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  ONE




  There’s an old story I once read that starts like this: The last man on Earth sat alone in a room. There was a knock on the door. Except for me it wasn’t a

  knock, just some muddy tracks in a field that told me I was not, as I had long since come to believe, the last living human being.




  But before I found those tracks and my world changed in ways I couldn’t even have begun to imagine, I stood in front of a mirror and wondered whether or not this would be the day I finally

  blew my brains out.




  The weapon of choice was a Wesson semi-automatic I had prised from the fingers of a man named Herschel Nussbaum ten years before. This was just moments after I killed him and four days after he

  had nearly tortured me to death. I kept the gun in a bathroom drawer, under the basin before which I now stood. Its barrel was sleek and grey, and the grip had wooden insets of a fine, dark grain

  that felt warm against the skin when you picked it up. I thought about opening the drawer, how easy it would be, how quick. Click, bam, and no more Jerry Beche. No more last man on Earth.

  Just an empty house, and the wind and the trees, and the animals that had inherited the deserted cities and towns.




  I’d had this same thought almost every morning for the last couple of years. Under any other circumstances this would, I admit, appear excessively morbid. But I was all alone on a world

  devoid of human life. I feared growing too old or too sick or so feeble I would no longer be able to make that choice, to end my life on my own terms. The only certainty I had left was that one day

  I would take that gun out of its drawer and join the rest of my species in extinction. I’d push the barrel against the roof of my mouth, angled up so the bullet would blow straight through

  the top of my skull. I had nightmares, you see, about screwing it up. I dreamed of blowing half my face off and waking up in a pool of blood and bone fragments, still alive.




  Or at least, that’s what I told myself I’d do.




  I didn’t open the drawer. Instead, I picked up a jerrycan of water placed by the door, and poured some of it into the sink. I splashed a little on my cheeks, and when I looked up I caught

  a glimpse of my unshaven face in the mirror over the sink. I looked thin – gaunt, really. It had been a long winter, and I wondered, not for the first time, if some undiagnosed masochistic

  streak kept me from settling down somewhere warmer than England. For the first time I noticed a touch of grey at my temples that made me look like my father.




  It makes you look distinguished, I imagined Alice saying.




  ‘It makes you look distinguished,’ she said from behind me.




  I turned to see her leaning against the frame of the bathroom door, arms folded across her chest, one corner of her mouth turned up in amusement. She wore a thick navy cardigan over a red

  T-shirt that clashed violently with the ratty green scarf knotted around her neck. I never saw her wear anything else.




  ‘Remember you have to check the wind turbines today,’ she said, stepping back from the door. ‘Last thing we need is another power failure.’




  I nodded mutely. There had been another outage the previous evening, the lights fading to a dull brown before eventually stuttering back to life. I had a diesel generator as backup, but fuel was

  precious and I didn’t want to use any more than was absolutely essential. I had made repairs to the transmission lines only the week before. The problem, then, could only lie with the wind

  turbines up the hill that were still functioning.




  I dried my face and stepped back out into the corridor, then hesitated. I could hear Alice humming from the direction of the kitchen. What was it that suddenly felt so wrong? What was it that .

  . . ?




  Of course. How could I have forgotten?




  I made my way back to the bedroom and picked up the broken I Ching coin from the bedside table, a piece of black cord tied around it so that I could wear it around my neck. It was my lucky

  charm, my talisman, the last remaining link to the life I had lost long ago.




  When I entered the kitchen, Alice was gone and the house was silent. I breakfasted on wheat grain milled by my own hand, softened with powdered milk and filtrated water. This

  was flavoured with a dribble of honey from the food stores I maintained in the cellar. I heated some water on the wood-burning stove and washed the meal down with freeze-dried coffee, then made for

  the hallway. I pulled on a heavy jacket and picked up my shotgun, my breath frosting in the cold air.




  The past few weeks had been bitterly cold, sleet and snow tumbling endlessly from grey English skies, but over the last few days the temperature had started to crawl back up. I stepped outside,

  seeing the snow had begun to melt. In the distance, past the trees lining the road, I heard crows call out to each other, their voices stark and flat in the monochrome landscape. The wind turbines

  were visible at the peak of the hill a quarter of a mile away. Altogether a peaceful winter morning.




  In the next moment, the crows exploded upwards from a small copse of poplar farther up the hill. I tensed, wondering what had spooked them. There was a real danger of encountering predators with

  no memory, and therefore no fear, of human beings. Over the years I had caught glimpses of bears and even lions, presumably escaped from zoos or circuses after their owners died. Several winters

  ago I’d had a nasty encounter with a polar bear that came charging out of an alleyway.




  Dogs were undoubtedly the worst. The smaller ones had mostly died out in the years following the apocalypse, leaving the larger, fiercer specimens to dominate. After a winter like this one they

  would be hungry indeed, and I never stepped outside my door without a loaded shotgun under my arm.




  I listened, but heard nothing more. More than likely the crows had been startled by a badger or fox. Even so, I kept watching out as I shut the door behind me. I walked past an outbuilding

  containing a processing tank that turned cheap vegetable oil raided from deserted supermarkets into biodiesel, then I stepped through a wooden gate leading into a field where sheep had once grazed.

  The place in which I now made my home was an ultra-modern affair, a boxy construction with broad glass windows, constructed, so far as I could tell, mere months before the apocalypse. I had it

  found it pristine and unlived in; better still, it was easy to keep warm, even in the depths of a winter such as this.




  I followed a well-worn path up the side of the hill until I came to a line of twin-bladed wind turbines. There were a dozen in all, tall and graceful and rising high above me. Only three still

  functioned. The rest stood silent, despite my vain attempts to repair them. I had never been able to find the necessary spare parts.




  The turbines were one of the main reasons I chose to settle where I did. I had driven fence posts into the hillside, paralleling the path leading to the turbines, and strung thick cables all the

  way down the hill to my chosen home. From the top of the hill I could see what had been the town of Wembury in the distance, still Christmas-card pretty under its blanket of snow despite the recent

  rain.




  The blades of the remaining three turbines that still worked spun steadily under a freezing wind. I made my way inside a transformer shed next to one of them and first checked the voltmeter and

  then the storage batteries. I kept expecting to come up the hill and find another of the turbines dead.




  ‘I keep expecting to come up the hill and find another of the turbines dead,’ said Alice. I could just see the other half of the Chinese coin I wore around my own neck peeking out

  through her scarf, on its silver chain. ‘I’m amazed they’ve lasted this long.’




  I pulled a fuse box open and took a look inside. ‘Always the pessimist,’ I said.




  ‘Takes one to know one.’




  I glanced over at her, still wearing her blue cardigan and green scarf. She’ll catch her death dressed like that, I thought, then quickly pushed the thought away.




