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  TIME:   12:37




  DAY:   Tuesday




  MONTH:   June




  YEAR:   The not too distant future . . .




  







  PLACE:   LONDON




  







  One: Advent




  







  They scurried through the darkness, shadowy creatures living in permanent night.




  They had learned to become still, to be the darkness, when the huge monsters roared above and filled the tunnels with thunder, assaulting the black refuge – their cold, damp sanctuary

  – with rushing lights and deadly crushing weight. They would cower as the ground beneath them shook, the walls around them trembled; and they would wait until the rushing thing had passed,

  not afraid but necessarily wary, for it was an inveterate invader but one which killed the careless.




  They had learned to keep within the confines of their underworld, to venture out only when their own comforting darkness was sistered with the darkness above. For they had a distant

  race-memory of an enemy, a being whose purpose was to destroy them. A being who existed in the upper regions where there was vast dazzling light, a place that could be explored safely only when the

  brilliance diminished and succumbed to concealing and pleasurable blackness. But even then the darkness was not absolute; different kinds of individual lights pierced the night. Yet these were

  feeble, and created shadows that were veiling allies.




  They had learned to be timid in exploration, never moving far from their sanctum. They fed on night creatures like themselves, and often came upon food that was not warm, that did not

  struggle against the stinging caress of the creatures’ jaws. The taste was not as exciting as the moist and tepid moving flesh, but it filled their stomachs. It sustained them.




  Yet in this, too, they were cautious, never taking too much, never returning to the same source, for they possessed an innate cunning, born of something more than fear of their natural enemy;

  it was an evolution accelerated by something that had happened to their species many years before. An event that had changed their pattern of progression. And made them alien even to those of their

  own nature.




  They had learned to keep to the depths. To keep themselves from the eyes of their enemy. To take food, but never enough to arouse unwelcome attention. To kill other creatures, but never to

  leave remains. And when there was not enough food, they ate each other. For they were many.




  They moved in the darkness; black, bristling beasts, with huge, humped hindquarters and long, jagged incisors, their eyes pointed and yellow. They sniffed at the dank air and a deep instinct

  within craved for a different scent, a scent which they did not yet know was the sweet odour of running blood. Human blood. They would know it soon.




  They tensed as one when their keen, long ears picked up a distant wailing, a haunting whining they had never heard before. They were still, many risen on haunches, snouts twitching, fur

  stiffened. They listened and were afraid, and their fear lasted for as long as the sound lasted.




  Silence came and it was more frightening than the sound.




  Still they waited, not daring to move, barely breathing.




  A time passed before the thunder came, and it was a million times louder than the giant rushing things they shared the tunnels with.




  It started as a low rumbling, quickly becoming a great roar, shaking their underworld, rending the darkness with its violence, tearing at the walls, the roof, causing the ground to rise up

  and throw the creatures into scrambling heaps. They lashed out at each other, clawing, gouging, snapping frenziedly with razor teeth.




  More thunder from another source.




  Dust, fumes, sound, filled the air.




  Rumbling, building, becoming a shrieking.




  More. More thunder.




  The world and its underworld shivering.




  Screaming.




  The creatures ran through the turbulence, black-furred bodies striving to reach their inner sanctum within the tunnel network. Fighting to exist, deafened by the noise, squealing their panic,

  desperate to return to the Mother Creature and her strange cohorts.




  The man-made caverns shuddered but resisted the unleashed pressure from the world above. Sections collapsed, others were flooded, but the main body of tunnels withstood the impacts that

  pounded the city.




  And after a while, the silence returned.




  Save for the scurrying of many, many clawed feet.




  







  The first bomb exploded just a few thousand feet above Hyde Park, its energy release, in the forms of radiation, light, heat, sound and blast, the equivalent of one million

  tons of TNT. The sirens that had warned of the missile and its companions’ approach were but a thin squeal to the giant roar of its arrival.




  Within two thousandths of a second after the initial blinding flash of light, the explosion had become a small searing ball of vapour with a temperature of eighteen million degrees

  fahrenheit, a newborn mini-sun of no material substance.




  The luminous fireball immediately began to expand, the air around it heated by compression and quickly losing its power as a shield against the ultraviolet radiation. The rapidly growing

  fiery nucleus pushed at the torrid air, producing a spherical acoustic shock-front which began to travel faster than its creator, masking the fireball’s full fury.




  As the shock-front spread, its progenitor followed, quickly dispersing a third of its total energy. The fireball grew larger, almost half a mile in diameter, leaving behind a vacuum and

  beginning to lose its luminosity. It started to spin inwards, rising at an incredible speed, forming a ring of smoke which carried debris and fission-produced radioactive isotopes.




  Dust was sucked from the earth as the swirling vortex reached upwards, dust that became contaminated by the deadly, man-activated rays, rising high into the skies, later to settle on the

  destroyed city as lethal fallout.




  The angry cloud with its stem of white heat was more than six miles high and still rising, banishing the noonday sun, when the next missile detonated its warhead.




  Three more megaton bombs were soon to follow . . .
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  Miriam stood transfixed.




  What was happening? Why the panic? And that dreadful wailing noise of just a few minutes before. The sirens of World War Two. Oh no, it couldn’t be happening again!




  She was too stunned, too frightened, to move. All around people were pushing, shoving, running in fear. Of what? Aeroplanes with bombs? Surely that didn’t happen any more. She should have

  paid more attention to the news. Should have listened more closely to her neighbours. Miriam recalled hearing something on the radio about tension in the Middle East; but she’d been hearing

  that for years and years. It didn’t mean anything any more. It was just news, words, items read out by smooth-voiced young men and women. It had nothing to do with shopping at Tesco’s

  and washing dirty sheets and spoiling grandchildren and living in Chigwell. And nothing to do with her.




  Sixty-seven years old, wide-eyed and bewildered, Miriam stood on the corner of Oxford Street and Marble Arch. It should have been such a lovely day: hot, sunny, June; a day out, a special treat.

  A whole day just wandering around the shops looking – though not intensely – for a suitable present for Becky’s wedding. Beautiful grand-daughter, nice sensible chap she was

  marrying, a wonderful match. Arnold, God rest him, God forgive him, would have approved. The boy – not handsome, true, but life was never too bountiful – had good manners and

  business sense. Becky would supply the beauty in the match, and if she, Miriam, knew her daughter’s daughter, the driving power behind the man. A match made in heaven maybe not, for certainly

  the connivance of prospective (and prospecting) in-laws had laid the foundations. Call it an old-fashioned arrangement, but there were a few good families still left who followed the old ways.




  What to buy? Not to worry – money was the main present. No forced thin-lipped thank-yous with such a gift. Something in glass or something practical for the wrapped present. Both. A set of

  crystal glasses, that would be ideal. She had smiled at her own solution.




  The smile had vanished when the wailing began.




  A young couple collided with her, knocking her back against a window. The girl went down and her companion roughly jerked her to her feet, one hand pushing against Miriam’s chest. He

  shouted something, but Miriam could not understand, for her heart was beating too loudly and her ears were filled with the cries of others. The young couple staggered away, trails of mascara on the

  girl’s cheeks emphasizing the blood-drained whiteness of her face. Miriam watched them disappear into the crowd, her breathing now coming in short, sharp gasps. She silently cried for her

  late husband: Arnold, tell me, tell me what’s happening. There were no more wars, not here, not in England. Why are they so frightened? What were they running from?




  The sirens had stopped. The screaming had not.




  Stepping away from the wall, Miriam looked towards the lush green park. She had planned such a lovely, leisurely stroll through those grounds, a journey to the lake where Arnold had taken her so

  many years before. Had it been their first time of walking out? Such a silly woman: who used such an expression nowadays? Walking out! But it was such a nice term. So . . . so innocent! Had life

  been so innocent? Not with Arnold, God rest his devious soul. In other ways, a good man though. A generous man . . .




  A push in the back almost sent her to her knees. No manners these days, no compassion for the elderly. No consideration. Worse. Rape the elderly, slash the baby, were the latest perversions.

  Such things!




