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For

Lady Fiona Hannon,

a fine Highland lass, much missed by her son-in-law and her family.

And

Sheana Bark

who has a touch of the Highlands and is much loved by her son.
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PROLOGUE

Right now:

They were waiting for her on Dundooan Road.

Sally turned the corner and there they were—an older woman and a young boy, who looked very much alike. They were obviously mother and son. Neither of them noticed Sally, they simply stared straight ahead with glazed eyes.

The mother was short and thickset, wearing a woollen hat, a long raincoat and carrying an old cloth shopping bag. The son was about twelve years old, skinny and pale with black hair. He wore a hoodie, jeans and trainers.

There was no expression on their faces, their jaws were slack and their mouths hung open. The son was standing a few steps behind his mother, his right arm swung backwards and forwards in a shallow arc. The mother was swaying slightly, as if the shopping bag was about to overbalance her. There was nothing going on behind their eyes, no mental faculties of any sort. They were completely soulless, everyone in Dunballan was. Everyone except for Sally.

She walked over to the mother and son to get a closer look at them. The mother’s breathing was irregular and sounded like dried peas rattling in a box. Her eyes were cloudy and opalescent, so were the son’s. Sally hadn’t seen that before.

They must have been outside on the night it happened, the night Sally hated to think about, when everyone in Dunballan changed. Most people had been in doors when it occurred, but Sally occasionally came across a few unlucky ones who were caught in the street.

Dundooan Road was on the outskirts of Dunballan, so she’d only just gotten to it. This meant the mother and son had been out in the open for nearly eight days and were suffering the effects of exposure and dehydration. The first thing Sally had to do was get them in doors.

“Come on you,” Sally said. She put her hands on the mother’s shoulder and began to turn her. The people she found in this condition were usually very compliant and though they didn’t have any consciousness, they would walk or move wherever Sally guided them.

The mother was ice cold, like a corpse. She might not live much longer. She began to turn, took one step, faltered and pitched forward colliding with Sally. She was much heavier than she looked. Sally’s legs went from under her and she fell onto her back. The mother crashed down on top of her.

A sharp pain shot through Sally’s shoulder blades as she hit the pavement and the breath was knocked out of her. The mother’s forehead smashed into Sally’s cheek, making her wince and cry out. She could smell the woman’s breath, sour and rank like rotted flesh. It rattled in her throat as she took one last painful breath, shuddered and went limp.

As the mother’s muscles relaxed and lost all their tension, her body became heavier, pinning Sally to the ground. Sally tried to push her off, but she was too limp, too much of a dead weight to move. She was crushing Sally’s chest, and Sally found it hard to catch her breath.

“Get off me,” she shouted at the corpse, as though that would help. She didn’t want to be trapped outside with a dead woman on top of her. She’d hardly slept, hardly eaten, and she didn’t have the energy to shove it off.

Sally’s only hope was to wriggle out from underneath the dead mother. So, she rocked herself backwards and forwards, scraping her elbows and her backside, but managed to get her left arm and leg out from under the corpse. This gave her enough purchase to use the weight of the body to her benefit, pushing against it with her left arm while she pulled her right arm free and manoeuvred her right leg out from under it.

Sally got to her feet, sore and out of breath, and walked over to the boy. He hadn’t moved or changed his position one bit. He was still staring straight ahead and swinging his arm. She touched his cheek and unlike his stone cold mother, he seemed to have a temperature. He probably wouldn’t last much longer himself, but she still had to get him inside. She would deal with the mother’s corpse later, when she had time.

“Come with me,” she said and took hold of the boy’s hand. He didn’t show any signs that he’d heard her, or even knew she was there, but he walked after her without any resistance. Sally led him to the door of the nearest cottage. As she reached for the handle, she felt something brush the back of her leg.

She looked behind her and saw a small black cat at her feet. Its fur was matted and its bones were beginning to show under its coat, but Sally couldn’t help but feel a tiny moment of excitement. Could the cat have wandered in from outside Dunballan? Might there be one other fully conscious being here apart from her?

She bent down and picked up the cat, stroking it as she lifted it up and looked into its eyes. It went limp in her hands, all the life drained from its muscles. It had no more awareness than the mother or her son. Neither did it have a soul.