  I could see a streak of rust at the back of the fuse box, at the top. I looked up to the roof of the shed, to where I had cut a hole for the power cables. The weatherproofing had partly come

  away, letting in rain and snow; one more thing I had to fix. I pulled out the fuse nearest the rust stain and saw where it had become touched with corrosion.




  No wonder the power had nearly gone the other night. I pulled a spare out of a box on the floor and replaced it.




  ‘Job done,’ I said, stepping back, but Alice had vanished once more. I went out of the shed, but there was no sign of her. It was maddening sometimes, the way she’d come and

  go.




  I glanced down at the broad muddy patch that spanned the distance between the nearest turbine and the transformer shed and saw several sets of bootprints. I stared at them, then blinked hard,

  sure I was seeing things, but they were still there when I looked again. They were fresh: their outlines clear, the grooves in the mud filled with a thin layer of water, indicating they had been

  made some time within the last couple of hours. I stared at them numbly. It had been a couple of days since I’d last been out, and it had rained heavily. I peered more closely at them, seeing

  they were quite different from my own bootprints. Then I looked around, trying to make sense of it, the blood thundering in my ears.




  ‘Alice?’ I called out, the words choked. ‘Have you . . . ?’




  I stopped mid-sentence. Of course it hadn’t been her bootprints, couldn’t be. I looked again; there were three distinct sets of prints. They had stood here, walking back and

  forth across the mud, studying the turbines, the shed and presumably the cables leading down to the house.




  Three people. Three living, breathing human beings.




  That’s when it really hit me. My heart began to thud so hard it hurt. I fell to my knees, tears rolling down my face. I wasn’t alone.




  But then something else occurred to me. If I wasn’t alone . . . who, exactly, had come calling?




  I thought, then, of Herschel Nussbaum, and his partner-in-genocide, Marlon Keene, both dead by my own hand. They had not been working alone.




  I stood quickly, and cast a wild glance towards the poplars and the deeper woods spreading down the far slope of the hill, wondering just who might be looking back. The trees and the rusting

  turbines took on a menacing quality they’d never had before. I had dreamed of an improbable rescue for years, and yet I had good reason to be very afraid of being found.




  My shotgun. It was still propped against the wall of the shed. I ran back in to retrieve it, but my hands were shaking so hard I fumbled with it at first.




  I stepped back outside and saw Alice standing staring down at the bootprints. Her feet, I saw, were clad in cheap trainers, rather than boots.




  ‘Where the hell were you?’ I demanded, the strain evident in my voice. ‘Stay where I can see you!’




  When she looked up at me, her face was shining. ‘Someone’s found us,’ she said, her tone full of astonishment. ‘Oh, my God, Jerry! Do you know what this means?

  Someone’s come to rescue us—’




  ‘Then why were they wandering around here in the middle of the night instead of coming down to the goddam house?’ I demanded. ‘How long have they been out here, watching

  us?’




  Alice frowned at me, pulling her cardigan closer around her narrow shoulders. ‘What are you so worried about? I—’




  ‘Don’t you understand?’ I nearly yelled at her. ‘Who could they be, but Red Harvest? Who else could have the antidote? Who else could still be alive after they

  poisoned the entire bloody planet? Don’t you see? Maybe they want revenge, for what I did to Nussbaum and Keene!’




  ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she scoffed. ‘They’re all just as dead as everyone else; you know that. You found their base and they were all—’




  I had travelled to the States a few years after the apocalypse. It had taken me nearly two years to get there, where I could once have flown to my destination in a matter of hours. Red

  Harvest’s main compound and centre of operations had turned out to be deserted, bar a few hundred corpses scattered through dormitories and basement rooms.




  ‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I can’t be sure. Not really sure. Some of them could still be alive, if they had the antidote.’




  Focus. I took a deep breath, fighting off panic. I examined the bootprints again, studying the path they took. All three sets, I saw, encircled the nearest turbine. One of them had

  stepped away, the grass flattened where they had approached the first of the fence posts that supported the power cables extending towards my house.




  I ran back down and through the gate, and for the first time saw what I had missed on the way up: a single set of prints crossing a patch of snow just metres from my front door. I had entirely

  failed to see them.




  My blood froze as I wondered again how long they had been watching me. I needed to hide, to go to ground. I had a cache of supplies hidden in a church in Wembury; everything I would need to

  leave this place forever.




  And there was Alice again, by my side as always.




  ‘We need to head for the village,’ I said. ‘At least until we know who we’re dealing with.’




  ‘It can’t be Red Harvest,’ she insisted. ‘Not after all these years. Maybe—’




  I raised a hand to stop her. ‘These people committed genocide. We can’t take any chances!’




  ‘But what if you’re wrong, and they’ve come to rescue us? Then we’ll never be saved!’




  I looked towards the house, feeling panic’s black tide prepare to pull me under again. There was no time to retrieve anything. I had to move now.




  But what if Alice was right . . . ? What if we could be saved, and there was some place out there that had escaped Red Harvest’s murderous attention? Somewhere with people in

  their dozens or hundreds or even – dared I imagine it? – thousands.




  Some part of me, I knew, would welcome even a death squad intent on torturing and killing me, so great was my desire for human contact. But the saner part of me drove me to make my way around to

  the other side of the house, where a second gate gave access to a stream skirting the side of the hill. The stream was lined with trees and bushes that could give me cover as I made for the denser

  woods on the hill’s far side. But where was—?




  And then Alice was beside me, her feet crunching in the snow as we ran. I was so badly out of shape that my lungs soon began to ache. I splashed across the rocky stream, then followed an ancient

  bridle path that would lead me deep amongst ancient stands of oak and birch, their roots thick with concealing briars.




  I stopped for a moment, to fill my heaving lungs, and in that moment glanced back. Was it only my imagination that made me think I had seen something moving at the top of the hill, where I had

  been only minutes before? Or . . . ?




  I dived in amongst the trees and kept running, despite the growing numbness in my thighs. How could I have let myself get so unfit? I peered ahead as I pushed through the dense undergrowth until

  finally I came to a road leading into Wembury.




  ‘Do you hear that?’ asked Alice, looking all around.




  At first I heard only the sigh of the wind, and the rustle of branches. Then it came to me – a far-off yipping that aroused a primal fear in me. A pack of dogs.




  ‘We should turn back,’ said Alice. ‘We’ve still got miles to go, and we don’t know how many there might be.’




  ‘Let me think,’ I snapped. ‘We can’t turn back.’




  ‘For God’s sake, Jerry – the last thing we want to do is get attacked by wild animals just when we might have a chance of rescue. We need to turn back!’




  I stared towards the nearest houses, still a good fifteen minutes away on foot, then back the way we had come. I knew from experience how dangerous even a moment’s hesitation could be, but

  a succession of days that were identical to each other had made me slow.




  I pulled my shotgun from my shoulder and patted the pocket of my jacket where I always kept spare ammunition. ‘We’re not turning back,’ I said. ‘I’ve dealt with

  worse before. Now come on.’




