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PART I




PROLOGUE


Two and a Half Years Ago


Freya woke up, bleary-eyed and still dressed from last night.


She’d gone to sleep late – it was after two o’clock when she’d finally closed her laptop and turned off the TV. She’d plumped up the cushions so she could continue looking out of her bedroom window at the small cul-de-sac. Her mind had raced in the dark for several hours as she replayed the day’s headlines about the virus. The tone of panic in them had been increasing throughout the day and evening. Her Facebook feed had become littered with desperate posts from friends around the world; grainy images of bodies in the street that could just as easily have been piles of clothes and rubbish.


People really did panic way too easily on Facebook.


Freya was half certain that by this morning the story would have run out of steam and become another overnight Social Media Big Nothing, and half worried that this was it – today would be the Day the World Ended.


She stretched out her aching legs and shuffled her numb bum until she was sitting up and looking down at the houses and driveways opposite.


It looked quiet and still out there as Freya checked her watch: quarter past ten.


She looked up and down the cul-de-sac at all the cars that were usually gone by now. Sunday mornings sometimes looked like this. But today should be a normal working Wednesday.


And it was well past when she should be up. Mum should’ve knocked on her door to rouse her ages ago. End of the World or not, she was meant to go into college this morning and, if her watch was right, she’d already missed the first lecture.


‘Crap!’ she hissed. ‘Mum!’ she called out. ‘I’m late!’


No answer. She pulled herself up, wearily wincing at the ever-present aching pain in her hips, and reached for a couple of paracetamol on the bedside table, knocking them back with the cold dregs of last night’s tea. She reached down for her laptop on the end of her bed.


That’s when she saw them through the window, snaking dark lines running across the road and driveways, like zigzagging pencil scribbles. She leaned over the bed, bracing herself with one hand on the windowsill to get a better look outside. She followed one line across the road, up a driveway and up to the front step of number 9. The front door was ajar and the dark scribble seemed to carry on inside.


Or perhaps it had come out?


Next door at number 10, she could see a number of lines converging on a dark hump of clothes lying on the driveway. It looked like one of those grainy images on the internet.


‘Mum!’ she called out again, starting to panic.


No answer, but she could hear voices downstairs. The TV was on.


She staggered across the bedroom and picked up the walking stick by her door. She stepped out into the hall and glanced through the open door into her parent’s room; the bed was made.


Mum usually made it when she came back after her morning shift at the chemist. Perhaps she hadn’t gone in this morning.


Freya made her way down the narrow and steep steps, one at a time, her walking stick leading the way.


‘Mum? Why didn’t you wake me up? I’m late!’


She could hear the TV. It wasn’t news. It was a rerun of Friends. Maybe Dad was off today as well?


‘Dad? You in?’


No answer from him either. She reached the bottom of the stairs and pushed the lounge door inwards to see the TV merrily chatting away to itself. Joey and Chandler were trying to tidy up their apartment.


‘Dad?’ Freya peered around the lounge. She could see unfinished cups of coffee on the coffee table, Dad’s tablet on the sofa, Mum’s phone on the table. She never went to work without it.


Down the short hall, the kitchen door was slightly open. Maybe they were both in there.


Taking the few steps to the door, Freya felt something soft and unpleasant give beneath her left shoe. She looked down and saw a dark, sticky line. It looked like someone had poured a thin trail of balsamic vinegar on to the carpet. Mum wouldn’t leave something like that un-scrubbed, even if meant turning up late for work.


She pushed the kitchen door open, expecting to see at least one of her parents at the breakfast bar. Her moan at Mum for not waking her up was instantly forgotten as her eyes struggled to make sense of the nightmare scene spread out across the kitchen floor.




CHAPTER 1


The Present


Freya jerked awake. The nightmare was a rerun of the one she had far too often. Always the same sequence: waking up, coming down the stairs, opening the kitchen door and . . . A memory she’d done very well to box away. It was only in her dreams that the lid creaked open.


She stared up at the stained gauze mesh of the bunk directly above her, listened to the steady throb of the ship’s diesel engine and the wheezing, snorting, whispering and fidgeting of all the other refugees crammed into the bunks around her.


For a hazy moment she was confused, startled by her surroundings.


Where am I?


Then it came back to her all too quickly. None of it was a dream: all of it had been horrifically real. The last two years, surviving the plague’s outbreak, meeting Leon and Grace, escaping that camp in Southampton when everything went crazy and finally managing to be one of the lucky few to get aboard a US Navy ship.


She had a folded piece of red card in her hip pocket and she was guarding it like a Willy Wonka Golden Ticket. Her ID card. Since being bustled aboard this ship she’d only had to show it a few times and only once been asked to open it to reveal the photo inside. On that occasion she’d flashed it quickly to the harried-looking marine – a picture of a dark-haired teenage girl called Emma Russell. It was sheer luck that she’d managed to pick up an identity card belonging to someone who bore a vague resemblance to her.


If you squinted.


A lot.


