they turned their attention back to the threat ahead ever backing the status quo. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve looked at the three men with him. He pointed first to himself and then pointed straight forwards through the exit. He pointed to the next man and pointed left, the man after and pointed right. 
 
    He burst through the door, opening the clasp first then gripping his weapon as he used his shoulder to widen the gap. Spraying the gun positions from the rear on full auto he carried on stepping forwards. Behind him, the others came out spraying and within seconds the fight was over.  
 
    And they had won. 
 
      
 
    Richards, wounded but too enraged to feel the pain, saw his nemesis lower his weapon and walk forwards. He saw Steve shout but didn’t hear the words, and simply lay still planning his next move. His final act of vengeance. 
 
    Rising to his feet, he heard shouts of alarm. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve stood at the top of the stone steps, but in the dusk not the dawn as his recurring dream had been. He saw faces in the crowd smiling at him. He saw people he recognized, people he didn’t know as well as those he knew well. 
 
    Lizzie shouldered her way through the front rank and ran to him. He dropped his rifle into the dirt and gripped her tightly in an embrace which seemed to convey everything he felt. His gratitude for her saving his life, his fears and worries of the last months living under the tyrannical rule of a madman, his relief that it was all, finally, over.  
 
    Just then a scream sounded, followed by a cry of alarm, and he turned to look up at Richards pointing a gun at him. 
 
    The gun raised in slow motion. He saw the barrel rise, was powerless to do anything about it, and stood transfixed by the black circle of the business end of the gun and waited for the flash. 
 
    Unlike in his recurring nightmare, he didn’t wait for the flash. He closed his eyes and accepted his fate, believing that he had achieved something worthwhile. He almost welcomed his death, as though martyrdom could wash away all the blood on his hands and erase the memory of the terrible things he had seen and done. 
 
    He saw no flash, but he heard the bang. 
 
  
 
  



 SIEGE part 2 
 
    The opening of any attack is always assumed to be big. An overwhelming show of force, the launching of an offensive designed to force the enemy into death or submission. 
 
    This attack followed a different script. 
 
      
 
    Two lone figures wandered staggering into view on the road. Betraying the alertness and concentration of Claude in the watchtower who had the smallest of angles in his favour, the radio crackled to life seconds before Dan saw them on the road. 
 
    He assumed that the fort would have seen the approach sooner, but he had no time to question their silence. 
 
    From the distance they were seen at, and judging by the rate at which they walked, he guessed they would be there inside of three minutes. 
 
    “Should we sound the alarm?” Leah asked, cool and collected on the outside but screaming inside. 
 
    “Not yet,” Dan replied. “They could be from the farm.” Ash whined at his side as though he knew that Dan didn’t wholly believe his own words. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The two men didn’t speak as they trudged down the road. Chris gasped when the town walls came into view, and fumbled with his left hand. Simon watched what he did, trying to work out a logical reason in his sleep-starved brain as to why he had sticky tape on the hand he pulled from his pocket. Walking towards what he thought was safe as though in a waking dream filled with torment, the questions bouncing around in his head couldn’t hold his concentration long enough to materialise into words. 
 
    Chris’ eyes stayed resolutely on the gates. He had a job to do. He had a destiny. Everything was Dan’s fault and nobody could stop him but Chris. He only knew that to stop him hurting anyone else, he had to follow his instructions. 
 
    “It’s his fault,” he mumbled, waking Simon from the trance he had lapsed back into. 
 
    “What?” he said, more confused than questioning. 
 
    “It’s Dan’s fault. Everything is,” Chris replied in an emotionless voice. 
 
    “What did he do?” Simon asked, out of curiosity more than reason, not fully remembering who Dan was or what he had done to be blamed. 
 
    “It’s his fault,” Chris said again, not even understanding his own logic but merely repeating the same mantra he had tattooed on his brain for weeks. 
 
    Simon thought, which was almost impossible as his brain had given up making the connections it used to. 
 
    “Dan was good to me,” he said. The statement was almost a question as he spoke it aloud uncertainly. 
 
    “He… He saved me?” he finished. 
 
    Chris stopped walking. 
 
    “It’s his fault,” he said with tears in his eyes. “My baby died and it’s his fault.” 
 
    Simon stopped and looked at him. 
 
    “But he was good to me,” he said, slightly more sure of his answer this time. 
 
    A shout came from the shapes of the people above the gateway, above the archway blocked by the heavy wooden doors. Neither of the men responded, both regarding each other uncertainly. 
 
    Simon grabbed the heavy coat Chris wore by the chest with both hands and pulled him towards his face. 
 
    “He was good to me!” he said savagely, like an aggressive drunk with no idea why he was angry. Chris’ hands came up to his face, and Simon saw something. He didn’t know what it was, and couldn’t make sense of it, but he knew – more like felt – that it was horribly, terribly wrong. 
 
    Chris’ left palm held a switch with a faint red light under the letters A/C. 
 
    His right hand gripped a silver ball tightly, the sticky tape now gone.  
 
    Something else felt wrong, and Simon struggled against Chris’ weak hands to pull down the zip. His senses returned to him, only slightly, but enough to recognize what he saw. The term ‘suicide vest’ sprang into his mind, recalled from a news bulletin from a different life, and he let go. 
 
    Turning back to the gate, he tried to shout a warning but no words came. Chris shoved him hard, using his shoulder to drive him to the ground, and ran for the gate. 
 
    He ran, although shambled would have been a better description. Reaching the gateway, he looked up and saw the face above him. 
 
    Drawing in his ragged breath he yelled, “It’s your fault,” and released the pressure in his right hand. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan saw the two men approaching. He saw them stop, and saw the taller man grab the smaller one by the chest. He saw the smaller man shove the other to the ground and run, as though injured or drunk, towards him. 
 
    Leah wasted no time, nor did she wait for permission. Turning and raising her weapon towards the sea she took careful aim and fired a single shot. Her bullet hit the bell in the nearby tower, only a glancing blow but enough for the metallic sound to ring out. That sound picked up in volume and intensity as the boy posted below it hauled on the rope with all his might. The alarm was raised, and the townspeople would now be scrambling to their positions of either safety or defence. 
 
    As the bell began to ring, Dan leaned over and saw the face of Chris looking up at him. The savagery, the pure hatred on his face, made Dan feel cold inside. He could see military drab colours beneath a big coat, and as the words he shouted reached him he raised his own weapon and loosed a single shot. 
 
    The response to his shot, fired on pure instinct without any logic behind it, was answered with such destruction that he had no idea what had happened. The three satchel charges strapped to Chris’ chest detonated, only split seconds apart, but with the effect of one huge explosion. 
 
    As the bullet dropped Chris, its high-angled trajectory driving down through his shoulder and into his ribcage, he pitched backwards. The shaped charges, which a second before would have torn down the side of the archway, now projected upwards along the face of the wall. 
 
    Chris disintegrated. He didn’t blow apart, he simply vanished. One moment he was there, the next he wasn’t. In his place was a blossoming gout of dark black smoke. 
 
    The blast tore huge lumps of stone from the wall and shook a thousand years of compacted dust from the crevices. Dan was blown backwards but the force of the explosion carried on vertically upwards, shaped by the ancient wall. Barely conscious and with such a high-pitched ringing in his ears, he lay on his back as everything turned white with the cascading dust which swirled in the wind. He replayed the scene in his head, frame by frame, seeing the horrific moment when a man who was his friend vanished in a cloud of red-tinted black smoke, dust and stone. 
 
    He had no idea how badly damaged he was, and his first thought was to search for Ash and Leah. All around him lumps of stone rained down. He was oblivious to the pain of those which hit him. 
 
    He shouted their names, unable to hear anything but the screeching in his ears and head as he tried to roll and blink away the grit in his eyes. The stench of the explosion stung his throat. The cloying, sickening chemical smell of the blast seemed to stick to everything. 
 
    Leah ran to him. He watched as she dropped to her knees in slow motion and shouted his name. He could read her lips, but could not hear the sound of her voice. Ash, tail tucked desperately between his legs and almost curling into a ball on his feet circled desperately, terrified of the noise and the sight of his master hurt. He was struck by the thought that Ash was lucky he had run with Leah to raise the alarm, as that put them both out of reach of the blast. 
 
    His mind raced like that, detached, as the world continued to move in silent slow motion around him under the incessant soundtrack of the ringing noise which seemed to ebb and flow in intensity. 
 
    Leah’s deft hands checked down his body, evidently finding nothing of any great concern, as she took hold of the tough loop on his vest at the base of his neck. With some difficulty, she dragged him clear of the rubble towards the stairs leading down. 
 
