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Prologue




Nicky hadn’t left her room in three days. She would have liked to pretend it was because a mass-murdering monster was trying to kill her. This was true, but it wasn’t the reason. She stayed in her room because that way there was absolutely no chance of running into Meredith.

‘You know you can’t keep this up forever, right?’ Ollie said, when he brought her lunch on a tray. He’d been doing that every day, because he was basically a saint.

‘I could,’ she insisted. ‘I’ve got food and a bed and cats. What else do I need?’

Domino, elegant and Siamese and haughty, was still sulking about the move from Mill Estate, but Clive gave her regular headbutts, and big fat ginger Bailey curled into the crook of her knee whenever she lay on the bed, which she did a lot.

‘I thought you were over this,’ Ollie said, studying her from beneath his overlong black fringe. ‘You were fine a week ago.’

‘I wasn’t living in the same place as Meredith a week ago.’ Nicky was aware her mouth did something weird every time she said Meredith’s name. She was working on it.

Ollie sighed, scratching at the collar of the shirt that he had, as usual, done up one button too tight. ‘I don’t want to be funny, but you did only have sex with her seven times. Or eight. You were a bit ambiguous on that front and just to be clear, I don’t want you to disambiguate.’

‘Ten times,’ she muttered.

He stared at her.

‘We did it again after the, you know, whole camping thing. And then we did it again after the exposé on Cade got published.’ But that made her remember what had happened immediately after that tenth time, the sickening realisation that Meredith had been playing her from the moment they met, using her not only for sex but also to take down Barnaby Cade, the man she’d never revealed was her ex-husband.

Ollie must have read some of that in her face. He put his arm over her shoulders for a quick, brotherly squeeze. ‘I’m sorry, Nic.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re right, it was only ever sex. On ten occasions. This is ridiculous. I’ll come and get my own food tomorrow.’ She had a flash of memory: Meredith’s small, self-satisfied smile when she told Nicky that she’d have to move to Imphal for her own protection, putting herself firmly under Meredith’s thumb. She swallowed hard. ‘Maybe the day after tomorrow.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I know what’ll cheer you up. But for heaven’s sake, wash. Also, put some bloody clothes on.’

After he left, she studied herself critically in the wardrobe mirror and yeah, OK, her short blonde hair was standing up in unflattering greasy spikes. There were deep shadows under her eyes, too, but she could at least do something about her hair. She could also change out of her night shirt. She hadn’t noticed the red stain down the front, probably from the curry that Ollie had brought her yesterday.

She took a very long shower. It relaxed her sufficiently to try getting her head into some kind of order. Because Ollie was right: she had been over the whole Meredith thing. Well, maybe not over it, but she’d been able to lock all the memories away somewhere she didn’t need to look at them. So why was she behaving like this?

It didn’t matter if she was in the same general vicinity as Meredith. Imphal Barracks was a big place and it wasn’t like Nicky was under any obligation to speak to her. Plus Meredith was the one who ought to be feeling bad about all this, not Nicky. She was the guilty party. It was her who should be too ashamed to show her face. Obviously, Meredith wouldn’t feel guilty or ashamed. Nicky doubted those were emotions she ever experienced. But her mere presence in a place shouldn’t stop Nicky living her life.

The next morning she had another shower, actually brushed her hair and dressed in her normal jeans and hoodie. Which was just as well, because half an hour later there was a knock on her door that she answered to find not only Ollie but also Jill, Kester, Hannah and Ellis waiting for her, all her closest friends from Mill Estate and neighbouring Eastfields. Her family, really. Kester was carrying a lot of rule books.

‘Of course you’d think Dungeons & Dragons would cheer me up,’ she said to Ollie. ‘Of course you would.’

Hannah looked around the room with a frown. ‘Bloody hell. You landed on your feet.’

‘There’s a private bathroom too,’ Nicky admitted. It was well stocked with toiletries, including a large bottle of a lemony unisex perfume that she’d never used before but loved. She stubbornly suppressed the question of who’d chosen it for her.

‘Do you think I can get a hit put out on me so I can move to Imphal too?’ Ellis asked.

And Ollie was right again, annoyingly – the game did cheer her up. It ran so late, everyone had to stay over, which was fine, because Imphal was in the process of expanding and had a zillion spare rooms.

‘You’ve still got your rooms at home,’ Jill said. ‘It is your home. Come and stay whenever you fancy.’

Less than a week ago, the people hunting for Nicky and Ollie had hit Jill with the butt of a gun to try to get her to talk. The bruise still stood out starkly on her cheek, so this was extremely generous of her.

‘We can’t visit for a bit,’ Ollie told her. ‘Meredith reckons Cade will try to kill us again, given half a chance. And she said if we go back to Mill Estate too much, it’ll look like we haven’t moved. And that’ll put you all in danger.’

He carefully didn’t look at Nicky when he said Meredith’s name. No one else did either, so they didn’t see her flinch. Aside from Ellis, none of her other friends knew about her and Meredith and she’d done her best to stop them finding out. Hannah loathed Meredith. Most of them did. Nicky had been afraid they’d neither approve nor understand.

But after that, she did as she’d promised Ollie. She left her room. That was the start of a very painful week. Too many of the soldiers she used to travel around the country with wanted to come up and congratulate her on the exposé. That would have been lovely, if half of it hadn’t been unknowingly based on Meredith’s faked evidence. Truthfully, even then Nicky would have found it pretty uncomfortable. She’d never been very good at accepting compliments. As it was, it was agonising.

Inevitably, she saw Meredith. It was only from a distance. Even so, it stopped Nicky in her tracks. Meredith was walking along the far side of Imphal’s big central quad. She was deep in conversation with two of her soldiers, but she seemed to sense Nicky’s eyes on her. She turned her head and for a moment, their gazes locked.

It made something burn in Nicky’s chest that felt like a toxic stew of anger and hurt and other things she wasn’t willing to examine too closely. She tore her eyes away and walked on. But at least she’d done it now. She’d popped that particular cherry. So she’d be able to handle any future sightings of Meredith with complete equanimity. She just wished she could make herself stop thinking about it all.

Work could at least have occupied her mind. Back home at Mill Estate, she could have asked to be put on the rota for mucking out the stables, or cleaning the shower block, some job that really matched the way she was feeling about herself. But she’d been forbidden to go to Mill Estate, at least for the time being. So she went looking for Jules. As Meredith’s right-hand man he was probably too senior to be bothered with this kind of thing, but he was the one other local aside from Meredith that she really knew.

He frowned once she’d told him what she wanted, looking even more drill-sergeanty than normal. ‘You don’t need to work. Ms Hind doesn’t expect you to.’

‘I don’t care what Ms Hind expects,’ Nicky said with a brief, uncontrollable surge of anger.

He didn’t react. He was even less satisfying to be angry at than Meredith was.

‘You knew, didn’t you?’ Nicky said. ‘The whole plan with me and Ollie and Cade. You knew from the start. You must have done, you’re her second-in-command.’

‘Ms Hind tells me what I need to know,’ he said, which was exactly the sort of non-answer she should have expected out of him.

‘So who do I talk to about work?’ she asked.

‘You’ve already got a job: the News of the Wolds. Ms Hind wants the paper to continue publishing.’

‘Then Ms Hind can write it herself. Put me in the laundry or the cowsheds or the kitchens or something. Actually maybe not the kitchens – the other people here don’t deserve that. But anything else.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said noncommittally. ‘There’s something else you need to know. You’re going to be Nicky Smith from now on, not Nicky Lester.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Safety precaution. Especially for when you’re travelling outside Imphal. Ms Hind wants to make it harder for Cade to keep track of you. Best if you don’t tell too many people here who you really are, either. We think we’ve cleared out the spies in Imphal, but we can’t be sure. Ms Hind’s asked everyone who knows you to be discreet.’

That gave Nicky a very odd feeling, a mixture of alarm that anyone she passed in the corridors might be working for Cade, and something annoyingly warm at the realisation that Meredith had cared enough to bother.

‘So she decided to change my name to Nicky Smith?’ she said. ‘Why didn’t she go the whole hog and call me Jane Doe?’

‘We can change it to that if you’d prefer,’ Jules replied, so straight-faced it was impossible to tell if he was joking. If joking was even a thing that he did.

‘And what about Ollie?’ she asked. ’Nguyen’s already the most common Vietnamese surname.’

‘Oliver Jones.’

‘Yeah. Of course. Are you going to make him put on a Welsh accent too? Because I would actually pay good money to see that.’

Three days later, Nicky woke to find that a note had been slipped under her door. It told her to report to Room W027 at 6:30am for work, so it was lucky she was an early riser. There was no clue what the work was.

Room W027, when she stuck her head tentatively round the door, turned out to be a classroom. There were people sitting at desks, a whiteboard and a middle-aged man standing in front of it with thinning blond hair and a sturdy build.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I think I might have come to the wrong place?’

‘What’s your name then?’ the man asked. His accent hovered between Cockney and Yorkshire.

‘Nicky, um, Smith,’ she said.

He consulted a list, before looking back at her. ‘Then you’re in the right place. Sit down, we’re about to get started.’

‘Great,’ she said, not sitting down. ‘But what exactly are we doing?’

The other five occupants of the room were all now looking at her, not in a particularly impressed way.

‘Electronics foundation,’ the man, presumably their teacher, said.

‘Oh. OK.’ Nicky slid cautiously into the chair behind the last remaining desk. She had nothing to put on it. Unlike everyone else, she hadn’t brought a pen or a notebook. ‘So, why am I doing electronics foundation?’

The teacher sighed, scratching a hand through his stubble. ‘Because you’re going to be an electrician’s mate and you need the basics first.’

‘Right. Good. I always wanted to become an electrician. That’s definitely playing to my strengths.’

‘Did no one explain this to you?’

She shook her head.

He sighed again. ‘New around here, are you?’

That was a complicated question. She settled for, ‘I moved to Imphal three weeks ago.’

‘Everyone here has to sing for their supper. Guess someone thought you’d have an aptitude.’

If Jules thought that, he definitely didn’t know about her GCSE science result. But the other students were starting to look impatient, and now didn’t seem an ideal moment to bring it up.

Anyway, it quickly became obvious to everyone that she was out of her depth. Especially when the teacher asked her what SI unit energy was measured in, and she had to ask what an SI unit was. She left exhausted at 5pm with a textbook from the teacher and instructions to read the bloody thing.

That was her next fortnight: reading that book and all the others she could get her hands on from Imphal’s very extensive library to try to get up to speed. She asked Ollie to test her on it over dinner. It made a change from him nagging her to come back to the newspaper, where he was still doggedly working.

She could only assume Jules had put her in the class to make some kind of point. And they hadn’t even started the practical stuff yet.

Their fifteenth day, they studied levers and pulleys for reasons Nicky didn’t fully understand. At least by then she knew what a joule was. That night, as usual, she spent most of the evening with her head bent over a book.

But not like usual, her mind kept wandering. It was something about the subject matter, force applied here having a larger effect there. And the way effort could be multiplied if you put your fulcrum in the right place. You just had to know what you wanted to lift. Eventually she stopped working altogether and simply thought. Then she went to see Ollie.

He looked startled when she walked through his door without knocking. She’d obviously picked up a few bad habits from Meredith. He was sitting on his single shabby armchair, reading what looked like a Dungeons & Dragons rulebook. His room was a lot less nice than hers, but then Meredith hadn’t wanted to sleep with him.

‘It’s not finished,’ she said.

‘What’s not finished?’

She sat on the bed opposite him. ‘The investigation. It isn’t over.’

‘There’s nowt left to do. Maybe the end was a bit sub-optimal, but we found out who did it. We proved Cade started the apocalypse. More or less.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘So now we have to figure out why.’


Chapter 1


Unhappy Reunion



It was weird, pulling the Cade files from storage. It had only been a few weeks, but the story felt dead and buried, and a chapter of Nicky’s life she preferred not to think about was buried with it. As soon as they reviewed the evidence, though, it was clear the case needed to be reopened.

‘You were right, way back at the start,’ Ollie said. ‘Doesn’t make sense he released the v-strain as a power grab. All that effort to secretly create the virus and sneak it into the flu jab and for what? He already had all the money. And he was about to get a place in the House of Lords. Maybe that’s not as good as PM, but who wants to be Prime Minister of a post-apocalyptic wasteland full of bloodthirsty monsters?’

‘It’s not particularly wastelandy, but yeah.’ Nicky shrugged. ‘He seems like a bit of a psycho but he’s not crazy. And only a crazy person would do this for no reason.’

But nothing they found in their files got them any closer to what that reason could be. Of course, there was one very obvious person they could go to for background on Cade.

‘You could talk to Meredith,’ Nicky suggested hopefully. ‘There’s no reason it has to be me.’

‘You know her much better than me. You’ll be able to tell when she’s having you on.’ He caught her expression and added, ‘You’ll be able to tell now. And anyroad, she’s more likely to open up to you. She likes you more than she likes me.’

‘Yeah, she likes me so much she spent months screwing me over while also actually screwing me.’ Nicky could feel her mouth doing that thing again.

Ollie patted her shoulder sympathetically. ‘I’m not saying she likes you a lot. But you can’t avoid her forever. You’ll have to see her someday, might as well be today.’

She studied him suspiciously. ‘Is this you trying to get me to woman up, or confront my demons or whatever? Because that’s a low blow.’

He looked at her reproachfully and she looked away first. She knew he was right.

That still left the question of where and when to see Meredith. There were probably military campaigns that took less planning. Nicky definitely didn’t want to see her anywhere they’d had sex, so that was both Nicky’s room and Meredith’s office out. She also couldn’t face doing it in public. It was an open question how she’d react when speaking to Meredith again, but she was pretty sure it wouldn’t be in a way she wanted anyone else to witness.

That left Meredith’s house. It turned out she had an entire one to herself, which didn’t come as any surprise. It looked Victorian, all distressed dark red brick and ivy climbing up the front. Nicky saw a walled section at the back, so presumably Meredith had her own garden, too. Outside the door there were two guards, which she hadn’t expected. But when they saw her, they stood aside and waved her through, as if she had every right to go in.

She didn’t knock. Meredith never had. The door opened into a hall, tiled and corniced, and then a sitting room. Meredith wasn’t in it, and Nicky stopped to nose around.

It wasn’t at all what she’d expected. She’d imagined Meredith’s home, when she’d spent any time thinking about it, as being like her office: a lot of mid-century modern furniture that was more sleek than comfortable. But this room had an older, Arts and Crafts vibe. It was surprisingly cosy. There were leather armchairs, quite a bit of carved wood panelling and bow windows looking out at a cottage garden, currently bare-branched and rimed with frost.

The house was pleasantly cluttered, which didn’t seem terribly like Meredith. But when Nicky looked closer, she saw that it was less knick-knacky and more objets d’art. She was pretty sure the Mondrian beside the fireplace was the real deal. So was the fireplace: there were logs stacked in it ready to burn, and a sheepskin rug in front of it.

One whole wall was given over to bookshelves, and normally she’d have sneaked a look at them too. There was nothing like someone’s book collection for giving you an insight into their personality. But she already knew as much about Meredith’s character as she wanted.

There was music coming from upstairs, so presumably that was where Meredith was. Nicky followed it up, past the open door of a bedroom. She hurriedly looked away from that. The music was coming from behind a different door.

She heard quite a lot of it as she waited outside, psyching herself up to go in. It was The Ride of the Valkyries. Imagining the snide thing she could say about that finally got her through the door.

Meredith was working at a rowing machine that faced the entrance, so she saw Nicky the moment she walked in. The rowing stopped and for a very brief moment there was a genuine, unguarded expression on Meredith’s face, though Nicky wasn’t quite sure what it meant. Then Meredith leaned forward to turn off the music and the shutters were back down again.

The room wasn’t that big, but it was equipped with pretty much every exercise machine Nicky had ever heard of. It smelled of Meredith’s perfume and Meredith’s skin, the particular combination that only happened when she exerted herself. It was a smell that Nicky was intimately and painfully familiar with. Meredith’s auburn hair was in damp curls around her face and she was, for her, dressed very informally in exercise shorts and a tank top. It showed off a great deal of her body, short and tight and flushed. Nicky felt a strong urge to push it up against the wall and really show Meredith how angry she was with her.

‘Gosh,’ Meredith said. ‘What a pleasant surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you for a month.’

As usual, she’d managed to wrongfoot Nicky straight out of the gate. ‘What’s happening in a month?’ she asked.

‘I thought that was how long it would take you to get over your sulk.’

‘I’m not sulking! I’m…’ But she didn’t want to say hurt. ‘And I’m not ever getting over what you did to me.’

Meredith tutted. ‘I didn’t do it to you, Nicky.’

‘No, I suppose you did it to Ollie too.’

‘I didn’t do it to either of you. I did it to Barnaby. You and Oliver were merely the instruments.’

‘Oh, that’s OK then,’ Nicky said bitterly. ‘No harm done.’

Meredith rolled her eyes, then crossed her arms beneath her ribs and pulled off her top.

Nicky spun frantically away before she saw much more than a flash of Meredith’s glistening olive skin and the red bullet scars on her flank. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Taking a shower.’

There was a rustle of material that probably represented Meredith removing the rest of her clothes. Shortly afterwards, there was the sound of water falling and then a billow of steam. The shower was one of those posh wet-room ones that took up a whole corner of the gym, not even slightly cordoned off from it.

‘Could you not?’ Nicky said. ‘I came here to talk. It’s important.’

‘I can listen to you and wash at the same time. You already know that. I’m sure you recall our bath together. I certainly do, frequently.’

‘I’m trying to forget it.’

‘How’s that going?’ Meredith asked.

Very badly, obviously.

‘I’m not having a conversation while you’re naked,’ Nicky said. But that meant waiting for five minutes while Meredith finished washing.

Nicky spent most of those minutes involuntarily imagining what she was resolutely choosing not to see. She and Meredith had never showered together, but she didn’t have any trouble visualising how she would look with water sluicing down the curves of her body. She could picture Meredith’s breasts in particularly sharp detail, probably because she’d spent so much time touching and kissing them.

Eventually, the water in the shower cut off and Meredith said, ‘I’m decent. You can look now, since you’ve suddenly become such a prude.’

By decent she meant wrapped in a small towel. She led Nicky out of the door and into what appeared to be her dressing room. No human on earth needed to own that many pairs of shoes. Meredith had enough dresses to wear a different one each day of the year, which to be fair, she did seem to do. To one side there was a table with a mirror and quite a lot of make-up.

Meredith sat, then turned to Nicky, eyebrow arched. ‘Well? What are you here for?’

‘Cade.’

Meredith turned away from her to face the mirror. Her make-up routine apparently began with a lot of moisturiser. Nicky watched her hands smooth it over her arms and legs, overcome by the tactile memory of how those hands had felt moving over her own skin. She felt the ghost sensation of Meredith’s fingers, always so gentle and careful with Nicky’s body, in a way she never had been with her feelings.

Meredith’s eyes on her were very knowing and she hurriedly dropped her own.

‘Did you stockpile the world’s entire supply of overpriced cosmetics?’ Nicky asked.

‘One does have an image to maintain.’

‘As what, Satan? You don’t need make-up for that – your personality’s doing all the heavy lifting.’

Meredith laughed. ‘I’ve missed you, Nicky.’ She said Nicky’s name the way she used to say ‘darling’, before Nicky had forbidden Meredith to call her that. It sent a dart of something through her, something unwelcome.

‘Just call,’ Nicky said. ‘I’ll insult you any time you like.’

‘So why precisely did you want to speak to me about Barnaby?’

‘Because the investigation isn’t really over.’

Meredith was now applying eyeliner with a sharp pencil that would have made Nicky worry about putting her own eye out. ‘You shouldn’t tie yourself in knots over that. You found all the evidence there was to find. And I think subsequent events did confirm my hunch about him.’

‘No, I know. That’s not what I want to look into. I want to find out why. Why the hell did he do it?’

Meredith spared her a brief glance. ‘I’ve been asking myself the same question.’

‘So you don’t know?’

‘I haven’t the first idea. He cooked all this up years after I left him.’

‘Then you’ll have to provide the resources we need so we can keep looking. By resources I mostly mean lifts. Also maybe the loan of a tech geek every now and again.’

‘I can do that,’ Meredith said. ‘In return, I’ll expect you to keep me abreast of developments in the investigation. You’re not always as open as you could be.’

The cheek of this, coming from her, was so extreme that Nicky could only stare at her open-mouthed for a second. Eventually she managed to say, ‘Or you could spy on me like you were doing before.’

‘But you were quite cross about that.’

‘Fine,’ Nicky said. ‘We’ll keep you in the loop. But in return for that, you need to tell me everything you know about Cade. All the stuff you weren’t telling me before.’

Meredith’s lips thinned and there was a long silence, but eventually she nodded. ‘Alright, but only what I judge to be relevant. You’ll have to trust me to know what that is.’

‘I’m never going to trust you again as long as I live. And how can you be sure what’s relevant until we figure out what the answer is? I need to know everything you know.’

‘That’s not going to happen, I’m afraid.’ Meredith was looking in the mirror again, applying the coral lipstick that Nicky recognised as her everyday wear.

Nicky took the tube of lipstick out of her hand, being careful that their fingers didn’t touch. ‘Do you want to find out what he’s up to or not? Because we both know he hasn’t just slunk away with his tail between his legs. He’ll be back. And unless we know what he wants, we might not be able to stop him.’

Meredith held out her hand until Nicky dropped the lipstick back into it. ‘Maybe you have a point. I’ll tell Jules to release our intelligence files on him to you. Needless to say, you should keep what’s in there to yourself, although you’ll find a lot of it is ground you’ve already covered.’

‘OK, good,’ Nicky said, and grudgingly dragged out a ‘thank you’ too.

Meredith was looking at her in that probing way of hers that always made Nicky feel completely transparent. ‘How are you, Nicky? You look like you haven’t been sleeping well. There’s probably something I could do to help with that.’

Her expression was almost soft as she looked at Nicky. But she didn’t get to pretend to care, not now when it was much too late.

‘Hard pass,’ Nicky said. ‘Can we concentrate on Cade, please?’

Meredith sighed.

‘I want to know who he is, as a person, and you’re the only one who knows him. Knew him.’

Meredith’s make-up routine had moved on to her blusher now. Nicky couldn’t imagine spending this long every morning on something that she’d have to repeat all over again the next day. Not that Meredith didn’t look amazing, but she’d look amazing in a sack. If Nicky still cared about her appearance, which she very much didn’t.

‘I’m not asking you to tell me anything intimate or personal or whatever,’ Nicky said. ‘I don’t want to know. But when I met him, he was all front. I couldn’t see what was behind it.’

‘And you think he showed his authentic self to me?’ There was an edge to Meredith’s voice, a sense that Nicky was walking into some very dangerous territory. But she had to ask.

‘I think even if he didn’t, you had time to see through the mask.’

Meredith’s eyes caught and held hers. There was no smile on her lips now. ‘He’s filled with self-love, but you knew that already. Very vain. You should have seen the fuss he made the first time he spotted a grey hair. He thinks he can charm anyone into doing what he wants, because throughout his life he’s very seldom been told no. And it wouldn’t occur to him that it’s his wealth people are responding to and not his outstanding personal qualities. He’s never been without money, and he has no idea what that feels like.’

The moment felt so fragile, Nicky was almost afraid to shatter it by speaking, but she sensed this would be her only chance. ‘Right. All that fits what I saw. But there has to be more to him than that. You married him, and I don’t think it was for his money. If you wanted money, you’d go and do something morally awful to get it yourself.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I didn’t mean it as a compliment.’ Although maybe she had. Because she could ask herself the same question about Meredith that she’d asked Meredith about Cade. And it was hard not to admire Meredith’s strength, even when you were being steamrollered by it. ‘I want to know what was interesting about him, what he was interested in,’ she explained. ‘What he cared about.’

‘Fashion,’ Meredith said. ‘Fine dining. Biochemistry.’

‘Biochemistry? Really? That’s sort of v-strain related.’

Meredith shrugged dismissively. ‘It might have been if he’d stuck with it. He got rather interested in studies on senescence for a while. All those Silicon Valley capitalists trying to find some way to live forever. Barnaby liked the sound of that. But he quickly decided they were barking up the wrong tree and moved on to classical history. He was always a dilettante.’

‘You’re still talking about his faults, and not what was…’ Nicky stalled on the words attractive about him. She wasn’t sure how Meredith would react to them. She wasn’t sure how she’d react to the image of Meredith and Cade and the physical aspect of their relationship that she’d chosen never to think about.

Meredith seemed to know what she’d meant to say, anyway. Still entirely serious, she said, ‘He has a quality, as many people like him do, of carrying you along with him. When he was younger, he treated life as an adventure and invited you to join him in it. He doesn’t feel bound by any rules and he encourages you to break them all alongside him.’

‘But what did he want?’ Nicky asked. ‘What did he want that all of his money couldn’t buy?’

It struck her even as she said it that she knew at least one thing he wanted: Meredith. In more than one interview, he’d talked about his yearning for his long-lost ex-wife. But the dangerous look was back on Meredith’s face and Nicky didn’t dare say it. Besides, it made no sense as a motive for the v-strain.

‘He wasn’t quite as wealthy when I first met him,’ Meredith said. ‘You’re aware he arranged his own brother’s death? He would have inherited a fraction of the family fortune otherwise.’

‘No, I wasn’t aware, because you never told me.’ Murdering his own family was depraved, even for him. Nicky remembered his brother’s daughter, Cassie, talking about the helicopter crash that killed her parents. Laughing about it. ‘And then he adopted Cassie after he orphaned her. God, he’s cold. Did you… did you know her, back then?’

‘When she was young, yes. She used to be a rather charming little girl. I imagine she’s not so charming now Barnaby’s had all this time to work on her.’

‘No,’ Nicky said, ‘not charming at all.’ She shivered at the memory of that sleek, self-possessed woman, smiling as she held Nicky captive.

‘The police suspected him of his brother’s murder, you know. They questioned him four times, but they could never quite put together the evidence. There was one particular detective inspector, very tenacious. I’m not sure he ever stopped digging. So I suppose that’s one thing Barnaby’s money couldn’t buy him: impunity.’

‘Impunity to do what, though?’ Nicky asked.

‘That’s what your investigation will need to find out, isn’t it?’ Meredith’s tone had a finality that told Nicky she’d got as far as she possibly could with this line of questioning.

After that, she went back to her room to cuddle the cats, or at least get a few seconds of cuddling in before they squirmed away in annoyance. She was feeling too shaky to face the world, but even so, she felt like she’d held her own with Meredith. She wasn’t so sure about the end result of their conversation, though.

Meredith wanted the News of the Wolds to keep running, she wanted Nicky to keep working on it, and here Nicky was, launching their next investigation. And a part of her really wanted to do it. She’d dreamed of being a journalist for almost as long as she could remember. But when she’d achieved her aim, what had she done with it? Spent months dancing to Meredith’s tune, writing the story Meredith wanted her to write and not even realising how she was being used. Well, she was over giving Meredith what she wanted.

She felt in desperate need of a change. She hadn’t chosen to move to Imphal, or to become an electrician, but she had moved, and she was training, so why not make a silk purse out of that particular sow’s ear? She wanted her self-respect back. The world needed electricians, especially these days, and it definitely needed them more than it needed journalists who were incapable of distinguishing the truth from a clever lie.

She sat with it for a little while, to make sure of the decision, then she went to get the files about Cade from Jules.

Ollie looked up when she came through the office door, balancing the stack of files in her arms. There were a lot of them. Meredith had kept her word on that, if nothing else.

‘Meredith’s intel on Cade,’ she told him, dumping the files on his desk. ‘All of it. Thought you’d find it useful.’

He looked at her a moment, startled, then down at the files. ‘Flipping heck. How did you wrangle these out of her?’

‘I told her Cade was bound to be off somewhere plotting a grand return, so we’d better be ready.’

‘That’s a horrible thought. Do you think he is?’

‘Seems likely. He did a runner because he did start the apocalypse. He was probably worried we’d found some damning evidence he thought he’d kept hidden.’

Ollie nodded. ‘And people were ready to tear him limb from limb.’

‘But it won’t have taken him long to realise that we hadn’t genuinely found the evidence. We fabricated it. Well, Meredith did. So if he wants to come back, all he needs to do is discredit us. He’s probably figuring out the best way to do it.’

‘Alright,’ Ollie said. ‘Do you want to take one half and I’ll do the other?’

She pushed the files across the desk to him. ‘You’re doing all of it. I’m not a journalist anymore, I’m an electrician. Well, trainee electrician. Well, trainee electrician’s mate.’

‘Nic, what the hell? I know you took that job to make a point, but the point’s made. And I need you. I’m a photographer, not a writer. Words are your thing.’

‘I’ll still help,’ she promised. ‘In my spare time. Whatever you need, I’ll do it. But it’s time for a fresh start. You’re looking at an all-new Nicky.’

He squinted at her. ‘She looks exactly the same as the old Nicky to me.’

‘It’s a work in progress,’ she said. ‘Give it time.’


Chapter 2


Nicky and the Lads



She threw herself into her new job, trying to make up in enthusiasm what she lacked in competence. The course part of things was mostly over, anyway. Now she had to start learning the practical stuff.