The soldier had nodded, not even looking, and waved her through into the ship’s canteen to queue for the daily meal along with everyone else.


Right now, the small fleet of ships was at sea somewhere in the English Channel, heading west into the cold grey Atlantic. Their American rescuers appeared to be relaxing the panicked safety measures ever so slightly. Now that they were safely away from land, everyone aboard had a ‘red’ on them, which meant they’d been blood-tested ashore and cleared.


Freya hoped she was the only person on board carrying someone else’s red in her pocket. She knew she wasn’t infected, but she was damned if she’d blindly trust anyone else. So it was a touch disconcerting that she’d gone three days aboard this ship and no one so far had noticed that she was not the same girl as the one in the mugshot. She’d even once idiotically introduced herself to another evacuee as ‘Freya’ not ‘Emma’. So surely it was only a matter of time before she was caught out.


Then what? I get thrown overboard?


She doubted that. More likely they’d make her do a blood test again.


But . . .


Shit. Shut up, brain.


But . . . there’ve been people infected without them even knowing, right?


Freya balled her fist and thumped her hip softly. She knew she was clean. She’d never made direct contact with a viral. Crap, they’d got close, but not touched.


Leon. Her mind replayed their narrow escape from the underpass just outside Oxford: both of them cornered in the dark, those repulsive crablike creatures closing in on them. They’d been rescued at the very last moment by Corkie and his squad of soldiers.


So where the hell are you, Leon? Freya swore under her breath and the person in the bunk above grunted down at her to shut up.


She was pretty sure he wasn’t on this ship. She’d checked the bunks and the sleeping bags laid out on the hangar deck and scanned the queue at meal times. Leon wasn’t aboard the USS Gerald R. Ford as far as she could see. But he might be on one of the other ships in the small fleet heading west. Or, if not one of those, then one of the other ‘Pacific Alliance’ ships?


Dammit. Her memory of the mass breakout on the Southampton quayside, the chaos, the panic . . . it was all so fragmented. She’d been separated from her friends by the surge of people. She had no idea if Leon and Grace had got out of the quarantine pen, and if they had which way they’d run. They could be on one of these US ships heading south-west to Cuba, or the Chinese one going south.


Or, they could—


No. Shut up, brain. They’re not dead. They’re not infected. If sixth sense was a genuine thing, if there was a possibility of ‘knowing’ someone was alive then, yeah . . . somehow, she knew Leon and Grace were both alive.


Somewhere.


Their chances had to have been better than hers. If she could manage to escape, hobbled by her MS, dragging that useless waste-of-space left leg behind her, then those two, able-bodied and quick-witted, must have managed to get away.


But whether she was going to see either of them again?


Ever?


A solitary tear rolled down the side of her cheek and tickled her ear.


Piss off, she chided herself. I’m not giving up on them yet.


There had been two other boats on the American side of the rescue camp. There’d been three Southampton rescue ships in total, which had joined up with four ships that had collected refugees from Calais. All seven ships had rendezvoused in the Channel yesterday, and there was talk that some of the British refugees had been transferred across to one of the Calais ships because it had more space.


Presumably, at some point, someone was going to take down names and assemble a list of all those who’d been rescued. Maybe en route, maybe once they’d got there.


Freya hoped it would be sooner rather than later.


They’d been told that it would be a week or so on this crowded ship before arriving in Cuba, presumably to be offloaded into another wire-mesh holding camp. Leon would be looking for her too. She could imagine them reversing Scooby-Doo style into each other and jumping into the air with the fright, then clumsily embracing, clunking their coconut heads together like a pair of uncool idiots.




CHAPTER 2


‘Repeat your last. Over.’ Tom Friedmann listened to the radio speaker whistling and spitting out white noise.


‘I will repeat . . .’ Captain Xien spoke slowly. His English was fluent, but the radio signal had been weakened by the growing distance between both small fleets.


‘. . . We have begun repeating test, of all British refugees,’ continued Xien. ‘I advise that you do this also. Over.’


Tom looked at Captain Donner, the US destroyer’s CO. He nodded. They’d discussed the matter just this morning. The departure had been utterly chaotic. Shambolic. There was not enough certainty that every civilian packed into the corridors and passages below deck was clear of infection. In the confusion of those last few minutes – as the ships had all begun to back away from the Southampton quays – it was very possible some untested refugees had slipped aboard.


‘Understood, Captain Xien. I will discuss this with my senior officers. Over.’


The speaker whistled and hissed for a moment and they caught the tail-end of Xien’s reply.


‘. . . ing procedure. I will wish you safe travel until we talk next time. Over and out.’


Tom set the radio handset back in its cradle and gazed out of the one-eighty-degree windows of the ship’s bridge at the flat and grey Atlantic beyond.


The ships that had collected refugees from Calais had managed a much more organized departure – not entirely without drama, of course. The several squads of US marines he’d assigned to them had to hold a perimeter, firing into the air to keep those they couldn’t take from surging forward. The captain of one of the other US Navy ships had said it was like the fall of Saigon all over again – people clinging to the railings, dangling from mooring lines. Totally crazy.