    Still unable to hear any words, he watched as she yelled orders and pointed people into position. 
 
    Dan, as much as he hated to admit it, would probably have to sit the rest of this one out. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Simon watched from fifty paces away as Chris ran to the gate. He heard a shot, then sat unmoving on the stony ground as the man he had just walked with disappeared in a maelstrom of destruction. The dust from the blast was snatched away by the wind, and he stared in horror as part of the wooden gateway fell inwards to leave a hole into the lightless interior. 
 
    Already in terrible physical condition, his body screamed at him from the hot pressure wave of the blast. Every internal organ seemed to have been rocked by the impossibly sharp crack of the explosion. 
 
    The explosion had served to return at least some of his understanding, but he still sat and stared at the carnage in front of him.  
 
    Fearing the small part of what had just happened that he could understand, he slowly struggled to his feet and began removing his clothes until he was certain he wasn’t a walking bomb as Chris had been. Logic and sense evaporated as the thick, black smoke began to clear, but Simon couldn’t comprehend that even his boots weren’t explosives. Stripping to a filthy t-shirt and underwear, his mind returned to the present. 
 
    The silence faded back into noise as the sound of a bell ringing frantically drifted to him on the wind. The wind changed direction, swirling in the ravine of the road, and the sound of the bell was replaced by the muted sound of a diesel engine. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Mitch made it to the ramparts first, with Pietro close behind him. Leah looked ashen, but her eyes ringed red with stone dust and tears. 
 
    Gaining the top step, he looked at the supine form of Dan, turned white by the same dust, and unconscious. Blood ran from his right ear, thickening and creeping down his neck as it mingled with the dust.  
 
    Turning to Pietro, the Russian seemed to understand Mitch’s question before it came. Snatching up the man on the floor, he turned around and began to descend the stairs with him held in his arms like a sleeping child. 
 
    “They bombed the gates!” Leah told him desperately. “They bombed the fucking gates, with a person!” she yelled, as though trying to make sense of what had just happened. 
 
    Mitch was not new to this concept. He had trained for hours, years even, to deal with bomb threats. Homemade grenades thrown over the walls of barracks in Northern Ireland. Rocket propelled grenade attacks in Iraq and Afghanistan.  
 
    And suicide bombers. 
 
    The simple fact, with so few people left alive, that anyone would resort to such cruel and evil tactics shocked him but the process did not. He had seen it too many times. 
 
    He also knew that this would not be the only attack. 
 
    Running to the ramparts where, blessedly, only a small section of wall was down, he breathed an internal sigh of relief as the gun was still in place. Ten paces further away was where Dan had been, but the big machine gun still stood, and could still spit fire and death towards the enemy. 
 
    An enemy which now came. 
 
    Ripping away the tarpaulin, he wrenched back the huge handle to chamber a massive round into the breech and sighted along the long, perforated barrel to see a vehicle coming into view. 
 
    The sheer audacity of it made his blood boil. 
 
    They, the bastards, were attacking them using their own damned armoured truck. As the Foxhound lined up straight towards the gate, he put the start of the pressure on the firing switch and prepared to fire bursts of heavy calibre bullets into the approaching vehicle and the people jogging alongside it. 
 
    Just at that moment, before the firing pin hit the first round, another bullet on a different trajectory took the flesh off the top of his right shoulder. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Hit,” said the Frenchman in the fort to Leo who stood over his shoulder. 
 
    “Good,” came the reply. “Keep them off that gun and our forces will walk through the door. 
 
    The sniper didn’t respond. He had his job, and anything showing on that rampart would be the next to take his bullet. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A clear kilometre away and late to the party due to a gross underestimation of the rough ground he had to cover, a solitary legionnaire finally crested the mountain top and took cover to observe the back of the watchtower. Waiting to regain his breath, he heard – felt – the sound of the explosion and knew he was far behind schedule. 
 
    Rushing, and ignoring his own safety for fear of displeasing his commanding officer, he kicked down the door to find the ground floor empty. Lowering his gun, he heard the sounds of creaking floorboards above and simply waited for the person to come into view. He fired a burst of rounds and watched in satisfaction as a body fell down the remaining steps. Exhausted, he slumped into a rocking chair to catch his breath before taking up overwatch. 
 
      
 
    Claude, for all his advancing years, moved like a cat. On hearing the door burst open two floors below him, he quietly shimmied down the external wooden ladder and circled back to the entrance. 
 
    The man sat down panting had no prelude to his death; had no indication that he was finished. The bullet entered the back of his head and exited through his eye socket, embedding itself into a thick wooden beam opposite. 
 
    “That’s my wife’s chair,” said Claude. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Mitch!” screamed Leah from her prone position tucked under the lip of the wall as she tried to make herself as small as possible. 
 
    The soldier gritted his teeth and growled like an animal over and over as he tried to force the pain away. With his left hand clamped onto the gaping wound with blood seeping through his fingers, he shuffled himself into better cover as best he could. Leah crawled towards him, just as Ash barked and began to come to her. 
 
    “No!” she screamed, pointing towards the archway to the staircase. “Back!” 
 
    Ash, confused and scared, nonetheless did as he was told and slinked off down the steps. 
 
    Reaching behind her right shoulder she took out a compression bandage without looking, clamping the dressing pad with its coagulating power onto the wound and wrapping the elasticated bandage tightly over it and around the upper arm. Tying it off with the built-in tourniquet in seconds, the two locked eyes. 
 
    “I need the battery and the command wire,” he said to her, the pain evident on his face. 
 
    Nodding, Leah crawled over his towards the gun and retrieved the battery, sliding it towards him. Scrabbling with her hands in the dust and stone fragments she searched desperately for the copper wire. Just behind her right foot, a chunk of stone the size of an apple disappeared and it sounded to her like another explosion had gone off just behind her. 
 
    With a scream she withdrew into a tiny ball, her slung rifle scraping noisily on the stone. She stayed there, covering her head with both hands still clutching the copper wire. 
 
    “Sniper,” said Mitch pointlessly. “Got our range. Stay low,” he reassured her. 
 
    Slowly, mastering her fear, Leah began to crawl back to him. Two other shots sounded, the echoing crash of the supersonic metal hitting ancient stone reverberating around the ramparts and terrifying her. 
 
    Handing the wire to him, he carefully kept the copper away from the battery. Now came the hardest part. 
 
    “I need to know when the vehicle is at the flag,” he told her. 
 
    Nothing more needed to be said. 
 
    Turning her position around so she squatted in front of the wall, she popped up like a demented jack in the box and dropped immediately, a fraction of a second before the answering bullet flew in her direction. Another involuntary scream escaped her mouth and she huddled down, trying to control her breathing. 
 
    “Close,” she panted, voice cracking. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Change position,” Mitch said, his whole right arm now numb from the compression bandage and the gaping hole in his flesh underneath that. 
 
    Scraping herself three paces until she neared the gun, she stopped. To go further meant to go around the legs of the weapon, and that would expose her to the deadly fire. 
 
    Squatting in preparation again, she popped up. 
 
    The round hit the wall inches from her face, sending shattered stone fragments towards her eyes. 
 
    She dropped so fast that Mitch bawled her name, thinking the sniper had got her, but when she hit the ground he saw her legs scrabbling furiously to get her body out of sight. Blood poured down her lacerated right cheek, but she managed to shout a single word. 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    Mitch introduced the copper wire to the exposed ports of the battery, muttering a single, breathed word to himself. Contact. 
 
    Neither of them saw it, but if they had they would have probably enjoyed the sheer level of devastation they had brought upon their enemy. 
 
    The vehicle was almost through the choke point, but the rear wheels were only feet away from the rock piles which hid the mines. 
 
    As the charge flowed through the buried wires at impossible speeds, the detonators did their one and only job. Both mines exploded simultaneously, vaporising the people advancing between rock face and vehicle. The specially designed v-shaped hull of the Foxhound was powerless to withstand the blast, and with the people walking alongside it so too did the rear wheels disappear as though they had never existed. The back end of the truck concertinaed, violently popping the rear hatch open to crush two men advancing behind it and in what they felt was the safest position. 
 
    The advance was stopped dead in a roiling cloud of black smoke like the one which had consumed the gates, only far bigger. 
 
      
 
    Sabine, far behind with a few others, felt the explosion as the entire world blossomed into fire, smoke and flying debris. The heat from the blast hit her like a shockwave, a snapping sensation like she had received an electric shock, and brought with it deadly fragments of metal and stone. The man to her right jolted and froze before his knees gave way and he fell to the ground, a smoking, twisted scrap of steel protruding from the bloody wound in his face. 
 