  The people were swarming down into the Underground station. Is that where I should be going? Would it be safe there? They seemed to think so. If only I knew what I should be safe from. Let them

  go; no sense in an old woman like me joining them. I’d be crushed and they wouldn’t care. Tears began to form in her eyes. They wouldn’t care about an old woman like me, Arnold.

  Not these people today, not these, these . . .




  Something made her look at the sky. Her eyes were not too good, but was there something falling? An object, moving so fast; was that what they were afraid of . . .?




  She blinked because her tears had stung her pupils, and in the time it took for that movement, Miriam and the milling, petrified tourists and shoppers around her ceased to exist. Their clothes,

  their flesh, their blood, and even their bones no longer were. Miriam had not even become ash. She had been vaporized to nothing.




  The garage had always sold the most expensive petrol in town, yet it had always been one of the busiest. The owner, now busily stuffing his pockets with notes from the till

  – mostly tenners and fivers; pounds were no good for buying petrol in these oil-starved times – knew that position was all, that a prime location was the best asset any shop, pub or

  garage could have. His Maida Vale address and corner position were expensive assets rates-wise, but in business terms they could not be beat.




  Howard turned sharply when a car in the forecourt tooted its horn. He couldn’t believe his ears or eyes. The warning sirens had ceased and, if it wasn’t a false alarm, within a few

  minutes the city was going to be blown to smithereens. So this bloody fool wanted petrol! He waved an irate hand at the motorist who waved back and pointed at his fuel tank.




  Howard banged the till shut, leaving loose change in there. Hell, it was only money. He stamped to the door as the horn sounded again.




  ‘Excuse me, can you fill her up please?’ The motorist had wound down his window.




  ‘Are you fucking serious?’ Howard asked incredulously.




  People were running past the garage, cars were bumper to bumper trying to move out of the machine-clogged city. He could hear the rending of metal as vehicles collided.




  ‘I’m nearly empty,’ the motorist persisted. ‘I haven’t got enough to get home.’




  ‘Take the bloody train, mate,’ Howard shouted back at him as he ran to his own car. He pulled open the door, then thought better of it. No way out in these jam-packed streets. Better

  to get below ground somewhere. Find a basement. Not much time. Shit, I knew it was going to be a bad day.




  He ran back past the motorist who looked at him pleadingly. ‘Please,’ the man said, the word rising to a whine.




  ‘For Chrissake, help yourself.’




  Where to go, where to run to. Oh shit, nobody thought it would ever happen. Nobody ever really took it seriously. Everyone knew we were on the brink, but nobody considered it would really

  happen. It had to be a false alarm. Had to be!




  ‘Leave the money on the counter,’ he called back to the motorist who had left his car and was holding the pump nozzle, studying it as though not sure of its function.




  Howard looked right and left. Any building would do, anything with a basement. Wasn’t that what they told you? Get downstairs. Paint your windows white, barricade yourself in with

  sandbags, get into the cellar, build a shelter, stock yourself up with food and water and stay down there until the all-clear sounded. All in the matter of four or five minutes. Oh Christ, if he

  only had the paint!




  He reached a pub doorway. That would do, they had a big cellar, had to to store the beer. He pushed at the door, but it did not budge. Bloody hell, they couldn’t close, it wasn’t

  calling-time yet! He tried the public bar and banged at the glass in frustration when he found this door, too, was locked tight.




  ‘Bastards!’ he screamed, then turned to look back at his garage. The motorist seemed to have found out how to work the pump.




  Howard cursed himself for having wasted time emptying the till. Edie was always calling him tight-bloody-fisted; maybe she was right. He should have been tucked away in some nice little basement

  by now. Still, it could be a false alarm. Nothing had happened yet. Yeah, that was it, he reassured himself. They’d made a mistake, bloody idiots. If anything was going to happen, it would

  have before now. He checked his watch and shook it. Couldn’t have stopped, could it? Seemed a long time since the sirens had started. He grinned. What a mug! He’d acted like everyone

  else, running, panicking, telling God he was sorry. He tried to chuckle, but it came out as a choking sound.




  Well, I’ll tell you what, matey, you’re gonna pay for that petrol. Howard began to walk back towards his garage, his little empire, shaking his head in resigned bemusement at the

  people rushing by. His two attendants, who had fled without his authority as soon as they had heard the sirens, were in for a rollicking when they returned. Huh! He could just see their

  sheep’s faces now.




  The motorist was climbing back into his car.




  ‘Hold up, Chief!’ Howard called. ‘You owe me . . .’




  The blinding flash stopped his words. His legs felt suddenly weak and his bowels very watery. ‘Oh no . . .’ he began to moan as he realized it actually was the real thing, there had

  been no mistake; then he, his garage, and the motorist, were scorched by the heat. The petrol tanks, even though they were below street level, blew instantly and Howard’s and the

  motorist’s bodies – as well as the bodies of everyone around them – were seared to the bones.




  And even those hurled through the air began to burn.




  Jeanette (real name Brenda) stared out from the eighth-floor window of the London Hilton, her gaze upon the vast expanse of greenery below. She casually lit the cigarette

  dangling from a corner of her lipstick-smeared lips while the Arab and his two younger male companions scrabbled around the suite for their clothes – the older man for his pure white robes,

  the other two for their sharply-cut European suits. The buggers deserve to panic, she thought without too much rancour, a stream of cigarette smoke escaping her clenched lips. According to the

  newspapers, they were the cause of all this, holding the world to ransom with their bloody precious oil, sulking at the merest diplomatic slight, doling or not doling out the stuff as the mood took

  them. Acting like a spoilt kid in whose house the party was going on: you can have a cake, Amanda, but you can’t, Clara, ’cos I don’t like you this week. Well now they’d all

  paid the price. The party was over.




  She studied the scurrying people in the street below, the riders spurring their horses along Rotten Row, the lovers running hand-in-hand through the park. There were some, resigned like her, who

  were just lying down in the grass, waiting for whatever was on its way. Jeanette flinched when a pedestrian trying to cross the traffic-filled Park Lane was tossed over a car bonnet. The person

  – no telling whether it was a man or woman from that height – lay by the roadside, not moving and with nobody bothering to help. At least he or she was out of it.




  Behind her the Arabs were screaming at one another, pulling on trousers, shirts, the old, fat man the first to look decent because he only had his long frock to wriggle into. He was already

  heading for the door, the other two hopping half-undressed behind him. Fools. By the time the lift came up it would be all over. And they wouldn’t get far down the stairs.




  At least the sirens had stopped. They were more frightening than the thought of the oblivion to come.




  Jeanette drew in on the cigarette and enjoyed the smoke filling her lungs. Forty a day and it wasn’t going to kill her. Her laugh was short, sharp and almost silent. And her looks would

  never fade. She glanced around the empty hotel room and shook her head in disgust. They lived like pigs and they copulated like pigs. How would they die? No prizes.




  Still, she’d met a few on her Park Lane beat who were real gentlemen, who treated her with respect and a certain amount of gentleness. They were a bonus. These days she had learned to be

  less choosy. Her best years, although they hadn’t fulfilled the ambition, were what she termed the ‘up-and-down years’. It had worked for a celebrated but unrated actress

  acquaintance of hers, a woman only famous for being famous, for being recognized because of the big wheelers she slept with. The strategy had landed that particular lady with a millionaire husband,

  who had soon divorced her, making the venture highly profitable. Countless pop stars and name photographers had added to her notoriety and bank balance. The technique was simple, although it could

  prove expensive.




  The hotel Jeanette had used (as had her ‘actress’ friend) was further along Park Lane, its flavour more English than the Hilton. She had booked into the cheapest room possible (which

  wasn’t cheap) and spent most afternoons and evenings riding the elevators. Down the guest lift (from the top) through the huge reception area or lounge, a short walk round the block to the

  service lifts, up to the top again, then back down via the guest lift.




  She nearly always scored when just one man, or maybe two, occupied the elevator with her. A small, shy smile from them, a word about the weather, an invitation to take tea, or a drink in the

  bar, perhaps dinner, and that was it. She was home and dry. Of course it didn’t take long for the hotel staff to cotton on, but any such establishment, no matter how high-class,

  allowed a certain amount of licence in such things. So long as there was no trouble, the hookers weren’t obvious, no money went missing, the management turned a blind (yet watchful) eye.