She was given new blue overalls and a tool belt to wear – which made her feel like she’d chosen a particularly boring outfit to a fancy dress party – and assigned to work with their teacher. He was called Gary and he was one of Imphal’s two electricians. His face visibly fell when he realised she’d been paired with him.

‘I think I’m going to be your electrician’s mate?’ Nicky said.

Gary snorted. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing. Just keep quiet and try not to electrocute anyone.’

Being out and about made seeing Meredith inevitable. There was no avoiding it, but Nicky made a resolution about that too. She was going to try to let her anger with Meredith go, not for Meredith’s sake, but for her own. The feeling wasn’t good for her. It was too reminiscent of those surges of formless rage she’d felt in the darkest days of her depression.

Besides, the anger was pointless. It was like being angry with the cats for scratching her nice armchair. To be fair, she was slightly irked with them about that, but she knew it was silly. They were just being cats, the same way Meredith had just been being Meredith when she did what she did.

And it wasn’t like Nicky had been at all in the dark about who Meredith was. That was one thing Meredith had been right about. Nicky had taken her measure the first time they met. Her instincts hadn’t failed her where Meredith was concerned, she’d just foolishly chosen to ignore them. So that was really on her.

She occasionally encountered Meredith in corridors and quads, but she averted her eyes whenever she did. Other than that, she mostly saw her in the canteen. Meredith was always seated at the special table reserved for her and her guests, the one that was laid with a white tablecloth and her ridiculous silver cutlery.

There was one guest who was there often, always sitting next to Meredith. She looked to be a little older than Nicky, slender with long, dark hair and loads of energy. She gesticulated a lot when she was talking to Meredith. Not that Nicky was particularly looking at the high table, or Meredith, or who she was spending her time with.

Ollie had stopped trying to convince her that becoming an electrician was a stupid idea, although she suspected it was more of a temporary tactical withdrawal than a complete surrender. Instead, he’d started nagging her about her love life.

He was at it again over Wednesday night dinner. ‘There’s loads of women here,’ he said, glancing round the canteen. ‘Over two thousand people in Imphal. There’s got to be someone you’re interested in.’

‘If there was,’ she said, ‘you nagging me about it definitely wouldn’t make me more likely to do something.’

‘You nag me about going on dates all the time! Yesterday you were on at me again about the lass at the leaving party.’

‘Exactly. And look how much effect that has. Learn from my mistakes.’

What she couldn’t bring herself to tell Ollie was that she’d lost faith in her own judgement. How could she look for a new partner, even a new date, when she didn’t trust herself not to pick someone who was a complete arsehole?

That wasn’t all down to Meredith. Her ex-boyfriend Paul, the one she’d split up with before the Bloodletting, had more than done his part. He’d told her he loved her, and she let herself believe it. She’d said it back, even if she hadn’t been quite sure she meant it. And then she found out he’d been cheating on her all along.

She’d never for one second kidded herself that Meredith loved her. That would have been absurd. And anyway, Nicky hadn’t been in love with Meredith – she’d barely even liked her. Their relationship had been purely physical, but somehow that made it worse. She’d thought she was walking into that one with her eyes open, only to discover that she’d been blind from the start.

But apart from that, things were going pretty well. Gary sort of reminded her of Simon, the gruff head of Mill Estate, although in a less possibly-a-former-armed-robber sort of way.

Her second week of following him around, he turned to her and said, ‘Me and the lads are having a few beers after.’

The lads turned out to be a skinny fortysomething man with virulently red hair and a permanently startled expression, and a young guy with a buzz-cut and the sort of bony face that ought to have looked ugly but somehow turned out handsome. The pair of them were knocking back beers in one of Imphal’s common rooms. Nicky had the horrible suspicion it was the same one where she’d first kissed Meredith.

‘The ginger cunt’s Nobby – he’s the other spark here,’ Gary told her as they walked in. ‘Joe’s his electrician’s mate, started just after you. He already had the basics down so he skipped the course.’

‘Alright, Nicky,’ Nobby said. ‘Gary reckons you’re about as much use as a diet crouton.’

Gary had the grace to look very slightly embarrassed.

‘I don’t think that’s true,’ she said. ‘Diet croutons still have some nutritional value. I’m more the, I don’t know, polystyrene crouton of electrician’s mates.’

That seemed to get her off on the right foot with them.

She didn’t care that most of the subsequent conversation was about the new intercommunity football league, a subject in which her interest was sub-zero. She didn’t even care when Joe gave her a minute-by-minute breakdown of his last game, using lug nuts for players. At least she came out of it knowing what a lug nut was. And it was very restful to hang out with people who never seemed in the slightest danger of wanting to talk about anyone’s feelings.

‘You’re new round here, aren’t you?’ Joe said, the second evening she spent with them.

‘New to Imphal, not the area. I used to live on Mill Estate.’

‘That’s the farm up north, isn’t it? Four goats.’ That was Nobby with, she was beginning to learn, a characteristically odd addition to the conversation. She felt a sudden pang of homesickness for the goats.

‘The Guvnor recruited me and Lucy down in Sheffield,’ Nobby added.

‘Lucy’s his sister, good lass,’ Gary said.

Nicky felt a flicker of interest, despite herself. ‘Oh, so the two of you came to Imphal with Meredith? I mean the Guvnor?’

Nobby nodded. ‘Aye. Been here… reckon it must be nearly a year now.’

Which made her realise it was now nine months since she’d first met Meredith.

‘Same for me,’ Gary said. ‘She picked me up in Coventry before she came here.’

Nicky looked at Joe, but he shook his head. ‘Moved here myself. Heard they were expanding.’

‘What made you decide to come?’ she asked all of them. ‘You already had somewhere to live, right? Other survivor communities. Probably ones that weren’t being run by a woman who’s essentially a better-dressed Vladimir Putin.’

Nobby laughed. ‘The Guvnor’s not so bad. She’s a straight talker.’

‘No she isn’t!’ Nicky said incredulously.

Gary gave her an odd look. ‘Why did you move here then, if that’s what you think of her?’

Because the alternative was literally death, but she couldn’t say that. ‘Because she’s good at running things?’ she tried.

‘There you go,’ Nobby said.

‘And it doesn’t bother you that this is basically a dictatorship? It’s Meredith’s way or the highway. I mean, obviously it doesn’t bother me,’ she added hurriedly. ‘Because I chose to live here. Because I think the Guvnor’s great. But maybe that’s just me.’

Gary shrugged. ‘Not like we’re not free to leave. Back where I came from, they tried to run things by committee. Total fucking shitshow. Meredith’s the boss. She’s got a firm hand, and that’s what we need.’

Nicky had to look away to ruthlessly suppress the memory of exactly how firm Meredith’s hand could be.

It was a couple of weeks in that she realised Joe was flirting with her. Well, less realised and more ‘was told point blank’. The common room was crowded that evening, and Joe was perched on the arm of her elderly armchair. He kept leaning down to talk into her ear.

Gary scowled at him. ‘Knock it off. She’s gay, you pillock.’

Joe looked briefly startled, then embarrassed. ‘You’re not, are you?’ he asked Nicky.

She was so taken aback she didn’t respond for a second. Joe was too young for a start, barely into his twenties by the look of him, but that wasn’t the real issue. Now the possibility of dating a man again was right in front of her, she realised she had absolutely no interest in it. So she shrugged uncomfortably and said, ‘Yeah. Sorry, I didn’t know you didn’t know.’

‘No worries,’ Joe said equably. ‘If you ever decide you’re in the market for some meat and two veg, give us a call.’ And then he carried on talking to her exactly the same as he had before. So she could probably mark down her first ever coming out as a success.

‘My sister’s a lesbian,’ Nobby declared, two evenings later, as if he’d finally caught up with the conversation.

‘I’m happy for her,’ Nicky said.

‘She’s single. You’re single, right?’

She nodded cautiously. It wasn’t hard to see where this was going.

Nobby took a sip of his beer, studying her. ‘She’s older than you, though.’

‘That’s alright. Apparently I like older women. I mean, if that’s the direction this is heading in.’ Because letting other people choose her dates felt like a safer bet than choosing her own.

Nobby smiled at her. ‘Sound. I’ll get it sorted. Lucy needs cheering up. She’s been walking around with a face like a bulldog licking piss off a nettle.’

‘Brilliant,’ Nicky said. ‘That’s exactly what I used to filter for on Tinder.’

She and Ollie were far from the only new people at Imphal. The place was expanding, swallowing the neighbouring University of York one building at a time. The open scrubland that had separated the university from the barracks was being rotovated in preparation for getting turned into the world’s largest herb garden.

Nicky was particularly keen on the university library. It was absolutely enormous. She was also kind of obsessed with the new nursery that Meredith had opened in one wing of it. It was yet another incentive for people to move to Imphal.

Nicky had never got on with babies. She generally preferred other humans at the stage they started being able to hold a conversation. But she was fascinated by these ones. When she walked past the place, she could often hear one or other of them crying. Normally it was a noise that grated on her nerves, but in a post-apocalyptic world it was a strangely optimistic sound. It was incredible to think enough people had enough hope for the future to bring all this new life into it.

One time the door had been left open, and Nicky couldn’t resist stepping inside for a closer look. There were quite a few nannies on duty, but no one tried to stop her. They probably thought she was one of the mums.

Her eyes were drawn to one particular little boy. She thought he was a boy, though at their age it was hard to tell. He had a shock of dark hair, almost the same colour as Ollie’s. His hands were balled up into fists, and Nicky couldn’t resist the urge to touch them, those miraculous little fingers.

‘I didn’t expect to find you admiring my babies,’ Meredith said, from the doorway behind Nicky.

She was as perfectly put together as usual. Her hair had the glossy bounce of a shampoo commercial and her navy dress dipped low at the neckline. Nicky hadn’t heard her come in, obviously, or she would have made for the nearest exit.

‘They aren’t your babies,’ Nicky said. ‘They’re other people’s.’

‘There are a couple up for adoption, if you’re interested.’

‘God, can you imagine?’

Meredith studied her in a way that suggested she was imagining it. It made her feel very peculiar, which was odd because she never ever wanted children, and especially not Meredith’s.

‘What are you doing here, anyway?’ Nicky asked. ‘Are you following me?’

‘I don’t need to follow you. I have people for that sort of thing.’

‘Wait, are your people following me?’

Meredith laughed, which wasn’t an answer.

‘I’d better go,’ Nicky said. ‘I don’t really know why I came in here.’

Meredith positioned herself between Nicky and the door. ‘I think we need to talk, don’t you? You’ve had your little strop, and I’ve indulged it, but enough is enough.’

‘I’m not having a strop,’ Nicky said, then at Meredith’s unconvinced expression corrected it to, ‘I’m not in a strop any more.’

‘You’re certainly not your normal sunny self,’ Meredith said, possibly sarcastically.

‘Your ex-husband is trying to kill me. And now I’m having to live in close proximity to you. It’s not been a great few months.’

‘You do have a tendency to dwell on things,’ Meredith said. ‘It isn’t healthy.’

‘Whereas you’ve been absolutely fantastic for my mental health. What do you want, Meredith?’

Meredith smiled her infuriating smile. ‘Oh, I think you know.’

‘It’s actually sort of impressive that you think there’s any chance in the universe of that happening after what you did.’

‘I do think there’s some possibility of it, yes.’

‘I’m seeing someone else now,’ Nicky blurted, which was maybe getting a bit ahead of the curve, but extremely satisfying to say.

‘Are you?’ Meredith looked briefly and very pleasingly startled before the amused mask was back in place. ‘And who’s this new paramour of yours?’

‘None of your business,’ Nicky said, and stalked out.


Chapter 3


Old Friends / New Phage



Nicky felt pretty cheerful for the rest of the day, like she’d evened the score a little with Meredith. There was more good news, too. Jules tracked her down to tell her that his people had determined it was now safe for her and Ollie to visit Mill Estate, as long as they didn’t do it on any kind of regular schedule.

She went looking for Ollie to let him know, and found him in the office they used to share, surrounded by piles of Meredith’s Cade files. He was looking harried.

‘Still not found anything?’ she asked.

‘It would help if you were here to lend a hand.’

‘Would it?’

He grimaced. ‘Not really. I’ve been through it all three times. But Meredith’s right. There’s nowt concrete to prove he made the v-strain, leave alone why.’

‘I’ve had an idea,’ she said tentatively, perching on the desk next to him. She could have sat in her old chair, but that would be too much like admitting she still worked there. ‘It was something Cade said, that first time we interviewed him. Do you remember? I asked him a question about Grove Lithium Holdings, the company that bought all the flu labs. And he said his CEO would know about that, except his CEO died of a heart attack right before the Bloodletting.’

‘In other words, Cade had him bumped off.’

She nodded. ‘Presumably because he knew too much about what Cade was up to. And he can’t have been the only one, right? The scientists who developed the v-strain must have had some idea too. I don’t see how they could have created it without knowing what it does.’

‘Cade probably killed them too.’

‘Right,’ she said. ‘But all of them? Unless he murdered everyone simultaneously, if I’d been one of those people, I’d have looked at everybody else dropping like flies and got the hell out of Dodge. Maybe some of them are still around.’

‘Can’t hurt to look into it.’ Ollie narrowed his eyes. ‘You’ve done a lot of thinking about this for someone who isn’t working on it anymore.’

‘I’m not sleeping very well. It’s think about this or count sheep.’

The insomnia was getting really annoying. It wasn’t even that she was brooding about Meredith. Well, not much. It was her absence that was the problem. No one would ever describe Meredith’s personality as warm. But she was physically warm, both literally and figuratively. She was very tactile. Holding her had been a pleasant way to drift off.

Not that Nicky could say any of this to Ollie. If she told him she missed having sex with Meredith, he’d make a face, but he’d understand. If she told him she missed cuddling Meredith, he’d have her institutionalised.

He was currently studying her, his head tipped to the side in that way of his, his dark hair flopping over his eyes. She could tell he was about to say something she didn’t want to hear.

‘Also, I’ve got a date,’ she said, in a bid to head him off at the pass. She hadn’t really meant to tell anyone about it, and now she’d managed to tell both him and Meredith.

At least her work had started taking her out of Imphal. She and Gary fixed the cowshed lights in a community near Castle Howard, and rewired the kitchen of a house in Easingwold. And the next job, she learned, would be at Mill Estate.

‘Isn’t this where you’re from?’ Gary asked, veering his bike close to hers as they cycled through the gates.

She nodded, swallowing past an unexpected lump in her throat at the sight and sounds of the place: the wonky tiles on the west extension that she and Ollie had helped build, the bleating of the goats drifting from inside the barn, the absolute familiarity of it all. She’d been so focused on her unhappiness at having to live in Imphal that she hadn’t really registered how much she simply missed being here.

Although after nearly two months away, it was startling how small and quaint Mill Estate looked to her, despite the sprawling extensions Simon had added to the already quite large old stone farmhouse. Being in Imphal with its thousands of residents had clearly messed with her sense of scale.

The house itself was empty. Everyone was in the sheep pasture, mending the dry stone walls. It was a job they always did on sunny winter days like this one.

There were about thirty people in the fields, digging out water channels or carefully rebuilding the sandstone and flint walls where they’d been knocked down by weather or wildlife.

As usual, Mill Estate had teamed up with Eastfields to do it. Hannah was inspecting a sizeable gap in the north pasture wall with Kester and Ellis. Nearby, Jill was using a long pointy stick to prod any bushes or gorse patches shady enough to potentially contain a phage. Simon used a shovel to dig up the bushes once Jill had given the all-clear.

After a moment, Ellis looked up and saw Nicky. He let out a childlike squeal and rushed up to hug her. She tried not to squirm uncomfortably as the rest of her friends approached.

‘They’ve let you out of prison!’ Ellis said. His round eyes were even rounder than normal with excitement.

Nicky disentangled herself from him. ‘It’s quite well catered for a prison.’

‘Are you moving back?’ Ravi asked. He looked touchingly excited at the prospect, but she shook her head.

‘I can visit whenever I want, though.’

‘So what have you been up to at Imphal?’ Jill asked. She’d somehow managed to get grass in her long salt-and-pepper hair and Kester was picking it out for her.

Nicky shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. Keeping busy at work.’

‘Yeah, busy fucking it up, mostly,’ Gary said.

Hannah glared at him. ‘What are you talking about? She’s really good at her job!’ Because Nicky hadn’t got around to telling them about her career change. She didn’t need all of them nagging her about it along with Ollie.

‘I’m retraining to be an electrician,’ she told Hannah with a look that hopefully conveyed the fact she didn’t want any further probing on the topic.

Ellis stared at her, then at Gary, finally registering that they were both wearing overalls. ‘But you’d be absolutely terrible at that.’

Gary nodded. ‘That’s what I said. Tell you what –’ this was to Nicky ‘– why don’t you catch up with your friends while I do the actual bloody work around here?’

It took a moment for her to realise that this was a serious suggestion and not a dig. Or at least a serious suggestion as well as a dig. By then Gary was striding off towards the house, and since the work probably would go quicker without her, she decided to take advantage of the chance to see everyone. Her throat was still feeling quite thick, like she was on the point of tears.

Then Simon shouldered through the crowd to give her a hard, manly hug. ‘Welcome home, Nichola.’

‘Come and give us a hand with the wall,’ Hannah said, and Nicky gladly joined in with her and Ellis and Kester. Because any more of that sort of thing from Simon and she’d definitely start crying.

‘Electrician?’ Hannah asked, as Nicky poured smaller flints between the limestone slabs she was easing into place. She looked frazzled, but then she usually did. She was Beth’s deputy at Eastfields and the amount of work that involved accounted for some, if not all, of her customary grumpiness.

‘I fancied a change,’ Nicky said.

Ellis was giving her a very penetrating look that she was putting a lot of effort into ignoring. Of course, he knew about her and Meredith, both that it was over and that it had happened at all.

They chatted for a while, about the trivialities that Nicky had missed by not being around, like the fact that Ravi had taken up painting, and how one of Eastfields’ cows had died delivering her calf and they’d had to draw up a special rota to bottle-feed him because he was absurdly cute and everyone wanted to do it.

It was so normal, like nothing at all had changed. But lots of things had changed, at least for her, quite a few of them while she’d still been living here. And aside from Ellis, she’d never told any of her friends about them.

‘There’s, um, something I’ve been meaning to tell you,’ she said to Hannah. ‘Well, two somethings really but they’re fairly connected.’

She could feel Ellis’s ears prick up. He continued pretending to build the wall while watching her out of the corner of his eye.

Hannah looked worried. ‘Are you OK? Has Cade made a move?’

‘This isn’t about that. It’s just…’ It was hard to have this conversation without remembering Hannah’s frequent and colourful rants about Meredith. ‘Look, before I say it, I want you to know I know it’s bad. Really bad. And I shouldn’t have done it and I knew that and I did it anyway. And Ollie’s already said all the stuff you’re probably going to want to say about it.’

Hannah was now looking aghast. ‘Bloody hell, Nic, what have you done?’

‘Nothing. Well, no, not nothing. I have done something. Except that makes it sound like I did it once and I actually did it quite a lot. But not the sort of thing you’re thinking about.’

‘She’s gay and she’s sleeping with Meredith,’ Ellis said. Then, off Nicky’s glare, ‘What? Like you’re going to give me a lecture on discretion.’

Hannah’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. She appeared to have been struck literally speechless with horror, which was exactly the reaction you hoped for when you told one of your best friends who you’d been having sex with. Nicky’s second coming out was turning out bumpier than the first.

‘That’s not true,’ she said.

Hannah sighed gustily. ‘Oh, thank God.’

But Nicky was committed now. She’d opened the can of worms. She might as well serve it, or spill it, or whatever you were supposed to do with opened worm cans. ‘I am gay. That bit’s true. But I’m not still sleeping with Meredith.’

‘Still?’ Hannah was looking horrified again. ‘Also, since when are you gay?’

‘Since she met Meredith,’ Ellis said, extremely unhelpfully.

‘But why?’ Hannah asked.

‘Why am I gay or why Meredith?’

‘The Meredith bit.’

Nicky shrugged helplessly. ‘Have you seen her?’

Hannah scowled. ‘Yeah, but I’ve also talked to her. More than once, and once was enough.’

‘Meredith decided to seduce me, for some reason,’ Nicky said. ‘And she’s very determined and it turns out I’m really weak-willed.’

Hannah’s brain finally seemed to catch up with her mouth. ‘Sorry, Nic, that was a horrible reaction. It’s great you’re gay. No, that’s weird too. It’s fine?’

‘That makes it sound like she needs your sign-off on it,’ Ellis contributed, still not being in any way helpful.

‘But I don’t get it,’ Hannah said. ‘Meredith Hind? Is there some other side to her the rest of us aren’t seeing?’

‘Oh God no. She’s exactly who you think she is.’ But even as Nicky said it, her memory had a few things it wanted to remind her of. There was the warmth of Meredith’s body in her arms as she held her while she laughed. And the feeling of Meredith’s fingers combing through her hair, comforting her when she thought she was dying of a phage bite. But none of it had meant a thing, in the end.

‘It was only sex,’ she said, ‘and manipulation. Or sex as manipulation. I was an idiot and I let her use me.’

Hannah had stopped looking judgemental and started looking sympathetic, which Nicky didn’t much enjoy either.

She made herself smile. ‘It’s OK. At least I know I’m a lesbian now. If it hadn’t been for Meredith, I’m not sure I’d ever have noticed. So she did me one favour.’

Hannah didn’t, thankfully, ask what had caused the break-up. She probably thought the reasons for leaving Meredith were self-evident.

‘Suppose that does explain your terrible taste in men,’ she said. ‘I never did understand why you were dating that Chris. The thought of spending any time with him turns me a bit gay, if I’m honest. And now you’re having to live under Meredith’s roof. That must be rough. How are you coping?’

‘Oh, you know, mostly repressing it. That’s always worked for me before.’

Ellis grinned. ‘See, the worrying thing is, we know you’re not joking.’

‘Can you tell everyone else?’ Nicky asked. ‘I don’t want to keep having this same conversation. Also –’ She broke off, her heart suddenly pounding in a totally unreasoning fear.

She had no idea what had caught her attention. She’d been glancing over the rest of the field, but not really looking. She hadn’t been paying any particular attention to Jill, or her pointed stick, or the patch of gorse she’d been half-heartedly prodding with it.

Maybe Nicky had noticed a movement of the bush that wasn’t the wind. Maybe it was a darker shadow in the shadows beneath it. But something made her turn away from Hannah to yell, ‘Jill, watch out!’

Jill turned around, stick half-extended towards that not-quite-right gorse bush. And because she was turned away, the phage that leapt out struck only a glancing blow to her side. Its horrible, needle-sharp teeth snapped shut on air rather than her neck.

There was a very brief moment of shock when no one did anything. Then the phage let out a high, inhuman shriek of pain as the sunlight hit its pale skin, and everyone snapped into action.

Quite a few people ran away. Nicky didn’t blame them. But Hannah and Kester and at least a dozen others ran towards the phage. She was slightly surprised to realise that she was one of them. She had no idea what she was going to do when she got there. She was completely unarmed. But Jill was frozen with fear and the phage was still moving, snarling as it flung itself towards her again –

– only for its head to meet the flat of Simon’s spade as he swung it.

The phage cried out again, in a much more human register this time. And for one moment, when Nicky looked at it, she didn’t see a monster but a woman, a sharp-featured thirtysomething with dirty blonde hair now wildly overgrown.

Then her eyes, those bright blue alien eyes, turned towards Nicky, and it was just a phage again. She was able to watch without flinching as Simon beat it with the spade again and again until it was on the ground and no longer even twitching. His face was splashed with its blood, barely visible against his dark skin.

Kester hugged Jill very hard. They were both crying. Hannah, efficient as always, sent everyone else in groups of four to check every other bush and patch of gorse and hedge in the surrounding fields. Because where there was one phage, there were normally more.

Nicky did look away when Simon started hacking at its neck with the edge of the spade. It needed to be done. Phages were tough and they healed far quicker than people, even from near-mortal wounds.

‘Nicky,’ he said, his voice tense. ‘Come and look at this.’

‘Why?’ She kept her face averted from the mess he was making.

‘Because you’re a journalist and I think you ought to see it.’

The fear that had been calmed by the death of the phage flared up again, but she crouched beside Simon to look at the corpse.

‘There,’ he said. He covered his hand with the sleeve of his jumper to brush aside the filthy scraps of cloth that were still covering the phage’s headless body.

The minute he moved his hand away, Nicky saw it. ‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Is the phage pregnant?’

The phage looked pregnant, her belly distended and her navel popped out. Nicky had to centre herself for a second at the sight of that belly button. It gave her another horrible moment of seeing the dead phage as human.

Simon pulled out a sheathed knife from somewhere. He was the sort of man who kept knives about his person, probably at all times. ‘Look away, Nichola.’

She did, but she could still hear the awful sawing of the knife cutting into the phage’s flesh. It wasn’t making her stomach feel too good. Neither was what she saw when she turned back.

The small corpse was resting on Simon’s Aran jumper, which he’d taken off for the purpose and was never going to be wearing again. It was smothered in gore, but very definitely a foetus. Almost a baby, really. The phage must have been at least five months gone, if phage pregnancies lasted the normal length of time.

Despite her nausea, Nicky couldn’t help leaning forward to study the body with morbid fascination. ‘Do you think it’s human, or phage?’

‘Guess there’s one way to find out.’ He used the blade of his knife to gently hold open the foetus’s lip.

There, white and very sharp beneath it, was a full set of teeth.


Chapter 4


First Dates



The news spread round the local survivor communities like wildfire, especially once Nicky had written up the story for the News of the Wolds. She had to do it: she’d been there and Ollie hadn’t. And sometimes, writing a thing down helped her get it out of her head and onto the page. The Cade investigation had been like that, but this turned out to be different. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

‘It had teeth. Teeth! Do you know what that means?’ she said to Ollie over brunch the next day, in the small breakfast bar that Meredith had recently opened in the south quadrant.

Ollie made a face. Thinking about phage foetuses probably wasn’t helping his shakshuka go down.

‘Most mammals are born without teeth,’ she told him. ‘I checked the animal husbandry section in the library. It’s better that way because for the first few weeks or months they’ll be living off their mother’s milk.’

He put his fork down and gave up on eating altogether. ‘So you’re saying whatever those things eat when they come out, it isn’t milk.’

She nodded. ‘Meredith’s people are running every sort of test on it, and she’s roped in Kester and the other local doctors and scientists too. It’s all hands on the horrifying phage foetus deck.’

She was proud she’d managed to say Meredith’s name without doing the mouth thing. It helped that she’d seen her with that dark-haired woman again at lunch. Meredith clearly wasn’t sparing Nicky a second thought, so why should Nicky spend any time thinking about her?

‘I think it’s new,’ Ollie said. ‘Them reproducing. A lot of people have killed a lot of phages over the last four years. If there’d been a pregnant one before, someone would have found it.’

‘Yeah. I think so too.’ Nicky bolted the last of her avocado toast. She had a stronger stomach than Ollie. ‘Anyway, much more importantly, do you think I should take a feat or an attribute increase for eighth level? I’ve got to level up.’ She handed him her character sheet for the Dungeons & Dragons game.

He stared at her rather than it. ‘More importantly?’

‘To me. I can’t do anything about baby phages, but I can min-max my character.’

He took the sheet and scanned it. ‘I’m glad you’re coming to the game, Nic. I knew you’d start feeling better soon.’

‘Yeah, because me pretending I can turn into a bear is definitely a sign of my robust mental health.’

‘Attribute increase,’ he told her, handing back the character sheet. ‘I tell you what is a sign of good mental health: you going on a date. You are going, right? You haven’t chickened out?’

‘It’s tonight,’ she said.

‘Tonight? Why the heck didn’t you tell me?’

‘It’s not a big deal. We’re having dinner together in the canteen. Nobby arranged it.’

He grinned. ‘Great, what time?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No, you cannot be there. You’ll make me self-conscious.’

‘I’ll make sure you go through with it.’

But she was determined to. Nobby had shown her a picture of Lucy, who didn’t look at all like a bulldog, so Nicky was able to spot her as soon as she walked into the canteen. She had spiky ginger hair, much more carroty than Meredith’s, and a piercing in one of her eyebrows. She was lounging back in her chair with the sort of cocky self-confidence that, without quite realising it, Nicky had always found attractive in other women.

Lucy looked her up and down when she sat down opposite, in that way people do when they’re pretending not to. It was hard to tell from her expression if Nicky had passed muster.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ Nicky said. It seemed preferable to, I’ve got no idea how to do this or if I even want to.

She’d forgotten what it was like trying to make awkward small talk with a total stranger. It didn’t help that not very long after sitting down, she spotted Meredith.

She should have expected it. She had, but then she’d told herself that Meredith had a private chef and sometimes ate in her own house. Not tonight, though. She was sitting at the head table wearing an aquamarine sheath dress that Nicky had never seen before. It was an exceptionally good colour on her. Every line of Meredith’s body was elegantly curved: the arch of her feet in her high heels, the swell of her breasts, the pull of the dress over her buttocks.

