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To Simon, for never telling me to stop arsing


about on the laptop and get a proper job.


Well, almost never.
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CHAPTER ONE


She knew it was the third day when she woke. Even in the twists and tangles of the fever, her sense of time had remained unbroken. More than unbroken. Whetted into a measure of such devastating accuracy that she’d wanted nothing more than to die quickly and be done with that merciless death-watch count of her last hours. And dying was quicker, according to the infomercials that spiralled out from the central planets when the virus first took hold there. Most people were gone by halfway through the second day. If you were still lingering beyond that midpoint, chances were you’d still be there after the fever had burned itself out in a last vicious surge on the third day.


Jamie could taste blood in her mouth, bitter as old coins, and her back was aching with a dull, bed-bound creak of pain. But her bones were no longer splintering in some unseen vice, and there was none of the twisting vertigo that had flung her about inside relentless nightmares. In the throes of the fever, skeletal horses had leered at her, and an organ-grinder who was nothing but teeth and hands had turned the handle faster and faster until it all blurred into nothingness.


Her senses were slowly coming back online. She could hear her own ragged, uneven breathing, and she could smell the reek of sweat-stained sheets.


She was alive. That realisation brought no leap of joy or relief. There was a nag of unease working its way around the edges of her thoughts.


Survival was something she’d never dared hope for in those interminable days before the virus took hold on Soltaire, when there’d been nothing to do but wait for the inevitable to hit their planet too. The disease’s long incubation period meant that it had already reached every corner of settled space before the first symptoms appeared on the capital, Alegria. The messages from Alegria and the central worlds stopped a week or so before the sickness hit Soltaire. The infomercials had already given way to blunt emergency transmissions. As the days passed, the silences between them grew longer, the messages shorter, less coherent, as though the airwaves were fraying. But by then they knew what was coming. The virus was terminal in almost all cases.


Ninety-nine point nine nine nine nine per cent, one of the ranch hands had said. Jamie didn’t know where he’d got that figure, but it spread and became fact. The day he said that was the day they all stopped looking at each other. How many of them could hope to make it into a minority so staggeringly small? The odds were akin to launching a paper plane off the planet’s surface and hoping to hit a target back on Earth.


Nought point nought nought nought one per cent.


She felt stiff and brittle, like she’d snap if she moved. Her senses had turned on her. She could hear all the noises that her home wasn’t making. The generator at the main house was temperamental, and it wasn’t unusual for it not to be running. But she should have been able to hear the distant hum of machinery from the logging station over at the lake, or the farmhands calling to one another and swearing at the cattle. Instead, all she could hear was the soft, barely-there swish of the station’s turbine, and the squabbling of the immigrant sparrows in the trees behind the croft.


That was it. No human sound.


Survival was a one in a million chance. The virus was a near-perfect killing machine. Contagious as hell, it had a vicious little sting in its tail. It mutated with every reinfection. A single exposure was survivable – with luck – but it was as though it knew us. As the disease spread, people did what people always do. They clung and grabbed and mauled one another. They queued at the hospitals. They died in the waiting rooms. They clutched at their lovers and held on to their children. And the disease rampaged joyously, burning through thought and will, then flesh, and, at the very last, through bone – until there was nothing but dust, and no one left to mourn over it.


Dust to dust, Jamie thought, rising slowly onto one elbow. The sun was slanting under the top edge of the window, illuminating the interior of the single-roomed croft that had been her home for the last three months. It was a standard settler’s dwelling, flat-packed as part of some colonist family’s baggage allowance when the first ships made their way through the void.


Jamie’s head was aching, and her mouth was so dry that she might as well have been dust herself.


Had she breathed them in? The dead? Were they inside her now, clinging to her throat, hoping for some chance word that might carry them back to an echo of life?


Ninety-nine point nine nine nine nine per cent.


She yanked herself back from the fall that lay beyond that thought. It might be different here. They’d had some warning. And they didn’t live crushed up close against each other, like on the central worlds.


But . . . the silence.


Something snagged in her throat, and she coughed, and then retched, doubling over.


Water.


The thought instantly became an urgent need, with enough force to tip her over the edge of the bed and into a sprawled half-crouch on the stone floor. She pushed herself upright, leaning hard on the bed, and then crossed the floor, moving with a club-footed awkwardness. When she reached the sink, she clung to it with both hands. The mirror in front of her was clouded and warped. The distortion had always unsettled her, with the way it caught her features and twisted them if she turned too quickly. But today the clouded surface was a relief. She didn’t need a reflection to know how reduced she was. She felt shrunken, stretched too tight over her bones, her dark hair hanging lank and lifeless on her shoulders, her olive skin bleached to a sallow hue.


The tap sputtered, kicking out a little spurt that grew into a steady stream. She splashed at her face, the cold water forcing the shadows back to the edges of her mind, leaving nothing to hide that pitiless statistic.


Ninety-nine point nine nine nine nine per cent dead.


Ten billion people scattered across space.


Nought point nought nought nought one per cent of ten billion.


Ten thousand people should have survived.


Spread across how many populated worlds? Three hundred, or thereabouts. Thirty-three survivors per world. And a few left over.


She had a nagging sense that her maths was wrong. But then she was weak, reduced by her illness. It was making it hard to think clearly.


When the answer struck her, she initially felt only a little snick of satisfaction at figuring it out. All worlds were not created equal. Almost half the total human population lived on Earth and the capital planet cluster. There must be a couple of billion people on Alegria alone.


That meant two thousand survivors. Set against the ominous silence outside the croft, that seemed like a vast number, and she felt a flicker of relief.


But then there were all the fledgling colonies, right out on the edges of civilisation, some of them numbering only a few hundred people.


Soltaire fell somewhere between those two extremes. Its single land mass was sizeable enough – about the size of Russia, she’d been told – but settlement had been slow. There were ten thousand people, or thereabouts, most of them clustered around the port, or over in Laketown. Then a few smaller towns, and a clutch of smallholdings, as well as the two main cattle-breeding centres, at Gratton Ridge and here at Calgarth.


Ten thousand people.


All the heat seemed to drain out of her body.


Nought point nought one.


Not even a whole person. There shouldn’t have been enough of her left to do the maths.


A cramp stabbed through her stomach and up into the space beneath her ribs, doubling her over.


Breathe.


It was just an estimate. Maybe other people had done what she’d done, and locked themselves away the second they’d felt that first itch in their throat. But then it hadn’t been hard for her to follow the emergency advice. There was no one depending on her, no one wanting her close. But if she’d still been with Daniel, would one of them have given in and crawled to the other, seeking warmth and comfort and the reassurance of another heart beating near theirs?


Daniel.


His name slammed into her, and she put her hands to her head, waiting for the reverberations of that thought to stop, so that she could start feeling something.