  One of the things I remember the most from those first months alone in the world is the sound of dogs crying out day and night. Most of them were still locked in their homes

  with their dead owners – unlucky for them, lucky for me. As for the rest, they wandered the streets in search of food and – once they ran out of corpses to feast on – prey.




  I started to move again, ignoring the pain in my lungs and chest. I was close enough now to the houses of Wembury to see their empty windows and the cars scattered across the road. The church

  spire rose above the rooftops, like a beacon drawing me towards my cache of supplies.




  I heard barking from somewhere behind me and knew the dogs were on my trail. I tightened my grip on the shotgun, despite the sudden dampness of my palms, and turned to see a heavyset canine that

  looked as if its mother had mated with a bear come barrelling towards me, low and squat with legs pumping furiously. Its jaws gaped wide, its eyes white around their edges. I came to a stop and had

  to fire twice before the dog finally tumbled to the ground and lay still.




  I cracked the shotgun open and hurriedly fumbled two more cartridges into the barrel before snapping it shut again. There was no point in running any more; even if I tried, the rest of the pack

  would catch me long before I reached the nearest of the houses. The best I could do was take a stand and hope for the best.




  My heart grew cold when the rest of the pack caught up with their fallen leader. There were half a dozen of them: big, mean-looking sons of bitches with murder in their eyes, flesh clinging to

  thin ribs. They surrounded me in a half-circle, snarling and growling.




  I had, I realized, doomed myself. I had let myself panic, when under any other circumstances I would never have taken such drastic risks. I brought my shotgun to bear on the nearest of them,

  determined not to let them take me easily. At least Alice would have a chance to get away.




  In the next moment, I heard the roar of an engine. I whirled around, thinking perhaps Alice had managed to run back to the house and get our truck. Instead, I saw an armoured van come crashing

  off the road leading into Wembury and onto the grass, before accelerating straight towards me. It braked to a hard stop and a figure leaned out of the passenger-side window, brandishing a rifle and

  shouting something at me. It sounded like, Get down.




  I didn’t need any further encouragement. I dropped flat to the ground, shots echoing overhead, thunderous in the still winter air. The dog nearest me seemed to rear back on its hind legs

  as the back of its skull exploded. Three more of its compatriots rapidly followed, before those remaining took the hint and fled howling into the underbrush.




  I lay there trembling in the dirt and snow, watching as the rear legs of the nearest dog twitched momentarily before becoming forever still. My rescuer jumped down from the van and I saw he was

  dressed in a hazmat suit with a visored hood. Behind the hood I saw the face of an Asian man, with a thick handlebar moustache.




  ‘Run, you furry bastards!’ the man yelled towards the trees, firing one more shot into the air by way of punctuation. His voice was muffled slightly by his hazmat suit.




  I didn’t allow myself time to think. I pushed myself upright and sprinted past him and towards the road, catching sight of his startled expression as I fled. I heard shouted curses and

  another van door slamming open, followed by the sound of boots crunching on snow. I felt an awful terror at the thought that Red Harvest might get hold of Alice. I prayed she had done the sensible

  thing and made her own way into Wembury and found some place to hide.




  Someone tackled me from behind just as I reached the road, slamming me face-first onto the ground. I tried to twist free, but there were two of them, and obviously in much better shape than I

  was. I couldn’t see their faces clearly because of their hazmat suits, although I caught sight of a severe crew cut as they hauled me upright before hustling me in the direction of the van.

  My rescuer, his expression more sombre now, pulled open the doors at the rear as we approached. I was then half-thrown, half-pushed inside and the doors were slammed shut.




  The outside world was barely visible through thick steel mesh that covered every window. Another sheet of mesh separated me from the front cabin, which was wide enough to take three seats. I

  knew this because in the next moment three men climbed in the front. The engine thrummed into life a second later.




  ‘You comfortable back there, Jerry?’ one of them said over his shoulder. ‘You are aware we’re trying to save your worthless skin, right?’




  My name. They knew my name. That clinched it. I no longer had any doubt they were Red Harvest; perhaps they had learned my identity from Nussbaum and Keene before I killed them.

  Perhaps, then, they had spent all the years since hunting me down so they could take their revenge.




  I wasn’t ready to give up, not yet. I lay on my back and braced myself as best I could, despite the bumping, swaying motion of the van, and started to kick at the rear doors as hard as I

  could with both booted feet. The metal clanged hollowly as I battered at it with all my might.




  The van lurched to a halt after half a minute. I kept kicking until the doors were suddenly yanked open.




  I didn’t hesitate. I threw every ounce of strength and energy I had left into hurling myself straight at the figure standing silhouetted by the bright winter sun. He stumbled backwards as

  I roared my anger and terror and ran past him.




  The cold winter air bit at my lungs. We were still in the outskirts of Wembury, having covered barely half a mile. There were houses on all sides of me – any number of places I could hide

  in. I dived into the gap between two buildings, and started to clamber over a rusted heap of a car that blocked the driveway just as something punched me in the shoulder.




  Or at least that was what it felt like.




  I whirled around to see who had come up behind me, but there was no one. I got up on the roof of the wrecked car, in preparation for dropping down on the other side, but before I could, my legs

  folded beneath me. A terrible fatigue swept through my muscles with such speed that I slid backwards off the car. I lay there on the weedy gravel, panting with fear and exhaustion as shadows

  crowded the edges of my vision. I listened to the voices come closer, wondering what they had shot me with.




  I closed my eyes for just a moment, and that was all the shadows needed to reach out and swallow me entirely.




  







  TWO




  The next time I opened my eyes, it was to see faintly buzzing strip lighting directly overhead.




  I jerked upright, to find myself in a hospital bed at one end of a boxlike room, its walls painted in that particular institutional shade of pink designed to soothe and calm the violent and

  insane. I saw a sink to my right, white cabinets on my left. There was a single window covered over by a heavy black blind that allowed no light through. There were no clocks, or anything that

  might tell me what time of day or night it might be.




  Just beyond the foot of the bed stood a door with a broad window to one side, through which I could see another room of the same approximate dimensions as the one I occupied. It was empty,

  however, apart from a row of lockers.




  I looked down and saw I was wearing disposable blue paper pyjamas that crinkled as I moved. I saw also that my right hand had been handcuffed to a metal rail running along one side of the bed.

  My left hand, at least, remained free. I yanked experimentally at the chain a couple of times, but it was soon clear that brute force was never going to set me free.




  I stared through the pane of glass at the outer chamber. I wondered if I might be inside some kind of isolation unit. If they thought I might be carrying the EVE virus with which Red Harvest had

  wiped out the rest of humanity, that would make sense. They had shot me with a tranquillizer dart, I felt sure, then brought me to this place . . . wherever it might be.




  I leaned over the side of the bed and saw a bedpan. The sight alone filled me with an overwhelming urge to urinate. Despite my shackles, I was at least able to get both feet on the ground and

  make use of the pan. Then I lay back, still groggy from the effects of the tranquillizer, and fell asleep until Alice came to me.