    “Run,” she shouted, turning to see the three surviving men with her had already vanished. Torn between following the others and fearing staying with the others without the protection of Leo. Seeing a rough track up the steep hill to her side, she scrambled upwards and away from sight of the burning wreckage behind her. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Le chasseur was pleased. His bloodlust was beginning to feel slated, and he already relished his victory with anticipation. He was about to be the conqueror, and to the victor would go the spoils. 
 
    His momentary daydream was burst, and he flinched despite himself. 
 
    The unbelievably loud explosion from the advance below him sent a rush of dust and hot air from ground level all the way up to his position. Leaning over the side and trying to make sense of what had happened below, he watched in disbelief and horror as the dust blew away to reveal his bloodied and broken army lying in ruins below just as the inexorable pull of gravity rained a shower of stone on his position. What went up was now coming down... 
 
    His attack had failed, and he was now stranded in the enemy camp. All around him his men looked expectantly for orders, all except the sniper who still stared implacably through his scope. 
 
    “This is not over,” he told them. “We underestimated our enemy, but if they want us out then it will cost them dearly in blood.” 
 
    He surveyed the faces looking at him. For the first time since they had sworn to follow his orders, they seemed unsure and afraid. Plans A, B and C were finished, and plan D was simple, vengeful violence. 
 
    “WE DO NOT LOSE!” he screamed. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dazed and confused, Simon began to stumble towards the gateway ahead wearing nothing but his underwear. He had two options. Three really, but as he decided staying put wasn’t going to help, he faced the choice of back the way he had come from or onwards. 
 
    The ground ahead of him erupted in a puff of dust, followed by the echoing report of a rifle. 
 
    Slowly, he turned his face to stare upwards at the fort. He saw nothing, but he felt that whoever was up there could see him clearly. 
 
    He was past the point of caring if he lived or died; he just wanted the pain to end in either death or sleep. He stared for a few seconds, then turned away and shuffled his bare feet painfully onwards towards the gate. No other shots came. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Did you get one?” came the question to the Legionnaire’s right. 
 
    “Yes,” he lied to the man who wasn’t seeing what he was seeing. In his head, he said the words non-combatant. 
 
    He reminded himself that choosing not to take a shot wasn’t the same as missing. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Movement near the skyline snatched Claude’s attention. The old man had resumed his watch after ensuring that the one man sent to kill him was truly alone. 
 
    Now, gently sweeping the barrel of his gun over the terrain he saw a woman scrabbling desperately to gain the high ground away from the place where the explosions had happened. Claude saw her clearly, under no illusion that she was from Sanctuary, and smiled grimly to himself as he settled the crosshairs of his sight on her. 
 
    The juxtaposition of old man and state-of-the-art rifle was a thing of beauty as he carefully breathed the rhythm of a marksman which he had done so many times before. 
 
    Pausing his breathing at the right moment, he gently squeezed the trigger with a caress of his finger. 
 
    The bullet flew true, unwavering in its trajectory. He saw her face as the sound of his shot reached her, fear and shock battling for primacy, too late for her as the projectile travelled at impossible speeds and had already entered her chest. 
 
    The impact of the heavy round threw her down like nerveless meat, dead before she hit the ground. 
 
    Satisfied that he had acquitted himself well, Claude resumed his scanning of the ground ahead. 
 
  
 
  


 
    STAIRWAY TO HELL 
 
    Dan regained consciousness and looked over to see Kate stitching up Mitch’s shoulder. He tried to speak but no words came out. He tried again and was rewarded with Kate turning to look at him. 
 
    “Hold that,” she mouthed to Mitch, handing him the needle and thread she was using. Stepping over to Dan, she mouthed, “Are you ok?” 
 
    “Yes,” he lied, still in silence. 
 
    It was only then he realised that the lack of sound was because of him, not for him. 
 
    He was deaf. 
 
    “It’s probably temporary,” Kate mouthed again, meaning his deafness. “You were stood next to an explosion, do you know what happened?” 
 
    “Chris,” he said, not hearing his own voice so mouthing each word carefully. “Suicide bomb.” 
 
    His words obviously came out because the others in the room, who hadn’t heard the news about who carried the bomb, all stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    Mitch, foolishly attempting to carry on with the needle work as he pulled a face to try and see his own shoulder, added to the bad news. 
 
    “They’re in the fort, too,” he said. 
 
    Dan didn’t see his mouth clearly as he spoke, merely heard a weak noise as though he were underwater, and looked at Kate for a translation. 
 
    “He said they are in the fort,” she enunciated with deliberate care, this time the pitch of underwater noise changed and Dan could make out some of it; like being able to see shapes in the fog but the hearing version of it. 
 
    “How?” he said, rewarding himself with a ringing noise returning to his brain. 
 
    Shrugs all round didn’t help him, and he sat up despite Kate’s protestations. “Anything else?” he asked. 
 
    Kate, finally realising what Mitch was trying to do, slapped his hands away and took back control of the stitching. Craning her head back towards Dan she told him, “Everyone is hiding indoors out of sight. People are guarding the gate from the inside and the steps to the fort are barricaded, but we’re trapped.” 
 
    That, Dan understood just fine. 
 
    His head ringing and his legs feeling a little unstable, he stood. Kate knew him well enough by now to know that he would not listen to her advice that he should stay in bed for seventy-two hours and rest. She knew that wasn’t an option. 
 
    He had another infestation to clear; questions and rest could come after. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “There is only one way to do this,” Dan said, barely able to hear his own words as he spoke over the tinny whine still ringing in his ears. “We have to climb up and kill them.” 
 
    His assembled audience was all volunteers, and all understood that without control of the sky fort they were all prisoners under cover of the stone walls. They had no other assets, he told them. They had no way of clearing the fort without going there and doing it themselves. There were no reinforcements and there was no artillery or air support, so they had to do it the medieval way. 
 
    He was way past trying to tell Leah she had to stay, he had told her repeatedly all afternoon and into the evening as they planned what they could do. 
 
    He wanted to say that this time, of all the times she had put herself on the line, of the times she had saved his life, that this time was different. If their counterattack failed, then he didn’t expect anyone to survive. He wanted to say that she had to stay and look after Marie and Ash; that he had to do this for all of them. 
 
    From the way he spoke, it sounded as though he had already accepted his death. 
 
    Mitch had protested that he had to come, but his wound had debilitated him too much. Dan told him to raise his rifle, and although perplexed at the order, he tried. He tore his stitches and fresh blood seeped through as his face contorted with pain. The wound was simply too big and on a body part which moved too much. He would drop from blood loss before he reached the top of the steps. Dan told him, resolutely, that he had to stay behind. 
 
    “And you keep my bloody dog here, too,” he finished, brokering no argument on either subject. 
 
    Mitch grudgingly accepted that he would be more hindrance than help, and asked what he could do. 
 
    “Heal,” Dan told him, “and if I fail you starve the bastards out and finish the job.” 
 
    Dan looked at his assembled volunteers. Neil was there, unwavering in his resolve to protect the town he had grown to love, as were Adam and Pietro and a collection of angry townspeople intent on ridding their home from danger. 
 
    He could not fault their commitment or their burning hatred for the men on the mountain who had come to do them harm, but he did doubt their ability on the whole. He kept those doubts to himself. 
 
    “Go get some rest,” he told them, “and be ready to move in three hours.” 
 
      
 
    Shortly before the sun began to set, before the invaders would have chance to become more entrenched in their position above the town, Dan led the assault. They moved very slowly in the dark, step by step and making sure they reached the top with breath in their lungs. Even to Dan’s damaged hearing, the sounds of ragged breathing and the occasional scrape of a weapon on the stone walls sounded impossibly loud in the claustrophobic confines of the near-vertical tunnel they were entombed in. 
 
    The climb took close to an hour as they moved slowly, and Dan stopped as the closed door at the top came into view. 
 
    The fading light shone around the edges and the air changed almost imperceptibly as they neared the surface. Watching and waiting, he crouched next to Neil who acted as his ears for the interim. 
 
    The older man turned to him and shook his head. 
 
    No sounds. 
 
    Creeping closer as stealthily as he could, he reached the door and peered through a crack in the wood. Nobody guarded the door, instead a large shape had evidently been dragged in front of it to serve as a barricade. Standing carefully, Dan checked all around the edges of the doorframe. He found no wires indicating that it was booby-trapped, nor were any bolts showing in need of blasting away before they attacked. The door was just propped shut. 
 
    Glancing back down into the gloom, he saw the faint reflections of eyes staring back at him. 
 