Nothing.


Daniel, she thought, more deliberately this time. The man with whom she’d spent the last thirteen years. The man she’d loved.


Still loved.


Maybe.


No.


That was a distraction she didn’t need right now.


She stood up straight, moving slowly and carefully as though the air might shatter at an incautious movement, and reached for the towel hanging beside the sink. It was a threadbare rag of a thing that looked as if it had been here since the first settlers, but towels were just one of the things she’d forgotten when she left Alegria. She’d arrived with only a handful of clothes and essentials, plus a few personal bits and pieces. Daniel had taken it as a good sign. Your stuff is all where you left it, he’d told her, in one of his mails. Whenever you want it.


Whenever you want me. That’s what he’d really been saying.


I want you now.


The thought caught her by surprise. She’d turned that question over and over in her mind since she’d been out here, in an endless inverted he loves me, he loves me not. She’d analysed every memory, replayed every argument, every tender moment, and she’d come up with a different answer every time.


Clearly she’d needed to wait until the world had ended before deciding that she did love him.


Loved him, wanted him. It was the same thing, wasn’t it? A pull, a stretching of the tether that started with the other person and ended somewhere deep in your chest. She’d felt that tug when they’d talked on the long-distance airwave at the port. When was that? Three weeks ago? The conversation was stilted and artificial. Even though he’d shuttled out to the capital cluster’s long-range station, the time delay was so marked that while she was speaking, the mouth of his crackled doppelgänger was still moving to the echo of his last remark, as though he was talking over her. He was going to Earth for a few weeks, he told her. Work. He just wanted her to know. In case . . .


That in case had been left hanging between them. That was when she’d felt that tug. It wasn’t strong enough to make her say what she knew he hoped she’d say. But when he asked if they could talk again when he got back, she agreed. She’d even found a smile for him as they said goodbye, although it hadn’t quite felt like it fitted, and she didn’t know if he’d seen it before the connection was severed.


He’d been heading for Earth.


Four billion people on Earth. Four thousand survivors.


What were the chances of them both making it? She felt suddenly weak and couldn’t work it out. Panic was starting to swirl up inside her chest.


Breathe.


She walked over to the cupboard. Underwear, a pair of jeans. She pulled them on. No T-shirts.


The washing line. She’d been hanging out laundry when the first spasms had sent her to her knees, and then, by slow increments, to the medicine drawer.


She stood still. Until she went outside, this could all just be a game of what if?


Nought point nought nought nought one.


‘Shut up.’ Her voice sounded thin and rusty, and she swore, another harsh scrape of sound, then opened the door.


The sun was high overhead, the sky its usual denim blue, fading to smoky marl at the horizon. Outside the croft a half-line of washing swayed in the breeze. At one end, a bed sheet trailed from a single peg, the line sagging under its weight. The laundry basket was on its side, her clothes streaked and crumpled in the dirt.


She realised she’d instinctively wrapped the towel around her before stepping outside, just as though one of the farmhands might wander by with a casual wolf whistle.


Little things, she thought. It was too easy to forget, to fall back into past habits, paying too much attention to all the tiny, insignificant things.


She kept the towel clamped against her sides until she’d unpegged a grey T-shirt, and pulled it over her head. Her boots were abandoned by the door, as usual, and she sat to lace them up.


The birds had scattered over to the boundary fence, their quarrel muted by distance. The turbine turned quietly, and the cattle grumbled from the barn. She stood up, stretching her cramped limbs, forcing herself to look around. The main house was still and silent and she turned away, towards the open land beyond the station fences. A couple of faint scraps of cloud drifted over the hills, carrying a vague promise of rain.


Her thoughts were spiralling out, beyond the simple fact of the warm breeze and clear sun. This world had long growing seasons, regular rainfall, a simple infrastructure. It would be an easy enough place to survive, if surviving became all there was.


No.


The door of the main house was closed, but the curtains were open. Someone could be looking out right now. Or perhaps someone had heard her. Maybe they were stumbling to the window as she stood there.


But she didn’t move.


There was a rumble from the barn. If the Calgarth herd had been milkers, they’d have been protesting their swollen neglect long and loud. But these were breeders, and their complaints were probably focused on being barn-bound and out of feed. If those basic needs were met, they wouldn’t be troubled by the decimation of the human world.


She turned away from those empty windows, and walked down to the barn, swinging back the bar that kept the cattle from the yard. She found the herd outside, gathered in the shade of the back wall, near a trough of greenish water and a pile of fodder spilled from an upended bin. The scattered feed spoke of someone using their last strength to make sure the herd had enough to last until . . . for a while.


Her heart felt small and hard, as if her illness had turned it into something other than flesh. She hadn’t spent much time with Jim Cranwell, who ran the farm, despite being his resident veterinarian, but he’d always been courteous. She’d had more to do with his grandchildren, who’d run in and out of the barn, clambering between stalls and treating the cattle like oversized pets. At first she’d wished they would leave her alone. She found their constant questions distracting, and she veered between patronising, oversimplified answers and curt, too-adult responses. But she’d got used to their presence, even playing the odd game with them, although she always tired of it before they did.


She’d have to go round the station and prop all the gates open. There was a stream near the boundary fence, so the cows would have water. She wasn’t sure what to do about the bulls. If she left them roaming free, they’d fight, but if she kept them separate, there’d be no new calves. What happened when there was no prospect of anything beyond this generation? What happened when . . .


She gripped the edge of the door frame, her breath growing ragged. There’d be other people who’d beaten the odds. She had to find them. Until she did, these thoughts would keep piling up until she was crushed beneath them.


She stood for a moment, breathing slowly, trying to think about nothing but the blue of the sky and the curve of the hills. Then she turned and walked, slowly and heavily, towards the silent house.




It’s summer and a girl runs down a path towards a beach. The sun hangs low in a clear blue sky, like every memory of every summer evening there ever was.


Her stepmother comes to the gate and calls to her.


Jamie. Jamie. Take your sisters with you.


She hates the way her stepmother always says sisters, not half-sisters, as though she’s trying to rewrite history, so that there was only ever the way things are now.


Jamie’s the one who feels like a half. She’s felt like that for years now. Ever since the night her mother drank one glass too many and let an old secret come spilling out, about the scar on Jamie’s chest. She’d always thought it looked like a zip-fastener, running breastbone to navel, as though someone had opened her up and scooped something out.


It was a simple enough procedure. That’s what the doctors had said. Just some cartilage to snip away.


Jamie often wondered what her mother saw when she looked at her daughter. Her living child, or her two-for-the-price-of-one babies, who’d been wheeled away to come back as one alone? Her mother kept telling the story, probing at the choice they’d made, like it was a rotten tooth. And every time she told it she cried and clutched at her remaining child.