  Jeanette had never got the live one, though. Plenty of almosts, but never the McCoy. Now it was just a little bit too late; her looks were not as fresh, the bait not as succulent. Hence the Park

  Lane/Mayfair ‘beat’. Assignments were often made by phone, but nowadays it paid to pound the pavement. She could do without these sessions with three or more participants, though; they

  were a little too exhausting.




  She turned back to the window, pressing her forehead against the cool glass. The cries from those below drifted up and her eyes began to moisten. Is this all it amounted to? Is this where it all

  led? Eight floors up in a hotel bedroom, naked as the day I was born, sore from the abuse to every orifice in my body by the three clients. Some climax, some joke.




  Jeanette pushed herself off the window pane, stubbing out the cigarette on the glass. Maybe there was something better waiting. Maybe there was nothing. Well, even that was better.




  She tried to blink when the world became a white flash, but her retinas had already shrivelled to nothing. And her body and the glass had fused into one as the building fell backwards.




  As the heat wave spread out from the rising fireball, everything flammable and any lightweight material burst into flame. The scorching heat tore through the streets, melting

  solids, incinerating people or charring them to black crisps, killing every exposed living thing within a radius of three miles. Within seconds, the blast wave, travelling at the speed of sound and

  accompanied by winds of up to two hundred miles an hour, followed.




  Buildings crumbled, the debris released as deadly missiles. Glass flowed with the winds in millions of slicing shards. Vehicles – cars, buses, anything not secured to the ground –

  were tossed into the air like windblown leaves, falling to crush and maim. People were lifted from their feet and thrown into the sides of collapsing buildings. Intense blast pressure ruptured

  lungs, eardrums and internal organs. Lamp standards became javelins of concrete or metal. Broken electricity cables became dancing snakes of death. Water mains burst and became fountains of

  bubbling steam. Gas mains became part of the overall explosion. Everything became part of the unleashed fury.




  Further out, houses and buildings filled with high-pressure air and, as the blast passed on to be followed by a low-pressure wave, the structures exploded outwards. Anyone caught in the open had

  their clothes burnt off and received third-degree burns from which they could never recover. Others were buried beneath buildings, some to die instantly, many to lie beneath the rubble, slowly

  suffocating or suffering long lingering deaths from their injuries.




  One fire joined another to become a destructive conflagration.




  Police Constable John Mapstone was to remember his fifth day on the Force for the rest of his life. He’d always had a bad memory (fortunately, required educational

  standards for the Force were dropping by the year) but, because his life was only to last for a few more minutes, this proved to be no handicap.




  As soon as he heard the sirens begin their bladder-weakening wail, he knew where the crowds would be headed. He quickly forgot about the two Rastafarians loitering by the outside displays of the

  jeans shop and made his way towards Oxford Circus Underground station, keeping his stride firm and controlled, although swift. A glance back over his shoulder told him that the Rastafarians had

  taken the opportunity to snatch a pair of jeans for themselves, plus a canvas shoulder-bag. Good luck to you, he thought grimly. Wish you well and long to wear them.




  He tried to maintain his poise as he was jostled by the crowd, wishing someone would turn off the bloody sirens that were inciting the pandemonium. The red and blue signs of the London Transport

  Underground were directly ahead and he was already engulfed in a heaving mass of arms and legs.




  ‘Steady on!’ he told the people around him. ‘Just take it nice and easy.’




  Perhaps his face was too fresh and pink, his manner too youthful; nobody took notice of his reassurances.




  ‘There’s plenty of time to get under cover.’




  He tried to keep his voice low-pitched, remembering his training, but it kept rising towards the end of each sentence. The blue uniform is a mark of authority, the training sergeant had told the

  recruits in a loud voice that had resonated with that authority. People expect to be told what to do by someone in a blue uniform. This lot obviously hadn’t heard one of the sergeant’s

  lectures.




  PC Mapstone tried again. ‘Please don’t rush. Everything will be all right if you don’t rush.’




  The staircase, one of the many smaller entrances to the Underground station, seemed to be swallowing up the mobs, and the policeman was gulped down with them. The clamour below was horrendous

  and he desperately looked around for colleagues, but there were too many people to distinguish any individual. A struggling convergence had been caused by the electronic ticket entrances, but

  people were sliding and climbing over them as fast as they could. Others were fleeing through the ticket-collecting exits, making for the moving stairs, wanting to be deep below street level before

  the impossible, the incredible, the ‘nobody’s-mad-enough-to-press-the-button’, happened.




  PC Mapstone tried to turn, holding up his arms, Canute commanding the advancing tide. His helmet was knocked askew, then disappeared among the heaving shoulders. He could only let himself go,

  moving backwards, his boots barely touching the ground.




  If they would only act sensibly, he told himself. There was no need for all this. But the fear was contagious and soon it would chip away at the fragile barrier of his own calmness. He became

  part of the herd.




  His back struck something solid and he was dimly aware that he had reached the metal turnstiles. By now, the restricting cushioned arms of the ticket machine had been twisted from their bearings

  by the immense pressure of the crowds and Mapstone was carried over one side by the bodies streaming through. He managed to turn and land on his feet, and began to push his way towards the

  escalators, using his arms like a swimmer moving through thick, viscous liquid. The up-staircase had come to a halt because of the crowds treading downwards; the down-staircase appeared to be

  working normally. He was on it now and the movement, slow though it was, almost unbalanced him. He tried to grab the thick band of moving rubber that was the handrail, but there were too many

  people on either side. A body slid past on the immovable centre between staircases, the man obviously realizing it was the quickest way down. Another followed him. Then another. Another. Then too

  many.




  A jumble of bodies slid down, going fast, arms flailing, grabbing at anything, trying to hold on to the upright bodies on the stairways. A desperate hand grabbed an arm and held on; bodies piled

  up behind; the weight was too much; the person on the stairs was dragged forward; the people in front began to fall; those behind began to tumble. PC Mapstone began to scream.




  The staircase, its mechanism no longer able to cope with the overload, suddenly jolted to a stop. And then there was no control at all in the spilling, tumbling mass.




  Many of those on the centre section fell into the people on the adjacent escalator, creating another human avalanche.




  Mapstone, young, strong, but no longer eager, tried to keep upright, using his hands against the bodies in front, grabbing for the handrails on either side. It was no use. He managed to get one

  hand around the thick rubber band, but his arm was immediately snapped at the wrist by the crush behind. He shouted in pain and the sound was no louder than the shouts around him. His light was

  blocked out, sudden bright chinks appearing but disappearing just as quickly, creating a twisting, nightmare kaleidoscope in his vision.




  Before the blackness took over completely, before his chest bones and ribs were forced back into his lungs, before his throat was squeezed completely closed by a knee that had no right to be in

  that position, and before all sensibility left his besieged mind, he thought he heard and felt a deep rumbling that had nothing to do with the chaos around him. A sound that seemed to rise up from

  the very bowels of the earth.




  Oh yes, he assured himself. That would be the bomb. About bloody time too.




  Eric Stanmore felt his knees slowly give way and he slid, his back against a wall, to the floor.




  ‘Those crazy bastards,’ he said aloud, his words and expression disbelieving. No one heard him, for he was alone. Above him, standing six hundred and fifty feet over Tottenham Court

  Road, paraboloid dishes collecting super-high-frequency radio beams transmitted from other, much smaller towers, each one a link in the chain of microwave stations strategically positioned

  throughout the country. The signals were channelled down to radio receivers at the base of the giant Telecom Tower, to be passed on by landline, or amplified and retransmitted through an identical

  set of aerials.