    Finding no reason to delay, he braced himself and heaved the door inwards. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Leo did not expect an attack up the stairway. In truth, he expected nothing of these weaklings other than to try and flee. His men would pick off anyone foolish enough to show their faces and after that he would accept their imminent surrender. How could they possibly expect to win? He had the high ground, he had destroyed their defences, in part, and he held the advantage. 
 
    They were, at the worst possible time, arguing about their position.  
 
    This was not something le chasseur was accustomed to, and he did not like it one bit. His orders had always been followed, and nobody had questioned his judgement until that moment. 
 
    His men had raised the subject deftly, implying that the tactical situation had changed, so they too should re-evaluate.  
 
    They all seemed to want to climb back down the rope and melt away. He stood and stared them all down, burning them with his malevolent gaze. One by one their shame showed and they turned their eyes away. 
 
    One man, evidently braver than the others, picked up his weapon and turned his back to walk away. 
 
    “Stand still!” Leo snarled. The man paused, but continued without turning. 
 
    Drawing the gun from the holster on his waist, Leo told him once more to stay where he was. He didn’t. 
 
    A single shot sounded, making everyone atop the windswept fort jolt. The man, a bullet lodged in his spine just below his neck, dropped wordlessly. Slowly, deliberately, Leo holstered his sidearm and addressed his men once more. 
 
    “Cowards die with bullets in their backs,” he said simply. 
 
    Just at that moment he heard a noise from the other side of the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Just after the forlorn hope of attackers had begun to climb the stairs, Leah paced up and down in the hospital with Ash nervously dogging her heels, occasionally emitting a whine of uneasiness. 
 
    Mitch, from his enforced position on a bed, grew increasingly frustrated by the girl’s inability to stay still. 
 
    “You trying to make a bloody trench, girl?” he asked, making her stand still and stare at him. 
 
    “What?” she said, half in hostile challenge and partly because she had been too preoccupied to hear his words. 
 
    “You’re wearing a rut in the stone,” he said in a softer tone of voice. She opened her mouth to answer, but a noise to her left down the corridor snatched her attention away. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a scream, but it was unmistakably a female in distress. Still staring, her open mouth dropped lower as she saw Marie being helped around the corner by Polly. 
 
    Her light grey trousers were showing darker all down her legs. Leah’s first thought was that she had been shot, seeing as that was popular at the moment, but her brain kicked the information into shape quickly. Mitch saw her face. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he said seriously, struggling to get up from the bed. 
 
    “Marie,” she answered woodenly. “The baby’s coming.” 
 
    It was Mitch’s turn to stare with his mouth open as the women came through the doorway shouting for Kate. 
 
    As Marie was helped back onto a bed and Kate began to fire off a series of professional sounding questions, the soldier turned to the teenager and the two exchanged a look of understanding. 
 
    Mitch hated himself at that moment, but he knew he would never even make it up the steps in his condition as he had simply lost too much blood. 
 
    He had to leave the task to a child and her pet. 
 
    Nodding once, she turned on her heel and stalked away. 
 
    Deciding that Mitch didn’t really want to be in a room where a woman was going to give birth, he dragged himself out of bed to go and take a seat at the foot of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Leah’s mind raced as she half walked, half ran through the series of corridors to the barricade at the entrance to the almost vertical tunnel to the clouds. 
 
    “Where are you going?” a voice asked her as she pushed past. 
 
    “Going to get my dad,” she answered. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan heard a shot, then burst through the brittle wooden door and into the fading sunlight, weapon raised. 
 
    He pressed forward, all semblance of tactics abandoned as he didn’t have trained men behind him. 
 
    They weren’t trained as he was, but everyone spilling out onto the exposed stone was brave and fighting for their lives. Their home. 
 
    Neil split off left, just as Dan’s peripheral vision clocked the tip of an arrow on his right which led back to one of the most frightening men he had ever seen with his compound bow half drawn. 
 
    It struck him that he had never seen the Russian use the bow, but not once did he ever doubt the lethal combination of man and weapon. 
 
    No targets were presented, so Dan’s training took over subconsciously and he made progress away from the door which would be the obvious point of return fire. 
 
    A man rounded the central stone pillar and died with a burst of automatic fire from Dan’s HK416. 
 
    Two for two, he thought to himself, instantly regretting the fact that his weapon’s first kill had been a friend. 
 
    Gunfire erupted to his right and he sensed more than saw three of his group drop to the stones. The unfamiliar sound of hissing air, a twang, immediately answered by a butcher’s thump of flesh registered in his brain as Pietro neutralised the threat to their right flank. Gunfire to his left made him aware that Neil was in contact, and he pressed onwards. 
 
    Speed, aggression, surprise. 
 
    He scoffed at himself for using the mantra of special forces; this operation was far from special in any way other than it was a desperate fight for survival. Still, speed was the key. They couldn’t have many people on the ramparts of the fort and they had to be cleared away before they had any chance to rally. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The legionnaire sniper heard the stairs door burst open, not taking the time to check what came out. Abandoning his rifle, a thing he had never done, he threw himself into the doorway of the low building which served as the sleeping quarters. Two others followed him, and together they set up a killing ground to cut down anyone who showed themselves. A man with a fair coloured goatee beard leaned around the corner of the stone wall and aimed a rifle, unable to squeeze off a shot before the sniper hit him twice with his backup weapon. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Dan swept onwards, knees bent in his customary crouch, rifle butt pressed into his cheek as his eyes scanned wildly around with the barrel an extension to his vision. Sweeping the gun left and right as he went, the shadows to his right burst into the light. 
 
    The gun was shoved painfully into his face, his attacker with one hand on the barrel to prevent it swinging his way. The gun was attached to Dan’s vest on the short sling and with the sidearm on his left side he tried to keep control of the rifle with his left hand grasping the angled grip on the barrel. He dropped his right hand from the trigger guard and swept it under his left armpit to withdraw the Walther from its holster, but his attacker had seen the deliberate movement and instinctively knew it was a weapon grab. Finding his right wrist clasped in a vice-like grip, his muscle memory kicked in and he splayed the fingers of that hand out as he turned his wrist to break the grip. 
 
    His attacker recognised the feeling of his grip being thwarted and threw his left elbow into the stock of the rifle he held, following the distraction blow up with a change in footing and a knee aimed upwards into the solar plexus. 
 
    Dan dropped his body weight, sensing that the kick was coming on a cellular level. The knee connected, but it made a direct hit onto the base of two spare magazines for the assault rifle, prompting an involuntary sharp intake of breath as the pain registered. 
 
    The two grappling men slammed heavily into the wall, face to face with an assault rifle between them in disputed ownership. Only then did Dan clearly see the face of the man. 
 
    Leo, le chasseur, offended to the very depths of his soul by the gall of this man, this invader, snarled in his face. 
 
    “I owe you this, Englishman,” he growled, just as he brought his head savagely forward into Dan’s face.  
 
    A crunching noise sounded and hot blood poured over their hands as Dan’s nose popped like a water balloon. His eyes stung in sudden, temporary blindness, his ears still rang like a bell and an overwhelming wave of sickness added to the pain as he feared he would drop.  
 
    Vomit gurgled in his stomach and threatened to fountain upwards. He felt the pressure on his vest release and, just as Leo had known before, he believed with utter certainty that he withdrew to bring a weapon to bear on him. Releasing the rifle, still blind and on the verge of unconsciousness, he reached for the knife on the front of his left shoulder and whipped it downwards ready to drive it up under the bastard’s ribs and put him down.  
 
    His shout of rage began to sound as he began his upswing, punctuated terribly by a flash of pain as Leo’s knife penetrated deep into his own body, just outside of the protection of the vest. 
 
    Dan’s knees gave out, and the cry of rage twisted into a strangely muted gasp of unimaginable agony as the weak upward thrust with his own knife merely reached Leo’s waist and scored a deep wound. Looking up, Dan saw his own death coming in the form of Leo’s hand coming forwards, horribly faster than his own could move, reaching for the grip of the shotgun protruding from over Dan’s right shoulder.  
 
    Dan saw this. He knew it meant his end; his brutal decapitation by his own weapon. 
 
    Just then the sound of claws on stone tapped on his mind, culminating in a snarling, roiling impact of such savage ferocity. His eyes were closed, but he felt the sudden emptiness, felt the concussion of the heavy hit before him as Ash, it could only have been Ash, took the man bodily to the ground a clear three paces from him. The agony he felt intensified as Leo kept hold of the knife and tore it from his body as he was swept away. 
 
    His pained relief evaporated when the piercing sound of a yelp of pure agony cut the darkening air like a siren. 
 