Sally scolded herself for getting her hopes up. There wasn’t a single living thing in Dunballan with a soul, even the birds and the animals were affected. Sally knew that she was just being foolish. She put the cat back on the ground. It swayed but remained on its feet, then carried on along the cracked paving stones, moving from pure muscle memory. In a few days it would probably be dead.

Sally felt a huge pang of guilt about all the pets and other animals she was allowing to starve. She just didn’t have time to feed them all and most didn’t eat even when she put food down for them. They just stared straight ahead, panting, but showing no other signs of life.

Sally tried the door of the cottage and was surprised to find it was locked. This was unusual for Dunballan. It was a remote town and people from outside hardly ever visited, everyone knew their neighbours’ business and, as a consequence, very few people locked their doors.

Sally examined the front door, which had a single Yale lock but no mortise. She’d learned a lot about locks in the last eight days, especially how to break into the few that were locked. The Yale lock was over twenty years old, so opening it wasn’t an issue.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a credit card. She worked the card between the frame and the door, and then slid it into the lock mechanism and released the latch.

The door swung open and a familiar stench wafted out from the hallway. It was in every house she entered—unwashed bodies, stale air and human waste. A sad, pitiable smell that Sally would never get used to, a constant reminder of how desperate things had become.

Sally led the boy down the hall and opened the first door on her left, which led into the living room. There was one other person in the room—a short, thin lady in her mid-fifties sitting in an armchair, gazing into space, her jaw hanging slack. The roots were showing in her dyed brunette hair and there were flakes of dandruff on the shoulders of her cardigan. She didn’t pay Sally any attention. Her only movements were the rise and fall of her chest and the occasional slow blink.

The boy allowed himself to be brought into the room and Sally got him to lie down, on the sofa, and then she covered him with a blanket she found. He offered no resistance. His cloudy eyes simply gazed into the distance at nothing at all. He was burning up. Sally needed to find more blankets and get some water into him.

The television was still on, tuned to a shopping channel. The presenter was extolling the virtues of incontinence pants. Sally looked at the yellow and brown stains that spilled out from underneath the woman and thought this ironic. The woman had been in the same position for the last eight days, but her bowels hadn’t stopped working. Sally would clean her up, as soon as she’d tended to the boy, but she wasn’t looking forward to it.

She found the kitchen at the back of the house. A tall man, with broad shoulders and wavy ginger hair, greying at the temples, stood at the counter next to the sink. He seemed familiar to Sally, but she wasn’t sure where she’d seen him before.

He was staring at the wall in front of him, rocking gently from foot to foot. He paid no attention to her, his eyes were glassy and his expression vacant. He was holding his left hand out in front of him, the fingers bunched into a fist. It looked like there was something in them.

On the counter in front of him were mugs, a packet of tea bags and a bottle of rancid milk. He must have been making a cuppa when it hit, and he hadn’t left that position since. There was a large wet stain around the crotch of his grey flannel trousers and a big brown lump bulged at the back. Some of it had spilled over the top of his waistband and stained his shirt. Another loose pile had found its way down his trouser leg and onto the floor. His heel caught it every time he rocked, making a tiny squelch.

Sally wrinkled her nose. She took one of the mugs from the counter, blew the dust out of it and filled it with water from the sink. She held the mug up to the man’s cracked lips, and he swallowed the water automatically without showing any other sign of consciousness. Sally was aware that she should be helping the boy first, but she was here in the kitchen and the boy might not last much longer. The man had a better chance of survival.

She decided to check the cupboards to see if there were any tins, or packets of soup she could heat to feed them. Soup was the best thing because they were less likely to choke on it. She didn’t find any tins or packets, so she checked the fridge. It was full of raw meat that was starting to spoil. Sally would have to check for soup in the neighbouring houses and come back to feed them later.

She pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and sat down. A wave of exhaustion washed over at the thought of traipsing backwards and forwards between houses with soup. She was so tired she could feel it in her bones. She cradled her head in her hands and sobbed with exhaustion.

She’d visited fourteen houses already today, and she’d hardly had anything to eat herself. She hadn’t slept more than two or three hours a night in over a week. She wasn’t certain how much longer she could keep this up. Every living creature in Dunballan needed her care, they were all empty vessels left idling. If Sally didn’t look after them, they would keel over and die like the mother in the street.