‘Am I boring you?’ Lucy asked.

Nicky wrenched her eyes away from Meredith with an effort, blushing. ‘God, sorry. You’re not. It’s just been a really busy day at work.’

‘Yeah, Nobby told me you’re in remedial.’

‘Great. I’m so bad at my job it’s a subject of conversation with people I’ve never met.’

Lucy laughed. She had a nice laugh. ‘He said you’re a trier, though.’

‘What do you do here?’ Nicky made a supreme effort not to shift her eyes back to Meredith, visible over Lucy’s shoulder. That dark-haired woman was sitting next to her, and Meredith was leaning on her elbow to talk to her.

Fuck, Nicky was looking at Meredith again. She forced herself to concentrate on Lucy.

‘I’m a civil engineer,’ Lucy said.

‘That sounds interesting.’

‘No it doesn’t. It sounds terminally boring.’

Nicky’s eyes must have slipped back to Meredith, because now Lucy was looking over her own shoulder to see what Nicky was staring at.

‘Oh,’ Lucy said. ‘The Guvnor. Nobby said you’re new around here. She’s a one-off, isn’t she?’

‘Christ, I hope so,’ Nicky muttered, before she could stop herself.

‘Ah, she’s not so bad. And she’s one of us. That counts for something.’

‘One of us what?’

‘One of the gays. Well, bi I guess. Seems to prefer women, though.’

This was news to Nicky. Although being married to Cade would probably put even the most committed bisexual off men a bit.

She looked over at Meredith again, just as Meredith looked up. Her eyes swept over Nicky and then over Lucy and, even at that distance, Nicky could see her raised eyebrow. Then Meredith turned back to the woman sitting beside her, Nicky seemingly forgotten.

‘You didn’t know she’s queer?’ Lucy asked.

‘No, no I did,’ Nicky said, making a superhuman effort to sound normal. ‘I did know that.’

Meredith and the woman were half-turned in their chairs towards each other. It looked like their knees might be touching. Were they having sex? Nicky was pretty sure that they were. Which was absolutely, a hundred per cent fine. Good, even. It was a fresh start for everyone.

Lucy shrugged. ‘Troubled times aren’t always the best for the LGBT-pluses. Good to have one of our own in charge.’

It was still an adjustment for Nicky to think of herself as one of that group. It was even weirder to imagine Meredith included in it. She was so singular, Nicky didn’t think she’d ever put a label on herself, let alone consider herself part of any community. It would imply she was less than absolutely unique.

‘Look,’ Lucy said, ‘I’m going to be honest with you. I came tonight because Nobby’s been on at me to get back in the game after my ex walked out on me. But I’m not feeling it.’

That stung, despite the fact Nicky wasn’t feeling it either. But it would be nice to know she had options, even ones she didn’t intend to take.

Lucy must have read some degree of hurt in her face because she said, ‘Don’t get me wrong, you’re pretty.’

‘Great. So it’s my personality that’s the problem.’

Lucy squinted at her, trying to see if Nicky was joking. She must have decided she was because she smiled and said, ‘Jury’s still out on that. But anyway, I go much more femme.’ Her gesture took in Nicky’s cropped blonde hair, scruffy hoodie and unmade-up face. She hadn’t, to be fair, made any effort to dress up for the date, but then she didn’t have anything to dress up in.

‘I think I go femme too,’ Nicky admitted.

‘You think?’

‘I’m sort of new to all this. Lesbianism, I mean.’

Lucy once again seemed to be studying her to see if she was joking. ‘You were in the closet?’

‘Yeah. Apparently I have a very unusual sexual orientation that’s highly visible to complete strangers and totally invisible to me.’

Lucy laughed. ‘Welcome to the club, then. I’ll sort out the toaster.’ She leaned back in the chair again, arms crossed behind her head. It pulled the material of her t-shirt tight over her breasts in a way that was pretty pleasing, even if neither of them was really into each other.

‘You know what,’ she said. ‘You’re alright. You’re the third girl Nobby’s tried to set me up with and the other two were real no-hopers. But you’d be a keeper if…’

‘I was at all your type?’

‘Also if I wasn’t completely fucked up about my ex. She really did a number on me.’

‘Yeah,’ Nicky said, eyes drawn irresistibly back to Meredith. ‘I know the feeling.’

So the date was sort of a success. At least Nicky came out of it with a possible new friend, and an invite to come to the next queer night at the Crown and Bucket, the grungiest of Imphal’s three bars. It hadn’t occurred to her that there’d be an actual, organised LGBTQ+ group at Imphal. Nowhere else round York had a big enough population to warrant one.

Meanwhile, the Cade investigation had been a little derailed by the whole ‘phages can reproduce now’ problem. Even days later, everyone was still talking about it. The optimism that had been so prevalent recently, which Nicky refused to credit to Meredith, had dissipated a bit. If human babies were a positive sign about the future, phage babies were the complete opposite.

She realised that somewhere, unstated in the back of her mind, had been the assumption that one day the phages would all be gone, or at least reduced to a very occasional menace. If the pregnancy was more than a one-off fluke, that seemed a lot less likely.

Then there was Christmas. It was two weeks away now and she was dreading it. She and Ollie had been invited to spend the day at Mill Estate, but they’d had to refuse. If Cade was still after them, and there was no reason to think he wasn’t, that was exactly what he’d expect them to do. And it wouldn’t only be their own lives they’d endanger if they went. 

Which left Imphal. It wasn’t that Nicky didn’t like Gary, or Lucy, or the dozens of soldiers whose names she’d eventually learned. She liked some of them a lot. But she was still getting to know them. They weren’t her family.

It was probably because she was brooding about this that she didn’t pay attention when Gary told her where their next job was. It was only as she followed him into the suite of offices that she realised where they were going.

‘Um,’ she said. ‘What are we doing here?’

Gary sighed. ‘Guvnor needs a new socket put in. Do you ever listen to a word I say?’

Obviously not, or she would have made any excuse possible to get out of it. ‘Meredith’s not in, is she?’ she asked, her footsteps slowing to a crawl as they approached the door.

Gary turned back to look at her. ‘Relax. She doesn’t bite.’

This was actually true. Nicky had been the one doing most of the biting in their relationship, not that there was any universe in which she was going to tell Gary that. He opened the door to Meredith’s office, leaving Nicky no choice but to follow him in.

Meredith wasn’t there. Nicky tried to sigh in relief as inaudibly as possible. The office was huge and parquet-floored. It was filled with G-Plan furniture and memories she didn’t want to relive. Gary started fitting the socket very near the big leather office chair where she’d sat while Meredith went down on her.

Gary kept shooting her odd looks. Her feelings were probably showing on her face. They usually did.

After a couple of hours, the wiring was done and only the two-gang socket casing needed fitting. She crouched by the skirting board beside Gary, handing him tools as he worked.

‘Masonry drill bit,’ he said.

As she reached for it, she heard the door behind her open. Her heart lurched so painfully she wondered for a moment if she’d been electrocuted.

‘That’s the metal drill bit,’ Gary said. ‘The masonry bit.’

‘Oh, right.’ She heard how croaky her voice was sounding. Her shoulders felt like concrete as she held them rigid, forcing herself not to turn around. She looked in her tool belt and made a wild guess.

Gary shook his head. ‘Two down. That’s the brad point bit.’

The clack of high heels moved from the door towards them, and then paused.

Nicky tried again, very much not concentrating on what she was doing.

Gary put his head in his hands. ‘That’s the hole saw. You’re getting colder.’

‘Nicky,’ Meredith said from right behind her, ‘what on earth are you doing?’

Nicky reached for yet another bit. She didn’t turn around. ‘My job,’ she muttered.

‘Not that I’m not enjoying the outfit, but this isn’t your job.’

Gary didn’t take the bit Nicky held out to him. He was sneaking looks at Meredith.

Nicky turned round. From this angle she had a particularly good view of Meredith’s stockings and a peep under the hem of her scarlet dress. She knew it was stockings and not tights she was looking at. She’d grappled with Meredith’s suspender belt more than once.

‘Yes it is my job,’ Nicky told her. ‘I’ve switched careers. I had a few issues with my other one. You know, like not being able to tell when someone’s been lying to me for months. That’s not a great quality in a journalist.’

Gary had given up all pretence of working and was now openly watching them argue.

‘You’ll have to forgive me,’ Meredith said. ‘It’s been a hectic few months so perhaps my memory’s playing tricks. But I seem to recall you coming to me about continuing the investigation.’

‘It is continuing. Ollie’s doing it.’

Meredith huffed in exasperation. ‘Good Lord, you’re the most stubborn human being I’ve ever met.’

‘Lucky I’m not your problem any more, isn’t it? Now you’ve moved on to greener pastures.’ She resolutely turned her back and put the masonry bit into Gary’s hand. After a second, he fitted it to the drill and went back to work.

A moment later, Meredith’s heels clacked a few more times and then Nicky heard the scrape of her chair being pulled out as she sat at her desk. There was no sound of any work happening, though. She could feel Meredith’s eyes on her the entire time they finished the job. They were still burning into Nicky’s back as she and Gary packed away their tools and walked out of the office.

Gary was staring at her too, as they headed back to the workshop.

‘What?’ she asked, far more aggressively than she would normally have spoken to him.

He grinned. ‘You’re a dark horse, aren’t you?’

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Just don’t.’


Chapter 5


Revelations



Of course, the disadvantage of working with people who didn’t want to talk about feelings was that they weren’t particularly sensitive to them either.

‘You’re never going to guess what this one’s been up to,’ Gary said four hours later, the moment they walked into the common room where Nobby, Joe and half a dozen other Imphal tradespeople were making an early start on the evening’s drinking.

‘Oh my God, stop,’ Nicky said.

Gary laughed. ‘Like I’m not going to tell them.’

‘Tell us what?’ Joe asked.

‘Nicky and the Guvnor,’ Gary said, and made a crude gesture using his closed fist and a finger.

‘No we’re not!’ she protested. ‘Nothing we said implied that we were. And also neither of us has got one of those.’

‘Yeah, fair point. How about this?’ Gary made an even cruder gesture using two fingers and his tongue. ‘And you didn’t need to say anything. You could have cut the atmosphere in there with a knife.’

‘Really?’ Nobby eyed Nicky up and down. His expression suggested he was finding Meredith distinctly out of her league. ‘Guvnor doesn’t usually shit where she eats.’

‘That’s lovely,’ Nicky said. ‘Thank you.’

‘Dip her nib in the company ink?’ one of the other men suggested. She thought he might be a plumber.

‘That’s not any better,’ she told him. ‘Also, I don’t know why this needs repeating, but she doesn’t have a nib.’

‘Aha!’ Gary said. ‘So you are shagging then.’

She sighed. ‘Were shagging. For a very brief and stupid amount of time. Before I even moved here, so I suppose you’re right about the shitting and eating thing, Nobby.’

‘Result,’ the plumber said. ‘I like bigger knockers myself, but I wouldn’t say no to getting my hands round hers.’

‘Don’t… don’t talk about her like that.’ Nicky realised she was clenching her fist and made herself unclench it. ‘Actually, it would be sort of nice if you didn’t talk about any women like that.’

‘Quite bloody right,’ a different plumber said. Since she looked like she could eat the first one for breakfast, he shut up.

Gary and Joe and Nobby, who were fundamentally decent people, heard the edge of real anger in Nicky’s voice and also let it drop – for that evening, anyway. It continued to be a source of ribbing on a daily basis. She tried to let it wash over her.

It wasn’t just them, either. ‘Well, well, well,’ Lucy said, when Nicky met up with her for coffee the next Saturday morning.

Nicky closed her eyes in despair. ‘I can’t believe he told you.’

‘Yeah, right. Ms “Oh, is Meredith gay, I didn’t realise?”’ Lucy’s imitation of Nicky was quite good, if not very flattering.

‘I didn’t say that!’

‘You didn’t say, “I know she’s bi on account of how I personally banged her,” either.’

Nicky hung her head. ‘Sorry. I should have told you.’

‘No you shouldn’t. It’s none of my bloody business. Of course, now I do know…’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Nicky muttered.

Lucy’s eyes widened. ‘The ex who messed you up – was that Meredith?’

Nicky didn’t reply. She didn’t really need to.

‘Fuck, she wasn’t your first woman, was she?’

Nicky knew her expression was answering that one for her too.

‘Listen,’ Lucy said sympathetically, ‘you don’t want to get yourself worked up about her. She’s very wham, bam, thank you ma’am. It’s not personal. Me and Nobby travelled around with her lot for a while, before we came to Imphal. Every now and again there’d be someone in a community we were passing through who took her fancy. Never anyone she’d have to see again. If you made it past a fortnight with her, you’re doing better than most people.’

‘Why,’ Nicky asked, ‘are people so invested in Meredith’s sex life? It’s really creepy.’

Lucy shrugged. ‘Nearest we’ve got to a celebrity these days, isn’t she? So how long were you and her an item?’

‘You told me it was none of your business.’

‘Yeah. I was lying.’

‘It depends how you count,’ Nicky said reluctantly. ‘It was about five months from when she first hit on me. But I held the line for a while. So it was about two months from when I let her talk me into it. And even then it was only intermittent. Her and me weren’t an item, we were a recurring mistake.’

‘Two months? You must be amazing for a beginner if she took that long to kick you to the kerb.’

‘She didn’t.’ Nicky wasn’t sure why it felt important to point this out. What was left of her pride, probably. ‘I finished it with her.’

Lucy studied her. ‘Gary said it sounded like you and her were still together. Like you were having a lovers’ tiff.’

‘We weren’t. We aren’t.’

‘What? Nothing between you at all?’

‘There is something between us,’ Nicky said. ‘Contempt and loathing from my side, and complete indifference from hers.’

She had more important things than Meredith she could, or at least should be worrying about, anyway. Over the next few days, news came in of other pregnant phages. Only a couple, one in Darlington and another all the way over in Penrith. The talk was that both bodies were being transported to Imphal at Meredith’s request.

Nicky got most of this information second-hand. She’d been eating in her room for the last couple of days. It was lonely, but at least it involved less salt-rubbing in wounds. It also meant she didn’t have to see Meredith at the high table with the dark-haired woman. Not that she cared about that. Contempt and loathing, like she’d told Lucy.

She was polishing off a chicken fajita when Ollie came round.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’re needed.’

‘Why? What’s the matter?’

‘Don’t know, but I got a message to go to the medical labs for an update on the phage baby. For us both to go.’

She followed him out the door and to the science labs, newly opened in the reclaimed university campus. According to a sign, the building had once been the chemistry department.

The thin young man on reception must have been told to expect them, because he waved them through, saying, ‘Third door on the left.’

When they got there, Ollie took one step inside and froze in the doorway. ‘Bloody hell.’

Then he shifted and it was Nicky’s turn to say, ‘Oh, Christ.’

There wasn’t much in the room: a mortuary table with a half-dissected phage on it that Nicky was making an effort not to look at, and a cage in one corner that she couldn’t stop looking at. There was a phage in it, alive, backed against the far wall. Its teeth were bared in a snarl and it hissed as they stepped closer, its uncanny blue eyes open and unblinking.

It couldn’t have been more than a year old.

‘Its teeth aren’t like a normal phage’s,’ Ollie said after a few more seconds of them staring at it in horrified silence. ‘Can you see? They’re not cutting through the lips like they do on people who’ve turned. It’s like its mouth’s designed for them.’

Nicky leaned a little closer to examine it. ‘And is it me, or is there something weird about those joints?’

‘It’s not just you,’ a voice said from almost directly behind her.

She yelped and spun around. It was Meredith, of course. She’d probably asked her people to tell her when Nicky and Ollie arrived.

‘Hello, Nicky,’ Meredith said. ‘Nice of you to come, given your complete lack of interest in remaining a journalist.’

‘I came to keep Ollie company. I’m not writing an article about it or anything.’

Ollie hadn’t taken his eye off the monster in the cage. ‘Look at those fingers. They’re twice as long as they should be. And those claws!’

Meredith switched her attention back to the phage. She was wearing the sharp, focused expression she usually did when things were serious. ‘My scientists have carried out a barrage of tests. The musculoskeletal structure is more like a great ape’s than a human’s. They predict that when it starts walking, it will mostly be on its knuckles.’

‘Chimpanzees can run 25 miles an hour,’ Ollie said. It was exactly the sort of pointless fact he would know. ‘Over rough ground too. You wouldn’t want to be in a race with one.’

‘But how?’ Nicky asked. ‘How could two normal phages have produced that?’

Meredith turned back to her. She was close enough that Nicky could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. ‘We have nothing more than theories at the moment. One is that the v-strain may have had a differential effect on the reproductive organs. It’s a sort of retrovirus, after all. It can rewrite DNA.’

Ollie grimaced. Possibly hearing Meredith mention reproductive organs in Nicky’s presence was causing him to have a few unwelcome visualisations.

‘There’s something else you should know, too,’ Meredith said, still looking at Nicky. ‘As you’re aware, ordinary phages aren’t obligate cannibals. They’re simple carnivores where blood is concerned, even if their strong preference is human. Easingwold Farm rather carelessly lost two sheep to them last week. But we tried to feed that thing lamb’s blood. Cow’s blood too. It wouldn’t touch it. It’s human or nothing for our little bouncing baby there. I’ve had to institute a blood drive among my people to keep it fed.’

Nicky’s eyes were drawn inexorably back to it. ‘But that’s good news, isn’t it? If they can’t make do with animal blood like normal phages, they’ll starve to death. Hardly anyone gets eaten these days.’

‘Hmm, possibly,’ Meredith said. ‘My scientists have some theories about that too. They’ve suggested this may be a sort of pre-weaning phase for the thing, an equivalent of the time when humans can only drink milk.’

‘So you’re saying rather than breast-feeding it, its mum would have to go out and get humans for it to feed on.’ Ollie frowned thoughtfully. ‘Now I say it, there was a story came in last week: someone up near Middlesbrough got dragged off by phages. People were talking about it because it was so unusual. Phages usually eat where they kill.’

‘Yeah,’ Nicky said, ‘OK, maybe it isn’t the best news. If phages have got any sort of maternal instinct, they’ll be desperate to feed their babies. That’s going to make them more aggressive, right? The one that attacked Jill voluntarily exposed itself to daylight. They never normally do that. I should have thought about it at the time, but I was a bit distracted by the debilitating fear.’

Meredith nodded. ‘What’s more, we don’t know if evolution is going to stop there. Lord knows what a third generation of phages might look like. And we’ve no idea when it will reach sexual maturity.’

‘Are you sure you want us to write about this?’ Ollie asked. ‘Talk about causing panic.’

‘We, I mean you, have to,’ Nicky said. ‘There’s bound to be more of them – people will see them. They’ll panic more if they’re not forewarned.’

‘Quite.’ Meredith smiled approvingly at Nicky, which did some very uncalled-for things to her. ‘But there was another reason I thought you in particular should see it. As I’m sure you’ve worked out, this must be a recent development. And I’ve wondered, maybe you have too, if Barnaby might be behind it. He developed the v-strain, after all. It’s unlikely anyone else would have the requisite knowledge or resources to modify it.’

Nicky hadn’t thought of that, but now Meredith said it, it made perfect sense. ‘It sort of ties in with something I’ve been mulling over. I’ve been meaning to tell you,’ she said to Ollie. ‘There are only two reasons Cade could have started the apocalypse, aren’t there?’

‘Are there? I can think of a hundred. None of them make sense, mind.’

‘I mean more broadly. The whole point of him doing it could have been the initial chaos, the Bloodletting. As a cover for doing something else, probably. Or the point could have been this bit, the new status quo afterwards, for God knows what reason.’

‘Yes, I see,’ Meredith said. ‘And perhaps the status quo didn’t end up being quite what he intended. Perhaps we all did rather better than he anticipated. So he’s stuck his oar in again to make things more difficult.’

Nicky shrugged. ‘If he did this, yeah.’

For a moment their eyes locked, and it wasn’t about the physical attraction or the betrayal. It was their two minds meeting. Because whatever else she was, Meredith was an amazingly useful person to bounce ideas off. Nicky and Ollie were too similar; their brains worked in the same way. Meredith made Nicky look at things afresh.

Then Meredith smiled her private little smile and she was back to being the most infuriating woman in the universe. ‘You’ve certainly put a lot of thought into this investigation you’re not participating in.’

‘It was idle speculation,’ Nicky said sulkily.

‘Well, you can do some more of it soon. Oliver here asked me about paying a visit to Barnaby’s London pad.’

‘Oh, that’s a good idea,’ Nicky told him.

‘It is,’ Meredith said. ‘Which is why I’m making time for the trip. Roger’s been over Barnaby’s country pile with a fine-toothed comb already. Barnaby left him behind when he fled. Probably realised Roger was my man on the inside. As the former butler he has a full set of keys, but he didn’t find anything.’

Nicky scowled. ‘Other than the evidence he planted on your orders for me to find, you mean.’

‘Yes, other than that,’ Meredith said, unperturbed. ‘And Barnaby’s Cotswolds place was ransacked before we could reach it, burned virtually to the ground. Tempers were inflamed after your exposé came out. That leaves his Kensington home, where Roger never worked. Only a very select group of staff ever did. If Barnaby left anything to find, I suspect it will be there. You’ll be coming along, naturally.’ This was to Nicky.

Nicky folded her arms and glared at her. ‘I’m definitely not!’

Meredith tutted. ‘Be reasonable, Nicky. You were the last person to spend any time with Barnaby. And you did rather well at Tain too. Our best chance of finding anything is with you there.’

‘She’s right, you should be there,’ Ollie said. ‘I know you’re busy changing fuses or whatever, but you promised you’d help when I need you. And I need you for this, Nic.’

‘I can’t believe you’re emotionally blackmailing me into going on a trip with her.’

‘That’s agreed then,’ Meredith said. ‘We’ll go in the first week of January.’

So that was something to look forward to. And she hadn’t even got through Christmas yet.


Chapter 6


Tisn’t the Season



Nicky had already experienced both Diwali and Hanukkah in her new home, both of which everyone had put a lot of effort into. Imphal’s residents were admirably ecumenical, in as much as they weren’t all just members of the Church of Meredith.

But Christmas was a whole other ball game. They went mental for it. The tree arrived halfway through December and was over sixty-foot tall. It was set up in Imphal’s main parade ground and absolutely festooned with lights. They were a tasteless riot of different colours and shapes, so she assumed Meredith hadn’t been involved in choosing them.

Nicky saw her looking at the tree, though, wearing one of her most self-satisfied smiles, which to be fair was probably warranted. Last year, wasting so much electricity on something like this would have been unthinkable. But since Meredith had finally got the offshore wind farm up and running, everyone had power to spare. 

Ornaments were rapidly accruing too. Nicky saw person after person hanging one thing up and walking away. There’d even been a ladder supplied so they could reach the higher branches.

‘One ornament per resident,’ Jules said. ‘That’s our tradition.’

Nicky jumped about a foot in the air. She hadn’t heard him approach. For such a tall guy he was very stealthy. ‘How can it possibly be a tradition? You’ve only been here a year.’

‘And we did it last year. Lot more people this year.’ He was also looking quite self-satisfied. Again, with reasonable cause. It was an impressive feat of organisation that Imphal was able to support so many people in such comfort.

And the tree wasn’t even the half of it. The recently opened cinema – in reality a repurposed gym – was showing nightly Christmas movies. Nicky could get behind Gremlins and Die Hard but she thought Nosferatu was an odd choice. Being pursued by blood-sucking monsters wasn’t exactly a fantasy these days. Still, the place was packed for each of them.

Various choirs started performing various carols at more or less appropriate times. She could have done without being woken up by, ironically, God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen at two in the morning. 

Then there was the mistletoe that had started to appear over every lintel. Gary gave her a fatherly kiss on the forehead when they were caught beneath a sprig, and she gave Joe a sisterly one. She got a proper kiss off Lucy. It was nice, even if it wasn’t leading anywhere.

She was working hard to finish the Doctor Who scarf she’d been knitting for Ollie since before leaving Mill Estate. The weather was now cold enough to require it. They might even have a white Christmas.

There was also mulled wine to ward off the chill. Meredith had established contact with a community that ran a massive vineyard down in Sussex. They’d apparently got her expert help sorting out their water treatment plant in exchange for ten thousand bottles. 

The canteen was all Christmas all the time. Nicky didn’t know where Meredith had been hiding so many turkeys, but the last few days must have put a significant dent in their population. And there were mince pies and stollen and giant, ornate gingerbread houses that nobody wanted to eat after all the work that had gone into them.

It should have been great. It was great – but it was also unsettling. It felt so post-post-apocalyptic. Like there’d been a phase shift and they were living in a new reality. It had taken her long enough to get used to the last one, and admittedly this was an improvement, but it was still an adjustment. Part of her wished she was back at Mill Estate, where last Christmas they’d managed to scrounge together half a mince pie each and Christmas dinner had contained more apple sauce than actual goose.

But most of all, there was the feeling that it could all be taken away again. Everything felt unstable and unsure. Sat in the canteen, looking around at all the happy, chatty, well-fed people, she was reminded of meals in restaurants and at friends’ houses, back before the Bloodletting. Those people had no idea what was coming for them. Were they living in the same dangerous ignorance now?

None of these thoughts did much for her appetite. She was picking at a slice of stollen when a tray clattered onto the table opposite her. And when she looked up, it was her, the dark-haired woman who usually ate with Meredith. She was even prettier close up, with high Slavic cheekbones and unusually vivid green eyes.

‘What do you want?’ Nicky asked, before her brain managed to get control of her mouth. 

The woman looked slightly taken aback at the question, not to mention the tone in which it had been asked.

‘Sorry,’ Nicky said, pulling herself together. ‘I’m not usually that rude. Well, I am, but only to Ollie. We have that kind of friendship.’

‘You are Nicky, aren’t you?’ the woman asked, sitting down. She had faint traces of a Polish accent.

‘Yep, that’s me.’

‘I’ve wanted to have a word for a while now. But Meredith’s been keeping me too busy.’

‘Yeah, I bet she has.’ Nicky would be the first to admit that she wasn’t doing a great job of sounding friendly.

‘I’m Ania.’ The woman offered her hand and Nicky made herself smile as she took it. ‘Meredith’s told me all about you.’

Nicky felt something acid burn in her stomach. She could deal with Meredith moving on. Well, she hadn’t been dealing with it particularly brilliantly so far, but that was more about what had preceded the moving on. What she really couldn’t deal with was Meredith talking about her with her new fling. Laughing about her, probably.

‘Nothing flattering, I’m sure,’ she managed to say.

Ania laughed, as if she wasn’t lacerating Nicky with every word she spoke. ‘You know Meredith. The only compliments she pays are back-handed ones.’

This seemed spot on to Nicky. She resented that this woman already knew Meredith that well. 

‘I didn’t want to interrupt your dinner,’ Ania said, ‘but I’m heading out tomorrow. Since we’ve both been doing the same thing, more or less, I’d like to compare notes.’

‘You what?’

Ania looked a bit startled by her tone again. ‘Meredith said you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Then Meredith was extremely mistaken.’ Nicky thought she might actually hate Ania.

‘Sorry. I assumed she’d asked you.’

‘Why would Meredith ask me? That would involve giving any degree of a fuck about someone else’s feelings.’

Ania shook her head. ‘I don’t envy you. I would guess she’s a handful.’

‘Well, you’d know, wouldn’t you?’

‘She’s fine with me. But I’m not her girlfriend.’

‘Oh.’ So at least Meredith hadn’t replaced her with someone she was serious about. Was that better or worse? ‘I wasn’t a girlfriend either. I don’t think Meredith really does girlfriends. Well, you’d know that too.’

Now Ania was staring at her in bafflement. Then her eyes widened. ‘Nicky, there’s nothing going on with me and Meredith. I’m straight, for a start.’

‘That’s what I said to her,’ Nicky muttered.

‘Jesus. You thought I was having sex with Meredith behind your back. No wonder you looked like you wanted to murder me when I sat down.’

Nicky began to suspect that she and Ania had been having two totally different conversations at each other, rather than a single, coherent one with each other. But her blood was ringing in her ears, so it was quite hard to concentrate.

‘You’re not with Meredith,’ she said.

Ania shook her head.

‘You were never with Meredith.’

‘Like I said, straight. Also she’s taken.’

‘She’s not,’ Nicky told her. ‘She and I are over. It was only casual anyway.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ Ania said. ‘The way Meredith talked about you, I just assumed. Shit, I’ve really put my foot in it.’

Nicky finally gave a genuine smile. ‘Not as much as I did. At least you didn’t get angry at a complete stranger for an affair she wasn’t having with a woman you’re not even dating. So why did you want to talk to me?’

‘I’m a private investigator.’

‘What, seriously? Is that even a real thing?’

‘As opposed to a fictional one?’ Ania asked dryly. 

‘Kind of, yeah. I didn’t know those existed outside film noir and America.’

‘They did,’ Ania said. ‘I specialised in finding people, fathers who weren’t paying maintenance, debtors, that kind of thing. After the apocalypse I helped people track down relatives. It’s why Meredith approached me. She said you think Barnaby Cade will make a comeback some time. She asked me to locate him before he can.’