  
 
  


 
    NOT LIKE THE MOVIES 
 
    Steve stood stock still, eyes closed, waiting for his recurring nightmare to become a reality. 
 
    He had achieved his goal. He had freed the population from oppression and he was happy to go into the night now; it saved him from having to face the things he had done and the pain and suffering his master plan had caused. 
 
    The shot rang out, but he felt no pain. No violent impact his mind associated with the bullet hitting him, ripping into his flesh, snapping his ligaments and breaking his bones before tearing through his internal organs and leaving him to die in bloody ruin. 
 
    The shot sounded loudly. Deafeningly in the close confines of the now crowded town square. 
 
    Steve still felt no effect of the shot which he knew would kill him, and he dared to open one eye. 
 
    He saw Richards, clutching his left hip just above the bone, and staring in horror at a man on the ground before him. 
 
    One of his own men. 
 
    Only it wasn’t. Benjamin was injured, fatally with three bullets in his abdomen, but his final act was to rid the world of the madman he had tried to overthrow without bloodshed. His plan had cost him his soul, having killed innocent people – something which burned his soul every day and made him wish for it all to end - and worst of all it had now cost him his brother. 
 
    The last thing his mother had said to him, her final words, were to look after his little brother, because he always got into trouble when Benjamin wasn’t there to watch over him. 
 
    Only he had got in trouble, and now he was dead. So was Benjamin’s plan to free the people living under fear of capital punishment just to serve the maniac’s egotistical vision of the future. He just wanted everyone to get on with their lives, to live together, and dreamed of a day he wouldn’t have to do the things he had done before he realised it was all big, fat load of shit. There was no master plan; those who still survived had to work together or they were doomed. 
 
    His final act, seconds before he died, was to put all his remaining strength into the trigger of his gun and fire. One bullet, followed by another, followed by a third. His hands held no more blood to work the trigger or hold the gun up any longer. 
 
    Benjamin bled out and died; not happy by any possible stretch of the imagination, but feeling like he had accomplished one small thing in his life. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Richards staggered, shocked that he had been shot when he was the one holding the gun. He aimed it at the bastard which he knew, all along, right from the very beginning, was responsible for this ungodly mess. The second bullet hit him in the right thigh, dropping him to the ground and making him kneel at eye height with one of his most trusted soldiers. Questioningly, not understanding the first thing about what had happened that night, he stared into Benjamin’s eyes and began to mouth the question, Why?  
 
    The muzzle flashed a final time and the bullet entered his face just below his left eye, fountaining blood and bone out behind his left ear and ending the year of the Major instantly. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Steve couldn’t believe he was alive. Finding Lizzie hugging him tightly, he squeezed her back, kissing her hair, before disentangling himself and taking the steps two at a time in slow motion to stand on the steps. 
 
    “Everyone, drop your weapons,” he shouted, hands held aloft, as the sounds of metal touching concrete sung out faintly all around him. 
 
    “From now on we are all on the same side,” he yelled, seeing more confusion than gratitude on the assembled faces of guards and cogs alike. 
 
    “What do we do now?” shouted a faceless voice from within the crowd. 
 
    The question stumped Steve entirely. He simply hadn’t through that far ahead. 
 
    He thought for a moment. 
 
    “We tidy all this up,” he said, waving a hand over the bodies and carnage their revolution had caused, “and tomorrow we start fresh.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    FINAL ACT 
 
    Leah gained the top of the steps just as she saw Neil fall back clutching his left arm. In the failing light she could already see his face turning pale as he tried to shimmy backwards across the rough stone ground using only his legs. 
 
    A noise to her right made her turn and raise her rifle, breathless from the dizzying climb and scared of the bloodbath she had run into. 
 
    Ash, the climb showing no evidence of having exhausted him, waited at her left ankle for orders, seeming desperate to get in the fight. 
 
    “They’re dug in,” Neil gasped as Adam dragged him away from danger. 
 
    “I will end this!” boomed the accented voice from Leah’s right. 
 
    Pietro strode past her, thrusting the compound bow and an arrow towards her wordlessly. She took them, without question, and watched as the Russian threw a burning oil lamp onto a pile of bedding. 
 
    Gathering up the blankets, seemingly oblivious to the burns he was suffering he stepped around the corner where Neil had just been wounded and threw the blankets though the open aperture of the barrack room. Stepping smartly back untouched by the flurry of shots which answered his sudden appearance, he threw off his prized wolf pelt to escape the flames creeping up his body. 
 
      
 
    Pietro then fell backwards like a felled tree, landing heavily on the ground Neil had just occupied. Smoke billowed from the room and four men burst out to escape the flames caused by the accelerant. 
 
    Leah dropped the bow and raised her rifle, emptying the magazine into the men until they all lay still on the stone, bleeding and twitching. Leah dropped her rifle, still breathless, and ran to Neil’s side. 
 
    “I’m okay, chicken. Check on Russian Pete,” he said through gasps of pain. 
 
    Leah nodded and turned away. 
 
    She stared into Pietro’s glassy eyes, a bullet hole evident on his forehead. The dying sun glinted red and orange from those eyes, making the terrible tragic and beautiful all at once. 
 
    A shout made her turn. Picking up the bow she ran to the other side of the ramparts and into view of a sight she dreaded. 
 
    A man, as scarred and dangerous as Dan looked, only with a hatred and malevolence she instantly feared, stood over her adoptive father who had been driven to his knees and plunged a knife into him, just as Dan thrust weakly upwards with his own blade. 
 
    Ash, needing no instruction and feeling the fear and emotion of the moment more than anyone, threw himself forward, hitting the man with such force as he had never employed before. 
 
    Man and dog tumbled end over end and Leah’s only reflex was to raise her weapon and kill the man. 
 
    Only she wasn’t holding her weapon, she held the unfamiliar bow and a single arrow. With an instinct she would never have believed she possessed, she nocked the arrow and drew as far back as her small frame could manage. 
 
    The man, terrifying in the failing light, paid her appearance no attention as he drew his hand upwards, spraying blood as he withdrew the blade from Dan’s body, kicked the dog brutally and turned ready to drive the knife into Ash. 
 
    She drew back, not realising the sheer effort she exerted into pulling the string, and loosed the arrow unthinkingly. 
 
    The arrow flew on faith. On instinct. On pure adrenaline. 
 
    It hit Leo in the flesh of his left shoulder, and without the strength of the bows original owner it stuck there instead of driving through flesh and sinew to sever the man’s spine. 
 
    Horrified, in sudden agony, Leo froze. He turned and followed the reverse trajectory of the arrow protruding from his body, to find himself facing a child. A girl. 
 
    He hesitated just long enough for Dan to rise, steady his feet, and drive his fist into the neck of le chasseur.  
 
    Choking, bleeding from the arrow stuck in his left shoulder and the knife wound in his left flank as well as the chunk of flesh missing from his right forearm from that damned dog, Leo staggered backwards. 
 
    The back of his knees hit the low wall at the furthest rampart. One second he was there, the next he was gone; tipped backwards over the wall and into the darkness below.  
 
    Leah dropped the bow and ran forward, sliding breathlessly to the stones beside Dan. Ash whimpered tragically to her right but her concentration was focussed solely on stopping the pulsing gouts of blood pumping from the top of Dan’s shoulder and rushing through her fingers as she pressed down hard on the wound. His eyes began to roll back as consciousness slipped away. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Leah snapped. “You can’t go anywhere yet.” 
 
    Dan’s eyes closed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    JUST DESSERTS 
 
    He was amazed that he had survived the fall. He was bleeding from half a dozen small wounds from both the plummeting ride from the wall’s edge and the fight which preceded it, but finding a soft landing amongst the rock-strewn ground only solidified his narcissistic belief that he was protected by some divine power. It hadn’t occurred to him that the soft landing was courtesy of the seven broken bodies he had ordered to be dumped over the walls there. 
 
    The hunter would live to fight another day; he would regroup, recruit and return to take this citadel on the coast which had so nearly defeated him. Only the town hadn’t beaten him; it had been that damned man and his dog and the girl – a girl! 
 
    That knowledge stung him the most. Being bested by another skilled man, a hunter not too unlike himself, but for a girl to draw blood from him hurt his pride more than the collection of open wounds and likely fractures which currently made his progress so slow and painful. 
 
    In his confusion from the blows to his head and the impact of the earth, he had fled north east, further and deeper into the mountains and away from safety. As the sun sank deeper behind him he penetrated higher into the wild hills where mankind held no dominance in today’s world. He was badly hurt, he realised. He couldn’t take stock of the blood loss or the mechanical injuries to his back, knee, shoulder and hands. If he could see himself, he would be amazed that he still functioned; but adrenaline and anger alone kept him animated. 
 