You know I love you. Don’t you? Don’t you? You’re all I’ve got left.


But all Jamie heard was that she’d taken too much. She’d come into the world with someone holding on to her, and that almost-self had been sliced away, leaving her with more than her fair share.


Her stepmother calls to her again. But Jamie keeps running, down to where the wet sand fades into the shallows. The water is almost still, the weight of the coming night already damping down the waves. She pulls off her shoes, steps barefoot into the sea. It’s cold, but she’s done this many times before. She knows the first chill will soon fall away. She walks out beyond the shallows, her light summer clothes clinging to her. When she’s deep enough, she tucks her knees underneath her and kicks out into the slow press of the tide.


When she grows tired, she leans back, sculling gently, counting stars. She’ll stay here until the cold has soaked right into her bones, forcing her back to shore. Then she’ll carry her shoes back up the beach and along the path to the house. Her stepmother will see her from the kitchen window, and she’ll come out, holding a towel she’s warmed on the Aga. And Jamie will sit at the kitchen table, listening as the older woman tries to find the right words, the ones that will break open the brittle shell of her stepdaughter’s silence.


But Jamie is fastened up tight, her zip pulled safely over her heart, and she’ll never let anything dangerous slip out again.




CHAPTER TWO


Jamie hesitated before pushing the front door open.


‘Hello?’


Her voice cracked. She swallowed and tried again.


‘Mr Cranwell?’ That sounded childishly formal. ‘Jim?’


The kitchen was tidier than usual. His daughter used to invite her in for a cup of tea sometimes.


‘Cathy?’


Even the washing-up had been cleared away. An image flared in her head. Cathy, leaning heavily on the kitchen side, drying cups and stacking them slowly away, refusing to acknowledge the pointlessness of the task. One cupboard door was ajar, with a broken dish nearby. Maybe she’d crawled to her bed, like Jamie had. But Cathy’s bed wouldn’t have been empty. She would have climbed in and wrapped her arms around her children, breathing in their contagion, not knowing any other way of being.


Jamie walked down the hallway to a white-painted door. She stepped into a bright, airy room with doors opening onto the grass behind the house. Dust flecks drifted in the slanting sunlight.


Dust.


The sheets were grey with it, the covers tipped into a tangle on the floor.


There wasn’t much. Not when you thought of the measure of a person.


Three people.


You’d have imagined there’d be more heft to a human life.


Jamie stood for a moment, watching the slow play of light and dust, then stepped backwards into the corridor and closed the door behind her.


Upstairs, she checked each door until she found a bare-boarded room, furnished with just a bed and a chest of drawers. There was a cross on the wall and a sprawl of abandoned clothes on the floor, topped with Jim Cranwell’s belt, the one his grandchildren had bought him, with the buckle shaped like a running horse.


The covers were drawn up, almost as though the bed had been made, and the pillow was dusted with grey.


Back outside, Jamie leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. There was a pushiness to the sun’s warmth.


Come on, come on. Things to do, things to know.


When she opened her eyes, her gaze fell on one of the crofts down beyond the barn. She stared at it for a moment, and then pushed herself upright and set off across the yard.


Her circuit of the station took longer than it should have done. The virus had diminished her. She checked the six crofts, as well as the dorm that housed the younger farmhands. Some were as tidy as the main house, while others bore signs of an occupant who’d done everything they could not to go quietly into the night. But there were no signs of life, and everywhere she went, she saw dust motes drifting in the uncaring sunlight.


When she was done she went back to her own croft. Her skin felt dry and scuffed, and she found herself rubbing at her palms, as though that dust was clinging to her skin.


Suddenly she was on her knees, folded over, forehead pressed to the floor as though she was praying. Which way did Muslims pray? Towards Mecca. How did they know which way that was, all these millions of miles away?


Her thoughts were twisting tighter and tighter until there was nowhere to go but to the place she’d been trying to avoid. She shouldn’t be alive. Somehow the little world had got lucky. Was there any realistic chance that its luck had held more than once? And if not . . .


No.


There were other worlds. There’d be other survivors.


But the statistics were wrong here. What if they were wrong elsewhere? Her thoughts unwound again, spinning out beyond the walls of the croft, beyond the skies, out into the endlessness of space. An empty universe, with just one pinpoint of life, curled and numb on a dusty floor.


She fought for control. She knew there were survivors. The emergency messages had been clear.


Terminal in almost all cases.


Almost. A lot of life could fit into that one small word.


It all came down to the central worlds. Two thousand survivors. Enough for searches, for rescue missions.


But what if they thought two thousand was enough?


Her hope was strung on elastic, slackening, then snapping tight again.


If no one came, what then? How did it work, being alone, day in, day out?


You wouldn’t speak. There’d be no one to talk to. You wouldn’t touch anyone and no one would touch you. No one would stroke your hair, or tap you on the shoulder and say, Hey, I thought that was you. No sex. No one inside you but you, and yet you would somehow feel too full, too crowded, with no room to breathe.


Jamie curled tighter.


Stop.


Her heart was beating a tempo it couldn’t sustain without shaking her apart. And she couldn’t break apart because there was no one to put her back together again. If she broke, then her pieces would blow away on the wind, like the others. Dust to dust and . . .


Stopstopstopstopstop.


She’d survived. There’d be others. There would.


That thought was a handhold in the shifting swell of panic, tiny and fragile, but just enough for that tight knot inside her to unwind a little.


There’ll be others.


She stayed bent over for a long moment, and only when she was sure her legs would support her did she climb slowly to her feet.


She stripped off her clothes, and walked over to the corner cubicle to pull the shower lever. The water was cold, but she closed her eyes and tipped her head back, letting it run over her face and neck, and down the line of the long, pale scar towards her stomach, which still had the faintest suggestion of a swell from her lost pregnancy.


Once she was done, she dressed and went back outside, over to the boundary fence. The horizon was blurred with a slight heat haze, but she could just make out the distant outline of the turbines that served the port. They were still turning, ghost-pale against the bleached blue sky.


What if there were other people out there staring at their own empty skies? Each of them trapped in their own lonely skin on their own lonely world. Perhaps they’d take a leap of evolution and learn to send their thoughts across the void.


Hello. I’m here. I’m alone.


Jamie caught herself on the verge of making a sound that could have been a cough of laughter, or a sob, or any number of incoherent things in between.


I need space, she’d told Daniel, ignoring the sour clang of the cliché. She hadn’t just been talking about their relationship. Wherever you went, there were always too many people trying to squeeze into that piece of the world. On Soltaire there’d been room to breathe, with no one pushing her to explain the exact shape and tone of each breath.


Be careful what you wish for.