  I came awake only slowly, from a dream in which I had been swimming through an ocean of oil, desperate to reach air. She gazed down at me in alarm, her face framed by the strip lights. She

  mouthed something at me, and when I tried to reply, no words would emerge, despite a powerful sense of overwhelming danger. She shook her head in frustration, then darted out of sight. I tried to

  sit up and see where she had gone, but there was no sign of her. I hoped she could get away, escape whatever place we had been brought to, and soon enough I slid once more into unconsciousness.




  I found myself ravenous with hunger the next time I opened my eyes. I rattled at the chain in frustration, wondering if their intention was to starve me to death. But only a

  short while passed before the door in the outer room opened, allowing two men to enter.




  One was slight and bespectacled and wore the white coat of a doctor, while the second was tall and muscular and wore a grey T-shirt and cargo trousers. He pushed a metal trolley. His crew cut

  made me think he might have been one of the three men who captured me. I watched with fascination as they each opened a locker in the other room, withdrawing white suits from within and pulling

  them on, finally completing the ensemble with visored hoods.




  More hazmat suits, I realized. I had been right in thinking I was in some kind of isolation chamber. But if they had the antidote to the EVE virus, as I knew Red Harvest had, was it really

  necessary to take such extreme precautions?




  Then, I remembered: the men who captured me had also worn hazmat suits. Perhaps they didn’t have the antidote after all.




  They checked each other’s suits before opening the inner door. As it swung open, I felt a sudden breeze, indicating a difference in pressure between the outer and inner chambers, and

  further confirming my virus theory. I smelled coffee and baked bread and felt my hunger grow exponentially, as the larger of the two men lifted a plastic tray of food from his trolley before

  depositing it on top of the white cabinet.




  ‘Mr Beche,’ said the other man, smiling at me, ‘Jerry. How are you feeling?’




  ‘Like I’ve been hunted, kidnapped, drugged and chained,’ I answered. ‘Where am I, and who the fuck are you?’




  ‘We’ll get to that,’ he replied. ‘First of all, we want to make sure you’re well, and then we’ll talk.’




  ‘Or you can just tell me who you are, and where I am, right now,’ I insisted. ‘Otherwise, why the hell are you keeping me here?’




  The little man’s shoulders rose and fell. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t have the authority to tell you anything.’




  ‘Are you Red Harvest?’ I demanded, my heart hammering.




  ‘No.’ He brought both hands up in a gesture of placation. ‘Rest assured, we’re not.’




  ‘Then why the fuck am I chained to the fucking bed?’




  The smaller man opened and closed his mouth, then looked to his larger companion, who placed the plastic tray on the trolley standing near my bed and pushed it closer. ‘You attacked some

  of our people when they brought you in,’ he said, his voice calm but certain, ‘despite them saving your life.’




  ‘Bullshit,’ I said, trembling with fear and anger. ‘You’re Red Harvest. Where is she?’ I demanded, my voice rising in pitch. ‘Where is Alice?’




  ‘Who?’ asked the smaller man, baffled.




  ‘Alice!’ I nearly screamed. ‘My wife, Alice Beche. I know you’ve got her here somewhere.’




  ‘Mr Beche—’




  I lunged towards the trolley, grabbing hold of the plastic tray and flinging the food and coffee at them. The larger man ducked neatly to one side, and the tray went sailing past his head before

  clattering to the floor. ‘Where is she?’ I screamed. ‘In some other cell? Where?’




  The two men exchanged a long glance with each other. The smaller one turned to me and opened his mouth to say something, but then I saw his companion shake his head, and he fell silent.




  ‘You shouldn’t have done that, Mr Beche,’ said the larger man. ‘You need to eat. You’re malnourished as it is.’




  ‘Why?’ I bellowed. ‘So I can be good and healthy when you torture me again? Is that it?’




  I kept screaming as they rapidly retreated back the way they had come without another word. When they were gone I curled up on the bed in terrible anguish, my face damp with tears as I screamed

  Alice’s name, hoping against hope that wherever they were keeping her, she could hear me. The smell of food while my stomach roiled with hunger was almost more than I could bear.




  After enough hours had passed, I fell asleep once more, from exhaustion as much as fatigue. The next time I woke, I found another trolley beside me, laden with hot food. I gorged myself on it

  until I was nearly sick, then waited to see what happened next.




  I learned to tell the time by the nature of my meals: first came thick porridge and coffee, then later scrambled eggs, and later still fish or chicken with salad –

  breakfast, lunch and dinner. The food was good, far from prison slop, and brought to me by a sallow-faced man of about middle age, based on what I could see behind his visor.




  I didn’t react, shout or scream, throw the tray around or anything like that. I asked him to at least open the blind, but he wouldn’t do it. Why, I couldn’t guess. What harm

  could it do, to at least see the outside world?




  My initial panic had subsided, replaced by desperate cunning. I knew my best chance to escape required me to cooperate, at least for the moment. I forced myself to watch passively as the man who

  brought me my food and changed my bedpan went through the rigmarole of changing into a hazmat suit before wheeling a trolley into the inner chamber, then repeating the whole process in reverse. The

  most he ever said was, Good morning, Mr Beche, or Good evening, Mr Beche, no matter what I said or asked.




  By my estimation, three days passed like this before they sent the shrink in to talk to me.




  On the morning of the fourth day, someone new arrived with my breakfast. He wore a dark suit that looked curiously old fashioned, with a narrow tie and a pair of thick-rimmed

  glasses and a button-down white shirt; he didn’t bother with the hazmat suit. Neither did the burly individual accompanying him – the same man whom I’d attempted to decapitate by

  throwing a plastic tray at him. This time, when the inner chamber door opened, I detected no sigh of air indicating a pressure differential between the two chambers. My quarantine, then, was

  over.




  He wheeled a trolley inside and wordlessly handed me my tray of porridge and coffee, a look of warning in his eyes. The other man entered carrying a plastic chair in one hand and a briefcase in

  the other. He placed the chair near the bottom of my bed before taking a seat and opening the briefcase on his lap.




  ‘Guess I’m safe to be around after all, huh?’ I asked.




  ‘There is no EVE virus any more, Mr Beche,’ he said. ‘We had to take precautions, of course, until we were absolutely sure. But there’s no trace of the virus in your

  bloodstream. In fact, all the evidence points to the EVE virus being extinct.’




  ‘But it was airborne . . .’




  ‘Not any more,’ the man explained. ‘Not even in a dormant form. We checked.’




  I stared at him, thunderstruck, still far from sure whether he was lying to me or not. ‘Who are you, exactly?’




  ‘My name is Doctor Sykes,’ the man replied. ‘I can imagine how frustrating it must be for you, being kept in the dark like this. I know it doesn’t make any sense right

  now, but, rest assured, there are good reasons for it.’