    Had he been fully alert and capable, he would’ve first noticed the silent shadows flanking his halting progress from the higher ground long before he did. When his fogged brain finally acknowledged the peril he was in, the terror threatened to rob him of all his remaining strength and resolve. He, the hunter, had stumbled straight into an ambush and now suspected he would find lethal enemies on all sides. His only chance of survival now was to find a defensible position and survive the night. 
 
    The lead wolf, newly appointed by the process of succession after the death of the previous alpha at the hands of a terrifying Russian, owed his new status to his size and sheer aggression. A vicious and fearless hunter, he had little opposition when he took control of the pack. Now his lips curled back from bright white pronounced canine teeth as he first confronted tonight’s meal. He and his pack hadn’t eaten for two days, and the emptiness in his belly made his natural savagery that much more razor-edged. He stood squarely in the path of the stumbling creature, widened his stance and issued a blood-curdling snarl with the intention of causing it to take flight. When it ran in fear and panic, they would follow it mercilessly and run it to ground where they would gorge on the warm flesh. The alpha would eat first, forcing every other animal in his diminished pack to wait until he had had his fill before allowing the others to take their turn according to hierarchy. 
 
    Seeing the huge grey and black dog blocking his path Leo froze, momentarily terrified that the unkillable bastard and his cursed animal had found him. He knew they hadn’t, he was sure he had killed them.  
 
    Or had I? he thought.  
 
    He could no longer be certain of anything in his pain and fear. Reaching for the weapon holstered on his right hip he froze again, this time in greater fear that the gun he had expected to be there was gone; lost in the fall, probably, and miles behind him. Scrabbling at his pouches and pockets like a deranged smoker searching for a cigarette lighter after a long flight, he found only his torch and a knife to be of any use. More snarls and growls now rippled out all around him as the other wolves tried to startle him into running. 
 
    Fire. I need fire, that will scare them away, he thought desperately, only to try the torch in place of flame. The wolves shied away from the bright light which split the night, but only to preserve their vision and not out of any primeval fear as fire would inspire.  
 
    For Leo, the fear was far worse.  
 
    Instead of the light scaring the animals away it served only to illuminate them in all their savage and beautiful glory. As the torch beam flashed left and right, innumerable pairs of eyes reflected the beam and all were fixed intently on him. Flexing the grip of his weak right hand to better hold the knife, he guessed that he must have broken something in his hand or wrist, as the strength of the grip was far less than he expected to have. How this distracting thought penetrated the smothering blanket of fear was beyond him, and he dragged his thoughts back to the primal need to survive. 
 
    Run. Find safety. Hold them off.  
 
    He ran, which sealed his fate.  
 
    He made good ground at first, moving faster out of terror than he had been before. His initial break gave him confidence, thinking that the wolves would try to hold him there and misunderstanding that their confrontation was designed solely to make him run in panic, to wear himself down to near exhaustion. His elation at breaking free soon evaporated when the snarling and growling shadows rapidly caught up with his shambling progression and kept an effortless pace as they snapped at his heels, herding him easily towards the higher rough ground. 
 
    To him, it felt like hours. He ran as fast as he could, stumbling and slipping but the terror and adrenaline rush kept him from losing his footing entirely. To fall would be to die, so he didn’t fall. All around him the sounds of excited yapping and barking swum in the night air and added to the horror he was experiencing, 
 
    In truth, he ran for less than five minutes before the alpha decided that this particular prey would not require a long chase, and his burning stomach dictated that he sped up the process. Looping in behind him, he checked his pace for a few long strides to match speed and time his bite perfectly. Sinking his elongated canine teeth into the soft flesh just above the knee, the big wolf bit down hard and held on as a shriek of shock and agony tore through the night. The high-pitched squeal of the creature continued as he hit the ground hard, rolling both of them over and over until they came to rest. The wolf had not released the pressure of his bite by one ounce, and still held onto the now mangled and bleeding limb. The thing he had brought down still shrieked, and sat up to raise another limb intent on bringing a shining object down on the wolf’s head. Only then did the alpha release his grip and spring forward with an impossible speed brought on by bloodlust and hunger. The shining object dropped from the hand as the wolf’s jaw snapped shut on the throat of the creature, instantly stifling the scream and replacing it with a gargling, choked keening noise as the body went rigid. 
 
    The fight evaporated and the rest of the pack sidled closer, eager to fill their own empty bellies. 
 
    The thing locked into the alpha’s jaws spasmed violently, which the wolf took as an act of rebellion. Crunching down harder, and unbeknownst to the animal, one of his canine teeth punctured blood vessels deep into the neck and that release of blood pressure signified the end of the fight. 
 
    Bleeding out and partially paralysed from the trauma to his neck, his whole body awash in such unfathomable agony that he couldn’t even begin to understand.  
 
    Leo’s last experience in the cruel world he inhabited, and personally made so much more dangerous, was the sensation of being eaten alive before his heart finally gave out through blood loss. Hunger overtook the rest of the pack, and despite the savage sounds above him as the alpha fought the others away in demonstration of his dominance, the rest of the pack descended to devour him.  
 
    The hunter had truly become the hunted. 
 
  
 
  


 
    IT’S A NEW DAY 
 
    Steve’s declared ceasefire hadn’t exactly ended the hostilities of the night. There were more than a few people with scores to settle and the body count had risen slightly. 
 
    He found Jan still flat on his back in the arena next to the mangled body of Will, and the two men said nothing. They embraced, tears beginning to flow from the South African’s eyes freely. They were not tears of fear or joy, but of remorse, regret, and the sheer chemical force of all the adrenaline leaving his body. 
 
    Will, miraculously, survived. He would never walk properly again, nor could he move his neck because of the horrific damage done to him. A life of disability, being cared for by the people he had delighted in hurting, and seemingly lost without his older brother to guide him seemed a more cruel punishment than death.  
 
    The vast majority of guards had melted away and now loudly claimed that they felt no allegiance to the regime, merely wanted an easy life. Some of these men and women were given back their guns on good faith, and set to work protecting the camp walls from any possible outside threat instead of acting as jailers. 
 
    People followed Steve around, firing questions at him incessantly. He was tired. He ached all over from the exertion of the night and his irritation showed. He turned on one man who had raised a legitimate concern, and spoke more harshly than he intended. 
 
    “Who decided I was in charge all of a sudden?” he snapped. 
 
    Silence hung in the air as everyone around him glanced left and right hoping someone else would answer. Lizzie rescued the awkwardness of the situation and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You did,” she said quietly, “when you led a rebellion.” 
 
    Steve had no answer for that. So, he apologised for his tone, explained that he was exhausted, and changed the subject to the burial of the bodies. 
 
    Precious fuel was expended as a digger was employed to excavate the earth just outside the camp. Nobody had called for a service as such, but people flocked to the graves as each person was laid inside reverently, regardless of which side they had been fighting for when they fell. 
 
    Richards was laid to rest, and whilst a few spat on his grave most people simply seemed happy enough to know that it was over. 
 
    Last to go into the ground, his crisp white shirt stained dark with blood, was Max. Steve knelt as the earth was piled in over his body. Patting the dirt softly, he whispered his own silent apology and thanks to the boy. 
 
    Life had to go on. They had to eat, they had to grow their crops and tend to their livestock, and they had to rebuild their new way of life. As Steve and his unintentional entourage walked back to the headquarters building, a woman in a semblance of military uniform approached him apprehensively. She stopped in front of Steve, looking as though she wasn’t sure whether to salute or not, and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Sir,” she said hesitantly. “I’m Kershaw.” 
 
    “It’s Steve, not sir,” he corrected her as kindly as he could. “And do you have a first name?” 
 
    She seemed stunned, but answered anyway. 
 
    “It’s Anne,” she said. 
 
    “Hi Anne,” Steve replied. “How can I help?” 
 
    Anne handed a piece of paper over. “It’s from the Americans si—” she said, stopping herself in time. “They want to know our position.” 
 
    Steve took the paper, seeing a scribbled translation from Morse code to English in note form. Max had mentioned a radio room at one point, but as it hadn’t affected their plans at the time he had shelved the thought for later. Now was later. 
 
    “Have they given us their position?” he asked her to buy thinking time. 
 
    “Yes,” she responded simply. 
 
    “Do they seem friendly to you, Anne?” he asked. 
 
    Surprised at being asked for her opinion on the matter, she gave it some thought, chewing on her lip. She didn’t know how best to explain that she could actually tell a lot about an operator from their style of transmission; their nationality, character, even their mood. She knew in seconds from a transmission that one group of survivors were in the Middle East. Deciding not to overcomplicate the answer, she told him, “If I had to guess I’d say yes, they are.”  
 