Perhaps if she wished again, the turbines would falter, then start turning backwards, unwinding it all. Someone would say, Oh no, that wasn’t supposed to happen, and they’d take it back.


But the great shadow-arms kept turning.


Back inside the croft Jamie moved around, touching things. Her ancient screen stayed a speckled, dull grey when she pressed the button. No electricity. The generator was down. When she picked up her comm-pager from the bedside table, the battery light was flashing, but there was still enough power to light the screen when she tapped it. One word appeared.


Message


Her hand jerked so hard that she almost lost her grip on the device. She tightened her fingers around it, and when she unpeeled them again, those blocky letters were still squatting there. When she tapped them with her fingertip, they gave way to a couple of lines of text.


Central Time 15.7.10 – 18.42


Duration 15 seconds


There followed a long jumble of incomprehensible data, marking the trail of comm satellites that had bounced the message across the void of space.


Her hands were shaking. The fifteenth of July. Less than two days ago. Soltaire was remote. The central worlds had gone silent several days before the virus took hold here.


She touched the screen lightly, as though that might use less power. The pager spat out a crackle of static, which gave way to a high-pitched whine as the message ticker moved across the screen.


. . . eleven twelve thirteen . . .


Another burst of static, wrapped around something that might have been a human voice, like a faded ghost in the machine.


Then nothing.


She hit the replay button. Again, the seconds counted down, and again, the static flared, carrying with it that tantalising hint of a voice. Then the pager went dark.


‘No. Fuck.’


She smacked the device with her palm, but the screen stayed blank. Panic scraped at the inside of her ribs. If she could just listen one more time, she might be able to figure it out. She might be able to . . .


Stop.


She drew a deep breath. There’d been nothing there. And it didn’t matter. The simple existence of the message was the point. It had been sent two days ago, long after the disease had completed its rampage through all but the most outlying worlds. Someone else was alive. And in all the vastness of space, she could only think of one person who would be trying to contact her.


Daniel. He was alive.


The room lurched around her.


A memory surfaced. She’d taken him home with her once. It was three years ago, after her father died. She hadn’t wanted to go back for the funeral, but Daniel had pushed and pushed until she gave in and booked them places on one of the fast clippers. It hadn’t been as hard as she’d feared. The service was simple and understated, and she’d managed to hug her stepmother and half-sisters and make the right noises, without too much of their shared history gaping between them.


They’d only stayed in Northumberland for a couple of nights, but Daniel had been taken with the place, and they’d been easier together than they had in a long while. On the second evening they’d walked on the long, crescent-shaped beach at Belsley, watching the sun sink beyond the headland. He’d made a comment about it being a reasonable place to sit out a zombie apocalypse – an old joke of theirs – and she’d laughed and agreed.


It’s a plan. He’d smiled at her. If the world ends, we’ll meet back here. Whoever arrives first can write their name on the sand so the other one knows they’re here.


Okay, she’d said, but make sure it’s above the tideline. When he kissed her, she’d leaned into him, thinking that maybe they’d make it after all.


Jamie drew in another ragged breath. He’d been heading to Earth when they’d last spoken. That old promise had been made in jest, but he’d remember. He remembered everything. But she was stranded here, with light years of space between them and no way of crossing it. A sudden rush of vertigo tipped the floor beneath her feet, and she bent over, wrapping her arms across her body, waiting for the world to steady. There had to be a way. She could go to the port. There might be other survivors. There would be.


Other people. A ship. Someone might know how to fly it. Someone could learn. She could learn. They’d get off the planet, head to Earth, to Northumberland, to Daniel.


Her thoughts were tumbling over one another with a buoyancy she didn’t want to examine too closely.


They’d get to Earth and Daniel would be waiting for her. She’d look at him and be sure for the first time. He’d be alive and she’d be alive and that would mean something. It had to mean something.


She looked around the croft, her pulse beating an urgent tattoo.


Hurry, hurry, hurry.


Her old rucksack was stuffed at the back of the cupboard. It was a tattered canvas thing that had once belonged to her grandfather. Jamie had taken it on school camping trips, along with his heavy, oilskin-backed sea blanket, which was folded in the bottom of the bag now. It had taken up a fair chunk of her baggage allowance when she left Earth, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to leave it behind. She grabbed the rucksack, shoving some clothes inside, before heading out of the croft.


Down in the field the cattle ambled behind her as she opened the three gates that would give them access to the stream and the best grazing. She hesitated over the gates to the bulls’ enclosures, but eventually propped them open too.


The station’s battered off-roader was missing from its place behind the barn, and her ID wasn’t logged for any of the other vehicles. She knew there were various ways of circumventing the security systems, but she had no idea where to start with that sort of tinkering. Her gaze fell on the paddocks to the side of the house. She couldn’t see the three scrubby cattle ponies, but when she whistled, Conrad lifted his greying head, and wandered over to nose at her pocket. The swaybacked roan had endured years of little feet drumming at his sides, and he had an air of world-weary patience. Jamie rubbed his neck, her breath snagging on the sudden lump in her throat.


The cattle, the birds, their presence hadn’t made a dent in her sense of alone. But Conrad was different. She knew him – his name, his quirks and foibles – and seeing him here gave her a pang of emotion that fell somewhere between relief and despair.


Conrad made no objection to being tacked up – beyond a token exhalation that meant she had to set her shoulder against his side and dig him with her elbow to get the girth tightened.


‘Sort yourself out.’


He shoved her hard with his head, leaving green-tinged slobber down her side.


Jamie tightened her rucksack across her shoulders and pulled herself into the saddle.


‘Come on, then,’ she said, clicking her tongue to push him into a rolling plod.


The spaceport was a couple of hours away. Conrad settled into a steady enough pace once he realised he was in it for the duration. Jamie even broke a clunky canter out of him at one point, although she couldn’t persuade him to maintain it. She still had that hurry, hurry beating inside her head, but she knew Conrad wouldn’t be hurried. His hoof beats were hypnotic, and by the time Jamie realised she was counting them, she was already well into the hundreds.


Counting kept the other thoughts at bay. She’d been so sure when she’d set off, but the closer she got to the port, the more that nought point nought nought nought one shouldered its way in. How could she expect to find survivors with those desperate odds?


It was mid-afternoon when she arrived. Her mouth was dust-dry, and there was a dull throb at the back of her head. When she’d been here before the port had been one great clatter of noise from the shipyard and the trade depot, but today the stillness was unnerving. At least at Calgarth there’d been a backdrop of sound, as the non-human world went about its business. But there was no birdsong here, the silence broken only by the scrape of an open door swinging in the breeze.


She dismounted in the square and Conrad wandered over to the scrub of grass in front of the shop. He wouldn’t need tethering. Give him a patch of unfamiliar green and he’d be happy for hours, like a gourmand sampling some new fare.