  His hands pressed against closed eyes. Had they known? Was this the reason for the sudden stepping-up of inspection and maintenance on all government communications systems? Other threatened

  hostilities had caused similar drives in the past – more times than the public were ever aware of – and although the situation in the Middle East was grave, Stanmore had considered the

  latest directive as standard crisis procedure. He knew that the microwave systems would play an important part in the British defence in time of war, for there was no telling what damage other

  sections of the telecommunication network – underground cables and overhead lines – would sustain under enemy attack. The microwave system, radio beams passed on from one station to the

  next in line-of-sight paths, would prove invaluable if the normal system broke down. Even if relay stays were knocked out, the beams could be re-directed to others further along the line. The

  official reason for the system was to provide an unbreakable and economic (so-called) link between the three major cities of London, Birmingham and Manchester, but Stanmore knew that in an

  expensive operation (in progress since 1953 and at the time code-named Backbone) the network had been extended to cover many government installations. A good number of S–RCs,

  sub-regional control centres whose purpose was to liaise and implement orders from the National Seat of Government and the twelve regional seats, were located close to such repeater stations, and

  Stanmore was well aware that a prime function of the system was to provide a failsafe connection between control centres. One of the most important in peacetime, although not crucial in wartime,

  was the tower he helped to maintain: the Telecom Tower in London. And it was the most vulnerable of all.




  He knew there was no sense in trying to reach its base where adequate shelter was provided against such a world mishap – he almost smiled at the understatement, but his mouth and jaw had

  become rigid with tension – for the descent, even if he could get a lift to collect him, would take too long. The sirens had stopped now and he knew there wasn’t much longer to go. His

  whole future spanned a matter of moments.




  Stanmore began to tremble uncontrollably and sobs jerked his chest muscles as he thought of Penny, his wife, and Tracey and Belinda, his two little girls. His house was in Wandsworth, his

  daughters’ school close by. Penny would try to reach the school as soon as she heard the terrible wailing of the sirens; she would never make it, though. They would all die separately, the

  girls bewildered, not understanding the full importance of the warning sounds, but frightened because the grown-ups around them would be frightened, and Penny would be in the streets, racing

  towards the school, exposed and panic-stricken. They had always planned in such morbid-thought moments of their marriage (the times perhaps when neither could sleep, when physical urges had been

  satiated and there was nothing left but to talk the small hours away) to barricade themselves in their home, to build a cushioned fortress under the stairs in the hallway, to follow the edicts in

  the local authority’s Protect and Survive leaflet as closely as possible, and to stay there cocooned until the worst was over.




  Neither of them envisaged – or, more truthfully, cared to admit – that there was a possibility that they would all be apart. They should have known, should have made some

  arrangement, some pact, to cover such a possibility. Now it was too late. They could only pray for each other and for their children. Let the rest of the world pray for itself.




  He pushed himself to his knees and crouched there, his body tucked forward, hands still covering his face.




  Don’t let it be true, dear God, he pleaded. Please don’t let it happen.




  But it did happen. The huge tower was split into three sections by the blast, the top part in which Stanmore prayed travelling for a distance of almost a quarter of a mile before crashing to the

  ground to become unrecognizable rubble. Eric Stanmore had been vaguely and briefly aware of the floating sensation before displaced machinery and concrete had flattened his body wafer-thin.




  Alex Dealey was running, his breathing laboured, perspiration already staining his white shirt beneath his grey suit. He hung on to the briefcase almost unconsciously, as if it

  mattered any more that ‘sensitive’ government documents could be found lying in the street. Or among the rubble which would be all that was left. He should have taken a taxi, or a bus

  even; that way he would have arrived at his destination long ago. He would have been safe. But it had been a nice, warm, June day, the kind of day when walking was infinitely preferable to riding

  in enclosed transport. It wasn’t a nice day any longer, even though the sun was still high and bright.




  He resisted the temptation to duck into one of the many office buildings that flanked High Holborn, to scurry down into one of their cool, protective basements; there was still time to make it.

  He would be so much better off if he reached his proposed destination, so much safer. Also, it was his duty to be there at such a catastrophic and, of course, historic occasion. Oh God, was he that

  far down the bureaucratic road that he could mentally refer to this as historic? Even though he was only a minion to the ruling powers, his mind, his outlook, had been tainted with their

  cold, logical – inhuman? – perceptions. And he had certainly enjoyed the privileges his office had brought him; perhaps the most important privilege of all lay just ahead. If only he

  had time to reach it.




  Someone in front, a woman, tripped and fell, and Dealey tumbled over her. The pavement jarred his hands and knees and for a moment he could only lie there, protecting his face from the moving

  feet and legs around him. The noise was terrible: the shouts and screams of office workers caught out in the open, the constant belling of car horns, their progress halted by other abandoned

  vehicles, the owners having fled leaving engines still running. The awful banshee sirens, their rising and falling a mind-freezing, heart-gripping ululation, full of precognitive mourning of what

  was soon . . .




  They had stopped! The sirens had stopped!




  For one brief and eerie moment there was almost complete silence as people halted and wondered if it had all been a false alarm, even a demented hoax. But there were those among the crowd who

  realized the true significance of the abrupt cessation of the alert; these people pushed their way through to the nearest doorways and disappeared inside. Panic broke out once more as others began

  to understand that the holocaust was but moments away.




  A motorbike mounted the pavement and cut a scything path through the crowds, scattering men and women, catching those not swift enough and tossing them aside like struck skittles. The rider

  failed to see the prostrate woman whom Dealey had fallen over. The front wheel hit her body and the machine rose into the air, the rider, with his sinister black visor muting his cry, rising even

  higher.




  Dealey cowered low to the ground as the motorbike flipped over, its owner now finding his own course of flight and breaking through the plate-glass window of a shopfront. Sparks and metal flew

  from the machine as it struck the solid base of the window frame. It came to rest half-in, half-out of the display window, smoke belching from the stuttering engine, its metal twisted and buckled.

  The rider moaned as blood seeped down his neck from inside the cracked helmet.




  Dealey was already on his feet and running, not caring about the woman left writhing on the pavement, not even mindful of the lost briefcase with its precious documents, only grateful that he

  had escaped injury and even more anxious to quickly reach his particular refuge.




  The Underground station, Chancery Lane, was not too far away, and the sight gave him new hope. His destination was not far beyond.




  Too soon the world was a blinding white flash, and foolishly, for he of all people really should have known better, Dealey turned to look at its source.




  He stood there paralysed, sightless and screaming inwardly, waiting for the inevitable.




  The thundrous, ear-splitting roar came, but the inevitable did not. Instead he felt rough hands grab him and his body being propelled backwards. His shoulder crashed against something that gave

  way and he was being dragged along. He felt himself falling, something, perhaps someone, falling with him. The earth was shaking, the noise deafening, the walls collapsing.




  And then there was no longer burning white pain in his eyes, just the cool darkness of unconsciousness.




  The initial nuclear explosions – there were five on and around the London area – lasted only a few minutes. The black mushroom clouds rose high above the devastated

  city, joining to form a thick layer of turbulent smoke that made the day seem as night.




  It wasn’t long before the gathered dust and fine debris began its leisurely return to earth. But now it was no longer just dust and powder. Now it was a further, more sinister, harbinger

  of death.
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  He kicked out at the debris that had covered his legs and was relieved to find nothing solid had pinned them down. He coughed, spitting dust from his lungs, then wiped a hand

  across his eyes to clear them. There was still some light filtering through into the basement corridor; Culver groaned when he saw smoke filtering through with the light.




  He turned towards the man he had dragged in from the street, hoping he hadn’t killed him in the fall down the stairway. The man was moving, his hands feebly reaching for his face; there

  was debris and a fine layer of dust over his body, but nothing too heavy seemed to have landed on him. He began to splutter, choking on the fine powder he had swallowed.




  Culver reached towards him, groaning at the sudden pain that touched his own body. He quickly checked himself, making sure nothing important was fractured or sprained; no, everything felt okay,

  although he knew he would be stiff with bruises the next day – if there was a next day.




  He tugged at the other man’s shoulder. ‘You all right?’ he asked, twice attempting the question because it had come out as a croak the first time.




  A low moan was the only reply.




  Culver looked towards the broken staircase and was puzzled by the sound he heard. As more dust and smoke swirled into the openings he realized he could hear a wind. He recalled reading somewhere

  that winds of up to two hundred miles an hour would follow a nuclear blast, creating an aftermath of more death and destruction. He felt the building shifting around him and curled himself into a

  tight ball when masonry began to fall once again.




  Pieces struck his brown leather jacket, one large enough to cause his body to jerk in pain. A huge concrete slab that half covered the staircase started to move, sliding further down the wall

  its bulk leaned against. Culver grabbed the other man’s shoulders, ready to pull him away from the advancing segment. Fortunately, the concrete settled once more with a grinding screech.