  ‘There’s no good damn reason to keep me chained up like this.’




  ‘You’ve been violent,’ he said. ‘It’s for our protection.’




  ‘Why can’t I see out of the window?’




  ‘All in good time.’ He held up a card. ‘Now, tell me. What’s the first thing this makes you think of?’




  I stared at the Rorschach card held in his hands and laughed out loud. ‘You absolutely have to be shitting me.’




  ‘Mr Beche, please. This won’t take long.’




  ‘I thought those things were a joke,’ I said. ‘What do you think I am, crazy?’




  Sykes sighed, put the card down and picked up another. ‘Let’s try it again, Mr Beche. Let’s just concentrate on the task at hand.’




  I glanced at the ink blotches. ‘Murdered corpse,’ I said, with confidence.




  Sykes exchanged a look with the other man, who shrugged almost imperceptibly. Sykes lifted another card.




  ‘My parents fucking,’ I said immediately.




  ‘You’re not taking this seriously, Mr Beche.’ He held up another card.




  ‘My pet cat Mitzy after I cut out her entrails because they wouldn’t let me have any cake on my birthday,’ I snarled.




  Sykes gave me a baleful look, then dropped the cards back in his briefcase with a sigh.




  ‘I don’t need a psychological test, dammit!’ I said. ‘We were alone for ten years. Ten years, thinking everyone else was dead. I had to go foraging

  through streets filled with corpses.’




  ‘You said “we”.’




  ‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘Me and my wife, Alice. You’ve got her here somewhere, right?’




  Sykes licked his lips and glanced at my chained wrist. ‘Mr Beche . . . you must know she died along with everyone else, from the EVE virus.’




  ‘Bullshit,’ I said thickly. ‘You caught her and brought her here.’ I leaned towards him as far as the chain would let me, and felt a small rush of pleasure when he ducked

  his head back slightly. ‘I want you to know something. She had nothing to do with . . . with what I did to Nussbaum, and Keene. That was all me, do you understand?’




  ‘That doesn’t quite fit with what you wrote in your diaries,’ said Sykes.




  I looked at him, baffled. He opened his briefcase again and lifted out something I recognized immediately. I stiffened, outraged to see something so precious in his vile, criminal hands.




  ‘Where did you get that?’ I demanded.




  ‘From the place you made your home the past several years,’ he said. ‘It’s your diary, isn’t it? One of them, at any rate.’




  I stared back at him, mute. He licked his lips and turned back to some of the earliest pages.




  ‘Alice is the reason I’m here to talk to you,’ he explained, passing the diary over to me. He tapped at the top of one page, where an entry began. I stared down at the words,

  then back up at him.




  ‘Read it, please, Jerry.’




  ‘I . . .’




  The words I had been about to say caught in my throat, and my vision blurred with tears. I didn’t need to read it; I knew the entry off by heart.




  This morning I dug the grave, out back in the garden where Alice liked to sit on sunny days. I talked to her for a while before I put her in the hole, about the things I was going to do, and

  about how I’d come and visit . . .




  I pushed the diary away.




  ‘You tried to save her, but you were too late,’ said Sykes.




  ‘She was right here,’ I said numbly.




  And yet I had written those words. I remembered, then, for the first time in a long time, the journey I had worked so hard to suppress: travelling across a blighted landscape filled with the

  bodies of the dead, the air thick and rancid with their stink, hunted by dogs already turned feral. I remembered . . .




  I don’t remember exactly what I said next, or what I did. All I really remember is Crew Cut wrestling me back down onto the bed, and holding me there while Sykes hurriedly stuck something

  in my arm. They said much later that I hit Sykes, but I don’t remember that bit. Mostly, I remembered all the things I had worked so hard never to have to remember again.




  Alice was sitting on the end of my bed, still wearing that same ratty green scarf she’d picked up in Toulouse during our honeymoon.




  ‘I miss you,’ I said, my throat so thick with emotion I could barely get the words out.




  ‘I know you do, sweetheart,’ she said, and glanced towards the door. ‘You stay here while I get myself a coffee, okay?’




  ‘Wait,’ I said, as she got up and pulled the door open. ‘Don’t go.’




  She turned and smiled, hair swinging around her shoulders. ‘Look at you,’ she said, nodding at my wrist, still cuffed to the bed. ‘You never miss a chance to do your party

  trick, do you?’




  I frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘Take care, honey,’ she said, pulling the door open and slipping out of sight.




  That was the last time I ever saw her. I suppose that’s the moment I started to regain my sanity. But at that moment all I could really think was, Party trick? What party

  trick?




  Then I woke up for real, and realized what she meant. It had been such a very long time ago, it was hardly surprising I had forgotten.




  Floyd had taught me the party trick back when we had been students together, and long before he recruited me to help him try and save the world. His love for cheap magic stunts knew no bounds,

  especially if any pretty girls were in the vicinity. One time at a party he got a girl to cuff his hands behind his back, before we all participated in locking him in the bathroom. We stood

  outside, beers in hand and counting down from sixty en masse, barely reaching twenty before he came bursting out of the door, unshackled arms raised in triumph. The last I saw of him that night,

  was as he disappeared into his room with the girl who’d cuffed him, and a stolen bottle of wine.




  Naturally, I had to know how he did it. And since I was his roommate, he showed me, although I was never as good or as quick as Floyd.




  First, he explained, you need a paperclip.




  Thinking back, I must have been aware on some subliminal level of the paperclip lying on the floor. I had lashed out at Sykes, who’d made the mistake of sitting just that little bit too

  close to me, sending his briefcase flying, cards and papers scattering across the floor.




  I pulled myself off the bed, dropping down on one side of it until I could see the paperclip, lying just beneath the sink. I had a struggle reaching it, chained to the bed as I still was, but I

  finally managed to scoot the paperclip under my fingertips and get a hold of it.




  I unfolded one end of the paperclip, before inserting the tip into the keyhole of the cuffs. Then it was just a matter of bending the wire back, with the tip still inserted, until it was at a

  ninety-degree angle to the lock. The fiddly part – which I always had the most trouble with – involved carefully working the wire until the inner mechanism popped loose, thereby

  releasing the coiled spring which opened the lock . . .




  I muttered and swore and worked at it for a lot longer than just sixty seconds. But after some minutes of muted swearing, I heard a satisfying click, and the cuffs slid from around my

  wrist.




  I stood properly for the first time in days, my muscles aching as I did so. I slipped quickly through the inner chamber door, then gently eased the outer one open too. I felt a rush of relief

  that it hadn’t been locked. But then, why lock it when I was chained up inside?




  I peered up and down a corridor, seeing and hearing nothing. There was a window at one end, through which I saw the night sky. I tiptoed along the corridor to a corner where I found an empty

  nurse’s station, a stairwell visible beyond a set of fire doors.




  ‘Hey!’