Both mixed fleets had rendezvoused in the Channel and redistributed their loads of refugees to balance them more easily among the ships. So they now had mostly British survivors on board this ship with a mixture of Europeans, and some from as far away as North Africa. It was clear to Tom that there must be small pockets of survivors left all over the world, but with every passing month, more and more of them would fail and perish.


‘We’re going to have to test them all again,’ said Tom. ‘The Brits and the others. All of them. Ship crews as well.’


‘I think that would be very wise, sir.’


Tom was still holding on to a thread of hope that his kids, Leon and Grace, might be lurking in a passageway aboard this ship or one of the others sailing nearby. ‘And we need to establish a proper passenger manifest.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And no more ship-to-ship movement of people until every last one of us has been tested.’ He turned to look at Captain James Donner. ‘Can you make a start organizing that, Jim?’


Donner nodded again. ‘I’ll liaise with the other ships’ captains immediately.’


‘Good.’


Tom turned back to look out of the broad windows at the stern of their ship, ploughing south-west through a gently breaking sea. There’d been a moment two days ago when the fleet had divided: the US ships continuing west to cross the Atlantic, the others heading south for a much longer journey to New Zealand. Tom had been almost tempted to order his fleet to go south with them, but he hadn’t.


He had orders.


Orders from Trent to make his way directly back to Cuba.


What remained of the Chinese navy’s high command might be steering the decision-making down there in New Zealand, but at least they didn’t have a swaggering idiot in charge of things. President Douglas Trent – once his best friend Dougie – was becoming a liability.


He could have announced they were joining the Pacific Nations, but wondered how long his temporarily assigned authority would have lasted. It wouldn’t have been long before naval officers with side arms relieved him of his role and steered them back on track towards Cuba – President Douglas Trent’s New United States.


While Tom was on his rescue mission, Trent had launched two tactical nukes just a few kilometres offshore from Havana, a little reminder of the Big Goddamn Stick he was carrying around with him. Two mile-high mushroom clouds of vaporized sea water, looming over the island like twin Swords of Damocles, had been more than enough of a demonstration of Trent’s resolve for President Questra and the Partido Comunista de Cuba to submit to his strict terms.


Trent had used a couple of nukes to terrify the Cubans who were hosting the surviving Americans. He still had another few dozen to play around with.


That son of a bitch is a smoking firework, a chimp with a loaded machine gun.


If Tom found Grace and Leon aboard this ship, today, he wouldn’t rule out commandeering a motorboat and racing after the Chinese, Australian and New Zealand ships.


Better the devil you DON’T know . . . than a dangerous blowhard like Trent.




CHAPTER 3


‘I am very, very disappointed, children.’


Grace felt her legs turning to jelly beneath her. Her stomach was churning. She was convinced she was going to give herself away by fainting. Or throwing up.


‘Now this is something I don’t expect to see happening at Greenwich Elementary School. This is bullying of the worst kind.’


Everyone was in the main hall. Mrs Baumgardner, the school principal, had her ‘angry spectacles’ on – the ones with the thick black frames that made her look boggle-eyed and terrifying. ‘I want whoever did this appalling thing to raise their hand.’


Grace did what everyone else was doing, she looked around.


‘Come on. Nobody is going anywhere until I find out who did this!’


It hadn’t been bullying. Grace would have called it messing around maybe. Smearing jam around someone else’s locker was hardly bullying.


‘Come on!’ snapped Mrs Baumgardner. ‘This is your last chance to own up.’


Grace closed her eyes and slowly raised her hand.


And the awful memory faded.


She opened her eyes and Mrs Baumgardner and the school were gone.


‘Next!’


Grace’s eyes rested on the Chinese soldier in the biohazard suit. She could see his face through the perspex plate of his helmet. No reassuring smile. He simply flexed his gloved fingers, beckoning her to step forward. Standing beside him was a young Australian midshipman in his navy uniform. She could see his gaze momentarily darting over the burn scars on the side of her face, then he offered her a nod.


‘That’s right, it’s you next, sweetheart. Roll your sleeve up, love . . .’


Grace looked anxiously back at the queue of people lining the bulkhead all the way down the Chinese carrier’s hangar deck. There were soldiers in yellow biohazard suits standing every couple of metres.


‘Come on, we haven’t got all day, love,’ said the Australian officer impatiently.


Grace stepped forward and peered through the open door. The room was a small storage hold that had been hastily repurposed into a clinical testing station. She stood in the doorway, one foot hesitantly perched on the hatch lip as she took it all in. They weren’t taking any chances here. One crewman was wearing a cumbersome flame-retardant suit and holding a fire extinguisher. Another was wearing the same, and holding what looked like a flame-thrower. There was a third in a yellow biohazard suit with a clear faceplate, holding a syringe in his thickly gloved hands.


‘Go on . . .’ said the Australian. ‘You’ll be fine.’