‘Have you managed to find him? Sorry, you probably can’t tell me, can you? Also I don’t care because I’m not part of the investigation anymore. Although he is trying to murder me, so maybe I should care a bit.’

Ania was smiling at her in quite an odd way.

‘What?’ Nicky asked.

‘Nothing. You’re not what I expected. Anyway, Meredith said to tell you whatever you want to know. But there’s nothing to tell right now, except I’m positive he’s not in the country.’

‘Oh, I suppose that’s good.’ A thought occurred to her. ‘This is probably really cheeky, so please say no, but do you think you’d be able to look for anyone else while you’re looking for Cade?’

‘Sure. Meredith said to help you however you need.’

That made a few feelings swirl around that Nicky wasn’t very keen on. But it was helpful. ‘We’re trying to track down Cade’s old employees,’ she said. ‘Well, I say we. I mean Ollie.’

‘OK. How many people are we talking about?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ Nicky admitted.

‘Narrow it down to two or three and I’ll see what I can do.’

The conversation with Ania left Nicky’s head in a weird place – or weirder than it already had been. She had so many different things to worry about, it was hard to focus on any one of them. Should she be spending her time brooding about Meredith or fretting about the phage baby? Or maybe she ought to be worrying about Cade’s desire to murder her instead. None of this was improving her sleep.

She remembered reading once that people in medieval times used to take two sleeps, with a midnight working session in the middle. She’d thought it was a terrible idea back then, but when she woke for the umpteenth time at silly o’clock in the morning, gasping from a nightmare she couldn’t remember, she decided to give it a go.

She could at least use the time for some reading. The library might be locked up, but if nothing else, the walk there would be better than tossing and turning in her bed.

It was an unusually warm night for December and very foggy. The floodlights that ringed Imphal’s walls were giving it a particularly Colditz feel. She heard the shouts of the guards, some closer voices too, but she couldn’t see anyone in the wet white mist. Walking across the open land between the barracks and the university felt oddly claustrophobic for such a wide-open space, with the fog like walls all around her.

It was only when she reached the library that she realised she’d found it without much difficulty, despite the low visibility. Without her quite noticing, Imphal had become very familiar to her.

The main door was ajar, and when she pushed it fully open, the scraping sound echoed hollowly in the large space: three floors arranged around a central atrium, all very Brutalist and concrete. She hadn’t really considered how spooky the place was going to be in the dead of night.

The lights were off, of course, but the bank of switches was beside the door, all carefully marked. She had to resist the temptation to turn them all on. That would have been wasteful and besides, Meredith’s soldiers would probably come running if the whole place suddenly lit up like a beacon.

She turned on the stairwell lights and a couple on the third floor, where the history books were kept, and headed up. The flat fluorescence made everything too sharp-edged and clinical, and the shadows too deep and dark. There was something very sad about the place. In daylight, the former campus was bustling with its new residents. But deserted like this, the library was a reminder of all the students who wouldn’t be coming back to it. All those very young lives lost.

She’d decided to do some historical research into the Cade family. They were the kind of family that actually appeared in capital H history, usually doing terrible things for the British Empire. And if Nicky was going to be forced to go to their London house, which apparently she was, she might as well know a bit about them. Plus she did sort of miss the research side of being a journalist. She liked being an electrician, she genuinely did, but it left that particular part of her brain unexercised.

She picked a few useful-looking volumes from the shelves, but the instant she sat at one of the long tables, her exhaustion hit her. The sleep that had eluded her when she was in bed was suddenly right there waiting for her, and without intending to, she let her eyes slip closed.

A little later, she jerked awake again with a terrible crick in her neck, because people slept in beds for a reason. She thought at first that it was the discomfort which had woken her. But then the sound came again, quiet but still distinct: a footfall. Someone else was in the library with her.

Her immediate, unthinking impulse was to run. She clamped down on it. Imphal was heavily guarded. An enemy was unlikely to have broken in, and other people suffered from insomnia too. There was absolutely no reason to think the unseen person was a danger to her.

And yet some instinct told her they were. She eased herself from the chair, wincing as it scraped against the linoleum, and crept to the balcony that overlooked the atrium.

She could hardly see anything. The lights were mostly out and the switches were three floors below, near the main doors. She couldn’t see whoever was out there, but it suddenly occurred to her that they could see her. She was spotlit in the little pool of light around the history section.

Nicky backed away as the noise came again, and this time she could get a fix on its position. It had come from the opposite side of the atrium and below.

She grabbed the heaviest book she could find in lieu of a weapon. She couldn’t really think of anything to do with it that didn’t look like a scene from a Looney Tunes film, but clutching it to her chest made her feel a bit better.

Briefly she considered staying put and waiting out whoever was down there. But what if they’d already seen her? They could be creeping towards her even now.

All she could think to do was head towards the exit. If she was fast, she might make it down the stairs and out before she was caught. Her initial suspicion that the other person was up to no good now felt like a certainty. Why else would they be lurking in the dark?

She kept her hand on the bookshelves to guide herself and inched forward, placing each foot as silently as she could. And when she reached the penumbra of light around the staircase, she finally saw it, darting between two shelves one floor beneath her.

It was small – much smaller than a person. For God’s sake, was she freaking herself out because one of her cats had slipped into the library? That really would be humiliating. But then it moved again and she finally realised what it was.

The phage baby was loose in the library with her.


Chapter 7


Baby, One More Time



Nicky saw a brief flash of its pale face and blank blue eyes and then it darted into the shadow of a shelf, moving on its haunches and forearms like an ape. It was shockingly fast. She wasn’t sure she could outrun it. Still, even if it did catch her, it shouldn’t be able to do much damage, should it? It was only a baby, literally an ankle-biter. And as she’d learned up in Tain, she didn’t have B-type blood. She wasn’t susceptible to phage bites. It might sting but it wouldn’t turn her.

Except what if it climbed one of the bookshelves and flung itself at her neck to rip out her jugular? Could it do that? She had absolutely no idea. She needed to get out of there before she found out.

She took her first step – and then stopped. Because she’d remembered one crucial fact: the library was next door to the nursery. And if the phage couldn’t kill her, it almost certainly could and would kill the babies, especially if it was hungry.

Absolutely no part of her wanted to do it, but she knew that she needed to try to catch the thing. If she left it in the library, it could be gone by the time she found help. But it could see in the dark, and she couldn’t. She had to draw it out.

She swallowed through a throat that was constricted by fear, and stepped into the light of the stairwell.

There was a flicker of movement below, too far back in the darkness for her to make it out. But she thought it had seen her. Her tactic was working, which could turn out to be a very Pyrrhic victory.

She made herself take one step and then another towards the stairs. Nearer still, and the railing was hiding the area where the phage baby had been. If it was moving to intercept her, she wouldn’t know.

She braced herself to take the last turn of the stairs – and in the moment that she hesitated, it was on her. It flung itself against her legs, with far more force than she’d expected. It had grown even in the week since she’d seen it. She stumbled from the impact and almost lost her footing.

The banister saved her. She fell against it and clung on desperately. If she fell to the ground, her neck would be in the phage’s reach, and it would all be over.

The baby’s teeth sank into her calf. She yelled, more in shock than pain. Her jeans kept the teeth from gouging too deep, but it had a grip now, and it wasn’t letting go.

She tried to kick at it, but it twisted to the side and the kick hit air. The weight of it was dragging her leg back, dragging her down. She had to get it off her.

She’d dropped the book when the phage first attacked. But it was right there, by her feet. She bent down, bringing her face terrifyingly close to the phage’s fangs, and snatched it up. Holding the book firmly in both hands, she hit the phage’s head. Right then it was feeling a lot less Looney Tunes and a lot more life and death.

The phage let out a muffled yelp, but its teeth didn’t loosen. Her blows weren’t very strong. It was difficult, despite everything, to make herself hit it. It was a phage, but it was also a baby, and some very primal instinct rebelled at the thought of hurting it. But she had to get it off her and so she hit it again, much harder, and this time its jaw loosened and it rolled away from her.

For one second they were staring at each other: blue eyes looking into blue as she gasped for breath. Then it skittered away into the darkness.

She followed. Now she had a second to think, she knew that she had to try to capture it alive. Meredith’s scientists needed to study it – it was absolutely vital – and who knew when they’d ever find another?

Dropping the book, she wrestled herself out of her jumper, holding it out like a net as she ran. Her t-shirt came off too, leaving her in her bra and jeans. She knew that she’d made herself far more vulnerable to the creature’s teeth, but she had nothing else that could hold it.

The two of them were in near-total darkness now. She had to try to follow it by sound, and the sound was already receding.

She forced herself into a desperate, blind run. She thought she had a clear aisle ahead of her, but she hadn’t judged it quite right. Her shoulder struck one of the bookshelves, sending a cascade of books to the floor. The sound briefly obscured the footsteps of the phage. When it ended there was a moment of silence, and then they came again, nearer.

She had the very unhelpful thought that she was currently acting out the face-hugger scene in every single Alien movie. Was it stalking her or was she stalking it? It was completely terrifying either way.

She’d lost all sense of direction. But the light was brightening, very slightly. She could see the silhouette of the phage baby when it rounded a shelf. And when she took the corner herself, she could see it far more clearly. It had brought them back to where they’d started and was running for the stairs.

She flung herself after it, and in her hurry tripped over her own feet. Instead of righting herself she went with it, letting the momentum carry her forward to grab the phage in a messy rugby tackle.

It let out a screech so high and unearthly that her grip loosened and it almost wriggled free. But she rolled forward, using her body weight to pin it down.

Its teeth snapped, first missing her cheek and then biting into her bicep. She gritted her own teeth and kept pressing down on it, using the arm that didn’t currently have a baby phage dangling from it to wrap her jumper and t-shirt around it, pinning its arms to its side. It was lucky she liked oversized tops.

Even trapped and helpless, it didn’t want to let her go. Its jaws were insanely strong. Her arm was in agony, and the phage was doing everything in its power to throw her off. She had to use the weight of her torso to hold it down so she could free her other arm to grab its jaw and squeeze. It shook its head, tearing at the flesh it was biting – and then, finally, released her.

It took most of her strength to keep it contained as it continued to wriggle. Her arm was bleeding freely and her leg wasn’t feeling too great either. But she made sure her hold on the creature was secure and forced herself to her feet, staggering sideways under the weight of the thing.

The walk down the stairs was slow and horribly precarious. At any moment the phage baby was in danger of knocking her off balance and breaking free. But she held on grimly down one flight, and then the next, until at last she was on the ground floor and she could half run to the entrance and shoulder the door open.

As soon as she was outside, she started yelling for help. A window light flicked on to her left, another to her right, but no one emerged and a moment later they were both extinguished again. She could imagine the occupants thinking: somebody else’s problem.

But then, from up ahead, there were footsteps running towards her. Two of Meredith’s troops. She let herself fall exhausted to her knees, still clutching the wriggling phage against her.

The next part was a bit of a blur. Other soldiers came and one of them took the phage from her, presumably to put it somewhere more secure. She mostly concentrated on getting her breathing and heartbeat back to something like a normal rate. The aftereffects of the massive adrenaline spike had left her light-headed.

At almost exactly the moment she’d got herself back under control, Meredith strode into view. She was wearing a green silk dressing gown with, incongruously, her usual high heels. Her auburn hair was tousled enough to suggest she’d slipped into both straight after falling out of bed.

Nicky was suddenly highly conscious of the fact that she’d stripped down to her bra, but for once Meredith wasn’t looking at her breasts. She frowned as her eyes took in Nicky’s bleeding bicep. Then she rolled them. ‘Really, only you could contrive to be bitten by phages twice.’

‘It wasn’t on purpose!’ Nicky protested.

Meredith ignored her and turned to her men. ‘Get her to the hospital and show me our escapee.’

Going to the hospital felt needlessly dramatic, given the minor nature of her wounds, but Nicky let herself be led there anyway. She’d started shaking in delayed reaction to the shock.

The place was more of a glorified clinic than a hospital, newly built in one of the accommodation blocks. Once they’d settled her in a bed, her cuts were cleaned and dressed. Only the one in her bicep required a couple of stitches. She was certainly adding to her collection of scars at a rate of knots.

They told her they wanted to keep her in the rest of the night for ‘observation’, which sounded like code for ‘Meredith wants another word with you and she knows you’ll run off if given half a chance’. Sure enough, as soon as they’d stopped fussing over her and left her alone, she heard the clack of high heels outside the door.

‘How did it get out?’ Nicky asked, the second Meredith opened it.

Meredith settled herself on the end of the bed uninvited. She’d changed into a thin woollen dress the exact same shade of green as her dressing gown, but considerably more revealing. ‘One of my idiot scientists leaned too close to the thing when he was taking a blood sample. It bit his throat and made a break for it.’

‘Jesus. Is he alright?’

‘No, of course he’s not alright. He must have died almost instantly. If you hadn’t stumbled over the little terror in the library, we might not have known it was missing for hours. I suppose I should be grateful for your extraordinary accident-prone-ness.’

Nicky’s legs were beneath the covers and Meredith wasn’t quite sitting on them, but her weight was pulling the sheets taut, trapping Nicky in place. She was wearing a hospital gown, since her jumper and t-shirt were completely unsalvageable, and her back was cold where she hadn’t quite done it up properly. She felt far more vulnerable than she enjoyed feeling in front of Meredith, or anyone.

‘I shan’t bother to ask what you were doing in the library in the middle of the night,’ Meredith said.

‘The baby phage is really fast,’ Nicky told her, ‘and really strong. That question you asked before about how quickly they mature? I think we’ve got an answer.’

‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right.’ Meredith left a long pause, her eyes flicking over Nicky’s face. She looked, for the first time that Nicky had ever seen, hesitant. Then her expression firmed. ‘Listen, there’s something I need to tell you before you find out yourself and have a tantrum about being kept in the dark.’

As a summary of what had happened between them this was extremely lacking, but Nicky didn’t say so. She wanted to hear Meredith out.

‘And I suppose you do have a right to know, since it concerns you specifically,’ Meredith added.

‘Is it Cade? Oh God, he hasn’t attacked Mill Estate again, has he?’

‘No. This is about tonight’s events. Your bite in particular.’

An icy wave swept over Nicky. The phage baby wasn’t a normal phage. It occurred to her now, when it was much too late, that its bite might not be normal either. It might not obey the normal rules.

‘You’re not infected, Nicky,’ Meredith said, correctly reading her expression, ‘so you can stop looking as if you’re about to faint.’

‘But how can you be sure?’

‘Because two of my people were bitten while capturing the thing. That was weeks ago and they’re both fine.’

Nicky experienced the comedown from an adrenaline spike for the second time in under an hour. ‘OK, but then what’s the problem?’

‘It’s not a problem. It’s something we’ve been studying for a while now.’

‘My bites?’

‘Anyone who was bitten and survived. There aren’t many of you, and you represent a way to revisit the earliest days of the outbreak. We tend to think of the jab that delivered the v-strain as a bioweapon. But the truth is, for anyone who received it and didn’t have the wrong blood, it functioned perfectly well as a vaccine. Their bodies mounted an immune response. No one paid much attention at the time because they were rather more focused on the ones who turned.’

Nicky shifted to sit more upright, dragging her legs out from beside Meredith. ‘Yeah, that makes sense. And the people with B-type blood didn’t develop antibodies, because the virus has the same antigen as their red blood cells. Their immune system couldn’t attack it without basically eating themselves.’

‘Yes, very good. The thing is, it didn’t stop there. Exposure to the virus appears to trigger other responses, even in those who aren’t susceptible. And transmission via direct phage bite triggers a somewhat different response than the vaccine itself.’

‘What response?’

‘Oh, don’t look so alarmed. Most of the effects appear to be very short-lived. You’re not going to change into a bat like one of your silly films.’

‘That was Spider-Man and he got bitten by a radioactive spider. Batman just dressed up as a bat for some reason.’

Meredith looked supremely uninterested. ‘And you,’ she said, ‘like very few other people, have now been bitten twice. A second exposure generally causes a more powerful response than the first. It’s why vaccines are most effective after repeated doses. I don’t say this to worry you. The effects on you are likely minimal, and possibly positive.’

‘Positive? How?’

‘You’re aware, I’m sure, that phages heal faster and more fully than humans.’

Nicky nodded. It was why you couldn’t leave an injured one behind. You had to finish them off. She swallowed at an unpleasant flash of memory: Simon hacking the head off the pregnant phage.

‘My scientists now believe they may be immune to aging, too,’ Meredith said.

‘Oh fuck.’ That made the likelihood of them ever being entirely wiped out even lower. But then she remembered an earlier conversation with Meredith. ‘Hold on. You said Cade was into, what was it, senescence studies. That’s about stopping aging, right? That can’t be a coincidence.’

‘That was years ago. I also told you he didn’t stick with it.’

‘He didn’t stick with it as far as you knew.’

Meredith looked closed off, like she always did when the topic was Cade. ‘Well, it had crossed my mind. But making yourself immortal is hardly the same as turning other people into immortal monsters. And one thing we’re sure of is that the v-strain wasn’t an accident. This wasn’t some lab leak of a radical new anti-aging therapy.’

‘I still think it’s connected somehow.’ Nicky’s mind finally caught up with the rest of the conversation. ‘Wait. You’re not saying you think the phage bites made me immortal?’

‘Nothing so drastic, I’m afraid. But it may have some health benefits – an increased resistance to disease perhaps. So we’d like to keep an eye on you, carry out regular blood tests if you’re amenable.’

‘Yeah, of course.’

Meredith smiled and stood.

‘Thank you,’ Nicky said grudgingly. ‘For telling me, I mean.’

Meredith paused at the door to look her over. ‘Go to sleep, Nicky. And no more midnight outings if you please. You’re starting to look like you’ve taken up boxing and keep getting socked in the eye.’

Nicky touched the shadows beneath her eyes self-consciously, but Meredith had already left.


Chapter 8


In Dulci Jubilo



Nicky told Ollie what had happened, of course, and about her conversation with Meredith. He looked alternately thoughtful and horrified for the duration of the story, but when it was over he said, ‘I think you’re right and Meredith’s wrong. The phages not ageing is relevant. Don’t know how, mind.’

She smiled, reassured by his agreement. Ollie wasn’t given to flights of fancy. If he thought there was something there, then there probably was. ‘It made me think more about the v-strain,’ she said. ‘We keep calling it a virus, but what it does, it’s more like what happens to a caterpillar in a chrysalis. It’s not a disease, it’s a transformation.’

‘Some diseases can transform you. Look at leprosy. But I know what you mean. The v-strain’s so different from anything that came before, anything Cade could have based it on. It’s like if someone jumped from steam power to nuclear without passing go.’

Her mind kept worrying at that one over the next few days. She didn’t reach any conclusions, but it kept her from worrying about what exactly the two phage bites had done to her. She hated the idea that it might have changed her without her knowing, even in the benign way that Meredith had suggested. She’d said the changes were short-lived, though, and the scientists running tests on Nicky hadn’t found much. She tried to comfort herself with that.

And then they’d somehow arrived at Christmas Eve without her quite understanding where the time had gone.

It turned out the evening was designated as work Christmas party night. All the tradespeople were having a joint one in their usual common room. The meal was a smorgasbord – literally. Three of Imphal’s carpenters were Swedes who’d been stranded in the UK by the apocalypse, and everyone had agreed to give them the kind of Christmas they were used to. Apparently one of them had been feeling particularly homesick recently.

The whole thing was really nice. The sparks had clubbed together to get Nicky a hoodie with a wonky star and ‘An Attempt Was Made’ printed on it, which she probably deserved.

Joe had got her a separate present. It made her slightly worried the whole ‘she’s gay and not interested’ message hadn’t sunk in. But he must have guessed what she was thinking because he said, ‘It’s not a big deal, one mate to another.’ It was a leather tool belt with her name embossed on it.

‘Don’t listen to Gary,’ Joe added. ‘You’re doing alright.’ She gave him a hug for that, one mate to another.

Then later, she gave Ollie his Doctor Who scarf. He was pleasingly touched by it, despite its lack of resemblance to the pattern, or indeed a scarf. Ollie gave her a collection of cat toys. Being cats, of course, they spent more time playing with the wrapping than the actual toys.

She went to bed that night feeling slightly drunk and surprisingly happy, and woke up still feeling pretty good, if a tiny bit hungover. With no work to go to, she took a very long, leisurely bath and managed to spend most of it not thinking about what she and Meredith had got up to in there. She’d just got dressed when there was a knock on the door. She smiled as she opened it, expecting Ollie.

It was Simon. Clustered behind him were Kester, Jill and what looked to be every single person from Mill Estate.

‘Surprise!’ Jill said.

‘Christmas present for you and Ollie,’ Kester told her. ‘And for us. Christmas isn’t the same if it isn’t everyone.’

‘Meredith provided transport and rooms,’ Adnan said.

‘We thought we’d join you for the communal meal, if that’s OK,’ Tom added, at her continued silence.

She finally managed to unfreeze from her shock to say yes, yes of course, and hug each of them in turn. She managed not to cry, which was more than Ollie did when they went to fetch him next, so she felt like she’d won that one.

On the walk to the dining hall for the meal, Simon pulled her briefly into a dark corner. ‘Heard about your midnight encounter,’ he said.

She rolled up her jumper to show him her bicep. ‘It was nothing serious. It barely broke the skin.’

‘This time. Listen, I know you’re not too keen on weapons, but I want you to take this. Keep it on you all the time. You’ve got a nasty habit of getting into trouble. I can’t stop you, but I can try and protect you.’

For a mad moment she pictured him pulling out a submachine gun or a rocket launcher, but when he reached into his pocket it was to present her with a small knife.

‘Flick knife,’ he said. ‘Please take it, Nichola.’ His brows were bunched beneath the tight silver coils of his hair and he looked genuinely worried.

She hesitated a moment before accepting it. It was heavy and cold in her hand, the handle ridged bone. She smiled at him, grateful despite her doubts. ‘Thanks. I’ve always wanted to cosplay as a teenage delinquent from the 1950s.’

When he’d finished demonstrating it to her – she remained unconvinced she wouldn’t cut off her own fingers while using it – they joined the others to walk into the dining hall together. It was a lot easier with all her friends around her. She knew that Meredith would be there. She was eating at the head table, but she didn’t seem to be particularly enjoying herself. She was picking at her duck in wine and fig gravy while deep in conversation with Jules and a couple of other people that Nicky thought were on her medical staff. 

Not that Nicky was watching her, obviously. Or at least she stopped every time Ollie noticed her doing it.

While they waited for the Christmas puddings to be lit and served, he leaned over and said quietly to her, ‘Now can you stop acting like you’ve been banished to Timbuktu?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Alright.’

‘We’re sleeping somewhere different, that’s all,’ he pressed on. ‘Everything else is exactly the same. Everyone’s still here. You can spend as much time with them as you ever did. And I know there’s Meredith, but she was going to be around whatever happened. You know how she sticks her nose in everywhere. All that’s really happened is you’ve got your own bathroom now.’

‘I get it,’ she told him. ‘You don’t have to keep going on about it.’

He did that head tipping thing he did when he was being serious. It made his long, dark fringe flop over his left eye. ‘Do you really, Nic?’

On the other side of the hall, Nobby was making what appeared to be a circuit diagram out of knives and forks while Lucy laughed at him. Gary was, very oddly, thumb wrestling with his tiny, birdlike wife. Nearby, Joe was sitting next to a woman he seemed to be halfway through the process of picking up, and behind him, one long table of soldiers were singing a rugby song about bestiality that they really shouldn’t with children in the room.

Simon’s knife was a cold, hard shape in her jeans pocket, both the weirdest and one of the most thoughtful gifts she’d ever been given.

‘I’m OK,’ she said. ‘Honestly.’

Across the table from her, Kester was delicately picking through Jill’s Christmas pudding, taking out all the orange peel, because she didn’t like it and that was how much he loved her.

It was cloyingly wholesome, but Nicky didn’t feel as disparaging about it as she once would have. Her eyes followed their well-worn groove back to Meredith, who was the exact opposite of whatever it was Kester and Jill represented. Thanks to her, Nicky had learned to appreciate wholesomeness.

After they’d finished dessert, someone came into the hall to announce that it was snowing, so everyone went outside with their mulled wine to let the flakes fall wetly on their faces while the flashing Christmas tree lights lit them blue and green and red.

Nicky looked at her friends, smiling up at the dark sky, and felt a shiver of fear at how fragile it all was. She’d lost everything once. They all had. She didn’t think she could bear to lose it again.

It was past midnight by the time she got back to her room, entirely sober this time. She’d wanted to be clear-headed to enjoy the time with her friends. So as soon as she walked through the door, she saw the parcel sitting on her bed. It was rectangular and not very big, wrapped in some elegant green wrapping paper with a gold bow. It hadn’t been there when she left.

There was no indication of who’d put it there. Bailey and Clive were sitting on either side of it, staring at it distrustfully. Clive reached out a paw to touch it, then snatched it back before it could make contact, as if he was afraid it would burn him.

She knew how he felt. She sat beside the cats on the bed and joined them in staring at the parcel. Why was she nervous about opening it? It wasn’t like it was going to be a bomb. Although, now she thought about it, that would be a pretty clever way for Cade to murder her. But eventually curiosity got the better of her, and she tore it open.

It was a book, a copy of The Hotel New Hampshire by John Irving. It took her even longer to work up the courage to open the front cover. She had a strong suspicion about who it was from, and when she finally looked inside, there it was, in that very familiar, neat handwriting: ‘Some reading for our trip, M’.

Nicky had loved John Irving’s books since she’d borrowed them at probably too young an age from the library. As a lonely teenager, she’d identified extremely hard with Garp, who was also the fatherless child of a very unconventional mother. But John, the protagonist of The Hotel New Hampshire, was who she’d always wanted to be, with his big, eccentric, loving family.

There was a phrase that the family in the book used to repeat to each other when things looked bleak: ‘Keep passing the open windows.’ Nicky had said that to herself a lot when her depression felt overwhelming, on the days when the open windows were starting to look a bit too tempting.

Had she told Meredith that this was her favourite book? Or that she’d never been able to track down a copy after coming to Mill Estate? Probably she had, in one of their lethargic post-coital talks, when she was too relaxed to pay enough attention to what she was saying.

And of course, she’d been reading a different novel by John Irving, the very first time Meredith made a pass at her. She remembered that because she remembered every single interaction she’d ever had with Meredith in painful detail. But she hadn’t imagined that Meredith might remember it too.

As was completely usual with Meredith, Nicky couldn’t begin to guess what she meant by it. But she placed the book carefully on her bedside table. Then she got into bed and did her best to go to sleep.


Chapter 9


The Streets of London



They went to Eastfields for the big New Year’s Eve party. It was a bit risky given it was right next door to Mill Estate and all their friends would be attending, but Nicky couldn’t help noticing how the car that gave them a lift was followed to Eastfields by a jeep that contained quite a lot of armed soldiers. And the jeep stayed, parked inside the old brick wall that ringed the place. Meredith had clearly unilaterally decided to provide security.

It was another to add to the pile of Meredith’s recent actions that Nicky couldn’t make any sense of.

The party sprawled out all over the manor house, but she stayed in the big, beamed lounge with her close friends. At midnight, Ollie gave her a peck on the cheek, and Kester and Jill squashed her between them in a typically slightly overenthusiastic hug. Across the room, she saw Beth and Ellis really going for it on the making-out front.

‘Gather we’ve got you to thank for that,’ Hannah said, nodding over at them.

‘Um, in a way,’ Nicky admitted. Getting Beth and Ellis to admit that they were into each other had been one of her less disastrous moves of the last year.

Ellis’s hand was currently creeping towards somewhere it really shouldn’t be going in public.

‘I hope you’re proud of yourself,’ Hannah said.

Nicky sort of was. She was also bitterly envious of them, of every happy couple kissing on the dance floor at midnight. She knew it wasn’t a healthy feeling. It certainly wasn’t a nice one. And she was happy that her friends were happy, but she wanted the same for herself. She wanted the last dregs of her complicated feelings about Meredith washed out of her system, so she could move on to something better.

It was strange. Before Meredith, she hadn’t cared about other people’s relationships. She’d looked at them, remembered all the bad times with Paul, and been glad she wasn’t them. She’d secretly assumed they couldn’t possibly be as happy together as they looked, because she and Paul never had been, even before she’d discovered his infidelity.

She wasn’t sure what had changed, but something had. Worrying about what that could be was at least a break from worrying about the upcoming trip to London. It was in three days’ time. She slightly sheepishly asked Gary for the time off.

He shrugged and said, ‘Guvnor told me to let you off work whenever you wanted.’

‘She can’t do that! She’s not the boss of you!’ Nicky said indignantly.

He made his God give me strength face. ‘She is the boss of me. She’s the boss of all of us.’

Nicky packed the night before. It reminded her of the very first time she’d gone on a field trip with Meredith. She’d been incredibly nervous then too. That first trip, she’d agonised about which t-shirt to bring without being able to admit to herself why it mattered to her, that she cared what Meredith thought of her appearance.

This time, she knew why she was being so neurotic about the clothes she packed. She didn’t want to give Meredith even the slightest impression that she’d dressed up for her.