Jamie walked over to the open gate of the shipyard.


The concrete landing site was empty. No ships in port.


It didn’t matter. It didn’t. There could be ships up there, just waiting for a signal from any survivors.


There was a speaker system mounted outside the yard office. She remembered it shrilling on the day of her arrival, loud enough for most of the settlement to hear.


Inside the scruffy little office she found a microphone on the desk, and when she flicked the main switch a red light came on. The electricity was working then. She felt a lurch of relief. There’d been a nagging fear in the back of her mind that she’d get here to find the power down, and no way of contacting the outside world.


‘Hello?’ Her voice was thin and uncertain. ‘If anyone’s here, I’m at the shipyard.’ She paused, then added, ‘My name is Jamie,’ as though that might sway some undecided listener. She repeated the message a couple of times, then replaced the microphone, before heading back outside and round the corner to the comms station.


When she’d come here after that last mail from Daniel, the portmaster himself had set up the call. She hadn’t watched what he did, not sure she wanted to be here at all. The public booth still smelled the same now: sawdust mixed with a whiff of cleaning fluid. The chipboard walls had holes drilled for wires, and the stool was bolted to the floor. A couple of the fastenings were loose and the seat tipped under her weight as she sat down.


When she flicked the biggest switch, a few lights came on, and something began to click beneath the counter. She tried another switch, and the display flickered with a few darts of static. She turned the tuning dial slowly back and forth in the hope of catching something, but the screen stayed stubbornly dark.


She pressed the microphone button anyway.


‘If anyone can hear this, I’m on Soltaire. At the port. My name is Jamie Allenby and I’m a veterinary scientist at Calgarth.’


She paused, conscious of her flat, monotone delivery. But was an impassioned plea for aid any more likely to be answered than a matter-of-fact message? Was it about deserving rescue? Earning it?


She took a deep breath before continuing. ‘I don’t know if there are any other survivors here. If there’s anyone out there, this is Jamie Allenby at the port on Soltaire.’


It felt like there was more she should be saying, but she didn’t even know if the message was transmitting. She left the console switched on, and sat there for a moment, as though there might be an instant reply.


Got your message, be there soon, pip pip, over and out.


She’d sat like this after speaking to Daniel. Well, he’d done most of the talking. But she’d listened, as hard as she could through the static and the lag, for the things that must be there, hidden in the cracks. The things that would mean there was a way back to him.


When she thought of Daniel as a whole, she couldn’t make up her mind if she missed him. But if she broke him down into small, specific things, she felt a little nip of something. The conspiratorial smile he flicked at her when someone they didn’t like said something particularly stupid. The sound of his home-coming routine – shoes carefully removed inside the door, then thrown, unceremoniously, into the hall cupboard. The way he made toast for her – soft and buttery, and much tastier than when she did it herself.


Shaking the memories away, Jamie turned off the console, and walked out of the booth.


Back outside, she looked along the street towards the bar where she’d waited the day she’d arrived. Cranwell had been late, and she’d found a table in the corner, away from the serious business of drinking going on at the bar. She’d surprised herself by ordering a fruit juice. She’d been drinking more alcohol since she lost the baby. It dulled the sharp edges of the world, muffling the constant questions and platitudes. She knew the reason well enough, but she hadn’t expected that need to fall away so sharply when she left Alegria.


Now she could feel that old craving tightening around her. The sharp taste of alcohol on her tongue. The slow-creeping haze, blurring sense and memory.


The bar was a scruffy-looking establishment, with peeling window frames and a couple of letters missing from the sign above the door. Inside it was tidy enough, but there was a layer of dust on the floorboards.


It would be so easy to go round behind the counter, pour a measure of whisky and throw it down her throat. But once she started she wouldn’t stop, and there was no one here to pick her up off the floor, no one to get her into bed and hold on to her as the world pitched and spun.


She was suddenly bone-tired. Her whole body felt heavy, and she wanted to slide down onto the floor, close her eyes and never move again.


The whisky would help.


No.


With a wrench of will, she turned her back on the bar and headed back outside.


The port was sinking into night, the last dregs of sunlight draining away below the horizon, and the first pinpoints of starlight just breaking through. Soltaire’s twin moons were facing off across the sky, one a bare sliver, the other swelling close to full. They were always out of time with one another, one waxing as the other waned. They kept to their own corners of the night sky, never meeting, never reaching a consensus.


The port’s distinctive scent of oil and soldered steel was sinking into the background as the chalky smell of night won out. Funny how darkness smelled the same everywhere. She could have been anywhere in the universe, anywhere at all.


One of the guesthouses was unlocked, and she found an empty room, made up for someone who’d never arrived. It didn’t feel as intrusive as sleeping in someone’s own bed. There were no remnants of human life here.


No dust.


As soon as she lay down, she felt herself tipping towards sleep. The darkness that rose up to meet her was deep and viscous, and she just had time for a flash of fear and a sharp stab of a thought before the world slid away.


Alone.




CHAPTER THREE


Three days passed in a tangle of fear and loneliness, broken by the occasional lighthouse-beacon flash of hope.


Jamie tried to find a routine, to stop herself from getting lost in the endless hours. She ate her breakfast at one of the tables in the dining room, everything laid out just so. After washing up she’d head out to the square where Conrad was steadily working the grass down to stubble. She’d linger over the task of grooming him, and then she’d saddle up and ride out.


She drew mental trajectories around the port, mapping out the space around her, just as she mapped out the hours. At every settlement and smallholding, she’d stop to check for signs of life, but everywhere she went she saw the slow, empty drift of dust.


In the evening she walked through the streets of the port, feeling the tug of temptation every time she passed the bar. By the third night she no longer had the energy to resist.


Inside, she found a bottle of whisky and a glass, and made her way to a table next to one of the windows.


The whisky sounded a familiar note. It had been her drink of choice after the baby. It was an efficient drink: short and sharp and to the point. She and Daniel had already been fighting about her refusal to discuss the baby. Then they fought about her drinking and her refusal to discuss the baby. He’d laughed once, leaning on the kitchen counter, fingers spread as though he’d been stretched beyond any hope of snapping back. Most people talk too much when they’re drunk. You shut down even more. He’d rubbed his hand across his eyes. It was my baby too.


She took a deep gulp of whisky, swirling the liquid around the glass before the second mouthful. The sun was setting, the window just starting to turn opaque. Her reflection looked back at her. She’d never carried much extra weight, but her slightness had always had a strength to it. Now she looked fragile. Her complexion didn’t suit pallor. She was drawn and sallow, her face all shadows and hollows.


Nought point nought nought nought one.


At that moment she believed it. She felt like a fragment of a person.