The process was intended to be quick and certain; no room for grey areas or ambiguities. No interviewing, no questions, no words exchanged; just a sample of blood taken and then tested for a reaction in a Petri dish. If the blood didn’t coagulate, then fine.


But if it did . . .


The small room was empty of things that might catch fire, the bulkheads stripped back to plain metal panels. The consequence of a positive result would be resolved quickly.


‘You next!’ said the Chinese soldier beside the door.


‘Stop pissing around, love,’ urged the Australian. ‘We’ve got a lot to get through.’


‘I’m scared,’ she whispered.


‘Nothing to be scared of.’ The Australian officer wasn’t wearing a protective suit, and until now had kept several paces back, letting his Chinese counterpart make contact. He stepped forward.


‘No!’ barked the Chinese soldier, intercepting him.


‘Don’t touch me!’ cried Grace.


He stopped and stepped back. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘For your sake,’ warned Grace. ‘Stay well back.’


One of the men inside the testing station waved impatiently for her to step in.


‘They just want to take a little of your blood, sweetheart. That’s all.’


‘There’s . . . no need for that.’


‘We have to test everyone again, love.’ The Australian mimed an injection. ‘It’s just a quick little scratch and then you’ll be done. All right?’


‘No, really,’ Grace said firmly now. ‘The test isn’t necessary.’


The Chinese soldier looked as though he’d had enough. ‘You go now!’ He stepped forward to grab her.


‘STOP!’ she screamed, and raised her hands. Her voice echoed across the hangar. Civilians queueing on the far side of the hangar deck turned to look her way.


Grace turned to face the people who were behind her in the queue. ‘All of you should step back.’ She turned to the Australian officer. ‘You too.’


‘What the hell are you playing at?’ He was starting to sound wary.


‘I’m infected,’ she replied.


Her words had an instant effect. Both men drew back, the Chinese officer levelling his gun at her. The three men inside the testing station backed up; the one with the flame-thrower stepped quickly round the sample trolley towards her. Behind Grace, the queue recoiled as those who’d been standing nearest to her hurried backwards.


Make it clear. Quickly!


She sat down on the lip of the doorway and folded her arms like a disgruntled toddler on a naughty step. ‘I am infected,’ she repeated. ‘But I am not going to do anything!’ She looked back over her shoulder. ‘Tell them quickly!’


The Australian barked a word or two in Chinese. The flame-thrower was levelled at her, and she guessed there was still a gun pointing at the back of her head.


‘I am infected! But I’m here so we can talk!’


The five men stood frozen like statues. A moment of stillness. Even the civilians just outside were perfectly still. No stampede. Not yet. A perfect bubble frozen in time, ready to burst into a screaming, flaming hell at any second.


Grace raised her voice to ensure she was being heard. ‘I’m more than just infected,’ she continued quietly. ‘I’m remade. I’m a viral manifestation. A human copy.’ She turned her head slightly for the Australian officer’s benefit. ‘Tell them I’m here to help. Tell them I won’t move a muscle.’


He repeated her words in fractured Mandarin.


‘Tell them I’m here on behalf of the virus.’


He translated her again.


Stay calm, Grace. Calm.


‘I’m here to talk. To learn. To tell you about the virus. Why it’s here. What it wants.’


As he repeated her words, she could see the look of panic in all their eyes.


She could see the soldier holding the flame-thrower was one command away from filling the doorway with flames.


‘If you try burning me, I’ll break up into those crabs! Hundreds of them!’ She shot a glance at the Australian. He was standing there, dumbstruck and open mouthed. ‘Translate me!’ she snapped.


He started doing so.


‘Hundreds! And you won’t get them all! They’ll get among all of these people. You’ll have dozens of infected within minutes! This ship will be overrun within an hour!’


The Australian was jabbering her words out in bad Chinese, but she could see by the looks on their faces he was getting her point across. They’d all seen that happen first-hand; they knew she was right. They might be able to burn her . . . but possibly not all of her.


‘Get your leader!’ she said. ‘I need to talk to him!’


She waited for the officer to finish translating, hoping it would end with one of the Chinese soldiers pulling out a radio and talking into it.


But nothing. Everyone was still playing statues.


‘NOW!’ she screamed.


The soldier holding a gun slowly lowered it and pointed a shaking finger towards her. He muttered something.


‘What did he just say?’ asked Grace.


The Australian cleared his throat. ‘He . . . uh, he asked if you could t-take a step or two back.’


‘Why?’


‘To, uh . . . to let him out? So he can go get the captain?’


She was standing on the lip of the only doorway.


‘Right. Of course.’


She took several steps backwards into the main hangar and watched as the silent crowd around her drew away to keep their distance from her.


The Chinese soldier stepped out of the testing station and edged away from her, finally, half a dozen metres away, turning and running.


‘You . . . you’re not . . . going to—’


She looked up at Australian officer. ‘Erupt? No. I just want to talk.’




CHAPTER 4


‘Don’t open it!’ said Leon.