On the other hand, she didn’t want to give Meredith the impression she was pining away by looking like a wreck, either. In the end she settled on her ‘An Attempt Was Made’ Christmas hoodie, because it made her look nonchalant.

Meredith laughed when she saw Nicky in it on the morning of departure. There was the usual convoy waiting in the vehicle bay to take them down to London.

Meredith was wearing what looked like a cashmere dress, navy blue. Nicky could imagine how soft it would feel beneath her fingers. She didn’t need to imagine how soft Meredith’s skin would feel, of which there was less than usual on display beneath the long sleeves and high neck of the dress. Meredith caught Nicky’s eyes taking in her appearance and smiled. 

‘I’m absolutely not going in the same car as you,’ Nicky said quietly to her.

‘Are you aware that it’s customary to wait for someone to make a proposition before turning it down?’ Meredith asked.

Nicky rode with Ollie and Ian, the soldier who’d once saved her from a phage and then almost shot her in the head. There were, perhaps weirdly, no hard feelings.

The drive down to London passed quickly. Before the revelation that it was being run by a homicidal maniac, the government had done a pretty good job of clearing the country’s main roads. And Ian turned out to have been a part-time archaeologist as well as a part-time mercenary before the apocalypse. He’d used the mercenary work to fund the archaeology. So by the time they reached London, Nicky was a lot better informed about prehistoric Mesoamerica than she’d previously been.

It was nearly midday when they hit the M25, and it was clear they wouldn’t be getting home that day. She wondered what arrangements Meredith had made for them overnight. Presumably she wasn’t planning to erect one of her Roman legion-esque encampments in the middle of Chelsea. Nicky hadn’t spoken to her about the trip beforehand, of course. That unexpected Christmas present had made her even keener to avoid bumping into Meredith.

They passed through Edgware, lots of broad streets and spacious but slightly rundown 30s semis. Also lots and lots of dead people. The skeletal remains had been mostly cleared out of the road, but only onto the pavements, and there were the remnants of barricades too, and what looked to be the residue of a few explosions.

Nicky didn’t like the way some of the barricades were facing each other, as if it had been people against people, as well as people against phages.

After a while, she stopped paying attention to what she could see outside the jeep’s window. It was too depressing to look. But then, a mile or so further on, she did look. Because suddenly everything outside the window was familiar, not in a generic London way but in a specific ‘that’s a pub I used to drink in’ sort of way. She knew exactly where they were: the shabby outskirts of Cricklewood. They were a couple of roads over from her old flat.

‘This is a really stupid request,’ she said to the driver, ‘but do you think there’s any chance we could make a quick stop?’

Apparently there was. The driver radioed to the rest of the convoy while Ollie looked questioningly at her.

‘It’s where I used to live,’ she told him. ‘I know it’s silly. I thought…’ But she didn’t really know what she was thinking.

‘No, I get it,’ he said. ‘Mementos, photos, stuff like that.’

She nodded, but she wasn’t sure that was really it. She thought it had more to do with the way that the Bloodletting ran like a chasm through her life, through everyone’s lives, dividing them into before and after. And now here was a chance for those two halves to meet, and there might be something quite healing in that. Or it could be deeply traumatic. It was hard to predict.

She opened the car door outside the large red-brick building, which would once have housed a respectable family and when she’d lived there had been divided into five not particularly respectable flats. Hers had been in the attic.

It felt very, very weird looking at it. Being here at all, really. She’d never thought she’d have the chance to come back.

‘Well, this will be fun,’ Meredith said. She’d emerged from the largest of the jeeps along with quite a few of her soldiers.

Nicky shot her an annoyed look and Ollie a hostile one. He hadn’t been Meredith’s biggest fan to begin with, and his opinion of her definitely hadn’t improved after what she did to Nicky.

‘Shall we get inside?’ Meredith asked, either oblivious or indifferent to the glare Ollie was giving her.

Her soldiers did their usual thing, perfected over months of the York house-clearance project. There were no gunshots, so there couldn’t have been any phages inside. No sheet-wrapped corpses were carried out either, which was a relief. Nicky had only known her neighbours to nod at in the hallway, but she didn’t particularly want to see their dead bodies.

‘I won’t be long,’ she told Meredith. ‘You really don’t need to come in.’

‘I’m aware,’ Meredith said, striding through the door. 

It was so strange walking up those familiar, maroon-carpeted stairs followed by Meredith and Ollie, like she was in two time zones at once. She felt a profound disconnect from the person she’d been then, the one who’d lived alone among strangers.

The front door of her flat had been kicked in. The curtains were open and the pale winter sun cast enough light to see, despite the lack of electricity.

‘Golly,’ Meredith said, making straight for the pokey living room. ‘Your taste left something to be desired.’

‘I’m not really sure I had a taste,’ Nicky admitted.

‘I think it looks grand,’ Ollie said stoutly and almost certainly dishonestly.

It was a very beige flat. Nicky hadn’t really noticed it at the time: light brown carpet, magnolia walls, even the sofa was a sort of yellowy cream colour. Not that she’d owned that. None of the furniture here had been hers. Some of the clutter was – knick-knacks she’d accumulated over the years. It all looked very impersonal to her now: movie and game merchandise that a million other people would have had in their homes. She couldn’t remember why any of it had meant anything to her, if indeed it ever had.

A lot of the cabinet doors were open. She was pretty sure she hadn’t left them that way.

‘Suppose someone must have come in scavenging for food,’ Ollie said.

Nicky did her best to suppress a completely unreasonable surge of resentment at the idea of a stranger poking through all her stuff. It was precisely what she’d done in York during the house clearances.

She was also feeling resentful of Meredith poking through her stuff. Meredith was currently inspecting the painting above the mantelpiece with a pained expression. It was, to be fair, horrible: a watercolour landscape of such impressive blandness it seemed to blend into the wall behind it. Paul had insisted on nicking it from the motel he and Nicky had stayed in during their first holiday together, not that she was going to tell Meredith that.

Meredith moved on to inspect a row of Destiny Funko Pops. ‘The mind boggles.’

‘They’re cool,’ Ollie said, again not terribly plausibly.

Nicky had brought a box to pack things in, but she’d yet to put anything in it. She found herself following Meredith into the galley kitchen instead. Ollie followed her, making it uncomfortably crowded and very hard for her to avoid touching Meredith.

Meredith didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy staring at Nicky’s cat-themed fridge magnet collection, mouth tipped up a little in amusement.

It was extremely odd having her there, with her immaculate, expensive clothes and classy make-up and utter self-possession. That all-too-familiar musky perfume was competing with the musty smell of the flat. Looking at Ollie, Nicky thought that he would have fitted right into her previous life. He would have enhanced it enormously, but he wouldn’t have been out of place. It was completely impossible to imagine Meredith as a part of it. Nicky’s world back then had been so bland, and Meredith was so incredibly vivid. Vividly awful, mostly, but still far more colourful than anything Nicky had previously known.

Ollie opened one of the food cabinets and made a disgusted noise. She wasn’t sure what she’d left in there, but in the four years since it had developed into its own ecosystem.

‘That’s peculiar,’ he said, opening another cupboard with similar results. ‘If whoever came here was hunting for food, doesn’t look like they took any.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Nicky said, backing away from the riot of fungus and mould.

‘Is this him?’ Meredith asked.

Nicky realised with horror that she was peering at a photo of Nicky and Paul at Glastonbury that she had absolutely no memory of keeping. It was pinned up to the fridge with a kitten magnet. She’d definitely never told Meredith about Paul.

Now Ollie was also peering at the photo. ‘Who is he?’

‘The person who gave Nicky’s self-confidence such a knock, I imagine,’ Meredith said.

He ignored Meredith and looked at Nicky.

She shrugged uncomfortably. ‘That’s Paul. I went out with him for two years – we used to live here together. But he was, you know, cheating on me for most of it.’

Ollie turned back to scowl at the photograph. Meredith was also looking at it disdainfully, and for one second their expressions were almost identical.

‘Why the heck did you keep the picture?’ Ollie asked.

‘I can’t really remember. We split up a couple of months before the Bloodletting.’

Nicky peered at the photo. It was ridiculous, but she’d sort of forgotten what Paul looked like. He was trim and fair-haired and actually quite handsome. At least her taste on that front had been decent, but then perhaps the shallowness of it had been the problem. Beside him, Nicky was smiling in the festival sun.

‘I think maybe I thought it was a good photo of me and I didn’t want to take it down just because it had him in it. Like that would be letting him win.’

‘It is rather a charming picture,’ Meredith said. ‘You should wear tank tops more often. They do very nice things for your figure.’ Her eyes very noticeably settled on Nicky’s breasts.

Ollie turned his scowl on her. Nicky looked at him, at Meredith, sardonically amused and not at all bothered by Ollie’s glare, at this dismal flat with its grey net curtains and complete lack of personality. The two halves of her life really were meeting, and the contrast wasn’t doing one of them many favours.

She’d take some mementos with her, she decided. It might be nice to have a few things around to remind her of what her life used to be like.

She went back into the sitting room and started to pull stuff off the shelves: a single-flower vase her mum had given her, the Destiny Funko Pops to irritate Meredith. She took her complete collection of Animorphs books – Hannah’s daughter Sophia would be thrilled to fill the gaps in her collection – but when she came to her own copy of The Hotel New Hampshire, she hesitated.

‘I suppose I needn’t have bothered tracking that down for you,’ Meredith said.

‘Having a minion track it down for you, you mean.’ Nicky touched the spine of the book, then left it on the shelf. It wasn’t like she needed two copies and the box was already getting quite full.

‘Is that your bedroom?’ Meredith gestured at the other door off the short entrance hallway.

‘Yeah. There’s nothing in there you need to see.’

Meredith, of course, ignored her and went in.

Ollie shook his head as he watched her. ‘How did you manage to resist the urge to kill her long enough to have sex with her?’

‘It’s a mystery.’

‘Nicky!’ Meredith called, from behind the bedroom door. ‘Come in here.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Ollie said. ‘She’s not going to try it on with me right here, is she?’

‘Probably not?’ But Nicky didn’t make any move towards the bedroom.

‘Nicky!’ Meredith’s voice was sharper and entirely serious. ‘There’s something you need to see.’

Nicky and Ollie exchanged a look and then both went into the bedroom.

Meredith was sitting on the bed, surrounded by a terrible mess. There were papers and folders everywhere, scattered photographs too. It was all the personal stuff that Nicky had kept in cardboard boxes under her bed.

‘I assume you didn’t leave it like this?’ Meredith said.

Nicky shook her head. She was suddenly feeling very cold.

‘But who’d have bothered to look through all this junk?’ Ollie asked.

‘Cade.’ Nicky looked at Meredith. ‘Right?’


Chapter 10


Haunted Houses



‘I suspect so,’ Meredith said. ‘It won’t have been hard for him to track down your address, not with access to all the government files.’

Nicky had to sit on the bed. Her legs were a bit too wobbly to hold her up.

‘Bloody hell. Bloody hell.’ Ollie sounded shaken too. ‘Do you think he’s done the same at my place?’

‘Maybe. I imagine Nicky was of particular interest to him.’

‘Why?’ Nicky asked. ‘Both our names were on the exposé. And he met Ollie too. Cade knew we were both investigating him.’

‘Yes,’ Meredith said, ‘but only one of you was sleeping with me at the time.’

The iciness Nicky had been feeling was replaced with a boil of anger. ‘So what? He doesn’t own you. You walked away from him years ago.’

Meredith smiled an unamused smile. ‘Unfortunately, I did it without his permission, so in his mind it doesn’t count.’

‘What a fucking creep.’ Nicky’s hand was clenched into a fist so tight that her nails were digging into her palm.

Meredith’s smile turned into something a little softer, and she rested her hand against Nicky’s fist. It was the first time they’d touched since Nicky walked away and it hit her like a shot of vodka. A flush of heat washed through her chest and over her face.

It made even less sense to feel protective of Meredith now than it had before, not just after what she’d done but given who she was. Nicky did feel it, though. She wanted to put herself between Meredith and Cade and stop him from ever coming near her. She wanted, she was shocked to realise, to hurt Cade for whatever he’d done to Meredith that had driven her so comprehensively away. Rather than for nearly wiping out humanity, which was what a normal person would want to hurt him for.

Meredith’s thumb stroked gently against Nicky’s knuckles until her fist relaxed. She gave it one final squeeze and let go. ‘Pack up anything you want from in here,’ she said, ‘and then we should get moving.’

Nicky watched the house recede into the distance through the car’s back window, until they turned a corner and it wasn’t visible anymore. She knew she’d never be coming back. This visit had drawn one firm, final line beneath that part of her life.

It took them under an hour to reach Cade’s Kensington home. By then, the short winter day was drawing to a close and Nicky realised with a sinking feeling that Meredith’s plans for their overnight safety were probably to stay in Cade’s house. She didn’t much relish sleeping under his roof again, even if he wasn’t there. She absolutely didn’t relish a night in such close proximity to Meredith. She could still feel the gentle pressure of Meredith’s hand against hers every time she let her mind wander.

Cade’s place turned out to be one of those huge white Georgian town houses that would once have been worth an obscene amount of money. But Nicky was pettily pleased to see that the black wrought iron railing outside had acquired a coating of pigeon shit, presumably in the months since Cade abandoned it.

Meredith’s soldiers did their usual thing, and then they were in. Much like Cade’s country place, this house also looked like it belonged in a period drama, the home of the man everyone was aspiring to marry. The entrance hall featured lots of black and white tiles and plaster cornices with a broad staircase curving upward. The hall alone was bigger than Nicky’s flat.

It was already getting dark outside and the soldiers were all using those heavy black torches that they could point at the same time as their guns.

‘I think there might be power,’ Nicky said.

Ollie shook his head. ‘London hasn’t got the electric back up and running yet, not outside the centre.’

‘Look at the place,’ she said. ‘It’s like Cade’s left it for the weekend, not like he’s gone for good. And he must have had a power source when he lived here. He would have set it up to be apocalypse proof. He knew the end was coming, unlike everyone else. He’s probably got solar panels on the roof or something. Let me see if I can find the circuit breakers.’

It took her about five minutes. And when she flicked the big main switch, lights blinked on all over the house. It was so sudden it made Ollie yelp.

‘Well, that electrical training is certainly paying off,’ Meredith said. ‘You can now successfully locate a fuse box. See if you can find the stopcock,’ she added to one of the soldiers. ‘And someone get down to the basement. There’s an underground car park – we should get our vehicles off the road. The rest of you scour the house for any paperwork or computers. And be careful, please. I wouldn’t put it past Barnaby to have left a booby trap or two.’

‘So what are we going to do?’ Nicky asked, as they watched the soldiers rush off to obey Meredith with their usual efficiency.

‘Look for stuff the others won’t notice,’ Ollie said. ‘Things they wouldn’t know are important because they haven’t been investigating him like us.’ He turned to Meredith. ‘You know your way around, don’t you?’

‘It’s been a very long time since I was here,’ Meredith said blandly.

It occurred to Nicky that her feelings about being back might be as complicated as Nicky’s had been about visiting her old flat. In so far as Meredith ever experienced human feelings, obviously.

‘Suppose we might as well go top down,’ Ollie said.

The top of the house was two marble flights of stairs up and one rickety wooden one. It had low ceilings and small rooms that had probably once housed servants. Now they looked like they’d been taken over by Cade’s adopted kids. There were child-sized clothes strewn on the floor, a teddy bear in one and a toy truck in another. The occupants must have packed in a hurry. It was pretty clear there was nothing useful up there.

On the next floor, Meredith paused before one of the doors.

‘What is it?’ Nicky asked.

Meredith’s lips thinned before she said, ‘This is Barnaby’s room.’

Her face was showing absolutely nothing. Whatever feelings she had were locked up tight behind her usual mask. But Nicky saw the way her hand was fidgeting, fingers rubbing restlessly against each other.

‘I’ll do this one,’ Nicky said.

Meredith looked for a moment as if she wanted to argue. As if she thought agreeing might show some hint of weakness. But Nicky kept her expression carefully neutral and Meredith nodded and walked away.

Nicky pushed open the door tentatively, half-expecting one of those booby traps Meredith had talked about. But after a few seconds of nothing happening, she stepped inside – and then stopped short, her breath catching.

She couldn’t think what had done it. The room looked completely normal. But then she realised it was the smell she was responding to, a lingering hint of Cade’s aftershave. In the atavistic way that only smells could, it brought her back to the last time she’d been in one of his houses, the moment she’d realised she was trapped.

She didn’t care about Meredith – she the opposite of cared about her – but even so she was glad she hadn’t let her come into that room and be exposed to that smell.

There was nothing much to find, anyway, except the trappings of a very rich and extravagant man. She didn’t know anything about luxury goods, but she was pretty sure every single thing in there was top-of-the-range. The suits in the cupboard looked every bit as designer as Meredith’s dresses, and a bottle of the same aftershave she could smell in the air was on the bedside table. But there was very little else personal in the room and no paperwork, even though she dutifully checked every drawer.

When she exited again, she found Ollie staring at a door a little further down the corridor. ‘I’ve found that Cassie’s room,’ he said. ‘Come and have a look.’ He sounded puzzled.

When Nicky joined him, she saw why. There was a nameplate on the outside: ‘Cassie’ written in curly script beside a picture of a unicorn.

‘We are talking about the same woman?’ Ollie said. ‘Really tall, bit frightening. Definitely not seven.’

‘She must be around twenty-three these days,’ Meredith said, emerging from another room to join them.

Nicky ran her finger along the embossed lettering of the nameplate. ‘Maybe she kept it for sentimental reasons. Maybe her mum or dad gave it to her.’

But when they went inside, it was more of the same: pictures of Disney princesses on the pink-painted walls and a doll’s house in one corner of the room. Only the bed was an adult double; everything else looked like it belonged to a little girl.

‘OK, yeah,’ she conceded. ‘It’s weird.’

Meredith knelt by the small bookshelf. The books on it were all for children too. She appeared to be looking for one in particular, and after a moment she pulled out a battered copy of The Tiger Who Came to Tea. When she opened the cover, Nicky saw ‘With all my love, Auntie Eddie’ written beneath the title in Meredith’s distinctive, neat handwriting.

‘You gave that to her,’ Nicky said.

‘For her fourth birthday. It used to be her favourite book.’ Meredith smiled. ‘It rather annoyed Barnaby. He gave her a doll that she absolutely despised.’

Meredith, Nicky thought, had probably related to the Tiger, who barged in without an invitation, took exactly what he wanted and then left just when you’d got used to him.

‘The clothes are all hers. Grown-up hers, I mean.’ Ollie was looking in the wardrobe. ‘It’s her room. But it’s frozen in time around – how old was she when Cade offed her parents?’

‘Seven,’ Nicky said. ‘But she didn’t seem upset about it. She joked about it. I guess getting adopted by the psycho who carried out the murder is guaranteed to mess you up in a major way. Maybe that’s what this is all about. Like… an unconscious desire to still be the little girl who had her own parents.’

Meredith pursed her lips. ‘Or maybe she’s taken a page out of Barnaby’s book. The innocent surface hiding the far less pleasant interior.’

She turned around and started rapping her knuckles against the wall. It was so like their Dungeons & Dragons party checking for traps and hidden doors that Nicky laughed. But Meredith seemed to be serious, and after a few seconds Nicky joined in, looking behind the bookshelves and checking the wardrobe for hidden compartments.

Ollie walked over to study the cork board that had been hung next to the window and covered with family snaps.

Nicky moved on to checking the chest of drawers. Her search had got fairly desultory by then, a quick visual check that the interior bottom of the drawer matched the exterior. She almost missed it when the third drawer down didn’t, because at the exact moment she was looking at it, Meredith said, ‘Ah!’ and pulled what must have been some kind of latch, very carefully hidden.

There was a click, and the wall beside her swung outward like a door.

Nicky stared at it, gobsmacked. ‘Wait, did you actually find a secret door in the wall? I mean what next, eye holes in the paintings? Do I need to start stocking up on Scooby Snacks?’

And then she finally registered that she’d also seen something odd. She tapped her knuckles against the bottom of the drawer like Meredith had been doing. There was a hollow-sounding knock which suggested there really was something there. She almost snapped a fingernail prising out the bottom of the drawer.

‘What have you found?’ Meredith asked.

‘You first,’ Nicky said, and Meredith swung the hidden door wider.

There was a quite scary number of guns inside. She was sure it was illegal to own most of them in the UK, or it had been pre-apocalypse.

‘Oh, hold on, what’s this?’ Meredith said. She reached into the very back corner of the space and pulled out a small jewellery box. But when she opened it, her mouth twisted in distaste.

‘What, is it cubic zirconia or something?’ Nicky asked.

‘It’s teeth. Phage teeth by the look of them.’

‘That’s bloody peculiar,’ Ollie said.

Nicky started to get up to have a look herself, then remembered she’d found something too and looked down at that, instead. ‘Oh,’ she said.

The contrast was so stark it was almost funny, except it was really more tragic. The hidden bottom of the drawer contained a collection of diaries. Some of them had clearly been written when Cassie was very young. There were stickers of stars and rainbows on the covers, and when Nicky looked inside, she saw big, round, unjoined-up handwriting.

Others were much denser. The last one had been written when Cassie was seventeen. They were exactly the sort of thing a normal teenager ought to be hiding in a secret drawer – not an entire armoury.

Nicky piled them all on the floor then turned to Meredith. ‘Let’s have a look at those teeth.’

Meredith handed her the box and yeah, those were definitely two phage teeth on a bed of cotton wool in a box that looked like it was designed for a posh ring. She reached her fingers out to touch them, then thought better of it. ‘Why the hell would she keep these?’

‘A trophy of her first kill, perhaps,’ Meredith said.

‘Yeah, maybe.’ The teeth weren’t very long, so they must be from a phage that had turned relatively recently. On older phages they grew inches long. That would fit with them coming from the start of the apocalypse, when killing a phage would still have been a novelty, but Nicky wasn’t sure she bought it.

‘That’s interesting,’ Ollie said, ‘but have a look at this.’

He was still staring at the cork board and the photos. They were mostly pictures of Cade and Cassie on what looked like various holidays. Cassie was holding a big fish and grinning in one, on skis in another.

‘OK,’ Nicky said, ‘so maybe he did occasionally treat her nicely.’

Ollie shook his head. ‘Not them, where they are. Look.’

He pointed at one photo, the fishing one, then a more autumnal scene, and a third in which about a dozen people were having a barbecue on a large terrace by a lake. Despite the changing seasons, it looked like they’d all been taken at the same place.

‘Where do you reckon it is?’ Ollie asked.

Nicky studied the photos. There were six with the same backdrop. ‘Not the UK, I don’t think.’ Meredith had come over to join them and Nicky asked, ‘Do you recognise it?’

‘No, and I believe you’re right. That looks like northern Europe to me. Somewhere he acquired after we parted ways.’

‘That last photo’s pretty recent,’ Ollie said. ‘Cassie’s got to be at least sixteen in it, maybe older.’ He looked at Meredith. ‘You reckon he went somewhere overseas, don’t you? Any chance this is where he’s hiding out?’

Meredith leaned past Nicky to shout down the stairs, ‘I’d like a few people up here, please. There are some things I need you to collect.’

Nicky went back to the diaries. ‘Should we take these, though? Cassie wrote them when she was a kid. There can’t be anything about the v-strain in them. And it feels really wrong to read them without permission.’

‘Yeah,’ Ollie said, ‘if she was any other kid, maybe. But she’s thrown her lot in with a – bloody hell, I don’t even know the word for a person who did what Cade did.’

‘Genocidaire comes closest,’ Meredith told him, then to Nicky, ‘Take the diaries. Read them. You never know what she might have let slip.’

Her people arrived, and the process of clearing the room started. The soldiers had found quite a lot else in the house, though it was too early to tell if any of it was useful. But there were staff records and household accounts, lots of paperwork to sift through. It was all taken down to the jeeps in the underground car park.

By the time they’d finished, it was gone midnight. Meredith looked at Nicky, that infuriating half smile on her lips. She opened her mouth, and before she could speak, Nicky said, ‘Me and Ollie will take one of the twin rooms up in the attic.’

Ollie didn’t look entirely thrilled at the prospect of sharing a room with her. She wasn’t entirely thrilled at the prospect of trying to sleep next to his snoring, but it beat being alone in a room in a house that contained Meredith.

‘That was a bit of a day, wasn’t it?’ Ollie said, when they’d washed – the soldiers had found the stopcock – changed and got into bed.

‘Useful, though. I’m glad we came.’ Nicky felt like the visit to her old flat had put a full stop on something, maybe Paul and the lingering hurt over what he’d done. Seeing the photo of him had brought home how very little any of that mattered to her now. Especially seeing it with Meredith who, if nothing else, had added a newer entry in Nicky’s terrible relationship record for her to obsess over.

The bedroom was high enough up that there were no security shutters on the windows, and even when Ollie flicked off the light, the nearly full moon showed the outlines of the furniture and the white of Ollie’s duvet.

‘Bit worrying about Cade searching your flat, though, isn’t it?’ Ollie said. He was speaking in that hushed way people always seemed to in the dark. Well, everyone except Meredith.

‘We can worry about it in the morning,’ Nicky told him, and rolled over to sleep.


Chapter 11


Meredith (Major Return)



Unfortunately, sleep was reluctant to come. After about ten minutes, Ollie started snoring, but that wasn’t the problem. It was Meredith, her hand on Nicky’s. It was stupid – she’d touched Nicky before on many occasions – but that one touch was what she couldn’t stop thinking about. Why did it feel more significant than all the others?

After two hours of tossing and turning, she gave up. It felt worse to keep trying to sleep than to admit she couldn’t. She slid out of bed and scrabbled for her jeans where she’d left them on the floor.

The corridor outside the room was pitch dark. She navigated by touch against the wall until she reached the top tread of the stairway. There was a skylight here and the moonlight was enough to guide her down, first the narrow wooden stairs from the attic to the second floor, and then the grand main staircase.

It was brighter at the bottom of the stairs with light shining from beneath one of the far doors off the enormous hallway. Someone else was up. Her heart jerked and then pounded, which was ridiculous. It could be anybody in that room.

She walked towards the lit door, her bare feet slapping against the cold tiles. And when she pushed it open she saw that she’d been right to worry after all. It was, of course, Meredith.

The room she was in was clearly the library. It wasn’t like Eastfields’ makeshift, repurposed breakfast room; this was the real deal with a mezzanine gallery and ladders to reach the top shelves. Meredith was halfway up one of them, pulling out a book when Nicky came in.

‘Come and look at this,’ she said. There was no hint of surprise, as if Nicky walking in at this hour of the night was exactly what she’d expected.

Nicky hesitated, then walked over as Meredith descended the ladder. She, unlike Nicky, wasn’t changed for bed. She’d taken off her make-up, though. Without it, her face looked more delicate, and very tired.

‘Shouldn’t you be trying to sleep?’ Nicky asked, without quite meaning to.

Meredith looked pointedly at Nicky’s nightshirt, hanging over her jeans.

‘Ollie snores,’ she said.

‘And yet you demanded to sleep in the same room as him.’

Nicky folded her arms protectively over her nightshirt. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath it. ‘What did you want to show me?’

Meredith made a gesture broad enough to take in the entire shelf next to her. ‘All of these.’

Nicky scanned the books. It didn’t take long to pick up the theme. She saw The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail, Chariots of the Gods?, The Illuminatus! Trilogy, row after row of similar stuff. She even spotted a copy of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

‘Jesus, where did he go shopping, Antisemitic Conspiracy Theories R Us?’

‘It’s not just the antisemitic ones,’ Meredith said, ‘it’s all of them. All the secret world governments, every crackpot who thinks the Aztecs were aliens or the Knights Templar are still ruling the world.’ She gestured at a shelf on her left. ‘Mithraism seems to have been a particular focus.’

‘That was a Roman one, wasn’t it?’

Meredith nodded. ‘A mystery cult, very popular with legionaries. They used to sacrifice a bull in some sort of secret ritual. Rumours say it involved bathing in the creature’s blood.’

The whole lot took up nearly a third of the library, and the library wasn’t small. ‘I suppose you could see the apocalypse as this massive blood sacrifice,’ Nicky said. ‘But only if you were completely mental.’

‘Barnaby’s quite sane. It’s what makes him so dangerous. Whatever his motive was, I don’t believe it was that.’

Meredith turned from the books to face her, studying her in silence for a moment. Despite its size, the room suddenly felt very small and very full of Meredith.

She had no idea what Meredith was reading on her face, but Meredith’s lips pursed and she appeared to reach some kind of decision. She strode across the room, closed the door, and turned a key in its lock.

‘What are you doing?’ Nicky asked.

‘Making sure you don’t run away again before we can talk.’

‘Locking us in together is kind of creepy.’

Meredith put the key on one of the bookshelves. ‘Honestly, the fuss you make. The key’s there if you insist on using it, but we are having this conversation.’

‘I don’t want it.’

‘You don’t know what it is yet.’ Meredith sat in one of the two leather armchairs that faced each other beneath a large sash window, crossing one leg neatly over the other. It made the hem of her dress ride up very high, which was no doubt the point.