  I twisted around to see a uniformed soldier back the way I had come, his eyes wide in shock. His hand reached for the holster at his hip.




  I ran through the fire doors and into the stairwell, throwing myself down the steps as fast as I could. Almost before I realized it I was on the ground level, and I battered through another set

  of doors until I was outside. The air was summer warm, and I tasted jasmine in the night air. Crickets chirped somewhere off in the distance; wherever we were, it was a hell of a long way from

  snowy old England – indeed, a lot farther, I would soon learn, than I could ever have imagined.




  To one side, I saw a tall wire fence surrounding both the hospital building, its blocky exterior decorated in white stucco, and what looked to my eyes like a military barracks. I twisted around,

  unsure where to go next, until I saw a wide unmanned gate perhaps ten metres away, not far from the barracks. I also saw a huge hangar, light pouring from its interior.




  Then I looked up, and saw something that will remain forever seared into my memory. The moon hung overhead, fat and pale – but not the moon I had known all my life. There was a jagged

  chunk missing from one side, as if it had been smashed with some monumental hammer that had nearly, but not quite, cracked it apart. I stared up at it, frozen, until a siren began to wail through

  the night air.




  Suddenly I was in motion again, making my way towards a row of jeeps parked next to the barracks. I threw myself in the driver’s seat of the first one I came to and found the keys in the

  ignition. I got it started and reversed hard, catching sight of numerous figures who had come spilling out of the hospital. One of them – the same guard or soldier I had encountered within

  – raised his pistol towards me in a two-handed grip.




  ‘For Christ’s sake,’ I heard someone shout at him, ‘don’t shoot him! He’s one of ours, you moron!’




  I didn’t hang around to ask what they meant by one of ours. I gunned the engine and aimed directly at the open gates. I bounced straight through and onto a road that led into the

  distance. I could see the sea on one side, and the dark mound of a steep-sided hill of black rock.




  The road took me towards a town. At first it looked just as deserted as anywhere else I had seen in the last ten years, but as I drew closer I saw lights, and even heard music drifting on the

  warm, scented air. It sounded like Springsteen. I again caught sight of the moon’s cracked face. An after-effect of whatever drugs I increasingly felt sure they’d been feeding me, no

  doubt. Who knew what they might have been putting in the food they gave me?




  I heard an engine roaring behind me, and glanced in the rear-view mirror to see headlights come bouncing after me from the direction of the barracks. Something pinged off the dashboard before me

  and fell clattering into the shadowy recesses of the passenger-side foot-well. I hunkered down low, guessing someone was taking potshots at me. I reached the outskirts of the town, swinging past

  buildings that looked dark and deserted. The music and lights came from somewhere up ahead.




  I took a corner at full speed, and the jeep fishtailed, its rear slamming into the trunk of a palm tree leaning drunkenly over the road. The impact sent me spinning around, and the engine cut

  out. When I tried to start it again, it turned over without catching.




  I got out and started running. I turned another corner and found myself confronted by the source of all the light and noise: a hotel bar, like a vision from a dead world. I caught the murmur of

  voices and saw a figure that looked strangely familiar, standing near the steps leading into the interior of the building, a rifle held in its hands. More people appeared at the top of the steps

  behind the figure as I gawped.




  The sound of the pursuing jeep drawing nearer galvanized me into action. I sprinted diagonally across the road, towards a shadowy alley opposite the hotel, but not fast enough. I felt something

  hit me in the back of the neck and I yelled from shock and pain. I reached up and plucked a dart out from my skin. I dropped it, fingers already growing numb at their tips.




  I took a step forwards, and collapsed. I managed to turn to look over at the man who had shot me. He had slung his rifle back over his shoulder: it was the Asian man with the handlebar

  moustache, the one who had captured me. Instead of a hazmat suit, he wore a garish Hawaiian shirt and had a pink cocktail glass held delicately in one hand.




  ‘Still a crazy son of a bitch,’ he said, looking down at me. ‘You’ve been giving us all conniptions ever since you got here, you know that?’




  







  THREE




  They moved me to a different room in the hospital. To my surprise, it had a window, through which I could clearly see the moon’s fractured face. I stared out at it deep

  into the night, until I realized that I wasn’t crazy, and it was real; and that wherever I was, I was a long, long way from home.




  I might easily have accepted the notion I had been transported to some alien planet, but for the fact that aside from the monstrous gash in its face, the moon was recognizably the same one I had

  seen all my life.




  By confronting me with my diaries, Sykes had forced me to face the madness into which I’d fallen during my long years of isolation. I had buried Alice myself. I had even written of the

  event, so that I would never forget, but had then worked hard to do precisely the opposite. When I thought back to my imagined conversations with her, they seemed entirely real. I could still see

  her in my mind’s eye, standing there before me. But try as I might, I could no longer conjure her into even the illusion of objective existence. She remained a phantom, even as I curled up on

  the narrow bed they gave me, and I wept and cried out her name, filling myself with a grief too many years delayed.




  That night, I remembered with desperate clarity my journey across a dying land to try and rescue her, only to find her dying. I remembered burying her in a shallow grave in the garden of the

  home we once shared. I remembered our honeymoon in Toulouse, where I had picked up a broken I Ching coin at a flea market, and joked we should each wear one half. And she, despite her derision, and

  her despisal of anything resembling sentimentality, had nonetheless followed my suggestion. I remembered taking her half of the coin, and pushing it into her cold and lifeless hand, before spading

  the dirt on top of her body.




  I had failed to save her, as I had failed to save the human race. And then I had failed even to join the rest of my species in death. But at least now I knew that this place in which I found

  myself was, undeniably, real.




  I was still, however, cuffed to the bed, and a guard had been posted outside my door, which remained open at all times. Every twenty minutes or so he would peer inside to see what I was up

  to.




  The morning brought me a new visitor: a small, heavyset woman with short dark hair. She carried a tray loaded with coffee and toast in one hand and a plastic bag in the other. She waited as the

  guard uncuffed me, then she handed me my breakfast before introducing herself as Nadia Mirkowsky. There was an Eastern European lilt to her accent.




  ‘You want to know who we are, and why you’re here,’ she said. ‘In order to explain that, we’re going on a trip. But you need to promise you won’t pull any

  more stunts like last night.’




  I rattled my chain. ‘You’ve been holding me prisoner without explanation. Why should I trust you?’




  She inclined her head, as if acknowledging the point. ‘Personally, I think that was a mistake. But they had to make sure you were clear of the virus first, and we weren’t allowed in

  to talk to you.’




  Who are ‘they’? I wondered. ‘Go on then.’




  ‘Everyone here works for an organization that calls itself the Authority. I’m in charge of something called a Pathfinder team. In order to explain who we are and what we do, we need

  to go on that trip.’




  I nodded towards the window. ‘Where are we, exactly?’




  ‘Easter Island, a couple of thousand kilometres west of Chile. So if you were thinking of running away again, believe me – there is, quite literally, nowhere to run.’