The banging on the delivery doors grew more insistent, both of them rattling in their frames under the heavy impact. Leon looked around at the others. His eyes settled on Cora – she was the one who’d assumed the role as their small group’s leader. He was looking at her, as were the others; if she wanted to lead, she’d better make the decision. And she looked like she was wavering, undecided.


Leon had his own opinion. ‘Don’t open it!’ he said again.


They’d been holed up in this building for four days, a small warehouse filled with cages of various sizes. Cages that contained the mummified corpses of animals, most too withered to be identifiable. This building had been the first one that they’d come across that was open and looked secure enough for Leon and the others to hide in as they’d fled the carnage down on the Southampton quayside.


That awful night, order in the quarantine pen had descended into chaos in the space of minutes. The few soldiers on guard had been quickly overrun, the chain-link fences woefully inadequate as the thousands of penned-in refugees had stampeded across the encampment away from the viral outbreak that had begun to erupt among them.


God knows how many of them had secretly been virals. It was as if some pre-agreed signal had triggered the infected people to make their move all at the same time. Some had spontaneously dissolved into the smaller scuttling creatures, others – in twos and threes – had merged into towering, nightmarish totem poles that had speared and clawed and lashed out at the fleeing crowd.


Panic had rippled across the thousands of incarcerated refugees, fences collapsing under the crush in a sky lit up by sweeping searchlights and flames.


A nightmare.


Leon had lost sight of Grace, lost his grasp on Freya’s hand. They’d vanished in the mayhem, caught up in the thick river-like press of bodies. Finally he’d found himself with a dozen other people running for their lives, away from the screaming, the lights, the gunshots, the flames, the departing ships . . .


And this building was where they’d ended up, hurling themselves into the dark interior and jerking the doors closed behind them. Through that first night, they’d listened in petrified silence to the noises going on outside.


Screaming voices begging to be let in, fists banging on the delivery door. Those bloodcurdling screams turning to whimpers of defeat, followed by the sound of receding footsteps as they gave up hope of getting in and sought some other place to hide. Then later the unbearable sound of insect-like legs, scraping, checking, probing the perimeter of their building for weaknesses, for a way in. It was a sound that echoed and reverberated around the warehouse, merging to become white noise, like the rattling hiss of tropical rain spattering on a corrugated tin roof.


Every now and then they heard the thump of something significantly larger testing the strength of the cinder-block walls, the boom and shaking of the doors as something heavy thrashed against them. Leon wondered if they were the same nightmare totem poles that had erupted in the containment pen, monsters two storeys tall, staggering beasts that defied description. Creatures that constantly shifted form as they prowled around the outside of the building.


The second night had been quieter, except for the sound of a window breaking in the office above the warehouse. They went to check it out, finding broken glass and a brick on the floor. Someone –hopefully someone human – must have been trying to get in that way. Then came a banging on the delivery doors. Not something trying to break in, but someone trying to get them to open up.


Cora made a move as if she was going to respond to it.


Leon grabbed her arm. ‘It can’t be human. Not now.’


The same something pounded against the bay doors and began begging to be let in.


‘Please! Please! I know there’s someone in there! Please!’


They all sat still. No one daring to move.


‘I saw your lights last night. I know someone’s in there. PLEASE!’


They kept quiet.


‘It’s just two of us. Me and my little girl. Please just open. We’re not the virus!’


Leon looked around. Nobody seemed willing to look at anything other than their own feet.


‘Just some water, then. Please! Just a bit for my little girl . . .’


‘They can copy us,’ hissed Leon. ‘Talk just like us.’


Whatever was out there carried on like that for about ten minutes until suddenly the soft pleas became a frantic scream. ‘OhmyGod!’


They could hear the approaching sound of that insect-like hissing and tapping. It reminded Leon of the sound a wave makes as it draws back across a shingle beach.


The screaming stopped and the last vaguely human sound they heard was a woman’s voice tearfully murmuring . . .


‘Don’t look, sweetheart, just don’t look—’


Then came the brief sound of screaming and thrashing. Leon didn’t need his imagination to know what was happening – he’d seen it happen too many times. Something large had just torn the woman and child to pieces. Brutally efficiently.


At least it had been quick.


The third day and night were mercifully quiet – perhaps too quiet. Leon had too much time to think. His mind replayed feverish snatches of the events in the containment pen, mixed with all the other moments of horror he’d experienced over the last three years. Before the outbreak, the most grisly thing he’d experienced first-hand had been the knobbly skin stretched over a quarterback’s broken forearm.


He’d nearly barfed his guts up at the sight of it.


Since then . . . he’d seen too much: broken bodies, corpses reduced by the virus to festering pools of organic sludge, and, emerging from them, creatures large and small that defied all laws of nature.


He’d also seen what fear and paranoia could do to people – he’d witnessed his sister being set on fire because she hadn’t ‘looked right’.


His thoughts returned to the chaos of three nights ago.


I escaped. Freya and Grace were with me most of the way to the pen’s exit. Right? They had to have made it outside too, but must have gone in a different direction to him. He’d run towards the warehouses and storage containers; he could only hope the girls had run the other way. In which case, perhaps they’d both managed to get on one of the rescue ships? It really didn’t matter whether they’d boarded the American or Chinese ships, as long as they’d survived.