Fairly soon she would have to start making difficult decisions about who lived and who didn’t. Dunballan was a small town, but there were still over two thousand people living there, if you could call what they did living. Sally couldn’t feed all of them, or clean up after each of them, there simply wasn’t time, and she didn’t have the physical energy to care for them all. Her life was already one long round of drudgery, breaking into their homes, searching their larders for food.

Then there were the bodies she had to pull from crashed cars, and the corpses that had fallen from ladders, or scaffolding. They had to be disposed of and there was never enough time to do that, not if she wanted to keep all the others alive.

As the wave of despondency and helplessness threatened to overwhelm her, she felt new emotions growing in her chest—guilt and recrimination. It was a familiar cycle, one she went through at least once a day. This was her job, nobody else could deal with this. She couldn’t get the authorities in, they wouldn’t believe her if she told them what had really happened.

This was her burden and hers alone. She had to step up and cope with the aftermath as best she could.

Sally got to her feet, trying to ignore the knot of pain between her shoulder blades and the bruises she got from the fall. She went back to the sink to get some water for the boy. As she was running the water, the man caught her eye again. She was curious about what he held in his left hand. She reached over to him and tried to open his hand, but the man resisted her. This wasn’t normal. They usually did whatever she told them to.

His hand was rough and calloused but surprisingly warm. Touching it brought back a sudden memory and she knew exactly who he was, or who he’d once been. He was the local butcher. Sally had been in his shop only eight days ago, when Dunballan had been an entirely different place.

If Sally hadn’t gone into his shop, if she hadn’t carried out her mad escapade, then nothing would be like it was now.


CHAPTER 1

Eight days ago:

The butcher shop’s door had an old fashioned bell, which rang every time a customer entered. The butcher looked up as Sally came in, and greeted her with a warm smile that had a worrying proprietary edge. Sally avoided his light brown eyes, but couldn’t help noticing the freckles on his nose and his thick wet lips.

“And what can I be doing for you?” he asked, modifying his brogue, because Sally was an off-comer.

“I’d like some steak,” Sally said. “The best you have.”

The butcher’s smile broadened.

“Romance is in the air tonight,” he said. “It’s the big man’s lucky night, is it?” Sally demurred and looked down at the black and white tiles of the floor. “As it happens you’re in luck,” he said. “I have a nice piece of dry hung tenderloin for you. How thick would you like it cut?”

“An inch or so, I guess.”

“An inch and a half is best, keeps it nice and tender on the inside, just like me,” he said with a wink.

“Okay.”

“And how many will you be wanting?”

“Eight.”

The butcher raised his eyebrows. “Eight?”

“No, ten.”

“Are you having company? Visitors to the town perhaps? We don’t get many of those.”

Sally ignored the question. The smile fell from the Butcher’s face, and he went to cut the meat.

The smile was back as he laid the cuts on the counter.

“Just look at that marbling,” he said, pointing out the thick veins of fat. “Best to grill these, make sure the pan’s nice and hot mind. Couple of minutes each side and cover them with butter before you do, clarified is best. Don’t forget the salt and pepper either, rub it in beforehand, use those soft little fingers of yours.” He smiled again, but it teetered on the brink of becoming a leer.

Sally chose not to respond.

The butcher wrapped the steaks carefully and popped them in a large plastic bag. His fingers stroked Sally’s as he handed the bag over. “This’ll put lead in his pencil, I can promise you that.”

Sally flushed in spite of herself, hating the way her cheeks burned as she paid for the meat. How dare he touch her like that? She turned and left the shop without saying another word.

The meat was a cold, heavy lump in her bag as she strode up the tiny high street. She ground her teeth and breathed heavily through her nose, burning with anger at the butcher’s presumption and insinuations.

Sally got to the corner of the high street and looked up for the first time as she crossed the cobblestone road. She passed three middle aged housewives who’d gathered on the opposite corner, trying not to catch their eyes. They stopped their conversation mid-sentence and turned to watch her.

They smiled at Sally as she went by and on each of their faces she saw the same proprietorial look the butcher had. She turned away from them with her chin in the air. She wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.

She knew they were aware of what was happening to her and David, and she knew they approved, the whole town did. It was there behind their eyes and their expectant smiles, every time she met them. They needed her to go through what she was going through, for reasons they would never divulge.