  ‘So we’re still on Earth?’




  I saw a flicker of a smile. ‘You thought you were on some other planet, maybe, when you saw the moon’s face?’




  ‘It crossed my mind,’ I said, chewing my toast, ‘except it doesn’t make sense that some alien planet would have the exact – well, almost the same exact

  moon as us.’




  Her mouth broadened into a grin. ‘It doesn’t, does it? But it would all make more sense if I just showed you, instead of telling you everything.’ She nodded at the remains of

  my breakfast. ‘Just about done?’




  I took a last gulp of instant coffee before putting the tray down. ‘All done.’




  She handed me the plastic bag, and I found it contained a pair of black jeans, a grey T-shirt, leather boots, socks, and a pair of shrink-wrapped boxers. She stepped over to the corner of the

  room and stared into space while I quickly got dressed.




  I was then led back outside, and into the beginnings of a sunny morning. A few soldiers strolled past the barracks from where I had stolen a jeep the previous evening, and I stiffened when they

  glanced our way, but they merely bent their heads towards each other and muttered some exchange as they continued past us. Nadia meanwhile climbed in behind the wheel of one of the parked jeeps and

  gestured at me to get in.




  ‘And that’s it?’ I asked, climbing in beside her. ‘Just like that, I’m a free man?’




  ‘When you see what I’m going to show you,’ she said, ‘you might understand us a little better. If we’d just told you everything at the start, before you saw that

  moon, you’d have assumed we were lying, that we were really your Red Harvest cult, trying to twist your mind. But what you’re about to learn is still going to be a shock, Jerry. I want

  you to be prepared for that.’




  I had no idea what she was talking about. ‘All right then. Where are we going, exactly?’




  ‘Not far,’ she replied. ‘In fact, we’ll be there in less than two minutes.’




  The engine throttled into life, and we drove deeper inside the fenced-off compound within which the hospital and barracks sat. The compound covered about a square mile, and also contained a

  training ground, several warehouses, a couple of prefab one-storey buildings and the big hangar, outside which a number of trucks were parked. Next to these were two bulbous, silvery vehicles, like

  props from a science fiction movie, which hadn’t been there the last time I had been outside.




  Nadia pulled up next to the doors of the hangar and we got out. I tensed as the same Asian man who had shot me twice emerged from just inside the entrance. He was clearly waiting for us. Nadia

  jumped out and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You two met already, I think?’




  The Asian man chuckled and stepped towards me, one hand extended and a wary but friendly look on his face. ‘No hard feelings, right?’ he said. ‘It wasn’t personal or

  anything. Just following orders. My name’s Yuichi.’ His accent sounded West Coast, possibly from California. ‘We just didn’t want you to hurt yourself, the way you were

  charging around the place.’




  ‘When?’ I challenged him. ‘The first time you shot me, or the second?’




  ‘Whoa, there,’ he said, leaning back from me with a grin that was only slightly fixed in place. ‘Okay, sorry on both counts, then. I did try and tell you we were there to

  rescue you.’




  ‘Gee,’ I said, ‘I hadn’t realized. But maybe if you’d knocked on my front door, instead of chasing me halfway across the countryside with guns and vans and scaring

  the living shit out of me, I might have believed you.’




  ‘Would you really?’ he asked me, and in fairness I couldn’t be at all sure just how I might have reacted. ‘For what it’s worth, we were still trying to figure out

  how to approach you when you fled. After that, we didn’t have much choice but to go after you.’




  ‘I saw your footprints,’ I said. ‘They were everywhere.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Yuichi scratched the back of his neck. ‘I guess we screwed up a little.’




  An awkward silence grew between us. Nadia widened her eyes at me, nodding towards Yuichi in a clear exhortation to shake his hand. Instead, he made the first move, stepping forward and clasping

  one of my hands in both of his.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, with what sounded like genuine conviction. ‘We really, honestly, were worried you might hurt yourself. Both times.’




  ‘Fine,’ I said. I didn’t really know what else to say, and I was already starting to feel far, far out of my depth. The other man’s grin broadened, and despite my

  lingering animosity towards him, I could detect no trace of ill-will in his forthright gaze.




  He let go of my hand and looked at Nadia. ‘Y’all set? ’Cause there’s a truck due any second now we can take right back through. I already cleared it.’ He hooked a

  thumb towards the hangar’s interior.




  ‘Sounds good,’ she said. ‘Lead on.’




  I followed them inside, still utterly baffled as to what was going on. Most of the interior was taken up by two broad circular platforms, each about four metres in width and resting on a forest

  of supporting struts and miscellaneous pieces of unidentifiable equipment. From the rim of each platform rose three metal pylons, equidistant from each other. The pylons curved in towards each

  other until only a narrow gap separated their tips. Each pylon was wrapped in thick bundles of steel and copper wire, while power cables connected the platforms to a pair of quietly humming

  generators in the rear of the hangar. I saw several men in what looked like military fatigues standing or sitting around a card table near the doors, talking quietly among themselves. A coffee

  machine was perched on top of the table.




  ‘These are what we call transfer stages,’ Yuichi explained, pointing to each platform in turn. ‘Now watch,’ he said, directing my attention towards another man in

  fatigues, seated before a rack of equipment. Yet more cables snaked from the rear of the rack, disappearing beneath the nearest of the two platforms.




  I watched as this operator tapped at a keyboard mounted on his rack of equipment, then he reached up to flick various switches with practised efficiency. A screen set at eye level burst into

  life before him, data scrolling across it too rapidly for me to fathom its purpose.




  A faint hum began to emanate from the nearest platform. The air between the tips of its surrounding pylons began to shiver and twist, visibly writhing. I gaped, uncomprehending, as this twisting

  effect expanded suddenly to encompass the entire platform. Air swept past me in a sudden gust and towards the platform, ruffling my hair.




  Then, where the platform had been empty just a moment ago, it now supported a large diesel truck. I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them again, but it was still there.




  ‘What the hell just happened?’ I gasped. A trick of some kind: a sleight-of-hand illusion, or a switch. It had to be.




  The vehicle’s driver reversed it down the ramp before coming to a halt. The men lounging around their card table had come forward, and they now began to unload a number of plastic and

  metal crates from the rear of the vehicle, stacking them next to the hangar doors. I gaped, open-mouthed, at Nadia and Yuichi. The way they grinned made it clear they were enjoying my reaction.




  Yuichi stepped towards the truck and had a quick word with its driver, who had just disembarked and was in the process of lighting up a cigarette next to the open door of its front cabin. The

  man shrugged and stepped away, and Yuichi turned to look at me and Nadia, gesturing to us to join him.




  Seconds later the three of us had crammed into the three seats in the truck’s front cabin, with myself in the middle and Yuichi behind the wheel. He guided the vehicle back up the ramp and

  onto the platform.