The alternative wasn’t worth thinking about.


They escaped, MonkeyNuts. They got away. He was happy to go along with that assurance.


OK, so now I can worry about me.


We’re really going to die in here.


They had drinking water, lots of it, in large plastic drums, presumably a precautionary measure for the animals that had once been kept here.


But no food.


This morning he’d been looking out of the damaged corner window of the small upstairs office. Leon suspected there had to be tons of food sitting in the many warehouses nearby. They were in the middle of the freight-processing zone of a major international port. He was looking out at a labyrinth of flat corrugated roofs. A few hundred metres away, he could see a vast Jenga landscape of Maersk freight containers, with tall loaders looming over them.


Somewhere out there, there had to be food that was sitting in tin cans, so temptingly close, but given the gauntlet they’d have to run, it might as well have been on the other side of the English Channel.


The ground outside their building was criss-crossed with a dense latticework of viral threads and tendrils. Leon noticed they were concentrated around the doorways and loading bays of the various warehouses. He guessed they were there to act as trip wires or alarm sensors. Clearly the virus had sniffed out which of the nearby buildings contained people hiding away and was covering their points of exit.


His mind drifted back to that underpass on the outskirts of Oxford. He and Freya had wandered through it way too casually, too distracted by the logjam of abandoned vehicles to notice that huge dangling root above them. Perhaps too distracted to have avoided stepping on some hair-thin thread-like feeler. They had alerted the virus to their presence on the way through and faced the consequences on their way back.


He couldn’t see any viral creatures moving around at the moment, but suspected that thousands of them were tucked away in hiding. Some beneath the delivery trucks parked in the loading bays, others in the dark, cavernous interiors, ready to swarm out at the first tingling of their warning thread.


There was little to see during the day, but at night, he knew, they all came out – he could hear them. On several occasions over the last couple of days they’d heard haunting animal-like sounds like the bellowing of a wounded cow, or the mournful lowing of whale song. Leon wondered if the virus was experimenting, producing larger creatures.


The fact that they only came out in numbers at night supported someone’s suggestion that they were uncomfortable in daylight; that UV rays might be harmful to them.


So far, the virus had tested the broken window only once. Leon, and a guy roughly his age called Jake, had used duct tape to seal the gap.


That morning Cora had come upstairs to look and let out a blood-curdling scream. The entire window had been covered by a membranous purple skin that fluttered like a sail. A thick nodule of fibrous tissue had grown around the broken pane, probing the tape for a way in. It could ‘smell’ there was an opportunity here, but hadn’t found a way to exploit it yet. Realizing there was no way through, it had soon gone.


Stuck in here with no way out, their small group had had plenty of time to talk, to get to know a little about each other and speculate about their predicament and how long they were going to last in here without any food.


Cora was the woman who’d spoken to him and Freya briefly in the containment pen. Broad-framed and ruddy-faced, she was the kind of person Mum would have called a ‘no-nonsense northerner’.


Finley was fifteen. He had frizzy black hair side parted, and thick glasses that reminded Leon of Milhouse.


Artur was a middle-aged Hungarian man with limited English. Piecing together his sentence fragments, they’d worked out that he’d once had a job driving a truck. He’d been the one who’d reinforced the doors, barricading them with animal cages and heavy water drums and then, later, improvising a locking bar through the door’s handles.


The other four in their small group were less forward in revealing anything about themselves. There was a young girl called Kim, a large round-shouldered man called Adewale, a slight and pale man called Howard and a middle-aged woman called Dawn who used to be a policewoman.


Just random people. Not strong survival types. Ordinary people, who were still alive because . . . well, they were just lucky.


Through the window, Leon watched the low and heavy clouds scudding by and raindrops racing each other down the unbroken glass panels.


He wondered if they should have stayed put.


If you’d stayed put, what . . . in Norwich? At Everett’s castle? You’d be dead already, asshole. Listen. Grace and Freya are probably in a better situation right now than you are. It’s time to sort your shit out, Leo.


Dad’s voice. It was always Dad, sitting in the back of his head, ready to kick him in the butt if he started trying to feel sorry for himself.


Damn right I will. You saved your sister and your girlfriend. That’s great going, son. Now it’s your turn. If those other losers can’t come up with something, then you better had.


‘Like what?’ he muttered, steaming the glass up with his breath.


You’re not a baby any more. Figure it out, son.


‘Great. Thanks a bunch, Dad.’




CHAPTER 5


‘We’ll use one of these,’ said Leon. He banged his hand against the kennel cage’s mesh. ‘We take it outside, we get inside it, then we can shuffle around. It’s a protective bubble.’


He looked at the others, hoping for at least one of them to back him up, or take the ball and run forward with it.


‘It looks way too heavy, mate. How do we move around?’