  There was not much to see through the gaping holes of the ceiling above and Culver guessed that the upper floors of the building – he couldn’t recall how many storeys the office

  block had, but most of the buildings in that area were high – had collapsed. They had been lucky; he was sure they had fallen close to the central concrete service column, the strongest part

  of any modern structure, which had protected them from the worst of the demolition. How long it would hold was another matter. And the choking smoke meant another problem was on its way.




  Culver tugged at the shoulder nearby. ‘Hey.’ He repeated his original question. ‘You okay?’




  The man twisted his body and pushed himself up on one elbow. He mumbled something. Then he moaned long and loud, his body rocking to and fro. ‘Oh, no, the stupid idiots really did it. The

  stupid, stupid . . .’




  ‘Yeah, they did it,’ Culver replied in a low voice, ‘but there are other things to worry about right now.’




  ‘Where are we? What is this place?’ The man began to scrabble around, kicking at the rubble, trying to get to his feet.




  ‘Take it easy.’ Culver placed a hand around the man’s upper arm and gripped tightly. ‘Just listen.’




  Both men lay there in the gloom.




  ‘I . . . I can’t hear anything,’ the man said after a while.




  ‘That’s just it. The wind’s stopped. It’s passed by.’ Culver gingerly rose to his knees, examining the wreckage above and around them. It had seemed silent at

  first, then the rending of twisted metal, the grinding and crashing of concrete, came to their ears. It was followed by the whimpers and soon the screams of the injured or those who were in shock.

  Something metallic clattered down from above and Culver winced as it landed a few feet away.




  ‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ he told his companion. ‘The whole lot’s going to come down soon.’ He moved closer so that his face was only inches away from

  the other man. It was difficult to distinguish his features in the gloom.




  ‘If only we could see a way out,’ the man said. ‘We could be buried alive down here.’




  Culver was puzzled. He stared into the other’s eyes. ‘Can’t you see anything?’




  ‘It’s too dark . . . oh no, . . . not that!’




  ‘When I grabbed you out on the street you were looking straight into the flash. I thought you were just shocked . . . I didn’t realize . . .’




  The man was rubbing at his eyes with his fingers. ‘Oh, God, I’m blind!’




  ‘It may be only temporary.’




  The injured man seemed to take little comfort in the words. His body was shaking uncontrollably.




  The smell of burning was strong now and Culver could see a flickering glow from above.




  He slumped back against the wall. ‘Either way we’re beat,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘If we go outside we’ll be hit by fallout, if we stay here we’ll be

  fried or crushed to death. Great choice.’ The side of his clenched fist thumped the floor.




  He felt hands scrabbling at the lapels of his jacket. ‘No, not yet. There’s still a chance. If you could just get me there, there’d be a chance.’




  ‘Get you where?’ Culver grabbed the man’s wrists and pulled them from him. ‘The world’s just a flat ruin up there. Don’t you understand? There’s nothing

  left! And the air will be thick with radioactive dust.’




  ‘Not yet. It will take at least twenty to thirty minutes for the fallout to settle to the ground. How long have we been down here?’




  ‘I’m not sure. It could be ten minutes, it could be an hour – I may have blacked out. No, wait – we heard the winds caused by the blast; they would have followed soon

  after the explosion.’




  ‘Then there’s a chance. If we hurry!’




  ‘Where to? There’s no place to go.’




  ‘I know somewhere where we’ll be safe.’




  ‘You mean the Underground station? The tunnels?’




  ‘Safer than that.’




  ‘What the hell are you talking about? Where?’




  ‘I can direct you.’




  ‘Just tell me where.’




  The man was silent. Then he repeated: ‘I can direct you.’




  Culver sighed wearily. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave you here. You sure about the fallout?’




  ‘I’m certain. But we’ll have to move fast.’ The man’s panic appeared to be over for the moment, although his movements were still agitated.




  Something overhead began a rending shift. Both men tensed.




  ‘I think the decision is about to be made for us.’




  Culver grabbed the other man below his shoulder and began to pull him towards the dimly lit staircase. The huge slab of concrete lying at an angle across the broken stairs began to move

  again.




  ‘We haven’t got much time!’ Culver shouted. ‘The whole bloody building’s about to cave in!’




  As if to confirm his statement, a deep rumbling sound came from the floor above. The building itself began to shake.




  ‘Move! It’s coming down!’




  The rumbling became a roaring and the roaring an explosion of crashing timber, bricks and concrete. The wide basement corridor was a confusion of swirling dust and deafening noise. Culver saw

  the right-angled gap between tilted slab and staircase narrowing.




  ‘Come on, up the stairs!’ He pushed, shoved, heaved the stumbling man before him, lifting him when he tripped over rubble, almost carrying him up the first few steps. ‘Get

  down! Now crawl, crawl up those bloody stairs for your life! And keep your head low!’




  Culver wondered if the man would have followed out his instructions had he seen what was happening.




  The side of the stairway was collapsing, its metal handrail already twisted and torn from its mounting; the blast-caused sloping roof over the stairs was slowly descending, slipping inch by inch

  down the supporting wall. Culver could just see the murky grey daylight creeping in from the streets faintly tingeing the top steps. He quickly ducked and followed the blind man’s scrambling

  body, unceremoniously pushing at his ample buttocks. The man suddenly flattened as part of the concrete stairs fell inwards.




  ‘Keep going!’ Culver shouted over the noise. ‘You’re okay, just keep going!’




  The descending ceiling was brushing against the top of his head now and Culver considered pulling out, going back. But the situation was even worse behind: the downfall had become an avalanche

  and he knew that most of the floors in the building must be collapsing inwards. He pushed onwards with renewed vigour, not bothering to shout encouragement that could not be heard anyway, just

  heaving and shoving, forcing his way through the narrowing tunnel. He was soon flat on his stomach and beginning to give up hope; the edges of each step were scraping against his chest.




  Then the obstruction in front was clear: the blind man had made it to the top and was rising to his knees and turning, realizing he was free, one hand waving in front of Culver’s face to

  help him. Culver grabbed the hand and suddenly he was being yanked upwards, the blind man shrieking with the effort, his mouth wide open, eyes shut tight. Culver’s toecaps dug into the

  stairs, pushing, the elbow of his free arm used as a lever to heave himself up. The screeching, heard clearly over the background roar, was caused by the concrete slab tearing deep score marks in

  the supporting wall.




  His torso was out and he curled up his knees, bringing his feet clear as the coffin lid all but closed.




  He scrambled to his feet, pulling his companion with him, hurrying on, making for the wide doorway that was the entrance to the office block. The big glass double doors they had thrown

  themselves through only minutes earlier had been completely shattered by the blast; walls on either side of the hallway were beginning to crack.




  They staggered out into the shattered, devastated world. Culver did not take time to look around; he wanted to be as far away as possible from the collapsing building. The blind man was limping,

  clinging to him, as though afraid he would be left behind.




  Vehicles – buses, cars, lorries, taxis – lay scattered, disarranged before them. Some were overturned, some just wildly angled; many rested on the roofs or bonnets of others. Culver

  quickly found a path through the tangled metal, climbing between locked bumpers, sliding over bonnets, dragging his companion with him. They finally collapsed behind a black taxi, half the

  driver’s still body thrusting through the shattered windscreen.




  They gulped in mouthfuls of dust and smoke-filled air, shoulders and chests heaving, bodies battered and bleeding, their clothes torn and grimed with dirt. They heard the crumpling falling sound

  of the building they had just left, and it mingled with the noise of other office blocks in similar death throes. The very ground seemed to vibrate as they tumbled, their structures no more than

  concrete playing-cards.




  As the two men began to recover from their ordeal, they became aware of the other, human, sounds all around them, a clamour that was the discordant outcry of the wounded and the dying.




  The other man was looking around him as though he could see. Forcing himself to ignore anything else, Culver quickly appraised him. Although it was impossible to be sure, because of the white

  powdered dust that covered his clothes, he looked to be somewhere in his late forties or early fifties; his suit, dishevelled and torn though it was, indicated he was perhaps a businessman or clerk

  of some kind – certainly an office worker.