After a moment, Nicky sat gingerly in the other chair, her legs folded beneath her so there’d be absolutely no chance of them touching Meredith’s.

‘Now,’ Meredith said, ‘here’s the situation as I see it. You’re annoyed with me. And I’m annoyed with you, because you’ve really been very tiresome these past few weeks.’

‘Then why are we here? If we’re both annoyed with each other, how about we don’t talk?’

Meredith sighed long-sufferingly. ‘But then we’d never have sex again, and that would be an awful shame.’

‘Meredith, it’s over. You used me to do your dirty work, and lied to me about it and decided to seduce me at the same time. That’s not the sort of thing you do to someone you want to carry on sleeping with.’

Meredith frowned. ‘I’m not sure why you’re acting like this all came as a terrible shock. You’ve always known who I am. As I recall, there’s a little story about a frog and a scorpion that’s very pertinent here.’

‘As I recall, the frog and the scorpion both die in that story!’ Nicky snapped.

‘Hmm, you may have a point.’

They stared at each other in silence. Meredith looked genuinely frustrated, but then she wasn’t used to not getting her way.

‘It really was awfully important to stop Barnaby,’ she said finally. ‘And he was getting close to complete control of the country.’

‘I know,’ Nicky admitted grudgingly. ‘It’s OK, I’m not angry anymore. You’re right. I’ve always known you’re a terrible human being. But there’s a whole barracks full of people back in York for you to choose from. Lots of them seem to respect you, bizarrely. You don’t have to keep coming back to me.’

‘I know there are other people. I tried two of them while you were claiming never to want to see me again. They didn’t cut the mustard.’

That was like a knife to the gut. Nicky dropped her head so Meredith couldn’t see her expression, but Meredith used a finger under her chin to raise it. She flinched away, and Meredith tutted.

‘Nicky, we’re unusually sexually compatible. I assume you’ve noticed. The number of orgasms you’ve had in my company would suggest you had. Little as you’re prepared to admit it, you enjoyed being with me. You enjoyed it a great deal. You didn’t want it to end – you’re being stubborn because your feelings were hurt.’

‘No I’m not,’ Nicky said stubbornly. ‘There are no feelings involved.’

Meredith sighed again, a more resigned one this time. She took one more long look at Nicky, then stood and turned for the door. The dress clung to her curves, as all her dresses tended to do, and her auburn hair was swept to one side, exposing the perfect arch of her neck. Even make-up-free and tired at three o’clock in the morning, she was unbearably attractive.

Nicky wished, more than anything, that there was a way to get what she wanted from Meredith without giving Meredith exactly what she wanted in return. But it was impossible. Meredith’s pleasure was too inextricably bound up with her own.

Without really intending to, she found herself out of her chair too, standing between Meredith and the door. ‘Why won’t you leave me alone?’ she asked. ‘Why won’t you let me get over you?’

‘Because you don’t want me to.’

‘I do!’

‘Then tell me to walk away.’

‘I have,’ Nicky said.

‘No, you haven’t. Tell me that you never want to see me again, and I’ll go. Tell me that you never want me to touch you again, and I won’t.’

For a moment, Nicky thought about saying it. But she couldn’t bring herself to draw that final line beneath their relationship. She couldn’t bear the thought that she’d never feel again what she’d felt when they were together.

‘This doesn’t mean anything,’ she said, advancing a step closer, trapping Meredith between her and the bookshelf

Meredith smiled, infuriatingly self-satisfied. ‘Of course not.’

‘It’s a one-off,’ she insisted. ‘An exorcism or something. I’m getting you out of my system for good.’

‘Exorcise away then. I’ve no objection.’

Nicky took another step forward. ‘Take off your dress.’

Meredith turned her back, looking over her shoulder. ‘You’ll need to undo me.’

Nicky remembered the first time she’d done this, when she’d still been living in denial about her lesbianism in general and her attraction to Meredith in particular. Meredith had made Nicky undress her because she knew what it would do to her. She’d known, even then – had probably known from the start – the effect her body had on Nicky.

Nicky hadn’t known what she was doing back then. She did now. She eased the zipper down the first two inches, then pressed a wet kiss against the nape of Meredith’s neck, lingering to breathe in her scent.

God, the relief of it, to finally be touching her again. She knew she shouldn’t be doing this. She was absolutely positive she’d regret it tomorrow, but she felt something inside her loosen all the same: the weeks-long tension of resisting the irresistible.

The dress was made for winter and thicker than the ones she was used to dealing with. It would have been more satisfying to undo it and watch it shimmer to the ground. Instead she had to awkwardly roll it down Meredith’s body, but it was worth it, to see what had been hidden underneath.

She ran her lips down the nubs of Meredith’s spine, circling them with her tongue, much gentler than usual with her mouth. She didn’t want to leave any marks, any evidence that she’d been there.

She felt Meredith’s muscles softening as she touched her, stroking the tips of her fingers across her shoulders and down her back to the hyper-sensitive skin at the crease of her thigh. Nicky used one finger to trace the line of it, back and forth, until Meredith let out a half-vocalised gasp of pleasure – as if something had loosened in her too at Nicky’s touch.

Because she wasn’t immune to Nicky either. It was the only thing that made this even slightly tolerable: the fact that it was two-sided. Meredith wanted her too, but she was only going to get what Nicky was willing to give.

When Nicky’s fingers stilled, Meredith turned to face her.

Now would be the time to walk away. If Nicky had an ounce of sense, she’d leave Meredith like this, aroused and exposed. There’d be a vicious satisfaction in it. Perhaps then Meredith would feel even a fraction of what she’d made Nicky feel.

But she didn’t have the willpower. She couldn’t stop looking at the body she’d remembered so tormentingly well all these weeks. Did Meredith ever not wear incredibly wispy, lacy underwear? Her nipples were visible beneath the bare outline of her bra, already hard.

Meredith was wearing stockings too. Nicky ran her fingers delicately along the strip of exposed skin above them, and Meredith shivered.

‘Aren’t you cold?’ Nicky asked.

‘A little, but I know you’re partial to them.’

She didn’t miss the implication, that this had all been carefully planned by Meredith. But even if it had, Meredith wasn’t going to get things all her own way, not this time.

‘You’re still dressed,’ Meredith said.

‘I’m staying that way.’

Meredith made a little moue of displeasure. ‘It’s so much nicer when I can see you.’

‘Tough.’

The bra’s clasp was in the front, between Meredith’s breasts. Nicky’s knuckles grazed them as she released it. Meredith sighed and reached for her face, but Nicky took her hands and placed them behind her, against the bookshelf.

‘Nicky, let me touch you,’ she said.

Nicky held on to her hands, until she’d stopped resisting. She gave them one final squeeze of warning, then let go. ‘No. This isn’t for you. It’s for me.’

Meredith raised an eyebrow at that, but she didn’t walk away. And her breath was still fast and her chest still flushed, a beautiful burgundy glow to her skin. She’d once accused Nicky of being ravenous for her, which was obviously absurd. On the other hand, she was feeling a very weird urge to devour Meredith at the moment.

When she licked and nibbled at Meredith’s ear, Meredith groaned. That reminded Nicky of the existence of her mouth. It was Meredith’s mouth that was the problem. It was what had got her into all this trouble in the first place: the perfect Cupid’s bow shape of it, the things Meredith did with it. And of course the words that came out of it.

Nicky held her in place with a hand in her hair and another round her waist so she could take what she wanted from her. She used her teeth to gently tug at Meredith’s lips, then explored deeper. But every time Meredith tried to reciprocate, to take control the way she had when she first seduced Nicky, Nicky drew back. Until Meredith finally surrendered to what she wanted and let herself simply be used.

Nicky didn’t have the patience to pull Meredith’s underwear down, not after that. She worked her fingers under the scrap of lace and into the welcoming warmth and wetness.

Meredith was so ready for her, it took no effort at all to enter her. Her lips were swollen from Nicky’s kisses. Her eyes were very dark and she was breathing hard. Nicky could tell that she was close already. Did that make it slightly better, that Meredith had been desperate for this too?

Nicky was light-headed with desire, but when one of Meredith’s hands crept towards her, she pushed it away again. She started to move faster inside Meredith and harder outside, against her clit. And after no more than a minute, Meredith came without warning, pulsing around Nicky’s fingers as her head tipped back against the bookcase, her eyes closed.

It was almost, almost enough to make Nicky climax herself, the feel of it and the knowledge that she’d made Meredith come so fast. But she didn’t give in. The victory here was keeping control when Meredith hadn’t.

She stepped away, sucking the taste of Meredith from her fingers while Meredith still had her eyes closed and couldn’t watch her do it.

After a minute Meredith chuckled, still breathless, and moved away from the bookcase. Nicky handed over her bra and dress in silence and she pulled them back on. She was, it turned out, perfectly capable of doing up the zipper on her own.

When that was done, she brushed her hands down the dress, then turned to Nicky. ‘How do I look?’

Like I fucked you very hard, Nicky thought.

Meredith seemed to read it in her face. She ran her fingers through her hair to tidy it, half-smiling.

‘What?’ Nicky asked suspiciously.

‘Just a little bet I won with myself.’ And with that, Meredith unlocked the door and left.


Chapter 12


Light My Fire



Nicky went and had a shower to take care of herself. She was very grateful someone had managed to get the water going. She imagined Meredith’s hands on her, her mouth. What else could she do? There was nothing else she wanted and no one else she could think about. Her mind was overflowing with Meredith.

When she was done and dried off, she went back up to the attic room she was sharing with Ollie and slipped into bed. Thankfully, he didn’t wake up. She didn’t find it easy to get to sleep, still too keyed up. When she did nod off, she dreamed about Meredith, confused dreams that weren’t exactly erotic but left her tense and frustrated when she woke. Rather like Meredith often did, in fact.

Ollie was still asleep, though she heard the sound of others stirring in the house. She’d wake him in a minute, but until then she had a little time to think.

Was last night the stupidest thing she’d ever done? Probably not. She didn’t have a fantastic record when it came to her sex life. But it was up there. She really had been getting a fresh start. She’d almost completely severed herself from Meredith, and now here she was, tying them back up again. It was just – Meredith was so painfully beautiful. Nicky had resisted and resisted, but in the end her willpower wasn’t up to the task. And why shouldn’t she get what she wanted from her? She was owed it.

It wasn’t like last time. She wasn’t going to repeat the same mistakes because she absolutely one hundred per cent knew better now. And there was another mistake she wasn’t going to repeat, either.

She waited until Ollie had brushed his teeth to spring it on him. He usually took a little while to get into gear in the mornings. But as he was shoving his toiletries and pyjamas into a bag, she said, ‘I had sex with Meredith again last night.’

‘What?’ he said. ‘When? How?’ He looked over at Nicky’s bed, as if he thought Meredith might be in it.

‘I had sex with Meredith,’ she repeated, trying not to be too put off by his appalled expression. ‘In the library. I woke up in the middle of the night, and she was there, and one thing led to another.’

‘But why, Nic? After everything that happened. Why the hell would you go back to her?’

‘I haven’t gone back to her. It’s fine, it was just hate-fucking.’

He frowned. ‘How is that any better?’

‘Because there were no emotions involved. Well, except hate.’

‘It’s still sex,’ he said.

‘Yeah, but it was against a wall. Bookshelf. A vertical surface anyway. It wasn’t like we were making sweet love on a bed or anything. Plus I put, you know, my fingers in her, but I didn’t let her touch me.’

The appalled look was back. ‘Flipping heck, why are telling me the gory details?!’

‘Lying to you didn’t work out very well, so I’ve decided to practise radical honesty instead.’

‘OK, but could you maybe take the radicalism down a notch or ten?’ He studied her, head tipped to the side in that way of his. ‘You know taking up with her again would be a horrible idea, don’t you?’

‘I absolutely do know that.’ She turned away from him to throw her nightshirt into her bag. She didn’t want to see the concern on his face. She was already concerned enough for the both of them.

But when she hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and reached for the door, Ollie grabbed her arm and said, ‘Can you smell smoke?’

And yes, now he said it, she could: an acrid tang in the air. There was a sound too, the crackle of flames. A moment later, it was drowned out by a much louder one.

‘Shit,’ Nicky said. ‘That’s gunfire.’ She could see the smoke now, creeping beneath the door.

‘You’re not supposed to open the door when there’s a fire,’ Ollie said.

There were raised voices, somewhere beneath them. Maybe from outside as well – it was hard to tell.

‘We can’t stay in here,’ she said. ‘We’ll get burned alive.’

She reached cautiously for the door handle, wrapping her jumper around her hand before touching it. It didn’t feel too hot, which was probably a good sign, and she turned it and pushed the door open.

Smoke gushed in and a wave of heat with it. All at once, the air didn’t feel as if it had enough oxygen in it. She drew in a desperate breath and coughed it back out again. Her head swam, but she remembered one thing: smoke rose.

She dropped to her knees, dragging Ollie down beside her. ‘The stairs are to the left,’ she said.

She had to break off to cough again. She could feel the smoke particles coating her throat, stealing her voice. The gunfire came again. They were at the very top of the house: three flights of stairs up and one of those was wooden. If they didn’t get out soon, they never would.

It was painfully slow going on her hands and knees. The corridor outside the room was even thicker with smoke, and the carpet beneath her hands and shins felt warm and then warmer and then almost too hot to bear as she moved. Somewhere below them, a fire was burning out of control.

‘Search upstairs,’ a voice shouted from below, briefly distinct above the hubbub. Nicky thought it might be Ian.

She didn’t hear the reply, but a moment later she knew what it must have been: we can’t.

She could see the stairs now, only a few feet in front of her. Orange flames ate away at the base of them, and a ceiling beam had fallen to block off the landing, blackened wood with glowing embers at its heart. When she glanced up, she saw that another was ready to fall.

She looked at Ollie in despair. The stairs were clearly impassable.

‘The roof,’ he said. His voice was roughened by smoke, almost unrecognisable. ‘There’s a balcony outside one of the bedrooms. I saw it yesterday. Maybe we can climb up from there.’

It wasn’t much of a plan, but at least on a balcony they’d have fresh air. And, she thought grimly, if the worst came to the worst they could jump. She’d rather break her neck in a four-storey fall than burn to death. She tried not to think about Meredith, about what might have happened to her below, where the fire was raging. But she had her people with her. She’d be OK. Of course she would. She was a survivor – much more of one than Nicky.

They crawled back the way they’d come, then further, to the bedrooms beyond theirs. When she snatched a glance behind her, she saw flames starting to crawl up the walls of the corridor. A painting of a ship on rough seas, maybe an original Turner, shrivelled into ash.

They were nearly there, feet away, when another ceiling beam cracked and fell. It hit the carpet in front of them, sending sparks to score Nicky’s face and burrow into the carpet.

She froze, shocked, but Ollie kept his head. He took her hand to pull her up. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, then he vaulted the beam. There were flames dancing along it now, but none of them touched him. He looked back at her and she didn’t wait to gather her nerve. She jumped.

She only realised that she’d shut her eyes when a stab of pain on her forearm made her open them again. There was an ember there, in her jumper. Thank God it was wool. The ember glowed but didn’t catch and when she slapped it with her palm, the glow went out.

‘This way!’ Ollie said.

He led her through a bedroom that was twice the size of theirs, and to the French doors at the back. The glass in them was cracked and a pane fell to shatter against the tiles of the balcony when Ollie forced them open.

Fresh, cold air rushed in. Nicky gasped in relief, but behind her she heard the whoosh of flames growing. The oxygen had nourished the fire as well as her. She looked down at the ground, barely visible through the smoke. There was no way they could make the jump and survive.

‘Here. We can climb this, can’t we?’ Ollie was looking up at a trellis that ran along the wall of the house between the balcony and the gutters of the roof. He didn’t look sure and she wasn’t either. It wasn’t a long way up, but it was a very long way down.

She peered over the balcony’s edge again and had a brief glimpse of a pitched battle, Meredith’s soldiers against some other force. There’d be no point shouting down for help.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘OK. We can do this.’

Ollie held his hands cupped for her foot. She thought of refusing. It would leave him without a leg up and he was an inch shorter than her. But when he said, ‘Hurry up, Nic,’ she stepped into his hand and grasped the trellis as high as she could reach.

It was a desperate scramble. After three steps the trellis pulled away from the wall, only an inch but it was nearly enough to throw her off. If she lost her grip, she might miss the balcony and fall much further. She could see the windows to either side from that angle, and there were flames dancing in all of them.

The single possible path to safety was up. She took a moment to steady herself, then used her toe-holds in the trellis to push herself up until the roof was within reach.

The guttering looked dangerously loose. She groped above it to grasp the leading on the edge of the roof, but she had to fully extend her arms to do it. It felt like her biceps were tearing in two as she slowly, slowly levered herself up – until her toes slipped from the trellis.

For a terrifying second, her legs swung free. Her hands began to lose their grip. But four years of agricultural work had given her enough strength to lift her own weight, and with a painful heave she got first her forearms, then her chest and then her whole body up and onto the flat roof.

She was lying in a slush of half-melted snow. The contrast of the intense cold with the previous heat was shocking. Despite the chill, she would have liked to rest there for a minute, but she had to help Ollie, and she rolled onto her stomach and reached out her arms for him.

By the time she’d pulled him up too, her joints felt like they were made of string. The pair of them lay side by side, gasping for breath and staring up at the pale dawn sky.

A barrage of gunfire from below jerked them both back into action. Nicky crawled to the middle of the roof, the bitumen rough beneath her palms, then cautiously rose. Ollie wobbled to his feet beside her.

She couldn’t see the ground, or any people who might be shooting at her from it, but she could see thick clouds of black smoke rising from either side of the house. It was at the end of the terrace. The rest of the crescent curved round to her right, offering a clear run across the roofs.

‘We need to get away from the fire,’ she said, ‘and we need to find somewhere to climb down. Ideally not into the middle of a firefight.’

She walked two houses along, then led Ollie to the back edge of the roof, sidling up to it until she could see if the wildly overgrown gardens below were empty of armed men.

They were. They were also a very long way down.

‘Any ladders?’ Ollie asked. ‘Fire escapes?’

‘Nothing.’ She walked to the next house and peered down again.

‘A terrace even,’ he said.

But she couldn’t see one, only a slight protrusion on two of the windows below, its glass smeared with bird shit. It was far too narrow for them to climb on.

‘Is there anything in the world,’ she said, ‘more useless than a Juliet balcony?’

There was nothing of any use the whole length of the flat roof. And then they’d reached the end of the Georgian part of the terrace. The next rank of roofs was a whole floor lower. Worse, they were gabled. But some had skylights.

When she looked back to Cade’s house, she saw that there was now flame as well as smoke billowing from the roof. She thought a section might have caved in.

‘We can hang from our hands and jump down,’ Ollie said. ‘We’ll only have to drop a couple of foot.’

‘Yeah, onto a roof at a forty-five-degree angle. And look at the state of the tiles. We don’t even know if they’ll hold our weight.’

They were still peering down, uncertain, when a voice behind them said, ‘Oi, you two! Over here!’

It took Nicky a second to find the source: a man’s head, poking above the edge of the roof a few dozen feet behind them. He was holding on to the top rungs of a ladder.

‘Oh, thank heavens,’ Ollie said, turning towards him.

She grabbed his arm. ‘Wait. Do you recognise him?’

The man was fair-skinned and fair-haired, washed-out looking. She couldn’t remember seeing him on any of their previous trips with Meredith.

Ollie hesitated, and the man on the ladder quickly climbed higher, until Nicky saw the submachine gun slung across his chest.

She didn’t know anything about guns, but it didn’t look like the type that Meredith’s people used. His hands were on it, he was raising it, and then Nicky couldn’t see any more because she’d flung herself over the edge of the higher roof.

Her shoulders wrenched as her arms took all her weight. But her hands weren’t gripping firmly enough. She clung on for one moment and then fell.

It was more than a few feet’s drop. Her leg twisted beneath her as she landed and one tile broke loose and slid away, nearly taking her with it.

She grabbed desperately for the ridge tiles above her. They shifted and her stomach lurched, but they didn’t come loose, and she managed to find her balance.

Beside her, Ollie had fallen to his knees but looked more stable than she was. And out of sight above them, the soldier was firing his machine gun a second too late. He must have missed them by inches.

They moved crabwise along the roofs, far faster than was safe. The footsteps of the pursuing soldier pounded and then paused as he too came to the roof’s edge and let himself down. He was moments behind them.

‘There!’ Nicky said. ‘The skylight!’ It was one more house along. Closed, but they could kick in the glass.

Except before she could reach it, the window opened. The man standing there was no one she’d ever seen before and she dodged away.

Ollie tried to reverse course too, but he’d been moving faster than her and his momentum carried him forward, within reach of the arms that were now groping out of the window. One of them brushed against and then grabbed his ankle.

Ollie tried to kick it away, but whoever was inside that room was stronger than him. The attacker clung on, and inch by inch began pulling Ollie towards him.

‘Run!’ Ollie shouted to her.

But there was no way she was doing that. And she remembered, suddenly and much later than she should have, that she was still carrying the flick knife Simon had given her for Christmas.

She fumbled it out of her back pocket, almost dropping it in her haste, and then fumbled a few endless seconds longer to find the catch that opened it. The blade gleamed brightly in the winter sun.

If she’d stopped to think about it, she might not have been able to do it. But all she cared about was getting Ollie away. She had no idea how to use the blade and her first slash was so weak it barely tore through the man’s shirt. But then she slashed again, harder, and the blade bit into flesh.

It was a horrible feeling. The sight of the man’s blood welling from the wound she’d caused made her gag, but the hand around Ollie’s leg loosened as his attacker yelled in pain.

She grabbed Ollie’s arm and pulled him away. There was a burst of gunfire behind them. Bullets sprayed the tiles ahead, sending chips of orange clay flying in every direction. It was terrifying to run across those broken tiles, knowing that the slightest stumble could send her plummeting to her death three storeys below. But the soldier behind was running after them, firing as he came.

It wasn’t only him. When she looked back, she saw that the second man had recovered from the shock of his injury and was climbing through the window.

She sped up, even though she knew it was hopeless; there was nowhere to run to. And sometime soon they were going to run out of either roof or luck. She and Ollie exchanged a desperate look. His eyes were wild. She was sure hers were too.

Then a voice in front of them yelled, ‘Get down!’

There was so much authority in it, Nicky didn’t think before obeying. Ollie fell onto the tiles beside her and there was gunfire again, this time from in front of them, and screams of pain from behind.

When, after a second’s stunned silence, she dared to look up, it was to see Ian standing in front of her, balancing comfortably astride the peak of the roof.

‘Thought you might need a hand,’ he said.

He led them to a roof terrace they hadn’t noticed in their frantic flight. The door into the house had been jimmied open, and she and Ollie followed Ian through it and then down to the front door and out.

She felt a painful rush of relief when she saw that Meredith was standing outside, surrounded by a group of her soldiers. She looked up as they emerged, her eyes fixed on Nicky. They flicked from her face, which was probably in a state, to her jumper, which was basically ruined.

‘Are you hurt?’ Meredith asked. Her voice was less crisp than usual, more strained.

Nicky shook her head, then realised Meredith was looking at the large bloodstain on her arm. ‘It’s not mine. I… I stabbed one of the men who was attacking Ollie.’

Meredith looked slightly impressed.

‘What the heck happened?’ Ollie asked her.

‘We were attacked. Someone lobbed an incendiary grenade through a ground floor window. If my people had been less on the ball, it could have been very nasty. But I’d posted a perimeter guard. We had warning.’

There were corpses on the ground around them, probably half a dozen. ‘Those aren’t ours, are they?’ Nicky asked.

‘No, the fatalities were all on their side. An attacking force is always at a disadvantage during a siege. We took some rather painful injuries, though. Meg won’t be reporting for active duty any time soon. And I don’t think we’ll be able to save Saav’s eye.’

Down the road, the house was still ablaze, although the flames were dying down. Brick wasn’t flammable and the fire had probably already burned through most of the contents.

‘Oh God,’ Nicky said. ‘What about all the stuff we took? Is it all gone?’

‘It’s safe and sound with our vehicles in the basement. We’ve already checked.’

‘But how did they know we were here?’ Ollie asked.

‘We must have tripped a hidden alarm or something when we came in.’ Nicky looked to Meredith for confirmation.

‘Perhaps. But they got here awfully quickly, and Barnaby’s overseas.’

Nicky stepped closer to one of the bodies, trying to ignore the ragged wound in his chest and focus on his face, slack in death, thin and white beneath dark stubble. ‘I think I recognise him. I’m sure I’ve seen him before.’

Meredith looked at her sharply. ‘Where exactly?’

‘Hold on a second.’ Ollie joined Nicky to stare down at the body. ‘I recognise him too.’

And seeing him there made it click into place – because Ollie had been beside her the last time they’d seen this man, on their first ever trip with Meredith.

‘Lancaster,’ Nicky said. ‘It’s one of the soldiers from that awful Lancaster community. The ones who were enslaving people.’

Ollie looked at Meredith. ‘But I thought the bastards who were in charge there had been totally wiped out. By the rebellion you armed.’

‘Apparently not,’ Meredith said. ‘Someone photograph the bodies. I’m still in touch with the people I liberated. I’ll ask them if they can identify any of our corpses. But we should get out of here.’ Her eyes briefly caught Nicky’s. That small, self-satisfied smile was on her lips. ‘We already got what we came for.’


Chapter 13


Time After Time



‘You alright?’ Nobby asked the next morning, over breakfast with the lads. ‘Heard it got a bit hairy down in London.’

‘Everyone made it out alive. But yeah. We were attacked.’ She still had a niggling cough from the smoke she’d inhaled.

‘Did you get what you wanted before they showed up?’ Joe asked.

Obviously, that was a nuanced question. Nicky settled for, ‘We found some useful stuff. Also I picked up my PlayStation from my old flat, which means I can finally reach ascension 20 in Slay the Spire. Although only if someone will lend me a telly, and more importantly I get a lot better at the game.’

‘Glad to see you’ve got your priorities sorted,’ Gary said.

She went to Mill Estate to thank Simon for the knife the next day. ‘You saved Ollie’s life,’ she told him. ‘You probably saved mine too.’

‘Should have known you’d be using it within days of getting it.’

‘It was actually over a week,’ she said defensively.

He shook his head. ‘I’m not gonna tell you to stay out of trouble. You’re genetically incapable. But try to look before you leap. A knife won’t solve every problem.’

That was definitely true. Nicky had absolutely meant it when she told Meredith that their library encounter was a one-and-done deal. But like most of her resolutions on that subject, it was easier to make than to keep.

It was four days before it happened again, so at least she held out that long. But then she was on a lunch break, walking down one of Imphal’s darker back corridors, when Meredith walked past. And she was wearing a particularly plunging neckline, and how was Nicky meant to help herself?

It was possible Meredith had seen her going that way and followed deliberately. But maybe being manipulated was OK if both of you knew it was happening.

‘I did it again,’ she told Ollie over a game of Settlers of Catan in his room that evening.

He frowned. ‘Did what again?’

‘Had sex with Meredith. I did go down on her this time, but I didn’t let her touch me, so that’s fine. And we were still mostly vertical for the whole thing.’

‘Remember what I told you about de-radicalisation?’ he said.

Nicky had stopped listening by then, her mind having drifted back to the way Meredith had squirmed beneath her mouth. Nicky hadn’t been able to content herself with one orgasm this time.

She remembered, more than anything, the way Meredith had said, ‘I want to touch you, Nicky. You know how good I can make you feel,’ as the second climax approached. But Nicky hadn’t let her. She did remember how good Meredith had made her feel, and she never wanted to give Meredith that power over her again.

At least there was the mountain of stuff they’d taken from Cade’s place to occupy her. Meredith’s scientists had confirmed that the teeth they’d taken from Cassie’s room weren’t human. They were less sure that they really were phage teeth. Certain morphological anomalies, they said, but that could be because they’d come from a very recently turned phage. All the comparator teeth they had were from much more fully developed ones. So that seemed like a bit of a dead end.

That left all the written material, which Nicky really did have to help Ollie winnow down. She knew Meredith was right that she ought to read Cassie’s diaries, but the thought of it made her feel unclean.

She compromised by looking at the last journal, from when Cassie was seventeen, a year or two before the Bloodletting. That was when Cade was likeliest to have brought her in on his plans, if he’d brought her in at all back then. But it was all very mundane stuff about A Levels and what had been on telly at the time.

With some relief, Nicky made a start on Cade’s insane collection of conspiracy theory books instead.

They made her feel unclean too, but in a different way. A lot were very unpleasant, not simply for the bigotry, but the sense of a disordered mind she got from the authors. But this had clearly been important to Cade. She needed to figure out why.

It wasn’t like Ollie was enjoying his own pile of work any more than she was. He’d decided to focus on Cade’s charity accounts – his albinism charity in particular, Sunny Vistas, which they already knew was somehow connected to the v-strain, or at least one of the labs where it had been tested.

‘It’s strange,’ Ollie said, after two days of scowling at the rows and rows of figures. ‘I’ve got his advertising spend here. He ran loads of ads in Norway and Finland. Canada and Alaska too. Basically all the northern really cold countries – exactly the ones where albinism’s rare. Most people with it are down in sub-Saharan Africa.’