Jake had short-cropped hair and Leon could see the edges of a tattoo poking up around the neck line of his T-shirt. The tattoo was reassuring. He was pretty certain the virus couldn’t mimic those too.


Jake nodded at the cage. ‘We’d have to take the floor out.’ He glanced at Leon. ‘That’s what you’re getting at, right? Using the cage as, like, a turtleshell or something?’


‘Right. Exactly that. It’s like a wire-mesh turtleshell.’


Leon looked again at the cage. Most of them were the same size, a metre high and two wide. Room for two, maybe three people, stooped over, carrying the weight of the cage on their backs and shoulders.


‘The crawlers will get through the mesh,’ said Finley.


‘That’s a tight mesh,’ said Jake. ‘They won’t get through that.’


‘The slime will still get through, though,’ countered Finley.


‘The slime’s not really a problem,’ said Leon. ‘We’ve all been chugging the pills, right?’


Animal sedatives and analgesics were the one thing, apart from water, this building had in abundance. Bizarrely, the virus seemed to have a problem coping with this type of medication in a host’s bloodstream.


They all nodded.


‘So, right, it can touch us, slime all over us as much as it wants to, but it can’t infect us.’


‘Even if it can’t infect us, it still wants to kill us,’ said Howard. He looked around at everyone, then back at Leon. He held his hands up defensively. ‘I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.’


‘The virus makes the scuttlers and anything else from the slime, but that takes a bit of time to do. So each drop of goo on its own isn’t really a problem,’ Leon explained.


‘If we keep moving, we’ll be fine,’ added Jake.


Leon nodded. ‘That’s what I was thinking. If we keep moving, we’ll be leaving behind us a wake of goo that’s busy transforming itself into, I dunno, tiny crabs.’


‘What if all those crabs catch up with us?’ asked Kim.


‘That’s why it’s important we keep moving,’ Leon replied.


‘What if it make something huge?’ The question came from Artur.


They hadn’t seen any virals bigger than a dog in the last few days. They’d all witnessed the human totem poles after the mass eruption in the quarantine pen, and some of them had seen creatures as big as cows and horses over the last couple of years. So it was entirely possible that they might encounter something big enough to knock a cage over. Or crush it.


‘I think it takes the virus a lot of effort to make things from the slime. But combining things it’s already made might be quicker,’ said Finley. ‘Like Lego. Making the bricks is hard work, but once it’s got the bricks it can make bigger things? I dunno.’


‘We’ve all heard the noises outside. Something much larger must have made those,’ said Cora.


‘Maybe the larger a viral is, the harder it is for it to stay assembled.’


‘It knows we’re trapped in here, so it’s taking a rest,’ added Jake. ‘Maybe it’s just making the scuttlers for now.’


Howard looked unhappy about the plan. ‘But what if it works out we’re up to something?’


Jake shrugged.


‘Either way, it’s not stupid,’ said Leon. ‘It seems to figure things out pretty fast. If we go out there with a dog cage over our heads and get away with it once, it won’t let us get away with that again.’


‘So that means we get one shot at this.’ Leon looked around. ‘It’s an escape plan. I’m not talking about foraging trips. This is all of us making a run for it together. It’s a huge risk, but we don’t have much choice.’


‘Hardly run,’ said Finley. ‘Crawl maybe.’


Leon looked at Jake, then at Cora, hoping for a bit more support from them. Now he’d thrown this brainwave of his out there, he was not so keen to take sole responsibility for seeing it through.


‘So, look, all I’m saying is this is a way we can get out of this warehouse.’


‘Then what?’ asked Howard.


‘Where do we go?’ added Cora.


‘I don’t know! I’m just putting a thought out there!’ He shrugged. ‘We try and find a truck or something? Find a boat maybe?’


‘Food first,’ said Artur.


‘We need food, fast.’ Leon had seen enough starved-to-death-on-a-desert-island reality shows to know they were up against a ticking calorie clock. They were now reeling from the effects of four days without food; fatigue and apathy had set in.


‘It’s not exactly a complete plan, or anything. I’m just suggesting stuff. And look, if we don’t move, we’ll die here.’


They stood in the warehouse, eyeing the various-sized cages, then, when they’d run out of other things to look at, eyeing each other in an increasingly expectant silence.


Finally Jake snorted an edgy laugh, which he tried to cover up as a cough.


‘What?’ asked Leon.


‘Nothing.’


‘No, what?’


He shrugged. ‘It’s just like The Apprentice . . . Who’s going to project-manage the first task? Since it’s your idea . . . ?’ He pursed his lips and bounced his brows up into air-quotes.


‘Me?’ Leon made a face. ‘No, come on . . . please, somebody else. Somebody older.’ He looked at Cora.


‘You seem to be doing pretty well at the moment, young man.’ She smiled weakly. ‘It’s a good idea.’


‘It’s the only idea,’ added Jake.


She shrugged. ‘Well yes, there’s that. All the same, it’s your idea, Leon, love. And I’m voting we do it.’ She looked around at the others. No one else voted. But after a moment, their heads nodded mutely.