  ‘Thanks for the helping hand back there.’ Culver had to raise his voice to be heard.




  The man turned towards him. ‘The thanks are mutual.’




  Culver could not manage a smile. ‘I guess we need each other.’ He spat dust from his throat. ‘Let’s get to this safe place you mentioned. Time’s running

  out.’




  The blind man grabbed his arm as Culver began to rise. ‘You must understand we cannot help anyone else. If we’re going to survive, nothing can hinder us.’




  Culver leaned heavily against the side of the taxi, flinching when he saw the jumbled corpses of its occupants. There was a child in there, a little boy no more than five or six years old, his

  head resting against a shoulder at an impossible angle; a woman’s arm, presumably his mother’s, was flung protectively across his tiny chest. A fun day out shopping? A trip across town

  to the cinema, a show? Perhaps even to see Daddy in his great big office. Their day had ended when the cab had been picked up and thrown through the air like some kid’s toy, its weight

  nothing to the forces that had lifted it.




  For the first time he took in the devastation and his eyes widened with the horror of it all.




  The familiar London landscape, with its tall buildings both old and new, its skyscraper towers, the ancient church steeples, its old, instantly recognizable landmarks, no longer existed. Fires

  raged everywhere. Ironically, he realized, the whole city could have been one vast conflagration had not the blast itself extinguished many of the blazes caused by the heat wave and fireball. The

  skies overhead were black, a vast turbulent cloud hanging low over the city. A spiralling column, the hated symbol of the holocaust, climbed into the cloud, a white stem full of unnatural forces.

  He looked around and for the first time understood that more than one bomb had fallen: two rising towers to the west – one well beyond the column he had been watching – one to the

  north, another to the north-east, and the last to the south. Five in all. Dear God, five!




  He lowered his gaze from the horizons and slammed the flat of his hand against the taxi’s roof. He had witnessed the stark face of ultimate evil, the carnage of man’s own sickness!

  The destructive force that was centuries old and inherent in every man, woman and child! God forgive us all.




  People began to emerge from buildings, torn and bloody creatures, white from shock, the look of death already on their faces. They crawled, staggered, dragged themselves from their shattered

  refuges, some silent, some pleading, some in hysterics, but nearly all separate islands, numbed into withdrawal from others, their minds only able to cope with their own individual hurt, their own

  personal fate.




  He closed his eyes and fought back the rage, the screaming despair. A hand tugged at his trouser leg and he looked down to see the grimy face of the sightless man.




  ‘What . . . what can you see?’




  Culver sank to a squatting position. ‘You really don’t want to know,’ he said quietly.




  ‘No, I mean the dust – is it settling?’




  He silently studied the blind man for a few moments before replying. ‘There’s dust everywhere. And smoke.’




  His companion rubbed at his eyelids as though they were causing him pain. ‘Is it falling from above?’ he asked almost impatiently.




  Culver looked up and frowned. ‘Yeah, it’s coming. I can see darker patches where the air is thick with it. It’s drifting slow, taking its time.’




  The other man scrambled to his feet. ‘No time to lose, then. We must get to the shelter.’




  Culver stood with him. ‘What is this shelter? And who the hell are you?’




  ‘You’ll see when – if – we get there. And my name is Alex Dealey, not that it’s important at this particular point in time.’




  ‘How do you know about this place?’




  ‘Not now, for God’s sake, man! Don’t you realize the danger we’re in?’




  Culver shook his head, almost laughing. ‘Okay, which direction?’




  ‘East. Towards the Daily Mirror building.’




  Culver looked to the east. ‘The Mirror isn’t there any more. At least, not much of it is.’




  The announcement had no visible effect on Dealey. ‘Just go in that direction, past the Underground station towards Holborn Circus. And we keep to the right-hand side. Are all the buildings

  down?’




  ‘Not all. But most are badly damaged. All the roofs and top floors have been skimmed off. What are we looking for?’




  ‘Let’s just move; I’ll tell you as we go.’




  Culver took his arm and guided him through the jungle of smashed metal. A red double-decker bus lay on its side, crushing the cars beneath it. Figures were emerging from the shattered windows,

  faces and hands smeared with blood. Culver tried not to hear their whimpered groans.




  An elderly man staggered in front of them, his mouth and eyes wide with shock. As he fell, Culver saw the whole of his back was a pincushion of glass shards.




  Bodies, mostly still, lay strewn everywhere. Many were charred black. He turned his eyes away from limbs that protruded from heaped rubble and beneath overturned vehicles. His foot kicked

  something and he almost retched when he saw a woman’s head and part of one shoulder lying there, the rest of her nowhere in sight.




  Shattered glass crunched under their feet and even in the false dusk it glittered everywhere like spilled jewels. The two men skirted around a burning lorry, shielding their faces from the heat.

  Something fell no more than thirty yards away from them and from the squelching thump they knew it had to be a body; whether the person had jumped or accidentally fallen from a high window of one

  of the more intact office blocks, they did not know, nor did they care to know. They had a goal to reach, something to aim for, and neither man wanted to be distracted from their purpose. It was

  their only defence against the horror.




  Another building on the opposite side of the road collapsed completely, sending up billows of dust and smoke, engulfing the two men in thick clouds. An explosion nearby rocked the ground and

  they fell to their knees. Coughing, choking, Culver hauled Dealey to his feet once more and they stumbled on, a cold determination keeping them moving, awareness of the sinking poison their driving

  force. Others were moving in their direction. Now many were helping the injured, leading them towards the only place they felt could be safe. Groups carried those unable to walk, while those who

  could crawl were left to make their own way.




  ‘We’re just passing Chancery Lane Underground station,’ Culver said close to Dealey’s ear. ‘Everyone seems to be taking shelter down there. Everyone that’s

  left, that is. I think we ought to do the same.’




  ‘No!’ Dealey’s expression was grim. ‘It will be too crowded to get through. We’ve more chance if you do as I say.’




  ‘Then where is this place? We haven’t got much more time!’




  ‘Not far, not far.’




  ‘Tell me what the hell we’re looking for.’




  ‘An alleyway. A wide, covered alleyway that leads to a courtyard and offices. There’s a big open iron gate at the entrance. It should be just a few hundred yards ahead.’




  ‘I just hope to God you know what you’re doing.’




  ‘Trust me. We’ll get there.’




  Culver took a last wistful look at the opening leading to the Underground tunnels, then shook his head once. ‘Okay, we’ll do it your way.’




  The nightmare continued, a dream far worse than any Culver had ever experienced. Destruction to a degree he had never imagined possible. A mad, stumbling journey that tore at his mind and made

  him weep inwardly. Havoc. Madness. Hell exposed.




  A woman – no, girl: even in her dishevelled state he could see she was just a girl – rushed at them, tugging at Culver’s jacket, pointing and pulling him towards an overturned

  car.




  Dealey held Culver back. ‘We’ve got to get under cover,’ he said grimly. ‘We can’t stay out in the open much longer. Even now it might be too late.’




  Culver jerked his arm away. ‘We can’t just leave her. She needs help.’




  The blind man snatched at the air, trying to grab hold of him. ‘You can’t help any of them, you fool. Don’t you see that? There are too many!’




  But Culver had allowed the girl to drag him away. As they approached the overturned car, the girl crying hysterically and refusing to let go of his arm, he saw the body lying half beneath it.

  One arm lay across the man’s chest, the other was flung outwards, his hand clawed, already stiffening. Culver knelt beside him and fought back the sickness. The body was that of a young man,

  perhaps the girl’s boyfriend; his eyes stared sightlessly towards the blackened sky and his tongue protruded from his open mouth as if trying to escape. His stomach had split and his

  intestines lay exposed and steaming.




  ‘Help him,’ the girl pleaded through her sobs. ‘Please help me get him out.’




  He held her shoulders. ‘It’s no use,’ he said gently. ‘He’s dead. Can’t you see that?’




  ‘No, no, it’s not true! He’ll be all right if we can get that thing off him. Please help me push it off!’ She threw herself at the overturned car and strained against it.

  ‘Please help me!’ she cried.




  Culver tried to pull her away. ‘He’s dead, don’t you understand? There’s nothing you can do for him.’