She’d mentioned this to David when they first moved to Dunballan. She’d tried to make light of it, turn it into a shared joke, but David had closed down on her as he so often did. When she tried to push him, he told her she just wasn’t used to living in a small town. Most of the town’s families had lived there for centuries, and they didn’t get many off-comers.

David’s ancestors, the McCavendish clan, had once been Lairds of the manor. Their estates had been sold off long ago, but they were still seen as the town’s first family, and David was the sole surviving heir.

His arrival had been greeted as a big occasion by the townsfolk. Sally had thought it quaint, at first, when the older folk doffed their caps to David. After a while, it simply added to the claustrophobia she felt. She and David were under constant scrutiny. The townsfolk radiated a perpetual sense of expectation, and Sally felt herself slowly crushed by its weight.

As she got to the outskirts of town, Sally’s mood calmed, her anger subsided and her sense of purpose returned. She reached the shortcut that she always used on her way home, a cut between two terraced houses, with an arched stone entrance that gave out onto a steep set of steps.

The stone steps were cut into the hillside, bordered on either side by hedgerows, a single wooden railing running alongside them. As she was about halfway up the steps, a sudden wind shook the hedges, dry leaves skittered on the ground and the branches rustled in the hedgerow. Sally stopped and tilted her head, listening for any signs of a presence in the undergrowth, or an inkling of a voice.

Footsteps clattered on the steps below. “Sally!” a voice called out. Sally took a deep breath. She thought she’d gotten away. She didn’t bother to hide her irritation as she turned and saw Jane, the town librarian, huffing up the steps.

“Sally, I . . . oh goodness . . . just let me get my breath a moment,” Jane said, resting a hand on the frail wooden railing. She was a tall woman, with brown, bobbed hair that framed her pinched face like a pair of old theatre curtains. She was probably in her late thirties, but she was dressed like an old maid, in a tweed skirt and a hand knitted cardigan.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I saw you coming up the steps and I ran after you.” Jane paused for a moment, waiting for Sally to say something, but she didn’t. Jane ran a hand through her hair and took a deep breath. “Did you err . . . did you read the pamphlet I gave you?”

“Yes.”

“Well that’s what I . . . what I wanted to talk to you about.” There was another pause. Sally didn’t know what Jane expected her to say. Probably something about the pamphlet, a thick volume on local folklore.

“I thought you had a right to know,” Jane said. “That’s why I gave it to you. But I wouldn’t want you . . . that is, I don’t think you should do anything rash.” Jane took a breath, weighing her words. “The people of this town, they’re not . . . we’re not bad people. I thought you should know there’s a reason for everything that’s happening, that’s all. That’s why I gave you the pamphlet. I . . . well, I don’t want to be presumptuous, but I thought it might help. I . . . I thought you should know.”

She looked up at Sally from the lower step and her face was lit with a timid hope. She still wanted to connect with Sally. She knew what Sally was going through, just like the rest of the town, yet she still had the temerity to think they could be friends. She’d given Sally the pamphlet, practically rubbing her face in it and now she wanted Sally to be all understanding. Sally could have slapped her stupid face.

Sally couldn’t go back to the library, not after what she’d learned, no matter how much she loved to read. Books weren’t just an escape from her daily life in Dunballan, they were about the only contact she had with the outside world.

There was no phone coverage anywhere in the town, and the remote cottage where she lived with David didn’t even have a landline. You had to drive five miles up the road before you got any signal, and there was no broadband either. Sally hadn’t believed it when they first moved in, but after several hours of shouting at company reps from a pay-phone, she found that not only did no one want it, they’d campaigned against laying any cables.

The town’s only newsagent carried nothing but the local paper, the Sunday Post and ageing copies of The People’s Friend. Dunballan clung doggedly to its remoteness and refused to join the twenty-first century. The only light in this tunnel of seclusion had been the town library which was surprisingly well-stocked with a good selection of modern books.

Jane had remarkably similar taste to Sally and had begun recommending books and authors to her. Jane’s recommendations were excellent, but her attempts to engage Sally in conversation were stilted and self-conscious, often leaving Sally feeling awkward and embarrassed. There are some people with whom, in spite of the best intentions, you just never click. Jane was one of them.
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