Something shifted behind her reflection.


At first she thought she was mistaken, that it had just been the glass catching her movement, mocking it back to her. But as she leaned closer, her reflection fell away, and the street came into focus.


A man. A woman. Walking towards the bar.


The glass skittered across the table as Jamie’s hand lurched. The man was pointing towards the window. The woman followed the line of his gesture, shielding her eyes with her hand.


A surge of adrenaline took Jamie to her feet, her chair crashing to the floor. Her heart was hurling itself against her ribs as the door creaked open and the man stepped into the bar. He was small-statured, in his late sixties or thereabouts, his white hair peppered with remnants of an earlier steel-grey. He wore a loose, collarless tunic over cotton trousers. The woman behind him was younger, early fifties perhaps, thin and gaunt with eyes a sharp enough blue to be striking, even from a few metres away. Her hands were tucked under her armpits, as though she had to hold herself together.


Jamie felt an incongruous surge of triumph, as though she’d beaten some unseen opponent in a complex game of chance.


The statistics were wrong.


The corners of the man’s mouth lifted in a cautious smile.


‘Hello.’


Jamie tried to reply, but something caught in her throat. She coughed and scrubbed at her face with the back of her hand.


‘I’m sorry.’ She tugged her sleeve up to wipe the tears from her other cheek. ‘I thought . . .’


The man crossed the room and took her hand. There was something cool and reassuring about his grip. He didn’t hold on too tight, or lean in too close. It was just a touch, just a simple I’m here, we’re here, we made it.


She breathed in hard. ‘I’m sorry. I’m okay.’


The woman walked over to join them, moving with a jerky, hesitant gait that made her look as though her knees weren’t jointed properly.


‘This is Rena,’ the man said. ‘I’m Lowry.’


‘Jamie.’


‘Jamie,’ he repeated. ‘Are you from here?’ A brief smile twitched at his lips. ‘The settlement, I mean. Not the bar.’


That smile scraped against her emotions, trailing a scratch behind it. How could he be standing there, all smiles and casual introductions, as though they’d met at some party? But there were two of them. They hadn’t had to work their way through the full horror of being alone, maybe the last one alive.


‘I was working,’ she said. ‘Out at Calgarth.’


‘From the capital, originally?’ Lowry tilted his head. ‘That’s not a local accent.’


‘I lived on Alegria for a few years.’ Jamie felt a squirm of discomfort at the idea that her life was marked out in the way she spoke. It wasn’t even an accent. It was what was left when you stripped accent and dialect away, leaving neutral vowels and measured beats. It wasn’t the way she’d spoken when she was young. One day she’d woken up and realised she sounded like everyone else around her. She’d felt a little stab of guilt, and it was the memory of that feeling that made her add now, ‘But I was born on Earth.’


‘Long way from Earth,’ Lowry said.


‘Yes.’


A pause. Jamie reached about for something to break the silence.


‘What about you?’ The usual courtesies felt brittle and irrelevant. There were more important things to say, surely. Who were they? What did they want from her?


What did she want from them?


But they seemed to be stuck in some social holding pattern, all polite introductions and mundane questions.


‘We’re from Longvale,’ Lowry said. ‘Out near the Lhun valley.’


‘The monastery.’ She’d heard the farmhands joking about what the holy men must get up to alone out there.


Lowry smiled. ‘No monks. Just a few people in need of a bit of space from the world.’


‘Are you . . .’ She didn’t know anything about Longvale beyond the jokes and speculation.


‘I’m a preacher.’ Lowry correctly interpreted her uncertainty. ‘I travel a fair bit, but I come back every few months. I was on retreat when the virus hit. Like Rena here.’


‘Was it just the two of you?’


Lowry shook his head. ‘There were others.’ He looked away, his gaze falling on the whisky. A faint smile twisted his lips. ‘Is that for sharing?’


‘It could be.’ Jamie couldn’t find a smile of her own for the idea of the three of them sitting together, drowning their sorrows. But she could have been drinking alone, drinking until she could drink no more.


She went to the bar for two more tumblers, while Lowry and Rena sat down at the table. When she pushed the bottle towards him, Lowry poured a generous measure into each glass.


‘There should be a toast.’ There was a wry twist to his lips again. ‘To the human race? Still here despite it all?’


Jamie looked down at her glass. She didn’t want to be the human race. It sounded too big a responsibility. She hadn’t even been able to keep one tiny not-quite-person alive inside her.


‘To salvation.’ Rena’s voice was lower than Jamie had expected from someone of her sparse frame. She was rubbing at her glass with her thumb, a frown furrowed between her brows.


‘To salvation then.’ Lowry took a cautious sip, grimacing as the drink hit the back of his throat. ‘An acquired taste, whisky. And I never seem to be around it long enough to do the necessary acquiring.’


‘Don’t clergymen abstain?’ Jamie said.


Lowry grinned. ‘Most do. Every religion seems to have something that’s apparently the root of humanity’s troubles, whether it’s wine, women or song. If they were all right, there’d be nothing left we could touch without damnation.’


‘What church do you belong to?’ Jamie asked.


‘No particular denomination. Longvale has something of an open door policy.’


There was something bitingly unreal about the situation. Drinking whisky and talking about faith in an empty bar on an empty planet.


‘So what do you do?’ Lowry asked.


‘I’m a vet,’ Jamie said. They were all clinging on to the present tense. ‘I was working with the breeding stock at Calgarth.’


‘I’ve heard of it.’ Lowry hesitated before asking the inevitable question. ‘Any others?’


When Jamie shook her head, he pressed his lips together, dipping his chin, as though offering a silent prayer.


Jamie had never been religious, but she’d spent a few of her formative years at a Catholic school. Her mother’s faith came and went in broken bursts, but she’d cared enough to fight her ex-husband over Jamie’s schooling. Or maybe it was just the fight she cared about. Lowry seemed very different from her school’s dogmatic visiting priests. He had a calm and easy manner that was apparent, even at a first meeting as fraught and unreal as this one.


She glanced at Rena. There was a fidgety intensity about the older woman. Her hands shifted constantly on her glass, occasionally going up to tug at some stray strand of greying hair, or to the corner of her mouth so that she could chew on the edge of a blunted nail.


Rena looked up suddenly, catching her staring. Jamie stumbled into a clumsy question. ‘What about you? What do you do?’


The other woman started to put her glass down, then seemed to change her mind, her fingers tightening around it. ‘I was a research scientist. On Alegria. I was . . . I left.’ She stopped abruptly, lifting her chin to give Jamie a look with a hint of challenge in it. ‘Why are you here?’ Her gaze flickered. ‘I mean . . . all the way out here in the colonies.’


‘A bit of space.’ Jamie glanced at Lowry. ‘Like you said.’