  A hand lashed out at him. ‘You bastard, why won’t you help me?’




  Dealey crawled towards them, their voices his only guide. ‘Leave her. She’ll never listen to you. We’ve got to save ourselves.’




  Culver tried to hold on to the distraught girl. ‘Come with us, we can find somewhere safe.’




  ‘Leave me alone!’ she cried.




  ‘There’s nothing you can do,’ came Dealey’s anxious voice once again.




  The girl thrust Culver away and sank down beside the dead man. She threw herself across his chest and her small shoulders heaved with her sobs.




  He knelt. ‘If you won’t come with us, get down into the Underground. The air will be contaminated with radioactivity soon, so you’ve got to get under cover.’




  There was no indication that she understood.




  Culver stood and wiped an arm across his eyes. He caught sight of Dealey on his hands and knees; he stepped towards him and helped him up. ‘How much further?’ he shouted,

  irrationally beginning to hate the man.




  ‘Not far. We should be nearly there. Cross a small side-street, go on a bit more, and we’re there.’




  Culver yanked him around and led the way, Dealey’s grip on his arm hard, as if he would never again let go.




  After a short distance, Culver said, ‘There’s a break in the kerb here. This must be the side-street, only now it’s just piled with rubble. The buildings on one side have

  collapsed into it!’




  ‘Just ahead, then. Not far.’ A look of hope was on the blind man’s face.




  They had to move out into the vehicle-littered roadway to skirt debris and Culver suddenly caught sight of the alleyway’s entrance. ‘I can see it. It looks as though it’s still

  intact.’




  Their pace quickened, both men desperate for refuge. They plunged into the darkness of the entrance and tripped on rubble lying there. Culver pushed himself onto hands and knees, then moaned

  aloud. ‘Oh, Jesus Christ, no.’




  Dealey looked towards the sound of his voice, eyes closed tight against their pain. ‘What is it? For God’s sake, what is it now?’




  Culver slumped against one wall and closed his own eyes. He drew his legs up, resting his hands over his knees. ‘It’s no good,’ he said wearily. ‘The other end’s

  blocked, piled high with debris. There’s no way we’re going to get through.’




  







  [image: ]




  3




  They were running again. Frightened, exhausted, wanting to wake up, to see the sun streaming through parted curtains, wanting the nightmare to end. But they were running. And

  around them the fires raged, the dead lay still, the injured writhed their agony. The nightmare refused to end.




  The steps leading down to the Underground station were heaped with rubble; the round metal handrails were wet with blood. It wasn’t as crowded below as Culver imagined it would be; he

  guessed that most of those who had reached the station had gone further down, away from the ticket area, into the tunnels. As far away from the crazy world above as possible. Even so, there were

  still many people scattered around the gloomy circular hall with its ticket kiosk, machines and few shops.




  ‘We may need light,’ Dealey told him, the irony not lost on him. If only his eyes did not hurt so much. If the stinging sensation would just go away. He forced his mind to

  concentrate. ‘We have to get into the eastbound tunnel.’




  ‘We should have tried this other entrance in the first place,’ Culver said, quickly looking around. Other figures were still staggering into the Underground station.




  ‘No, only under extreme circumstances are secondary access points to be used.’




  ‘Extreme circumstances? You’ve got to be kidding!’




  Dealey shook his head. ‘Only in an emergency. I knew the station – the tunnels – would be filled with people. It would have been too dangerous to use; now we have no

  choice.’




  ‘Are you saying this . . . “shelter” . . . is only available to certain people?’




  ‘It’s a government shelter. There isn’t room for the public.’




  ‘That figures.’




  ‘The government has to be practical. And so do we.’ Dealey’s voice became tight, as though he were fighting to keep control. ‘I’m giving you a chance to live

  through this; it’s up to you whether or not you take it.’




  ‘You can’t make it without me.’




  ‘Possibly not. It’s your choice.’




  For a few long, sightless moments, Dealey thought that the other man had walked away from him. He breathed a silent sigh of relief when he heard him speak.




  ‘I doubt there’s going to be much left to survive for after this, but okay, we’ll find the shelter. I’d still like to know how you know about this place, though. I take

  it you work for the government.’




  ‘Yes, I do, but that’s not important right now. We must get into the tunnels.’




  ‘There are some doors on the other side of the hall. I can just about make it out in the darkness; one could be the stationmaster’s office, so we’re bound to find a torch or a

  lamp of some kind.’




  ‘There’s no light down here?’




  ‘Nothing. Just daylight – what there is of it.’




  ‘The emergency lighting may still be working in the tunnels, but a torch might come in useful.’




  ‘Right.’




  Dealey felt a hand on his arm and allowed himself to be led across the hall. The cries of the injured had died down, but a low coalescent moaning had taken its place. Something clutched at his

  trouser leg and a voice begged for help. He felt his guide hesitate and Dealey quickly pulled the other man to him. ‘You haven’t told me your name yet,’ he said to distract him,

  walking on, keeping the other man going.




  ‘Culver,’ came the reply.




  ‘Let’s concentrate on one thing at a time, Mr Culver: first, let’s find a torch; second, let’s get to the tunnels; third, let’s get into the shelter. Nothing else

  must sidetrack us, not if we want to live.’




  Culver knew the blind man was right, yet it was difficult to disregard his own misgivings; would it really be worthwhile to survive? Just what was left up there? Had most of the northern

  hemisphere been wiped out, or had the strikes concentrated only on major cities and strategic military bases? There was no way of knowing for the moment so he closed the questions from his mind,

  just as he kept further, more emotional, thoughts at bay. Only the mind-numbing shock would see him through, so long as it did not affect his actions; for now, nothing else but finding a torch

  mattered.




  The ground trembled briefly and screaming broke out once more.




  The two men stopped in their tracks. ‘Another bomb?’ Culver asked.




  Dealey shook his head. ‘I doubt it. An explosion not too far away, I think. It could be just a fractured gas main.’




  They reached the first door and Culver twisted the handle. Locked. ‘Shit!’ He took a pace back and kicked out. Once more, and it gave. Another, and it was open.




  Culver went in, Dealey following close behind, a hand on his guide’s shoulder. A voice came from the darkness. ‘What d’you want? This is London Transport property, you’re

  not allowed in here.’




  Culver was not surprised at the irrationality. ‘Take it easy, we only want a torch,’ he reassured the man whom he could just see crouching behind a chair in one corner of the tiny

  room.




  ‘I can’t let you . . .’ his voice broke. ‘What’s happened out there? Is it all over?’




  ‘It’s done,’ Culver said, ‘but it’s not over. Is there a torch in here?’




  ‘There’s a flashlight on the shelf, to your right, by the door.’




  Culver saw it. Reached for it.




  The crouching man raised an arm to protect his eyes when Culver flicked the switch and shone the beam in his direction.




  ‘My advice to you is to get into the tunnels,’ Dealey said. ‘You’ll be safer there.’




  ‘I’m all right where I am. There’s no need for me to leave here.’




  ‘Very well, it’s up to you. Are you the stationmaster?’




  ‘Mr Franklin is dead. He tried to control the crowds. They were panicking. He tried to hold them back, tried to make them form queues. Instead, they trampled him. None of us could help.

  Just too many!’




  ‘Calm yourself. The crowds have gone, most are below in the tunnels. And the nuclear attack is over.’




  ‘The attack? Then it really happened, they really did it? They dropped the Bomb?’




  ‘Several, I should think.’




  Culver decided not to mention the five separate cloud stems he had seen; he would tell Dealey later, when they were alone.




  ‘Then we’re all finished.’




  ‘No, not if everyone stays under cover for now. The worst damage from radiation should be over within two to four weeks, and by then the authorities should have everything under

  control.’




  Culver almost laughed aloud, but the effort would have been too much. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he suggested instead.




  ‘I can only repeat: you’ll be safer in the tunnels,’ Dealey told the crouching man, who gave no reply.




  Culver turned the beam away, switching it off as he did so. The flashlight would be useful: its casing was made of heavy-duty rubber and the lamp reflector was wider than normal.

  ‘We’re wasting time,’ he said quietly.




  If Dealey was surprised at his guide’s sudden resoluteness he did not show it. ‘Of course, you’re right. Let’s hurry.’