    “Then give them our position,” Steve said, a thought tickling his mind. “Can you reach everywhere in the world” he asked her. 
 
    Anne smiled for the first time. “If they’re listening I can.” 
 
    Steve returned the smile. “Then start broadcasting. Find anyone listening and see who is out there.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A few thousand miles to their south, across the Channel and safely nestled by the sea, an erstwhile paramedic and her veterinarian partner worked hard. They had to multi-task like experts, flicking their attention between a woman in premature labour, a dog with a temper and a large wound on its leg, and two people who had irresponsibly managed to get stabbed and shot. 
 
    Muttered complaints about it being all or nothing cut through to Dan’s brain, fighting with the high-pitched whine as his hearing slowly returned. He didn’t know how he had got back down the steps, or what had happened at the top of the fort. 
 
    Vague memories jockeyed for position until one pushed its way to the fore, bringing him back to alertness momentarily. Trying to sit up and being hit simultaneously by the terrible pain on his left shoulder as well as the hand of Sera slapping his head lightly, he lay back down and asked what had happened. Leah appeared over him, dirty and bloodied. 
 
    “What…?” he began, until a wave of crippling nausea hit him and he swallowed the next words along with bile. His voice sounded strange, until he remembered his nose had very recently been broken again. 
 
    “Relax,” she told him, “you’re going to need your strength.” 
 
    His eyes asked the next question, and as Leah looked up towards the doorway to the next room his hearing tuned in enough to hear screams of pain. He couldn’t understand why Leah smiled, her bright eyes and white teeth showing from under a mask of dirt and blood. He couldn’t form the words, even when the screaming stopped and sounds of sobbing permeated the air. The sobs turned to noises which made him mindful of something happy, before the door opened and one noise sliced the organised chaos in two. 
 
    “It’s a boy,” Kate declared, the sound of Dan and Marie’s baby crying in her arms. 
 
    “I was right!” Dan said smugly, earning a very teenaged eye-roll from Leah before she left his side to meet her baby brother. 
 
  
 
  


 
    ECHOES 
 
    The New Year came and went inside the walls of Sanctuary. Sitting precariously on the parapet above the inky precipice beneath, five people dangled their legs into the abyss and enjoyed a companionable silence.  
 
    Behind them, the ravaged ramparts had been cleared but not repaired. 
 
    Dan lit another cigarette with difficulty as his left arm was heavily bandaged and in a sling. He tossed the stub of the expired smoke into the small brazier burning behind them, and retrieved his stubby bottle of beer from between his thighs.  
 
    Ash rested on the stone walkway close to the fire, his right foreleg also wrapped in bandages, waiting to be needed or entertained. To his left sat Leah, her cheek sporting a half dozen neat stitches, also holding a beer which Dan suspected she might not be enjoying drinking as she barely raised it to her mouth. The furthest left set of dangling legs belonged to Neil, also cradling a small beer bottle which he had emptied quickly and sporting a similar bandage and sling having used the arm to catch two 9mm rounds. Leaning back dangerously he retrieved a second bottle and twisted off the cap with his teeth, took a long pull of it and let out a noise of satisfaction. 
 
    The weather was cold but at least it was dry, and blessedly up that high there wasn’t a breath of wind for a change. Even though it was dark and the sun had long since set, the moonlight shining a blazing pathway across the ocean looked so picturesque it was difficult to see it and not invoke any emotions. 
 
    “What do you miss most?” Neil asked out loud, not specifying who he spoke to or what period of their lives he referred to. Silence hung in the air before Leah fired the first shot. 
 
     “Social media,” Leah said simply. “What do you not miss?” she added, again to the air in general. 
 
    “Mess hall food,” Mitch interjected sarcastically, his uninjured arm wrapped around Aletta who seemed happy to sit in companionable silence. 
 
    “Social media!” said Dan, smirking. “No more wading through adverts to see one mildly funny picture, or being subjected to vague status updates which are clearly just attention seeking shit.”  
 
    “Sad face emoji,” Leah answered with savage mockery and an exaggerated head tilt, picking up the trend of the conversation. 
 
    “What’s up, hun?” Neil added in an unkind, high-pitched impression depicting a vapid, wannabe socialite. 
 
    They chuckled softly, the subject seemingly left open for discussion. 
 
    “I miss the internet,” Neil added, “although figuring stuff out the old-fashioned way is fun. Sometimes.” 
 
    “I miss the heating,” Leah added, tucking her chin back inside the neck of her thick, black coat. Both men made noises of agreement on that subject. 
 
    “I miss driving fast,” Dan said wistfully, “not enough smooth road left. No high-octane fuel.” 
 
    Both Dan and Leah jumped in fright as Neil slapped his thigh, a risky and poorly thought out move given the drop in front of them. 
 
    “I just realised something really good,” he exclaimed. “How much tax have you paid in the last year?” 
 
    It was lost on Leah, not having spent years seeing close to half her income evaporate before her eyes, but Dan chuckled and countered. 
 
    “True, but how much have you earned and how many paid sick days did you take?”  
 
    Neil made no answer other than a thoughtful grunt. They all knew that their mindless conjecture was filling the empty air to stop their worried minds from wandering too much. 
 
    “I miss everyone else,” Leah said softly, prompting half a minute of silence as the three of them descended into the grief they had all kept buried deep for so many months. 
 
    “Well,” she added mischievously, “maybe not everyone.” 
 
    “What do you think happened back home?” Neil said, switching the tempo. “I wish we could talk to them, send them a message or something. We should’ve brought homing pigeons!” 
 
    Suddenly, that thought lurking at the back of Dan’s subconscious took form. Gasping, he threw his right leg back over the wall and scissored his left to follow. Abandoning his half-drunk beer on the wall and discarding his cigarette into the flames he walked away to find the annoying man who might know the answer to his as-yet unformed question. Ash sparked into life and followed unquestioningly. 
 
    “What was that about?” Neil asked the girl. 
 
    “No idea,” she answered. “He does that sometimes.” 
 
    “Like Batman but less cool,” Mitch said. 
 
    “Debateable,” Neil answered, looking back to the moonlit sea and sipping his beer. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Out of breath by the time he had climbed down to ground level and then back up to the tower in the furthest corner of the central keep, Dan finally knocked on the door of Victor’s chambers. A heartbeat later he heard, “Oui, entrée,” and opened the door. 
 
    To his credit, he didn’t pull a face or make any comment about having obviously disturbed Victor and Polly in what he suspected was a very private conversation, and scanned the room with his eyes. 
 
    “Can I help you, Dan,” Victor asked, his embarrassment fading. 
 
    “Aha!” Dan exclaimed as his gaze fell on the thing he had seen but not registered every time he had been in the room. 
 
    “Does that work?” he said, pointing to an old Ham radio set. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Injuries healed. Some scars remained visible where others left no visible sign of the terrible damage suffered. Simon and Lexi made full recoveries, physically, but both seemed hollow sometimes. Paul, despite getting kicked almost to death, was back on his feet inside of a few months but, like the others held by le chasseur, he was never quite the same. Small, comfortable niches were carved out in Sanctuary for them and, mainly out of necessity, life moved on. 
 
    Contact was made, with other continents at first, then miraculously with their old family. The news spread fast and became legend told to the next generations. The conversations were slow and difficult, having to use a dog-eared sheet of Q codes and a Morse crib sheet to facilitate the passing of information. 
 
    Victor had cleared a wall and marked pins into various parts of the world map, each pin linked by thread to a report on the population and status of other survivor groups. Their discovery about the blood-borne origins of the propagation issue were news to some, but not to all. One group of Americans were neck and neck with a settlement in Canada for the total number of babies born. 
 
    It took Dan and his people almost three years to clear every available resource within a possible radius before every drop of fuel was spoiled or spent. After that they used horse-drawn carts but by that time they were self-sufficient with their curious mixture of old and new. 
 
    Leah led many of the forays, her own German shepherd cross dogging her heels as she trained it to emulate its father. 
 
    They scavenged like they had done at the very beginning, but now their society grew into some amalgamation of medieval technology with some stone-age mechanics thrown in, and mixed into a strange hybrid of renewable energy technology. 
 
      
 
    They thrived, they grew, and they lived. 
 
    They had survived. 
 
  
 
  


 
    AWKWARD CONVERSATION 
 
    Thousands of miles apart, two men sat and had the slowest conversations of their lives.  
 