  A creeping, icy sensation formed in the pit of my belly at the thought of whatever might be coming next. I had to fight the urge to climb over Nadia and get the hell out of the truck again;

  their friendly manner be damned.




  ‘Please,’ I said finally, although it took an effort to unlock my jaw and get the words out. ‘Just tell me what’s going on.’




  ‘The important thing,’ said Nadia, ‘is to remember that seeing is believing. Like the moon, yes?’




  I leaned forward, glancing up through the windscreen at the pylons overhead. The air twisted around us, and the hangar became a smear of light.




  ‘No,’ I said, suddenly losing my nerve and leaning over Nadia to try and reach the door handle. ‘I don’t know what you’re—’




  I gasped as the ground opened beneath us and we plummeted – or so it felt. For a very brief instant, I caught sight of a grey void all around the truck, and suddenly we were somewhere

  else.




  I stared out at a frozen wasteland. I gasped convulsively and rapidly, my heart hammering with such ferocity I feared I might be on the verge of a heart attack.




  Yuichi and Nadia both climbed out, letting in blasts of freezing air. Nadia held the door open for me, an expectant look on her face. It took me a few moments to finally unlock my limbs and join

  them outside.




  The hangar – the island – were gone. The cold bit at me, sucking every last dreg of warmth from my bones and flesh.




  I could see that the truck was parked within a circle of half a dozen metal bollard-like objects. A single-storey flat-roofed building stood close by. I looked up to see a sky draped with

  impenetrably heavy clouds. At first I thought it must be late evening, but then I made out the faintest outline of the sun, almost directly overhead. Undulating dark hills reached out to a gloomy,

  barely visible horizon, their slopes studded with the corpses of trees.




  ‘In there,’ said Yuichi, guiding me towards the building. I needed no further prompting, my teeth were chattering so hard. The three of us pushed through the door and inside, and I

  bathed in the delicious heat within.




  A short, cheerful-looking man got up from an easy chair as we entered, a book in one hand. He nodded in greeting to Nadia and Yuichi as the three of us gathered before a roaring log-fire.




  His smile faltered, his eyes widening when he saw me. ‘You’re . . .’




  ‘This is Jerry Beche,’ said Nadia, ‘our new Pathfinder.’ She said this with what struck me as exaggerated emphasis, although she did not explain what a

  Pathfinder actually was. ‘Jerry,’ she continued, looking back at me, ‘this is Tony Nuyakpuk. He helps run things around here.’




  ‘Hi,’ I said, nodding. Tony mirrored my gesture, still staring at me in a way that made me uncomfortable.




  ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone,’ said Tony. His eyes narrowed. ‘Is this on the record?’




  ‘Sure,’ said Nadia. ‘We’re just taking Jerry here on a whistle-stop tour.’ She said this in a matter-of-fact way, but from the way she held his gaze, and the uneasy

  look on Tony’s face, it was clear there was some subtext of which I was not aware.




  ‘Nuyakpuk,’ I said, wanting to break the awkward atmosphere. ‘That’s an Inuit name, right?’




  ‘Sure is,’ said Tony. ‘Anything I can do for you people while I’m here?’




  ‘It’s just a stop-over, but we need cold-weather gear,’ said Yuichi. ‘We’re going for a little drive, and in the meantime we need you to realign the stage for a

  trip to AR-21.’ He hooked a thumb towards the far end of the cabin. ‘Cold-weather gear still in the same place?’




  Tony nodded, and Yuichi led me over to a door at the opposite end of the building. I glanced back at Tony, who muttered something under his breath to Nadia. It sounded like Holy Mother of

  God.




  Behind the door was a walk-in cupboard, and I was handed a pair of heavy padded trousers, a hooded parka and thick gloves. Before long, suitably dressed for the Arctic temperatures, I was back

  in the truck, watching as the building dwindled behind us in the gloom. Nadia had taken the wheel, carefully guiding the truck between two of the bollards.




  ‘Start talking,’ I said, feeling cold for reasons that had nothing to do with the ambient temperature. ‘How the hell did we get here, and what the hell is this place,

  anyway?’




  ‘What do you know about parallel universes?’ asked Yuichi.




  I searched his face to see if he was joking, but he looked deadly serious. ‘Outside of a couple of science documentaries on the Discovery Channel, about as much as anyone else,’ I

  replied. ‘Is that what you’re saying? We’re in a parallel universe?’




  ‘Look outside,’ he said, nodding out through the windscreen. ‘Does this look like any place you’ve ever been?’




  I stared at him beside me. ‘I don’t know,’ I replied, with only a slight tremble in my voice. ‘I think you’re asking me to believe a lot.’




  ‘I know we are,’ Yuichi agreed. ‘Which is why we came out here.’




  ‘We’re here,’ said Nadia, pulling over by the side of the road.




  I followed them back out of the truck, thinking again about the moon’s fracture and what it implied. Nadia left the engine running, and I guessed we weren’t going to be hanging

  around for long. From what I could see, we were in the middle of nowhere. There was no sign of anything resembling civilization, bar the cracked and broken tarmac of the highway.




  A torch appeared in Yuichi’s hand, and he switched it on as he stepped towards a sign by the side of the road. He played the torch’s beam over the sign as the freezing wind bit at

  the exposed skin of my face. It read: ‘WELCOME TO THE WORLD-FAMOUS WINE-GROWING REGION OF NAPA VALLEY, CALIFORNIA’.




  I stared at the sign, then up at the dark and lowering skies. Frozen devastation, in all directions.




  ‘In this particular alternate,’ said Nadia, ‘Yellowstone Park erupted, big time. Not everyone knows this, but beneath all those hot springs, geysers and attractive scenic

  routes lies a lake of molten magma the size of Long Island. And the pressure’s been building and building down there for millions of years, just waiting for the right conditions to come

  bursting out.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘From what Tony and other survivors tell us, they didn’t have much warning. There were a few more earthquakes than usual, as well as a

  sudden, inexplicable outwards migration of wildlife trying to get as far away from the park as they could run, swim or crawl.’ She raised her hands. ‘Then, boom. Enough ash and

  dirt got blown into the sky, in the space of a single day, to build a life-size replica of Mount Everest. It’ll be still more years before anyone sees the sun.’




  ‘And that all means that just about everything died,’ added Yuichi, switching the torch back off and stepping over. ‘Food cycle shattered, crops failing. Most species went

  extinct and the forests died. That, along with a catastrophic crash in global temperatures, pretty much did for civilization here.’




  ‘How many survivors?’ I asked, even as part of my mind refused to accept the evidence of my own eyes. I pictured them making the sign up and planting it in some remote region, in

  order to fool me into believing their ridiculous story. But to what possible end? And was such a notion really any less lunatic than what they were telling me?




  ‘After the plagues and the fighting, maybe a few thousand here and there. People like Tony were better equipped to survive, but they still suffered badly. It’s pretty much over for

  humanity in this place, and it’s the same on world after world after world.’
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