  They made their way through the ticket barrier towards the escalators. There were three and none was working. Culver noticed that the ticket hall had filled with more people, most of whom

  appeared to be totally disorientated, their movements uncertain, their eyes blankly staring. He told Dealey of what he saw.




  ‘Is there nothing we can do for them?’ he whispered harshly.




  ‘I’m afraid not. I only hope we can help ourselves.’




  Concentrate. The stairs. Have to ease our way over to them. Ignore the old woman sitting on the floor rocking her blood-covered head backwards and forwards. Forget about the kid clinging to his

  mother, yelling for her to take out the horrible pieces of glass from his hands. Don’t look at the man leaning against the wall vomiting black blood. Help one and you had to help

  another. Help another and you had to help everybody. Help everybody and you were finished. Just help yourself. And this man Alex Dealey, who seemed to know so much.




  They were soon at the top of the centre escalator. Bodies were sprawled all the way down, sitting, lying, some just slumped against the handrails. He could just make out dim emergency lights

  below.




  ‘We’ll have to be careful going down,’ he said. ‘The stairs are packed with people and we’ll have to work our way through them.’ He released the blind

  man’s arm and clamped Dealey’s hand around his own. ‘Hold tight and stick close.’ He pushed his way through to the stairs.




  Men and women looked at them, but no one objected. Some even tried to move aside when they realized Dealey was blind. It was slow progress and Culver was careful not to trip, allowing his

  companion to lean on him, to use his strength for support; one slip and they would never stop rolling.




  They were halfway down when people below came pouring from the platform entrances.




  They clawed at those on the escalators, trying to get on to the stairways, calling out, screaming something that Culver and Dealey could make no sense of. The renewed panic was infectious: the

  confused mass on the stairs rose as one and began to beat their way back up, punching out at those who blocked their path, pushing their way over those who lay injured.




  ‘What now?’ Dealey asked in frustration as they were shoved aside by the group just below them. ‘What’s happening down there, Culver?’




  ‘I don’t know, but maybe it’s not such a good idea after all.’




  ‘We have to get into the tunnel, don’t you understand? We can’t go back up there.’




  ‘You know it and I know it; try telling them!’ A fist struck him in the chest as a man struggled to get by. He staggered back, but resisted the urge to retaliate. Instead, he shouted

  above the din, ‘There’s only one way down, and it’s going to be dangerous for you!’




  ‘It can’t be more dangerous than what’s behind us!’




  Culver pushed him against the rubber handrail and lifted his legs onto the centre section, jumping up himself, holding on to the rail with one hand, his arm crooked under Dealey’s, the

  flashlight still grasped tightly. ‘Use your feet to control your slide and I’ll try to keep hold of the rail!’




  The descent began and both men soon found it impossible to maintain a regulated speed. The arm-lock Culver had on Dealey became too difficult to maintain; his other hand slipped from the

  handrail and they plunged downwards, feet striking the climbers on the stairs, so that their bodies twisted, their descent becoming completely uncontrolled. It was a frightening, helter-skelter

  ride towards another, unknown terror, a heart-churning rush into fresh danger.




  Their fall was cushioned by the desperate figures massing around the bottom of the escalators. They landed in a flurry of arms and legs, wind knocked from them, but striking nothing hard which

  could cause serious damage. Culver was only slightly dazed and the flashlight was still gripped firmly in his hand.




  ‘Dealey, where the Christ are you?’ he shouted. He pulled at a hand rising from the bodies beneath him and released it when he realised it wasn’t the blind man.

  ‘Dealey!’




  ‘Here. I’m here. Help me.’




  Culver used the flashlight to pinpoint the voice’s source; the emergency lighting was very limited. He found Dealey and tugged him free.




  ‘You okay?’ he asked.




  ‘I’ll find out later,’ came the reply. ‘So long as we can both walk, that’s all that matters for the moment. We must find the eastbound tunnel.’




  ‘It’s over there.’ Culver pointed the beam in that direction as though the other man could see. ‘Westbound is on a lower level than this.’ The flashlight was almost

  knocked from his hand as someone hurtled by. The congestion at the foot of the escalators was growing worse and both men fought to resist the human tide. Culver helped up one of the men who had

  cushioned his fall moments earlier.




  He pulled the man’s face close to his. ‘Why is everyone running from the tunnels? It’s the only safe place!’




  The man tried to get away from him, but Culver held on. ‘What is it? What’s in there?’




  ‘Something . . . something in the tunnel. I couldn’t see, but others did! They were cut, bleeding. They said they’d been attacked in there. Please, let me go!’




  ‘Attacked by what?’




  ‘I don’t know!’ the man screamed. ‘Just let me go!’ He tore himself free and was instantly swallowed up by the crowd.




  Culver turned to Dealey. ‘Did you hear that? Something else is in that tunnel.’




  ‘It’s mass hysteria, that’s all, and it’s understandable under the circumstances. Everyone’s still in a state of shock.’




  ‘He said they were bleeding.’




  ‘I’d imagine there are not too many people who haven’t been injured in some way. Perhaps a rat or some other creature got trodden on in there and bit back. Whoever was

  bitten obviously panicked the others.’




  Culver wasn’t convinced, but he had no intention of returning to the world above where the air would be laden with radiation-contaminated particles by now. ‘We’ll have to fight

  our way through.’




  ‘I’ll do what I can to help.’




  ‘All right. Get behind me and hold tight. I’m going to push my way in – you can put your weight behind me. Keep pushing, no matter what.’




  Culver shielded his face with his arms, the torch held before him as an extra guard, and together he and Dealey forced their way through the mob like swimmers against a strong current. It was

  hard going and both men were soaked with sweat before they reached the outer fringes of the crowd. There they found others who had not joined the throng, those who were wary of what lay behind

  them, but who realized the danger from above. And then there were those who could not move: the injured, the dead.




  ‘The platform’s through here,’ Culver said as they reached one of the platform’s entrances. He glanced back at the escalators, at the thick mass of shuffling bodies, the

  stairs crammed with a struggling, heaving crowd. One slip, he thought, and hundreds will be crushed. He was glad not to be among them. And then he noticed there were more pouring from the shorter

  staircase leading up from the westbound platform; they frantically joined the mass, their shouts mingling with those of the others. He was curious: why should the panic have spread to a totally

  different tunnel, the one below the eastbound?




  ‘We can’t stop here, Culver. We must keep going.’ Dealey was leaning against the smooth, yellow-tiled wall, his portly frame sagging, clothes in disarray. Culver pushed the

  disturbing thought from his mind and led the other man out onto the platform. There was no train on the track.




  ‘D’you think there’s still power in the lines?’ Culver asked worriedly.




  ‘I doubt it. Didn’t you say that only the emergency lights were on? I think the main power has been cut. Is there a train in the station?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Then the trains are probably stuck in the tunnels; I think we can assume the tracks are dead.’




  ‘You assume it. I’ll walk between the lines.’




  ‘Take me to the tunnel entrance. To the, er, left, the east. We have to go back down the line.’




  ‘Look, I’m not so sure. Those people seemed pretty scared of whatever was in there.’




  ‘We’ve been through all that.’




  ‘People were running from the other platform too, the one below this. How do you explain that?’




  ‘I don’t need to. We have no choice but to find the shelter.’




  ‘We could stay here. It’s deep enough underground to be safe.’




  ‘Not necessarily. It isn’t sealed; there are openings, vents, all along the tunnels where radiation can penetrate.’




  ‘Are you always so pessimistic?’




  ‘I’m sorry, but it’s pointless pretending optimism under these circumstances. From now on, we must consider the worst possibilities if we’re to live.’




  ‘How far into the tunnel is this entrance?’ Culver looked towards the round arch of the dark tunnel, his brow furrowed in anxious lines.




  ‘Eight to nine hundred yards. It won’t take us long.’




  ‘Let’s get on with it then.’




  The platform entrance was not far from the tunnel itself and the two men approached the black gaping hole cautiously. Culver stepped close to the platform’s edge and shone the flashlight

  into the darkness.




  ‘It looks clear,’ he called back over his shoulder to Dealey.




  ‘If there was anything in there the crowds probably scared it off long ago.’
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