    Both had a drink in their hands and smiled at the responses the other gave almost as if they were sharing the moment together. 
 
    Dan was speaking, if the unintelligible electronic beeps coming from the radio set could be called that, through an old sailor who had found himself retiring early from the fishing industry as the only surviving person to have experience of Morse code. 
 
    Steve, stood over Anne’s shoulder as she tapped and listened, spent much of the intervals where their French counterparts were translating explaining the hidden meanings behind their exchanges. 
 
    A noise sounded outside the room Dan was in, followed by a shout of his name. Giving his final message to the old man, he finished his drink and went to his duties. 
 
    Anne translated the final message for Steve. 
 
    “Got to go now, have baby to feed. Stay Safe. D.” 
 
  
 
  



 EPILOGUE 
 
    Stretching her aching back, the old woman rose from her chair and picked up the battered carbine she had carried for years. It was so worn in places that the dappled camouflage pattern she knew every inch of was rubbed down to the smooth metal. Her weapon possessed the last of the working parts for that model, and was as close to its end as she was. She hadn’t fired it in nearly ten years, and even then it was to drive away a curious predator, but couldn’t quite give up on it. She said she would be buried with it and didn’t want it far from her reach; like a Viking warrior wanting to go to Valhalla with her hand gripping a sword’s hilt. 
 
    Walking slowly, she took the stone steps one at a time until she stepped out onto the exposed walkways and turned to face the bay as her stiff-limbed and tired companion flanked her without instruction. The loyal mongrel hadn’t left her side in over a decade; a proud warrior heritage of its great ancestry still present despite the dog’s advanced age. 
 
    The sinking sun had dropped behind the far cliff and silhouetted the watch tower beautifully, bathing Sanctuary in a rich, golden, fiery glow. 
 
    She never got used to how powerful a sunset was. How it stirred feelings in her which reminded her very soul that she was alive. 
 
    She had grown sentimental in her old age; prone to reliving stories to an audience who had heard them before but listened out of reverence, respect and entertainment. The good old days, she called them, even though there was little that happened during those days which was good. She was permanently wearing her rose-tinted glasses, as was her right having survived for so long through everything the world had thrown at her. 
 
    Age did nothing to dull her senses, however, and soft footsteps betrayed the approach of two people. She knew who they were before they got to her, and she was also certain that they were hoping to startle her with their sudden appearance. 
 
    Her two nephews, born two years apart and startlingly different in their looks; one tall and broad with a mess of thick, dark hair whilst the other was a head shorter, blonde and smaller in stature with big eyes which seemed to stare straight into a person’s soul. Both had the undeniable looks of their grandparents but took more of their personalities from their adoptive aunt. 
 
    Between them they held the stewardship of the town now, as she had taken a step back many summers before after twenty years of training them as best she could. Both were effective soldiers, but more than that they were leaders; just like their grandparents. Their joint reign was a return to the times when they at Sanctuary were a warrior clan; a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Before she acknowledged them, something in her subconscious made her turn to the distant watch tower where her parents were buried side by side. She often joked they were buried so close to each other that they could carry on their loving bickering into eternity. 
 
    She still missed them, and the pain of their passing lessened only a little each day. She knew they were still watching over their home, buried close to their son who had fallen ill and died not long after they had passed.  
 
    She liked to believe that they were still keeping everyone down where she was safe as they had always done, at whatever cost. 
 
    “You’ll have to be better than that to get the drop on me, boys,” she croaked with a smile to herself. 
 
    “Still got it, Auntie Leah,” said the taller one, leaning in to give her a rough kiss on her cheek which still bore the scar from the battle for Sanctuary. 
 
    “I’ve forgotten more than you know, sunshine,” she said with a grin, goading them both into a good-natured argument for her amusement.  
 
    “Always,” said the shorter one, deftly and diplomatically avoiding the bickering she tried to antagonise as he bent to scratch under the chin of the German shepherd cross who looked up at him expectantly. Producing a scrap of dried meat, he rewarded Ash’s descendant as she knew he would. 
 
    “All quiet,” said Jack before the woman cut him off. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me,” she said. “I’m retired.” 
 
    Her nephews exchanged a look, which she somehow detected even though she still gazed out over the ramparts. 
 
    “And don’t roll your eyes at me,” she said before turning to face them. She knew they didn’t want to report anything to her; they wanted advice on something whist they could still call on her experience. 
 
    “What can an old woman do for you?” she enquired with sweet sarcasm. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Peter, the shadow of the old compound bow jutting out above his shoulder, “we just wanted to see how you were.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, “in fact I was just about to go and visit my granddaughter.” 
 
    Jack smiled back at her before saying, “We’ll walk with you, Auntie Leah.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    A little over a week later, over a hundred men and women of all ages made the long and arduous journey on foot to the top of the cliff overlooking their beautiful home. 
 
    They lowered her shrouded body into the rectangular hole as her daughter knelt in the dirt to reverently lay the battered and ancient gun on her chest. Her body was almost covered by the time everyone had filed past and sprinkled a handful of dirt over her, leaving her nephews little work to do in replacing the remainder of the excavated soil. Her granddaughter was the last to stand over her with her uncles; fourteen years old and strong, with a fierce sense of pride in her heritage, she was the very image of the woman they laid to rest. In reverent flattery of her grandmother, she carried with her an old rifle everywhere she went. The short barrel with its angular foregrip. The dual sight on the top rail. It had belonged, originally, to a man now immortalised in the legend of her home. A man she had never met but felt like she knew nonetheless. 
 
    Carefully arranging the stone slab to align with the others, they gently patted down the earth to tuck her in tight, next to Dan. 
 
    She was in fine company on that ridge. The vanguard of warriors who fought their whole lives to protect the group, never once giving up or putting their own needs ahead of others. Those responsible for the safety they now enjoyed. 
 
    She lay beside her Uncle Neil. Mitch beside him. 
 
    The best friend of her childhood, Ash. 
 
    She lay beside her younger brother, taken too soon. 
 
    She lay behind the woman who had become her mother, and a mother to so many others. 
 
    She lay beside the man who started this wild ride she called her life. The man who had brought them all together and had become her father. A man who almost died so many times to keep them safe. A man she loved. A man she admired. 
 
    A man she was certain she would see again when they were reunited.  
 
      
 
    This was Leah’s final resting place. She had survived, she had retained her humanity throughout countless ordeals, she had grown into a society she had led with fairness and tenacity for many years. She had lived with hope in her heart, found sanctuary and above all else had endured when events had so many times conspired to finish her.  
 
    That was Leah’s rebellion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end of the AFTER IT HAPPENED series 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    A message from the author 
 
    This series has meant so much to me; more than I can even begin to explain. It began as a dream, became an obsession, was filed away and ridiculed as a hobby and in the end, became a life-changing choice. 
 
    The journey that Dan et al. have taken me on is deep and meaningful in so many ways which I won’t bore you with, instead I want to thank you – my readers – for bringing this whole thing to life. If you hadn’t have taken a chance on this, if you hadn’t liked it and caused that snowball to roll downhill and gather momentum then it’s highly unlikely that the events after the characters’ lives at the prison would ever have been written, and those characters you have come to know would have been saved from the suffering and torment I put them through.  
 
    And they wouldn’t have found peace in their safety to live out their lives. It would’ve just Happened, and there would have been no After. 
 
    We all have walls to hide behind in our lives, and stepping outside of your own personal Sanctuary to bring the fight to the enemy takes bravery, in whatever small way it begins. Step outside of your comfort zone, do something selfless, take the hit and recover to fight again. We learn only when we make a mistake. 
 
    This is by no means an announcement of my retirement, far from it in fact as by the time you read this I will have already started or likely published the first book of my new series. I hope you’re ready to leave behind post-pandemic Europe and travel further in time with me to an alternative dystopian future, because that’s where I’m headed right now. 
 
    I say this often, but not often enough. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Keep Reading. 
 
    DCF 
 
      
 
    Facebook: @devonfordofficial 
 
    Twitter: @DevonFordAuthor  
 
    www.devoncford.com 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t end there… 
 
      
 
    The Leah Chronicles: Andorra is available now!  
 
      
 
    In a world where there are no rules, there is no greater hero than a seventeen-year-old girl. 
 
    Life at the fortified town of Sanctuary is calm. The people, with their fearless leader at the helm, have created a haven where they can live out their lives in peace and safety.  
 
    But it hasn’t always been this way. There were battles and losses along the way, and victory usually came at a price.  
 
    With the younger generation coming into their own, it’s time for Leah to pass on all she has learnt over the years. Time to tell the stories of how the world became the way it is…starting with the highwaymen of Andorra. 
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