‘There we go, then,’ she said. ‘Leon? You’re in charge.’




CHAPTER 6


‘Could you just tape it on to my arm, please?’


The medic looked up at Freya irritably. Even through the strip light reflecting on the faceplate, Freya could see the man was about to tell her to shut the hell up and move along.


Her blood ran around the tilted Petri dish as blood should. The moment of tension had passed.


The marine in the corner of the small room, carrying the saltwater hose, took his hand off the flow valve and stepped back.


‘I’m not being difficult. I can’t hold the swab on. It helps if I have both hands free?’ she added in explanation, gesturing at the walking stick resting across her thighs.


Begrudgingly the medic fumbled for a length of adhesive tape and stuck the cotton swab down on her arm where the blood had been taken. ‘There.’


‘Thanks.’


She looked again at the small puddle of her blood in the dish as the medic screwed the sample lid on. It was a healthy red, a reassuring liquid – it hadn’t instantly thickened into a dark-coloured blob. The medic tossed the sealed container into a bin and pulled out one of the new – green – ID cards.


‘So your name’s . . . Emma Russell?’ The medic looked at Freya’s old red card and was about to copy the name down on to the new one.


‘Uh, no.’


‘What?’


‘I . . . That’s not my actual name.’


‘But it says—’


‘Well, obviously, it’s not my card. I . . . uh . . . well, I found it. That’s kind of how I got on board.’


The medic’s eyes rounded and she pushed her stool back. ‘You weren’t properly tested ashore?’


‘Not exactly, but . . . hey –’ she spread her hands guiltily – ‘I passed the test, right? So . . . no harm done?’


The woman looked like she wanted to refer to a senior officer. But there was no one higher in rank in the room for her to pass the buck to.


‘Look.’ Freya pointed at her own blood. ‘Apparently I’m human, so we’re all good here. I was wrong to steal a card. But I knew I wasn’t infected so . . . it didn’t seem like a big deal.’


The medic shook her head, then conceded her point by rolling her stool forward again. ‘OK. What’s your name?’


‘Freya Harper.’


She scribbled the name on to the card, then handed it over. ‘You’re lucky I asked your name after I tested you, sweetheart.’


Freya smiled. ‘Thanks for, you know, not killing me.’


‘Don’t lose it,’ she said, then waved her to get up and get out. ‘Next!’


Freya made her way to the infirmary door, out into the passage where the rest of her fellow refugees were queueing.


She waggled the card above her head and did a victory jiggle. ‘Yay me. I’m human!’


She got a muted laugh from some of those standing in the line, but the rest glared at her.


‘Move along!’ grunted a soldier.


‘Can I go up on the main deck now?’


‘Yes. Go.’


‘Thank God.’ She sighed with relief. Since setting off they’d been kept below, confined to just one deck, which as far as she could see didn’t have so much as a single porthole. The last five days had been pretty queasy ones. She’d made it through without barfing, but the whole deck stank of stale vomit and disinfectant.


She took the stairs up to deck B and followed the hastily handwritten signs taped to the bulkheads that pointed the way to ‘OUTSIDE’.


Finally, as she emerged from the ship’s interior and the constant glare of strip lights into natural daylight, she felt the gust of cool wind on her cheeks and began to feel better.


The aft deck, about the size of a tennis court, was a seamless continuum of dull military-grey metal, decorated with a large white ring, a yellow ‘H’ in its centre. Pretty much everyone who’d been tested before her was up here now, relishing the fresh air and sunlight, escaping the rank odour from below decks. Freya spotted a gap at the handrail that ran all the way around the edge of the deck and made her way towards it.


She’d found these last few days that, despite the ship’s gentle rolling, the aching in her left hip had eased slightly. She’d been expecting it to be worse with the constant effort of steadying herself. She still needed her walking stick of course, but she wondered whether the unconscious act of constantly leaning into the ship’s movement might have been flexing her joints in a helpful, almost therapeutic way.


She grasped the rail, looked out at the sedately rolling sea and took in a deep breath of salty air. ‘At. Bloody. Last!’


A hundred metres away was another similar US Navy ship, leaving a churning wake of foam behind it. She could see civilians lining the deck and impulsively offered a wave to them.


Someone waved back.


She couldn’t make out any detail. Just a stick man, or woman, from this distance. Probably a random stranger returning the gesture, but a tiny part of her hoped it might be Leon or Grace.


Crap. We should’ve planned some sort of signal.


If they’d thought ahead. If they’d been smarter.


But, no. She, Leon and Grace had arrived at Southampton and dumbly hoped that their troubles might be over. That the ‘authorities’ were here with men in white and yellow suits and clipboards, and everything would be all right.


A small fleet trailed back towards the horizon behind her, another six ships of varying sizes. One of them tall and white, a luxury cruise ship that old people love spending their autumn years on. Freya remembered Mum pleading with Dad to take her on a cruise, and Dad complaining that he didn’t want to spend a fortnight on a floating geriatric home. The un-asked-for memory of them stung.
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