‘Plenty of that out here.’ Lowry hesitated. ‘Have you lost anyone?’


The moment stretched out. ‘Yes,’ Jamie said, and then felt guilty because it wasn’t true. Not in the way he’d meant. Her baby had been gone long before everyone else, but it didn’t seem right to tell them that. There were too few of them to start diversifying their tragedies. And it didn’t matter. He was still gone.


There was a stark intimacy to the scene: the empty bar, and the three of them huddled around the little table, with the darkness pressing against the window.


‘What was your job on the capital?’ Lowry changed the subject. ‘Not many cows on Alegria.’


‘Research.’ She glanced at Rena, with the faint thought of drawing her into the conversation, but the other woman was looking at Jamie’s left hand, where her travel ID circled her ring finger.


‘That’s an upper echelon mark,’ she said. ‘Why would you need to come out here for a job?’


Jamie dropped her hand to her lap. She hated the way people always looked for your mark when they first met you. Sometimes it was just a quick flick of a glance, buried in the middle of the conversation. Sometimes it was more blatant. It was an indelible marker of what your life meant to everyone else.


And more than that. It was a reminder of all those protests and lost causes from Jamie’s youth on Earth. She’d done all the right things. She’d joined the campaigns against the resurrection of the old forced emigration programmes. She’d been in the marches, protested against the casual ousting of whole communities from the planet just because they’d suddenly been deemed undesirable in the greater scheme of things. When she’d left Earth it had been on one of the protest ships. If they have to go, then we go too, that had been their tagline. And then the measures had been forced through anyway. First the emigration programmes, then the mandatory ID marking, and somehow she’d found herself turning up to register, the same as everyone else.


She’d seen a couple of other old protesters at the ID office, and they’d avoided one another’s eyes, concentrating on their forms. No one in authority ever admitted that the data on those forms was used to sift the population into groups, and there was no acknowledgement that the placement of the ID mark had any meaning. But everyone knew. After the procedure, the sting of the lasering process already fading, Jamie felt as though a piece of her had been scuffed away. It was official. She was part of the upper echelon, a member of the stratum of society that had forced people from their homes and burned their value into their skin.


Rena was rubbing the edge of her shirt between the fingers of her left hand, her own upper echelon mark visible. Lowry’s was in the same place, a little worn, but functional enough.


‘We were on retreat,’ Rena said defensively, when she saw where Jamie was looking.


‘And I was on a cattle station.’ Jamie couldn’t keep the sharp edge out of her voice, and Rena shifted in her seat, her frown deepening.


Jamie turned back to Lowry. ‘How long were you at Longvale before the virus?’


‘A couple of months,’ he said. ‘Rena only came in, what, a month ago?’


‘Five weeks.’


‘That long?’ Lowry said. ‘I suppose it was. You got in about a week after we spoke on the long-range.’


‘You knew one another before?’ Jamie said.


‘We worked at the same hospital a few years ago.’ Jamie noticed that Lowry glanced at Rena before answering. ‘I was the visiting priest.’


‘You’re Catholic?’


‘I was. I’m a little less strict these days.’


Rena made a sharp gesture. ‘All beliefs come back to the one God. It’s all the same in the end.’


‘The end?’ Jamie felt a kick of blurred and off-beat anger. ‘We seem to be there. But I’m not seeing trumpets and the gates of heaven opening up.’


Rena glared at Jamie, and Lowry put his hand on her arm.


‘There are different types of salvation,’ he said diplomatically.


‘No.’ Rena shook him off. ‘There’s only one. In the voice of God, speaking through the space between the stars.’


The words had the resonance of a prayer, and Jamie almost expected Lowry to dip his head and say amen. How had they moved so swiftly from what do you do to what do you believe?


Rena looked down, a tear glistening on her cheek, and Jamie felt a pang of something that might have been guilt. Just three of them here, and she still couldn’t find a gentle word for another broken soul.


She looked around the bar, feeling for a change of subject. ‘Do you think it’s like this everywhere?’ Something was nagging at her. Something about the statistics. ‘It’s odd,’ she went on slowly. ‘Most pathogens want to survive.’


‘Want?’ Rena interrupted, her tone suddenly brusque. ‘They don’t want. They just are. You’re a scientist. You know that.’


‘Want,’ Jamie said. ‘Need. Everything pushes towards life. What’s the point of a parasite that destroys its host?’


‘That’s what viruses do,’ Rena said. ‘They kill.’


‘But most don’t burn their host away to nothing.’


‘Things happen.’ Rena was fidgeting again, tugging at her cuff. ‘Sometimes things go wrong.’


Silence settled over the table once more. It was Lowry who broke it, turning to Rena. ‘Do you think we should check the signal?’


‘I set an alert. If anyone answers, we’ll hear it over the speakers.’


‘An alert?’ Jamie said.


‘We set up a distress signal,’ Lowry said. ‘It goes off every three minutes. If anyone comes within range, they should pick it up.’


‘The system was turned off.’


Rena shook her head. ‘Not in the booth. The main unit in the office. The public system hasn’t got the power to reach further than the first relay.’ She was brisker, more focused when she talked about practical things.


‘Do you think there’s anyone out there?’ Jamie said.


‘We listened on the airwaves for a while,’ Lowry said. ‘There were some traces. Nothing close, but it sounded like people trying to get through to someone.’


‘People will come.’ Rena pressed her palms together, like a child saying her prayers. ‘Then it will begin.’


‘What will?’ Jamie said.


‘The new world.’ Rena looked surprised that Jamie had to ask. ‘We’ll start again. Build something better.’ Certainty blazed briefly on her face, and then faded, leaving her looking lost and unsure. ‘We’ll start again,’ she repeated. ‘That’s what God wants us to do.’


It sounded so simple. The world they’d known, over and done with. Time to start again, and get it right this time. There was an attraction to the idea, like a book of fairy tales, with every The End followed by a turn of the page and another Once upon a time.


But even if there were other survivors, there were vast swathes of empty space between them. What if the three of them had to find a way to start again right here?


It felt like all that space was contracting around her, the emptiness of it pressing close like a second skin.


‘Hey.’ Lowry touched her arm. ‘It’s all right.’


She shook her head, wrapping her arms tightly across her body. Her breath was growing shorter, more laboured.


‘Jamie?’ Lowry’s voice sounded further away.


She couldn’t feel her fingers. She couldn’t feel anything. Perhaps she wasn’t here at all. Perhaps she was still lying in those musty sheets out at Calgarth, wandering the tangled paths of her final, failing dreams.