She looked at the numbers, but she couldn’t make head nor tail of them. ‘The adverts would have been for donors, right? Not people with the condition. It makes sense to do that in rich countries.’

‘Yeah, but he was advertising in Russia too. And Greenland of all places. Plus he only ran them in winter, for some reason.’

‘OK, that is strange.’ But neither of them could guess what it meant.

Luckily there was soon another, more cheerful distraction on offer. The general house clearance had been temporarily paused so they could concentrate on the university accommodation blocks that were going to be incorporated into Imphal.

Nicky and Ollie, with their different work schedules, were on different shifts for the clear-out these days. And when Nicky turned up for hers on Tuesday, it was to find she was working alongside the young woman from the leaving party that Ollie had been eyeing up, although he wouldn’t admit to being interested.

Nicky had already done a bit of research on her, so she felt primed to take advantage of this opportunity.

She sidled up to her on the walk over to the university. ‘Hi, I’m Nicky. You’re Jaswinder, aren’t you?’

Jaswinder was plump and pretty with a pink streak in her dark hair and a cheerful face, but she frowned at Nicky. ‘How do you know that?

Since I’ve been asking around about you would probably seem quite stalkery, Nicky settled for, ‘We met a while ago, at the big goodbye party.’

‘Oh, yeah. Everyone calls me Jas.’

They’d reached the accommodation by then, a collection of square and fairly charmless low-rise blocks. The room that she and Jas were assigned to loot was like the Platonic ideal of student digs. There was a cupboard full of packet soups, plushies on the bed and a pride flag on the wall.

‘Fantastic,’ Nicky said, taking it down. ‘That’s one for the scavenger hunt. We’ve got eleven more things to go.’ The hunt had already been won by someone from Upper Poppleton, so everyone else was now competing for second place.

‘Isn’t that a bit tasteless?’ Jas said. She was concentrating on the bookshelf, packing English Lit textbooks into a box. ‘This is a dead person’s room.’

‘We don’t know they’re dead. They could have been home with their family when the Bloodletting happened.’ Nicky realised she was repeating what Meredith had once said to her.

Jas smiled at her for the first time. ‘Yeah, that’s true.’

‘Me and Ollie are on a team together,’ Nicky told her, spotting the chance for a segue. ‘That’s the guy you were talking to at the party.’

‘He’s your boyfriend, right?’

‘Christ no. What a horrifying thought.’

Jas looked startled.

‘I’m a lesbian,’ Nicky explained. It was getting easier each time she said it. ‘But it’s kind of reassuring that there’s at least one other person who can’t figure out my sexuality within seconds of meeting me.’

‘Who’s the first one?’

‘Me. I thought I was straight until basically yesterday. Not that I was interested in Ollie even then. That would have been like fancying my brother. I think. I’m an only child, but I’m guessing my lack of interest in getting loiny with Ollie is at a fairly equivalent level.’

Jas laughed.

‘Listen,’ Nicky said, ‘he didn’t ask me to do this. Actually, he’d absolutely not want me to do this. So this isn’t him being creepy, and I don’t want to be creepy either. If you’re not interested, then I won’t ever mention it again.’

‘OK,’ Jas said, looking bemused. ‘Am I supposed to know what you’re talking about?’

‘No. Also, he’s a total dork but you’ll find that out for yourself. If you want to, obviously.’

Jas had stopped work to stare at her. ‘I still have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Ollie,’ Nicky said. ‘The thing is, there was this girl before the Bloodletting. She and Ollie hadn’t been together long but it was pretty serious and it’s been, God, four years now and he just isn’t moving on. And he really, really needs to, and he does want to, but he can’t seem to do it. So I’m trying to give him a push. I could tell at the party that he liked you, and I thought maybe you liked him too. So I’m basically sticking my oar in, because if I don’t, this boat is going to drift around forever going nowhere.’

Jas continued to stare at her, her mouth slightly open.

Nicky smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry. Like I said, if you’re not into him at all just say, and I’ll never mention it again.’

‘I feel like I’ve been passed a note in year nine geography.’

‘I know. But I really care about him and you’re the first person he’s shown any interest in for four years, so it seemed a waste not to do something about it. Although, you’re not with someone else, are you? I probably should have checked that first.’

Jas hesitated, then shook her head. ‘I’m not with anyone else.’

‘Great,’ Nicky said. ‘I can work with that.’

She went to sound Ollie out about it later that day, but he wasn’t in the office. There was quite a large pile of papers obviously in need of sorting, so she decided to get on with that instead. She didn’t have evening plans. Or at least she didn’t until the door opened and Meredith walked in.

‘Oliver –’ she said, and then caught sight of Nicky. She was wearing a black dress, far too low-cut for the weather, so Nicky had to wonder if she really had been looking for Ollie. Her perfume was subtle but unmistakeable and her amber-brown eyes looked particularly bright, which might have had something to do with her make-up, or maybe the way they were fixed so intently on Nicky.

Nicky walked to the door and locked it. Ollie couldn’t be allowed to walk in on this.

Meredith looked slightly surprised, but not at all averse. ‘Oh. Alright then.’

Nicky’s desk was covered in papers and other junk. She used her arm to sweep it all onto the floor, which many movies had told her was the sort of thing people did when they were feeling particularly passionate. The tea mug she swept off along with the papers still had an inch of tea at the bottom, which also splashed all over the floor.

‘Shit,’ she said, as Meredith laughed at her. But she stopped laughing when Nicky lifted her onto the desk, pushed her dress up to her waist and spread her legs so she could stand between them.

Meredith slid her hands round Nicky’s neck to hold her as they kissed. Nicky had been getting a little lax on the no-touching rule. But Meredith’s fingers felt so good, stroking the skin behind her ear in a way she’d learned long ago that Nicky loved. And the little noise she made, the mumble of pleasure when Nicky’s hand slid beneath her dress to trace gentle circles round her belly button, was more than Nicky had ever proven able to resist.

Afterwards, Meredith hugged her tight for a moment and then let go and began to adjust her dress. ‘You see,’ she said, ‘this is why I put up with you.’

Nicky’s fingers were sticky as she started to clear up the mess on the floor. ‘Yes, I’m definitely the one who needs putting up with out of the two of us.’

‘It is rather shocking you insisted on having your way with me here. Oliver will be scandalised.’

‘Ollie isn’t going to find out! He knows I’m having sex with you again, but he doesn’t want to know the specifics. Especially not this specific specific.’ Now she’d calmed down, Nicky was horrified that she’d desecrated his workplace with her unnatural lust for Meredith.

‘You won’t need to confess,’ Meredith said. ‘All it will take is one look at your face.’

Nicky put her head in her hands. ‘Oh God.’

‘You could always tell him it was my idea.’

But of course, it hadn’t been her idea. None of these lapses had been her idea, or at least hadn’t happened at her instigation. Nicky was responsible for all of them.

‘Would you like to talk about this at all?’ Meredith asked. ‘Or shall we just soldier on having lots of delightfully sordid sex?’

‘The second one.’ Nicky concentrated on the clear-up so she wouldn’t have to look at her.

‘What exactly is it that you think we’re doing here, Nicky?’

Nicky put the papers she’d collected back on the desk, still not meeting Meredith’s eye. ‘I don’t know. Something really stupid, obviously. You treated me like absolute shit, and I don’t trust you not to do it again, and I still can’t keep my hands off you. That’s not something I’m feeling brilliant about. It’s definitely not something I want to talk to you about.’

Meredith cupped Nicky’s cheek, forcing her to meet her eye. ‘What if I were to promise never to do it again?’

Nicky stepped away from Meredith’s hand so that it was left cupping air. ‘How much do you think I think your promises are worth?’

‘Very little, I should imagine.’

‘Yeah,’ Nicky said. ‘You’d imagine right.’

She and Ollie worked together in the office the next evening, still tackling the mountain of paperwork from London. She was sure she was managing to keep her face blank, but her gaze kept being drawn to the new tea stain on the carpet, while her mind helpfully supplied a very detailed flashback of what had happened immediately after she put it there.

‘Oh heck,’ Ollie said, staring at her, ‘you didn’t.’

‘Didn’t what?’ she asked, innocently. Ish.

‘Have sex in here. You did, didn’t you?’

‘I… might have.’

He looked, as usual when the subject was her sex life, horrified. ‘Please tell me it wasn’t on my desk.’

‘It wasn’t on your desk.’ Then, at his still doubtful expression, ‘No really. Meredith was sitting on my desk while I fingered her, if you must know.’

‘What are you doing, Nic?’ he asked softly.

‘I told you. It’s hate-fucking.’

‘By my count you’ve hate-whatevered her five times in the last fortnight. You must hate her a lot.’

‘I do!’

He probably would have gone on at her about it some more, but at that point there was a knock and Ania stuck her head round the door.

‘I’ve found one of Cade’s people for you,’ she said.


Chapter 14


Talk of the Town



Ania had in fact found their prime target, a scientist called Jim Foster who’d specialised in gain-of-function research before going to work for Cade at BBD Genomics. He’d basically devoted fifteen years of his life to messing around with viruses, figuring out ways to make them even more lethal. It wasn’t really that nefarious. Quite a few people had done it, back before the Bloodletting, trying to stay one step ahead of any possible pandemic.

But it wasn’t hard to see how it could be nefarious, if the wrong person was doing it.

‘Windermere,’ Ania said. ‘Small metalworking community. Going by the name of Jonathan Austen these days. Meredith can take you there, can’t she?’

She could, which meant Nicky wanted nothing to do with it. Leaving Ollie to sort it out, she went to action her ‘get him a girlfriend’ plan. She found Jas sitting in the canteen with a group of friends.

‘What are you doing on Tuesday?’ Nicky asked her, sitting in the one spare seat.

‘I’m very well thanks, how are you?’ Jas said.

Nicky blushed. Sometimes she forgot that the rest of the world wasn’t Ollie. ‘Sorry. The thing is, I’ve got a plan and it won’t work if you aren’t free on Tuesday.’

Jas shared a smile with a mumsy-looking middle-aged woman and a teenager who was probably her son, both of whom were holding copies of the same book, Things Fall Apart. Most of the other people round the table were reading it too.

Nicky grimaced. ‘I’m interrupting your book club, aren’t I?’

‘Oh, you’re the freak who’s trying to hook Jas up with her mate,’ the teenager said.

‘I mean, probably? Unless there are more people doing it, in which case I need to bone up on the competition.’

‘What’s happening on Tuesday?’ Jas asked.

‘It’s Shrove Tuesday. Mill Estate – that’s where me and Ollie used to live – always have a pancake tossing competition with Eastfields Farm. But I thought this year we could bring in a third team to liven it up. If you were on the Imphal team, that would give you a chance to hang out with Ollie in a low-pressure, not obviously a date sort of way.’

‘You know I’m Sikh?’ Jas said.

‘It’s not like we’re making pancakes for the Baby Jesus. Ellis is Jewish and he ate twelve last year. So what do you reckon?’ She looked around the group. ‘You could all come if you wanted, make up the team. That way you can check out Ollie and make sure he’s good enough for Jas.’

‘You must be pretty confident he’ll pass muster,’ the mumsy woman said.

‘Ollie’s awesome. You’ll see.’

‘Why don’t you tell him I’m up for coffee if he fancies it, like a normal person?’ Jas asked.

‘Because he’d run a mile. Not from you. I’m pretty sure he likes you. From the whole idea. Anyway, this is how people used to meet other people before the internet, isn’t it?’

‘By being brought in as a ringer in a pancake tossing competition?’

‘You’re getting very hung up on the specifics,’ Nicky said.

There was another round of exchanged glances between Jas and her friends. Then she laughed. ‘OK. Fine. But I’m agreeing to this because it’s stupid and it’s going to make a good anecdote, not because it’s a good idea.’

Nicky smiled. ‘I’ll take what I can get.’

As if in answer to this, all eyes round the table suddenly flicked from Nicky to something over her left shoulder.

She would have guessed it was Meredith even if she hadn’t been suddenly enveloped by her perfume, or if half the people round the table hadn’t said ‘Guvnor’ in a much-too-respectful tone of voice. Nobody tugged their forelock, but a couple of them looked like they wanted to.

A bearded twentysomething leapt up to offer Meredith his seat.

‘That’s very kind, Eban,’ she said, taking it.

Eban blushed bright red and looked down at his feet.

‘You’re interrupting their book club,’ Nicky told her. ‘What do you want?’

‘I was hoping we could pin down the details of our trip to Ambleside. But if it’s a bad time, maybe you could find another hole in your packed schedule.’

‘It’s not our trip to Ambleside. It’s yours and Ollie’s.’

Everyone round the table was watching this with interest. Some of them looked very disapproving of Nicky’s tone.

Meredith rolled her eyes. ‘Oliver won’t be joining us – he’d stick out like a sore thumb. If our quarry knows a journalist is coming, he’s likely to run a mile. I intend to announce that I’m conducting the visit as outreach for my apprenticeship scheme. If you wear those delightful overalls of yours and wave a spanner around, you’ll be able to maintain the cover while you investigate.’

‘OK, but there’s still no reason you need to be there.’

‘You require protection, and I have no excuse to give you a bodyguard while you’re prancing around pretending to be an electrician.’

‘I’m not pretending. I am.’

Meredith did her eye-rolling thing again. ‘If you say so. The point is that I can bring some people along for my protection without arousing suspicion, and they can keep an eye on you. I’m fully aware of your unnatural affinity for trouble.’

‘Fine,’ Nicky said. ‘Fine.’ Because of course Meredith was right, and this was much too important for her to fuck it up. ‘Was that all you wanted?’

‘Well, that and for you to acknowledge that we’re in a relationship.’

‘No we’re not!’ Nicky looked frantically round the table, where every single eye was glued to her. ‘We’re not even on the same continent as a relationship!’

‘Really? We’ve been having rather a lot of sex for people who aren’t involved. I’m not sure how you managed to miss it.’

Nicky glared at her. ‘Stop talking! Just… why are you doing this?’

Meredith looked as unperturbed as ever. ‘Because I’d prefer not to sneak around like the star of a cheap melodrama. And I’d quite like to have sex in the comfort of my own bed. I didn’t go to all the trouble of acquiring a Hästens mattress in order not to sleep on it.’

‘We won’t be having sex there, or anywhere else ever again!’

‘Of course not,’ Meredith said, standing.

She was wearing a mossy green dress today, nipped in around her slender waist and stretched tight over the perfect globes of her arse. Her lipstick emphasised the plump Cupid’s bow of her mouth. Nicky wanted to have sex with her right then.

Meredith’s smile as she walked away said that, as usual, she knew exactly what Nicky was thinking.

There was a moment of silence around the table. Then one of the younger men said, ‘Oh, it was you Ruby was talking about. She said someone’s been going into the Guvnor’s office at all hours and then coming out half an hour later looking a right state.’

‘Ruby’s the Guvnor’s purser,’ one of the others said, as if this was the detail of the story that Nicky would be focusing on. She groaned and covered her face.

Jas patted her shoulder. ‘At least now I know why you’re so obsessed with someone else’s love life.’

There was absolutely nothing Nicky could say to that. It was probably true.

‘Well, well, well,’ Lucy said the next day, when Nicky sat next to her in the bar. 

‘Oh Christ,’ Nicky said.

Lucy grinned. ‘No, no, you’re alright. You’ve convinced me. I can really see how indifferent Meredith is to you now. From what I’ve heard she was indifferent to you in the bike sheds, the laundry and the west quadrant common room this week alone, and it’s only Thursday.’ 

Nicky decided to cut out the middlemen and inform her friends back home herself. Kester and Jill took it in stride, but Hannah looked about as horrified as she’d feared.

‘It’s completely meaningless sex,’ Nicky reassured her.

She expected the recent revelations about her and Meredith to lead to even more piss-taking from Gary and the lads, but the reaction was much odder. It happened when a few sparks came over from Huddersfield to help with the rewiring of the new dorms.

When the introductions were made, Gary pointed a thumb at Joe and said, ‘This is the muppet who had a crack at the Guvnor’s girl.’

‘Oh my God!’ Nicky said. ‘Where do I even start?’

‘You haven’t told her, have you?’ Joe asked. He was smoothing out his crewcut with his hand, a nervous habit he had. He looked genuinely worried.

‘Of course not – you didn’t do anything. And even if you had, Meredith wouldn’t care. She wouldn’t care if you and me shagged on a table in the middle of the canteen as long as she was still getting what she wanted out of me.’

‘I wouldn’t advise it, mate,’ Nobby said to Joe.

‘She doesn’t own me!’ Nicky protested. ‘I’m just having very ill-judged sex with her.’ It occurred to her that she might once again be giving Joe the wrong idea. ‘Not that I do want to have sex with you in the canteen,’ she told him.

‘You’re alright,’ he said. ‘I prefer my balls where they are.’

But later, when they were both in the common room having a cuppa between jobs, he moved his chair closer to hers and said, ‘So how does it work then, you and the Guv?’ He caught her appalled expression and laughed. ‘Not that stuff. I’ve watched enough pornos – I know what goes where.’

‘If you’re getting all your information from pornography, I really don’t think you do.’

‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I meant how do you and her work the other way. Like, as people. You’re chalk and cheese.’

‘It doesn’t work. I don’t even like her. No, that’s not true: I actively dislike her. Hate even.’

‘Nah, bollocks. You can’t fancy people you hate. Not possible.’

‘What do you mean? You were getting off to porn of complete strangers!’

‘That’s wanking. Totally different.’

‘Why exactly am I having this conversation?’ she asked.

‘Cause you know as soon as you see Gary he’s going to give you an earful about messing up the Selby job, so you’re putting it off.’

‘Yeah, that probably is it.’

He leaned back, arms crossed behind his head. ‘So there was this girl. Fuck me she was fit. Used to see her at school.’

‘Please tell me you were at least post-pubescent for this story.’

He laughed. ‘Fifteen. Anyway, I used to… how do I put it?’

‘I’m afraid to find out.’

‘Toss a few off while I was thinking about her –’

‘Oh God.’ Sometimes, she really liked the feeling of being one of the lads, of being treated exactly the same way they treated each other. Then there were times like these.

‘But then one day I talked to her. Turns out she’s a total bitch.’ He frowned thoughtfully. ‘Is it OK to call a girl a bitch?’

‘I mean ideally not.’

‘She was horrible, anyway. Also thick as pig shit. Killed my boner right off.’

‘Really?’ It didn’t fit with what she remembered of teenage boys.

‘Yeah. Still knocked the odd one out to her, but the thought of touching her made my skin crawl.’

‘You’re extremely weird,’ she told him. ‘I hope you know that.’

‘What I’m saying is, if a boy feels that way, there’s no way a woman has it off with anyone she hates.’

She wasn’t too keen on the gender essentialism of that. And she really hadn’t been looking to get relationship advice from… well, anyone. But definitely not Joe of all people.

Still, when she recalled how she’d felt the last time she had her tongue inside Meredith – about five hours previously – she had to admit it didn’t bear an especially strong resemblance to hate. So maybe Joe and Ollie and Lucy had a tiny bit of a point.

On top of worrying about that, she had the Ambleside trip with Meredith to worry her. It was going to be from Monday to Wednesday.

Gary had again been completely fine about giving her the time off. He said Joe could cover for her. Well, actually he said, ‘Great! I’ll have someone who knows one end of a screwdriver from his arsehole for once.’

It also meant that she wouldn’t be home on Tuesday when Ollie and Jas had their stealth date, which was probably for the best.

‘Do you think Jim Foster knew what Cade was up to?’ Ollie asked her, the night before she left. ‘He must have. The guy’s got about a dozen PhDs – he can’t have been that daft. And he was head of research at BBD Genomics.’

‘I’m not sure. If he was that loyal, why wouldn’t Cade keep him around? It’s not like Cade’s a total lone wolf. He took a bunch of his staff with him when he ran away.’

‘Yeah, there’s someone else he might be working with too,’ Ollie said. ‘There was an attack down in Nottingham, did you hear? Raided a hospital they’d got up and running again.’

‘And they think it’s Cade? Why would he do that?’

Ollie shook his head. ‘Not Cade. That Lancaster lot. Meredith’s been circulating their pictures and a couple of them got spotted as they left. They nabbed a load of drugs like you’d expect, but they took all the blood bags too.’

‘That doesn’t mean they’re working for Cade. Maybe one of them got injured and needed a transfusion.’

‘It was a lot of blood, Nic. Like what you might need if you had a bunch of baby phages to feed. Jules reckons they were doing it on Cade’s orders.’

‘But that doesn’t make any sense,’ she said. ‘Why would Cade need to breed the phages when they’re procreating perfectly well on their own?’

‘Don’t know. I could have a look through Cassie’s diaries while you’re away. Maybe they’ll have a clue.’

‘I doubt it. She stopped writing them a couple of years before the Bloodletting.’

‘Then we’d best hope Jim Foster can tell you,’ he said.

The next day, when they set out in one of the usual convoys, Nicky took her place with five other trainees in the largest jeep. Meredith very slowly and visibly eyed her up and down before climbing into her own car.

The unsubtlety might have bothered Nicky, if it hadn’t been immediately clear that everyone in the jeep already knew about her and Meredith. She was inspected out of the corners of a lot of eyes. She wished she could blame Meredith for that, but Meredith wasn’t the one insisting on frequent sex in semi-public places.

It was bitingly cold, even inside the jeep, and Nicky kept her gloves on. The drive was taking them through the heart of the Dales, or at least what you could see of them under several inches of snow. The hills were almost featureless, the whiteness only broken by the lines of dry stone walls and the occasional stone cottage, equally snow-covered and often derelict. The other trainees chatted quietly, but she didn’t feel comfortable joining in. Thanks to Meredith, she didn’t feel quite one of them.

She did have Ian the soldier archaeologist for company. Ten minutes into the journey he pulled a book out of his Bergen and handed it to her. ‘Three Stones Make a Wall,’ he explained. ‘Best history of archaeology you’ll find.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, startled and touched that he’d thought to bring it for her. She gestured out of the window. ‘Do you ever wonder what this will look like in the archaeological record? The apocalypse, I mean.’

‘All the time,’ he said. ‘But it’s not like it hasn’t happened before.’

‘The v-strain? It can’t have, can it?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m talking about the end of the world. Someone’s world, anyway. For a lot of indigenous people, we were the apocalypse. Ask the Yanomami. Or the Aboriginal Tasmanians.’

Nicky worked hard not to judge books on their covers, but it still took her aback to hear that kind of sentiment coming from this brick shithouse of a man.

‘How did you end up with Libyca?’ she asked. ‘Meredith’s outfit specifically, not the, you know…’

‘Mercenary work in general?’

‘Yeah.’

‘They had a reputation,’ he said.

‘That’s what I heard. A really bad one.’

‘Not that reputation. Everyone knew, when Libyca carried out an op, they made sure it was the other side that did the bleeding. The Guvnor never takes risks she doesn’t need to.’

Nicky looked down at the book she was still holding, turning it over in her gloved hands. ‘I get that,’ she said cautiously. ‘But… you seem like a nice person, and some of what they did wasn’t nice at all.’

He leaned back against the wall of the jeep. ‘I know the rep private military contractors had. But a lot of what outfits like Libyca did was just guard duty in messy places. There are archaeological sites that need protection too. Needed it. Fuck knows what state they’re in these days. Some digs I got stuck in with my trowel, others I was there to hold an M16.’

She noticed he hadn’t denied being involved in some of the far less admirable things Libyca had done. And he’d been almost casual about shooting her in the head a few months ago, when he’d thought she might be infected. He probably wasn’t all that nice, however keen on archaeology he was, but Nicky chose not to push. She’d have to be a monumental hypocrite to sleep with Meredith and then judge Ian for whatever he got up to when he was working for her.

The conversation lapsed and Nicky joined the rest of the passengers in looking out at the view. Of course, this kind of travel was probably a novelty for the rest of them. Nicky didn’t see anything new until they reached the Lakes. She’d never been this far west on her many trips with Meredith.

It was a clear day, the sky crisply blue, and she saw Scafell Pike and the other mountains hunched around it as they approached. She’d wondered if Windermere might be frozen over, but the lake must have been too deep, and it remained liquid and wind-ruffled. There were tourist boats rotting on the shoreline and smaller rowing boats that still seemed to be in use. The Ambleside community was apparently large and thriving.

Their fence was certainly in good repair when the convoy approached it, slatted wood that looked freshly cut with barbed wire on top and security cameras mounted along it. The gates swung open to let them in before anyone could get out to ask. Beyond, Ambleside’s blackened stone buildings looked quite forbidding with the mountains for a backdrop.

After a few minutes’ drive through the narrow streets, they reached the bijou University of Cumbria where they’d be staying. They were shown to their rooms, and then she and the other apprentices were taken to a building with big glass windows a short walk away. It must once have been a restaurant: there was a board forgotten in one corner that had some long-ago day’s specials chalked onto it. About three dozen people had come to hear them speak.

Nicky didn’t acquit herself too badly. She’d been so aware of how much electrical stuff she didn’t know, she hadn’t quite noticed how much she’d managed to learn. They didn’t get away till past sunset.

Ania, who was clearly fantastic at her job, had been able to tell them exactly which house Jim Foster lived in. Nicky was wondering how to question him without giving herself away when Meredith, with her usual stealth capabilities, appeared at her shoulder.

‘Have you come up with a game plan?’ she asked.

‘Not yet,’ Nicky admitted.

‘Hmm,’ Meredith said. She was wearing a cream coat over her dress. It was very elegant but it didn’t look very warm. Nicky saw her shiver and worked hard to suppress the impulse to put an arm around her and warm her up.

‘Does that “hmm” mean you have an idea? Because I think he’ll take one look at me and know I’m up to something. I’m a complete open book. I know you know that because it was the whole reason you used me like you did.’

‘Oh, there were a few other reasons,’ Meredith said. ‘But I wouldn’t worry. When he sees you blush in that charming way you do, he’ll simply assume you’re sexually interested in him.’

‘What?’ Nicky stared at Meredith, trying to figure out if there was a dig in there, beyond the obvious one. ‘Ania showed me a picture of him. He’s got to be fifty if he’s a day.’

Meredith smiled, a more ambiguous one than her usual smirks. ‘You’d be astonished by some men’s confidence in that area. Besides, as we know, you’re not averse to an age gap.’

As usual, Meredith was both irritating and probably right.

‘I think you’ll find Foster’s favourite pub is the Griffin,’ she said. ‘Ania informed me he’s usually to be found there after dinner. That should give you a chance to eat first before you go and see him. Do try not to get too drunk. I don’t want to be scraping you off the floor later.’ And with that final barb, Meredith strode off.


Chapter 15


Accessory After the Fact



The community provided their guests with a supper of bread and stew. The meat in the stew was tough and a little more elderly than Nicky preferred. She forced it down anyway, then asked for directions to the Griffin.

During the short walk over, she was aware of eyes behind her, prickling her shoulders. Meredith’s guards, she presumed. She didn’t give them away by turning around to look, despite the growing urge to do it. Sneakiness didn’t come naturally to her, and she was feeling jittery by the time she reached the pub.

Inside, it was very dark brown, old in a way that couldn’t decide if it was run-down or quaint. It also wasn’t really a pub. It appeared to be more of a location for people to bring their own food and drink when they wanted to socialise, which made sense since money didn’t exist anymore. But it was homey, and one of the half-dozen people already there took pity on Nicky’s drinkless state and poured her a pint of cloudy cider from the pitcher he and his friends were sharing.

She found a seat with a view of the door. With no one for company, she opened the book Ian had given her and nursed her cider. She’d almost finished the first chapter when the door opened, and Jim Foster walked in.

He was chubby-faced, bald and round-bodied. He looked less like a grown man than a baby who’d been put through some sort of weird aging machine. She surreptitiously watched him take a half from the same group who’d given her the cider and then turn to scan the room.

She expected his gaze to pass over her, but it didn’t. His eyes hooked straight into hers, and then he was striding across the carpet towards her.

‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked.

Her heart jolted, but she nodded. She had come here to talk to him. She hadn’t expected him to make it so easy.

‘You’re with that Meredith woman, aren’t you?’ he said. His eyes met Nicky’s, penetrating and unmistakably those of a grown and highly intelligent man. ‘Would you be willing to answer a few questions? We’ve heard a thing or two.’

‘What sort of things?’ Nicky asked.

He smiled. ‘Bad ones, mostly. People seem to think she’s a slippery customer. Promises you the world, but there’s always a razor hidden in the apple.’

Having come prepared to be the inquisitor, Nicky was woefully unprepared for the inquisition. It hadn’t really occurred to her that Meredith’s reputation would have preceded her, but then Meredith had the kind of reputation that would.

‘I don’t think that’s true,’ she said after a few seconds of internal struggle. Because she couldn’t deny that a lot of the time, and for purely selfish reasons, Meredith was acting for the common good. ‘She really does want to trade. And she really does want to make sure we don’t forget how to change a lightbulb, as a society. Or how to make one.’

‘Sorry,’ Foster said. ‘You came here to read, not to get the third degree. I haven’t even introduced myself, have I? Jon Austen.’ He held out his hand.