‘Jamie.’ Lowry reached for her shoulder. Somehow she shoved herself back from the table, her chair scraping on the floor. It was vitally important that he didn’t touch her, although she couldn’t work out why. Her thoughts were splintering. Lowry’s voice stretched out, vanishing into a rush of white noise, like water or static. Her last coherent thought was that he’d never been there at all, that the maths had been right all along.


Nought point nought nought nought one.




CHAPTER FOUR


When Jamie came back to herself, she was lying on the floor with Lowry sitting next to her, holding her hand. As she tried to push herself up, he put a soothing hand on her back.


‘Steady.’


Rena appeared, looming above Jamie. Water slopped over her wrist as she shoved a glass towards Jamie’s lips.


Jamie twisted her head away. There were too many people trying to occupy the same space. All this empty world, and here they were, crowded together on a metre-square bit of floor.


She sat up. Lowry shuffled back, but Rena was still hovering, and Jamie took the glass, forestalling another attempt. It had the flat taste of water sitting too long in the pipes, but it eased her dry mouth and she drained the glass in a few gulps.


‘Thanks.’


‘I’ll get some more.’ Rena seized the glass and scuttled off. When she returned, she handed it over with the first smile Jamie had seen from her; just an uncertain stretch of her lips that made her seem out of practice.


Jamie looked at Lowry. ‘Sorry. I’m not sure what happened.’


‘Nothing to apologise for. We’re all going to have our moments, I’m sure.’


‘So what now?’ The stilted calm of their odd meeting was broken, and she felt cramped and restless. She climbed slowly to her feet.


‘We’ve got the signal set up,’ Lowry said. ‘Not much else we can do. We’ll have to set ourselves up somewhere while we wait.’


And if the skies stayed empty? How long would it be before they stopped calling it waiting, and found some other name for it?


‘Let’s say someone does come,’ she said. ‘What then? Where do you want to go? The capital?’


‘Where else would we go?’ Rena said.


‘Earth,’ Jamie said. ‘I need to get to Earth.’


‘Do you have people there?’ Lowry asked.


‘I’m from there.’ Jamie looked away, not quite sure why she wasn’t telling them about the blank message, about Daniel. Maybe it was because she could picture the precise shape of the look Lowry would give her, before gently dismantling her reasons for thinking Daniel might be alive.


‘Whereabouts on Earth?’ Lowry asked.


‘England. The Northumbrian coast.’


He tilted his head, looking interested. ‘I spent some time on Lindisfarne. Holy Island. Whichever name you prefer. I was thinking recently that I might go back there sometime.’ He frowned, pinching at his forehead. ‘Or maybe I dreamed it. When I was sick. It’s been in my head for some reason. Where did you live?’


‘Belsley. Just down the coast.’


‘I know it,’ Lowry said. ‘Beautiful place.’


Jamie was assailed by an image so crystal clear that she might have been looking at a photo. A great, sweeping curve of pale sand, brushed by a blue-green sea.


Home, she thought, feeling her way around the shape of that word.


And then, a heartbeat later, Daniel.


‘Why don’t we go too?’ Rena’s face was suddenly alight. ‘We could go back there.’


Back?


‘Earth’s a long way away,’ Lowry said. ‘And we’ve no idea what state things are in. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’


‘But it’s a sign.’ Rena stepped close, clutching his arm. ‘Three of us here, connected by the same place.’


Her expression was fervent, but with an edge of something that looked almost like desperation.


You hadn’t even thought of it till just a moment ago, Jamie thought, with a flash of irritation.


Lowry shook his head. ‘I was only there for a while, and it was a long time ago.’


‘It’s a place of pilgrimage,’ Rena pressed. ‘We could start over.’


Lowry gave her a searching look. There was a wary tenderness about his expression.


‘A new start,’ Rena said again, her voice low, and with a hint of a tremor.


Lowry rubbed his face, then gave a faint smile. ‘Well, we have to go somewhere, I suppose.’


Jamie found herself wanting to scream at them. Here they were, trapped on a deserted planet, playing at lives they couldn’t have. That thought scraped at her like sandpaper, and some of that roughness found its way into her voice. ‘What now?’


‘How long have you been here?’ Lowry asked.


‘Three days.’


‘No sign of anyone else?’


‘No.’


‘There could be others,’ Rena said. ‘There are other settlements.’


‘I’d imagine any survivors would make their way to the port,’ Lowry said. ‘We’re probably best off waiting here.’


There it was again. Waiting. Of course there’s someone out there. Of course someone will come.


That’s what waiting meant. You waited for. You waited till.


Jamie made herself speak in a level tone. ‘It’s getting late. I’ve been staying at the guesthouse on the square. Where are you going to sleep?’


Surely she should be urging them to take two of the other rooms there? Wouldn’t that be the normal thing to do? But the guesthouse suddenly felt hers in a way it hadn’t before.


‘We left our things at a place on the edge of town,’ Lowry said. ‘We can go back there tonight and move closer tomorrow.’


There was another pause, as though none of them quite knew how to bring the encounter to a close. Once again, it was Lowry who broke the silence, his tone brisk. ‘We’ll come by the guesthouse in the morning, shall we?’


‘Okay.’ Jamie forced a smile. ‘Well, goodnight.’


‘Goodnight.’ Lowry reached for her hand. ‘I’m glad we found you.’


‘Yes.’ She should smile again, but when she lifted the corners of her mouth it felt more like a grimace. ‘Yes.’


She cleared away the glasses, lingering over the task until Rena and Lowry had gone. She could feel the whisky as a sluggish flow in her veins. It had dulled the edges of her feelings, like it had after the baby. Tomorrow she’d feel like she should.


She wasn’t alone. They had the signal. They had hope.


But there was a cold feeling in her lungs. She’d been so focused on finding other survivors that she’d given no thought to what came after.


Outside, the port was silent, as though there’d never been anyone else here at all. She was tired. It will be different tomorrow, she thought, as she went inside the guesthouse and closed the door.


Another day passed, and another. Jamie still rode out for most of the daylight hours, ranging further each time. The first time after finding Rena and Lowry, she had been going for an hour or so when she was seized by an overwhelming urge to turn around, ride back to town and check they hadn’t disappeared. She felt exposed, like a child who’d wandered too far from its parents. When she got back later, the memory of that feeling made her gentler towards them, and she answered Rena patiently when the older woman quizzed her about her search, the questions framed within semi-coherent ramblings about God and his purpose.


In the evenings they ate together, sitting out on the guesthouse’s little terrace. Lowry was a reasonable cook and he took on most of the culinary duties.


‘I’m too old to be riding out,’ he said, waving away Jamie’s offers of help. ‘But I can at least have dinner ready when the search party returns.’


On the fourth night, Jamie arrived back to find that Lowry had gone to extra effort, setting the table with the guesthouse’s best dishes, and livening up their usual simple fare with a few fancy bits from the shop.
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