She took it. It was surprisingly soft, not the hand of a man who ever did any manual labour. ‘Nicky Smith. I came here with Meredith, like you said.’

‘You’re not one of those “security” people of hers, are you?’

‘God no. I barely know one end of a gun from another. I did manage to shoot a phage once, but only because it landed on top of me and the gun went off by mistake.’

He laughed, but there was a flash of something in his expression that made Nicky’s stomach lurch. Was he looking relieved? Now it was too late, it occurred to her that telling people she was useless in a fight wasn’t the wisest policy. But she had Meredith’s people outside. She couldn’t get herself in too much trouble here.

She made herself smile at him. ‘What do you do in the community? I know you specialise in metalwork here.’

There was a noise outside, too muted to distinguish, and Foster’s already round shoulders hunched with tension.

‘What was that?’ she asked. ‘Is something happening?’

‘Probably some local lads who’ve had a few.’ But his fingers were white around his glass.

The man who’d given Nicky her cider and one of his friends exchanged a few words, then got up and left.

‘I’m a doctor,’ Foster said. ‘The only one in the community.’

His tone was friendly enough, but there was something closed-off in the way he spoke, as if he was being careful not to leave any chinks that would allow Nicky to peer deeper into him.

‘Must be difficult without access to all the drugs you need,’ she said. ‘It’s not like before. You can’t nip down the local pharmacy.’

‘I make do.’

The noise came again, a bit louder this time. It sounded like someone shouting – maybe screaming. Foster twitched, and when his eyes met hers, there was a moment of mutual recognition. He knows, she thought. And he knows that I know that he knows.

‘You’re not interested in my job,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘Not your current one.’

‘What do you know?’ There was a look on his face that was the opposite of one she’d seen on Cade’s. Cade was a predator and Foster was prey. This was what people meant when they said someone looked hunted.

‘I know you’re Jim Foster,’ she said. ‘You used to run the labs at BBD Genomics.’

There was a tense moment, and then he nodded.

‘You created the v-strain. It wasn’t an accident – you did it on purpose.’ She kept her tone neutral.

He bit at the quick of his thumb. ‘You have to understand, we thought we were developing a bioweapon. We had no idea what he was going to do with it.’

Oh, that’s OK then, she worked very hard on not saying.

He read it in her face anyway. He’d bitten his thumb so hard it was bleeding. ‘You don’t know how Barnaby works. He doesn’t start you on the hard stuff. A little financial irregularity here, a few falsified results there. Before you know it you’re collaborating on the end of the world.’

His face was scored with fear and guilt, but she couldn’t find it in herself to feel sorry for him. Behind him, three more people stood and left the pub. Nicky stared at the door.

‘You’re safer in here than out there,’ Foster said.

She didn’t trust him, not at all. But she knew that if she walked out of that door, he’d disappear. She’d never find him again, or any answer to the questions she hadn’t yet asked.

She forced herself to turn her eyes away from the door and back to him. ‘What I don’t understand is why.’

‘I’ve told you,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘Not you – him. Why did he do it? What was he hoping to achieve?’

The last people had left the pub. She and Foster were alone now. Were Nicky’s guards still on duty outside? She had a bad feeling that they might not be, that some of the screams she’d been hearing might have been theirs.

Foster shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘Do you think I haven’t asked myself the same question every single day since I realised what I’d done? It was lunacy! Utter lunacy! How could I have possibly guessed –’ He cut off the end of the sentence and drew in a deep breath. ‘No, I’ve no bloody idea why Barnaby did it.’

She sank back into her seat. Foster had been their best chance, perhaps their only one, of finding an answer to that question. But another one occurred to her. ‘You made the v-strain. Does that mean you know how to cure it?’

‘I’ve tried. Of course I have. But without the facilities I used to have…’ He shrugged his hunched shoulders.

Outside, another sound became distinguishable, above the shouts and the gunshots: an engine, drawing closer.

Foster’s back straightened. ‘That’ll be our lift.’

And suddenly she realised that she’d been reading this entire situation all wrong. She’d thought Foster was in hiding, that whatever was happening outside was his desperate plot to escape. But he wasn’t hiding. He wasn’t caught – she was. Because this was a trap.

‘You’re still with him,’ she said. ‘You knew we were coming. You told him.’

The hunch of his shoulders had relaxed, but he didn’t look happy. ‘I didn’t have a choice.’

She felt a churn of disgust and fear. ‘How could you work with him again after what he did?’

‘I tried to hide and he found me. What was I supposed to do?’

‘Tell him no!’

‘It’s not that easy. You’re young. A few more years and a few more knocks, maybe you won’t be so ready to judge me. Barnaby Cade isn’t a man you say no to. Only one person ever did, and she spent the next decade on the run.’

The engine noise was very close now. Then it cut out. Foster stood.

She grabbed his arm. Her own was shaking. ‘Maybe you didn’t know what Cade was up to then. But you know what’s happening here. He’s going to kill me and that will be your fault.’

He hesitated an agonising second, his eyes closed. Then he sighed defeatedly and opened them. ‘There’s an entrance to the kitchen behind the bar, and a back door. Take it. I won’t tell them.’

Outside, car doors were clicking open. She knew she should use the small chance Foster had given her and flee, but then this whole trip would have been for nothing.

‘There must be something you can tell me,’ she said desperately. ‘Anything. Please.’

Foster turned to the door, hesitated, then turned back to her. ‘You said I made the v-strain, but that isn’t completely true. We didn’t create it from scratch. Barnaby brought us a sample to adapt, a vial of infected blood.’

There were footsteps approaching the door.

‘From another lab?’ she asked, backing towards the bar.

‘Not one I ever knew about. If you survive this, that’s something you might want to look into. Now go!’

Through the windows, Nicky saw the shadows of figures approaching and this time she didn’t hesitate. Even so, she just made it out of the room in time. As she went through the door tucked behind the bar, she heard the front door rattling open. Her heart thundered, but she made herself slow down and use the sound of that door closing again to cover her own.

Then, probably foolishly, she pressed her ear against the wood. The voices were muffled, but she heard Foster’s clearly enough when he said, ‘You took your bloody time.’

There was an inaudible reply and then, more distinctly, a female voice saying, ‘Thought I saw someone else in here with you?’

Nicky jerked away from the door in alarm, then made herself press her ear back to it. She had to know if Foster was about to betray her.

‘The barman,’ he said. ‘He went out the back.’

After that, she ran. The kitchen behind the bar was an assault course of hanging pots and pans and ladles, but she dodged them all and got to the back door without making a sound.

The darkness outside briefly blinded her. And when her eyes had adjusted to the pale moonlight, she saw her first corpse.

It was the man who’d given her his cider. He was slumped half on the pavement and half in the road. Even the moonlight couldn’t account for the paleness of his face, but the dark pool of blood around his savaged neck did. Phages.

Cade’s people must have let them in. It was all part of the trap – but she realised now, with a jolt of terror, that it might not have been a trap for her. Because Meredith was in Ambleside too.

She took off for the university at a frantic sprint, losing her way twice in the dark, twisting streets. She couldn’t see the phages, that was the worst thing. But she heard the screams of those they were attacking, seemingly always a street away.

She was gasping for breath when she finally found the university. That, and the battle happening in all the streets around it.

It was people against phages and people against people, impossible to tell in the darkness who was on which side. There was almost constant gunfire. She smelt the metallic stink of human blood, and the far stranger, sweeter scent of the phages’.

The sensible thing to do was to turn tail, find a building with an open door and try to wait out the slaughter. She almost did, until she saw Meredith, and her knees weakened for a moment with the intensity of her relief.

Meredith looked very small in the midst of it all: a slight, straight-backed figure surrounded by chaos. For one hopeful minute, Nicky thought that the men to either side of Meredith were with her. But then she realised that Meredith was running between them as they reached for her. The fingers of one man’s hand brushed against her waist as she dodged to the side, and Nicky gasped in a breath that was almost a sob and sprinted towards her.

She was running too fast. Her foot twisted on a cobble and she had to stagger sideways to avoid falling. She was still twenty feet away when one of the men who’d been chasing Meredith reached her. He grasped her arm – and then a shot rang out and the man slumped down.

Nicky didn’t stop to see which of the shadowy, wrestling figures had saved Meredith. She grabbed her hand and ran.


Chapter 16


Into the Night



Footsteps pounded behind them. Meredith’s hand was warm and clammy in Nicky’s despite the cold. Was she afraid? It was a terrifying thought. Meredith never let anything bother her.

A gunshot sounded behind them. Ahead of them, the bullet struck the wall of a low white cottage and tunnelled into it.

‘We have to get out of Ambleside,’ Meredith said. She sounded a lot less out of breath than Nicky.

‘Where?’ she gasped.

‘Somewhere they won’t find us. You realise we’re the targets, don’t you?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I know.’ She did, but it still felt nasty, having Meredith confirm it.

Meredith looked very short beside her and her feet slapped rather than clacked on the pavement. She must have kicked off her high heels to run. Nicky experienced the brief, hysterical urge to say, ‘I told you so.’ She’d had a go at Meredith about the impracticality of her shoes the very first time they met.

Meredith pulled at her arm, swerving them both into the darkness of a churchyard. The church was barely visible, a looming blot on the star-dusted sky. It would have looked sinister even if they weren’t being murderously hunted, but the sound of footsteps had gone. They’d lost their pursuers, at least for a minute.

‘Hold on!’ Nicky said. ‘Stop. We need to figure this out. There’s only one gate in the wall and they’re bound to be watching it.’

Meredith was little more than a silhouette beside her. ‘I was near the gate when this kicked off. The phages didn’t come in that way. They must have made a hole in the fence.’

‘Do you know where that is?’

‘No. But it’s probably somewhere out of sight of the cameras.’

‘I don’t know where –’ Nicky broke off as footsteps sounded, from the opposite direction this time. A male voice shouted words she couldn’t make out.

She reached for Meredith again, but Meredith shook her off. ‘Wait!’ she said sharply.

And now Nicky heard it too. The person was shouting, ‘Guvnor!’

‘It could be a trap,’ she said, but Meredith was already stepping out of the shadow of the church and into the road.

It was Ian. He pelted round the corner so fast he almost knocked Meredith down. He was carrying a rifle and bleeding from a ragged wound in his shoulder. The blood looked black in the moonlight.

‘How many of you left?’ Meredith asked crisply.

Ian shook his head and Meredith seemed to shrink a little. ‘We radioed for help, Guv. If you can hide until morning…’

‘We can’t do it here,’ Meredith said. ‘They’re bound to go door to door.’

‘I saw where those bastards broke through the fence to let the phages in,’ Ian told her.

They followed him through the dark, nightmarish tangle of Ambleside’s streets. Twice armed men crossed their path and once a phage. Ian shot them all down with the same cold precision with which he’d once been ready to shoot Nicky.

Until, at long last, they’d reached the fence, and there was no one there to watch them climb through the gap between the snapped-off wooden slats.

Nicky was through and had jogged ten paces onward when she realised Ian wasn’t following.

Meredith had already noticed. ‘Phage bite?’ she asked, looking at his shoulder.

‘I’m AB positive,’ he said.

He said it so calmly, Meredith’s face remained so calm, that it stupidly took Nicky a second to register what this meant. As soon as she did, she took a step towards him, reaching out a hand to do – what? They all knew there was nothing that could be done. He’d been infected.

Behind him, there was the grumble of an engine.

‘I’ll guard your rear, Guv,’ he said. ‘Should be able to buy you time to get out of sight.’

Meredith reached up on her tiptoes, and he bent his head so she could kiss him softly on his cheek. ‘Thank you, Ian.’ Her voice wasn’t gentle, but there was none of her usual mockery in it. ‘If your sister’s anywhere to be found, I’ll find her. You have my word.’

He nodded, then looked at Nicky. She opened her mouth, not at all sure what was going to come out, but he smiled and said, ‘Read that book – you’ll like it.’ And then he turned away and Meredith did too. She took Nicky’s hand and led her towards the road, leaving behind the man who was about to die for them.

There was snow on the ground, crunching icily beneath the hi-tops that Nicky had brought back from her flat in London. Car headlights split the darkness behind them and Meredith pulled her off the road and into the unknown countryside that verged it.

It was only when they’d found the low shelter of a dry stone wall that Nicky finally remembered Meredith’s feet were shoeless, probably bare by now with the damage the rocky ground must have done to her tights. Nicky began picking at the laces of her own boots, fighting against the tight tangle that moisture had made of them.

A hundred feet away, the car’s headlights crept along the road. They were barely moving above walking pace.

‘They could be my people and we wouldn’t know it,’ Meredith said, her voice tight with frustration. Then she noticed what Nicky was doing.

Her face was too shadowed to make out, but Nicky imagined its raised eyebrow. She’d seen the expression often enough. She’d got the right boot off by then and she peeled off the sock beneath it and held it out to Meredith.

‘And what do you think you’re going to wear?’ Meredith asked, not taking it.

Nicky took Meredith’s hand in hers and pressed the sock into it. It smelled unpleasantly of wet wool but that didn’t seem important right then. ‘My boots. You’re going to get frostbite if you walk much further in bare feet.’

Meredith huffed, but she took the socks and put them on. When she was done, she reached for Nicky’s hand, and Nicky let her take it. There was comfort in the firm clasp of her fingers. They walked together across the field, away from the road and into the darkness.

They had to go slowly. The ground was too rough to hurry, even though Nicky desperately wanted to. She wanted to run. Now the initial panic had faded, her mind was filled with images of the slaughter they’d left behind. A lot of that had been done by phages. She hadn’t been out in the open after dark for years, except for that one horrible time in Leeds when Cade had ridden to their rescue, having almost certainly endangered them in the first place. The night belonged to the phages, and here they were walking in it.

‘Do you have a gun?’ she asked.

Meredith’s face was turned away from her, scanning the impenetrable darkness. ‘Yes. I’ve only one magazine, though. I’d run out of bullets before we ran out of phages, and the sound would draw more of them.’

Nicky shivered. There was an icy wind blowing, sweeping snow off the ground and into her face in sudden gusts. Even in daylight, visibility would have been poor, but she thought that they were walking upward. Perhaps that meant they were heading east, towards Wansfell Pike. It would be even colder on the exposed slopes.

Something made a loud crack to their left: a twig snapping beneath a foot, or ice shifting, it was impossible to tell. Nicky thought she heard breathing, but it might have been her own. Her terror made human shapes out of the deep moon shadows.

Meredith drew her away from whatever the source of the sound was. ‘We shouldn’t encounter too many phages,’ she said, as if sensing Nicky’s fear. ‘Most of them will have headed into the town. Someone deliberately drew them there.’

‘So they’ll be killing all the innocent people in Ambleside instead of us.’

She could feel Meredith’s shrug through their joined hands. Meredith’s was now icy. It occurred to Nicky, belatedly, that she had gloves in her pockets. She stopped to pull them on, then looked at Meredith. ‘Haven’t you got any?’

‘I don’t carry them with me. They spoil the line of the coat.’

‘For fuck’s sake. If your fingers freeze off, you’re going to literally be a fashion victim.’ Nicky pulled off one of her own gloves and handed it to Meredith.

‘Wonderful,’ Meredith said. ‘Now we’ll both get frostbite.’ But she put it on anyway.

Nicky linked her one bare hand with Meredith’s and pulled her onward. She knew Meredith was right. She’d already lost sensation in the tips of her fingers and sharing warmth skin-to-skin didn’t work if neither of you was actually warm.

‘We need to find shelter,’ she said. ‘That’s a house, isn’t it? Over to the left there.’ She pointed at a squat black shape in the darkness. The ground was smoother in front of it, perhaps a narrow road.

Meredith shook her head. ‘We’re still too close. They’re bound to start searching the surrounding buildings once they realise we’ve left Ambleside.’

Nicky reluctantly turned away and moved on. They crossed a rutted track and a shallow bank, then drew up short moments before walking straight into a fence. Wire, by the feel of it, and smothered in vines, knotty and leafless this deep into winter. She reached up with her free hand to feel for the top of it and yelped.

Meredith looked sharply at her.

‘Barbed wire,’ Nicky told her. She pulled off her glove to inspect the damage. There were two dark dots in her palm, and she could feel the trickle of blood across it.

‘We need to find the gate,’ Meredith said.

It was easier said than done. Brambles were growing in clumps along the fence and Nicky soon had a collection of scratches on her face to match the punctures in her palm. Meredith nearly sprained an ankle in the ditch which crossed their path and was too tangled in roots to see.

Finally they came to the gate, thankfully unlocked. But after that there was a field to cross, covered in frost-slick grass. And then they were stopped by another fence, wooden this time, until they found the stile to climb over it.

Progress was agonisingly slow and as much sideways as onwards. Nicky’s nose started to ache with cold, before going worryingly numb. She could feel Meredith’s shivers transmitted to her through their joined hands. Or maybe Nicky was the one who was shivering. She was finding it increasingly hard to focus. And the silence of the night, unbroken even by the calling of an owl, was growing too oppressive to bear.

‘Do you know all their names?’ she asked Meredith quietly. ‘You knew Ian’s, when you… when you thanked him.’

‘I know all my soldiers’ names, yes. Some of them have been with me for a very long time.’ In the moonlight, Nicky could faintly see the steam cloud of Meredith’s breath.

‘Not just the soldiers,’ she said. She remembered Eban offering Meredith his seat, what was starting to feel like a lifetime ago. ‘It’s everyone in Imphal, isn’t it?’

‘Quite a few residents of the outlying communities too. People are flattered when you remember their name. It puts them off guard. There’s a trick to it, a version of a memory palace.’

Despite their situation, Nicky let out a brief, choked-off laugh. ‘Oh my God, I’ve been having sex with the Mentalist.’

‘Who?’

‘Sorry, I forgot your engagement with popular culture ends sometime around cave paintings.’ They’d come to another stone wall. It was low enough to cross, but Nicky paused before she did. Her legs had almost no strength left in them. ‘You pretended not to know my name when you met me.’

Meredith’s smile was a faint outline. ‘You were so delightfully outraged by the whole thing.’

‘That’s because you were behaving outrageously.’

Somewhere in the darkness behind them, a light flashed. It was impossible to tell the distance, but Nicky was sure it was a torch, its beam sweeping left and right. They were still being hunted. A moment later, she heard the distant crackle of gunfire, which didn’t seem to be coming from the same place as the torchlight.

‘That’s phages they’re shooting at, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘The fight with your people must be over by now.’

She rested her hands against the rough, jagged stones atop the wall, then levered herself over. The ground was at least a foot lower on the other side and she stumbled when she landed, bracing her knees to keep from falling.

Meredith hadn’t moved. Nicky had forgotten that she was still wearing one of her ridiculous dresses, too tight to make that kind of climb easy. She reached across and hooked her hands beneath Meredith’s arms, then used the last of her strength to help her over.

There was another burst of gunfire behind them and Nicky made herself move on, one draining step after another.

They were halfway across the bare, ridged earth of the field when what had seemed a mere shadow in front of them shifted and let out a low rumble. Nicky clamped her lips down on the cry of fear that wanted to come out.

‘It’s only a cow,’ Meredith said.

She led Nicky around it, veering towards the edge of the field to avoid more humped shapes in the darkness. Now that they were closer, Nicky could see the white patches on their flanks, moving very slightly with their slow breathing.

‘I can’t believe there are any cows left out in the wild,’ she said. ‘Why haven’t the phages eaten them all?’

‘Livestock outnumbered people in Cumbria by an order of magnitude before the apocalypse.’ Meredith paused to cast her eyes back over the half-seen herd. ‘The bovine population’s large enough to be self-sustaining, even allowing for predation by phages. Besides, cows can be rather vicious when they’re provoked. You’d be surprised. The phages probably prefer easier game. I’ve been sending people out to catch and re-domesticate them.’

It hadn’t really occurred to Nicky before how much management there was in Meredith’s job. How much there must have been even before the apocalypse, when she was running Libyca. Was it Napoleon who said an army marched on its stomach? Meredith had probably always spent as much time worrying about food supplies as military tactics.

‘Did you mean what you said to Ian?’ Nicky asked, as they moved on. ‘Are you really going to look for his sister?’

They had hit some kind of footpath. The ground beneath their feet felt like frozen mud and when they followed it, they came directly to another stile.

‘I’ll try,’ Meredith said, ‘although she’s almost certainly dead.’ She glanced at Nicky, seeming able to read her face even in the darkness. ‘Oh, don’t worry, it’s not sentiment. I need to be able to trust my people – my life has frequently depended on it. But there’s only one thing that buys loyalty, and that’s loyalty. It’s something Barnaby never understood.’

They crested a small hill and then thankfully they were moving down again, towards a dark blot that might have been a copse of trees or, if they were very lucky, a house.

Nicky turned to tell Meredith that they had to take shelter because neither of them was in a state to carry on much longer. And instead she flinched back as a high, horrible scream tore through the night behind her.

Before she could say anything, before she could even begin to run, white shapes were rushing through the darkness towards them, screaming as they came.


Chapter 17


The Valley of the Shadow of Death



She grabbed Meredith’s hand and tried to pull her out of the path of the things, but they were moving far more quickly than her and far more surely on the rough ground. She braced herself instead, with her arms around Meredith in an utterly futile attempt to shield her from the danger.

And then the figures were on them, their cloven hooves pounding the ground, and Nicky’s laugh was almost as shrill as their continuing screams, because they weren’t phages. They were sheep.

She felt each pulse of her heart against her chest as she drew in a shaky breath. The sheep were all around them, almost as round and fluffy as dandelions although much worse-smelling.

Nicky had time for the brief, clear thought that they’d been unsheared for four years now and were being smothered by their own fleeces. Her brain, in that way frightened brains do, presented her with the notion that Meredith would be doing the sheep a favour if she domesticated them again. And then they were gone.

She realised that Meredith was tugging urgently on her arm, pulling her towards the dark shape that might or might not be a house.

‘It’s OK,’ Nicky told her. ‘We’re alright.’

‘No we’re not,’ Meredith said tightly, still pulling on Nicky’s arm. ‘Those sheep were running away from something.’

Nicky looked behind her, in the direction the herd had been coming from. And after a second, she saw them. Far back in the darkness, bright, inhuman blue eyes were shining.

She hadn’t thought she had any energy left, but somehow she was running, stumbling over the rough ground. She was too frightened to think clearly. If Meredith hadn’t been leading her, she didn’t know where she’d have ended up. On the ground having her throat ripped out by a phage, probably.

The sheep were far ahead of them now. The phages had lost one prey but gained another.

Meredith was leading her towards that dark shape at the bottom of the valley. And thank God, it really was a house. There was no light shining from it, but that didn’t mean anything. If people lived there, the windows would be covered with shutters at night. And if people didn’t live there, she and Meredith could be running from one group of phages straight towards another.

She lost her stride as Meredith slowed a moment to reach awkwardly beneath her dress. A second later, she was holding a small handgun. But she’d told Nicky she had a single magazine, and there had been at least a dozen pairs of phage eyes shining in the darkness.

Meredith twisted around, still running, and fired a wild shot behind them. It couldn’t possibly have hit anything – she’d had no time to aim – but maybe it would scare the phages away. Maybe it would at least make them hesitate.

Then Nicky’s feet were crunching on gravel, and moments later they’d reached the front door of the house. She let out a shuddering gasp of relief and reached for the handle.

It was locked.

Nicky rattled it, then pushed her shoulder against the wood, but it didn’t budge. She banged on it instead, as hard as she could, but if there were people inside, they weren’t answering.

The phages were no longer distant blue eyes but visible figures, hurtling across the fields towards them. These had been turned long ago. There wasn’t a scrap of clothing on them and their hair had grown wild and long. Their mouths were full of far too many sharp teeth.

‘Stand back!’ Meredith snapped.

When Nicky didn’t respond immediately, Meredith pushed her aside and then turned her gun towards the lock of the door and fired.

‘Does that really work?’ Nicky asked, her voice high with fear.

‘Not often.’ Meredith fired again.

Nicky flinched as something hot and sharp sped past her cheek, scoring a painful line across it. Then Meredith fired a third shot and this time, miraculously, the door sprang open. Nicky pushed Meredith through ahead of her and slammed it behind them.

It was pitch dark inside the house. The door seemed solid, but it no longer had a lock. Gasping for breath, Nicky leaned back on it and braced her legs, and a moment later felt the door jump and rattle as a phage flung itself against it. There was a brief pause and then it happened again, twice in quick succession. The same phage or others? There was no way to know.

‘There’s a bar, I can feel it,’ Meredith said. Her hands wriggled between Nicky’s back and the door. ‘You’ll need to move so I can drop it in.’

Nicky waited for the next thump against the door before leaning away.

A second blow came, faster than Meredith could act. The door jumped but didn’t give and then there was the wooden clunk of the bar slotting into place. The next time something flung itself against the door, it didn’t move at all.

‘I think we’re safe,’ Nicky said. ‘Are we safe? If there are phages inside, they’d have attacked us by now, right?’

Meredith grasped her arm, probably not for comfort. Just to orient herself. ‘We need light.’

There was another thump against the door. The phages hadn’t given up yet. It made Nicky’s stomach roil every time, even though she was fairly confident the door would hold.

The windows had looked shuttered from the outside, but she needed to double check. She reached into her coat pocket and felt for the hard plastic of her phone. She’d brought it with her on the off-chance that she’d find evidence to photograph or revelations from Jim Foster to record, but it also had a torch.

When she pushed the power button, a small circle of bluish light illuminated Meredith’s drawn face and the scarred old oak of the door. After a few seconds, when she found the right app, it became a much brighter white. And a quick circuit of the downstairs confirmed the shutters on the windows were all locked tight.

‘People live here,’ she said, once she was back in the sitting room.

It was kind of cosy: rugs scattered on the tiled floor, a battered leather armchair and a newer sofa drawn up around a large fireplace. It smelled of clean stone, not old dust like the abandoned houses Nicky had trawled through in York. There were even logs waiting in the grate.

There were oil lamps, too. Vegetable oil, probably. They’d used similar at Mill Estate, before Meredith got the local power grid working again.

Meredith moved around the room, lighting each of the lamps with the flintlock lighter someone had left beside one of them. After a while, the only sound was the click of the lighter and the whoosh of a wick catching fire. The phages had given up on the door, at least for now.

‘My intel said some farmers around Ambleside chose to remain on the farm rather than within the safety of the town walls,’ Meredith said. ‘They’d still go there to socialise, of course. I imagine that’s where they were tonight.’

‘And now they won’t be coming back,’ Nicky said grimly.

‘No, probably not.’ Meredith crouched by the fire, piling the logs into a pyramid with kindling beneath.

‘Should we really be doing that?’ Nicky asked. ‘The fire might be visible. The lamps too.’

‘Anyone close enough to see the light is sure to search the house anyway. But I’d better check the upstairs to make sure there are no nasty surprises waiting for us.’ She pulled out her gun again. ‘You see if there are other fires to light – or an Aga if we’re lucky. We need to warm the place up. You’re close to hypothermic.’

‘You’re the one who isn’t dressed for the weather. I’m actually quite warm.’

‘Yes. That’s the first sign of hypothermia.’

She was probably right. As Nicky moved around the cottage, the pleasant warmth she’d been feeling dissipated and she began to feel very cold indeed. She couldn’t seem to stop her teeth chattering. But it wasn’t a big place: there were only two bedrooms, one with its own fireplace, the walls were thick stone, and there was indeed an Aga in the kitchen. By the time she came back to the sitting room, both she and the house were starting to warm up.

With the lamps all lit, bathing the place in a pleasantly orange glow, she saw the mess of footprints that she and Meredith had left, leading from the door. They’d trailed mud and God knew what else in from outside.

Except, when Nicky came closer, she realised that the smaller set of footprints weren’t muddy. They were rusty red.

‘You’re bleeding!’ she said.

Meredith looked down at her own feet, as if she’d just noticed them, and the considerable pain they must be in. The socks Nicky had given her had barely survived the night. There were only shreds of them left.

‘The terrain was rather rough,’ she said.

‘Did you manage to get the Aga working?’ Nicky asked.

‘Yes. I saw a jar with something herbal in it if you’d like to make a warm drink.’

‘No. Well actually yes, that’s a good idea. But first I’m going to clean your feet.’ Now that she was paying attention, she could see the state Meredith’s clothes were in generally. Her dress was unsalvageable, and there were scratches and mud all over her exposed skin. ‘I should probably wash the rest of you while I’m at it.’

‘You’re not in a much better state yourself.’ Meredith sounded amused.

‘Then I’ll clean myself after. Sit in that armchair. I’ll be back in a second.’

There must be a well outside, because there were five large plastic containers full of water in the kitchen. Nicky tipped some into a ceramic casserole dish and set it on the hob, then went to raid the wardrobe and the bathroom. The house-clearance project had done a pretty good job of killing any of her lingering guilt about looting abandoned properties. And if the people who lived here had somehow survived the slaughter in Ambleside, she was sure Meredith would more than pay them back.

It was worth it, anyway, when she found antiseptic cream, bandages and some sturdy wool clothes for them both to change into, although Meredith would be swimming in hers. This appeared to have been a household of very tall people.

When she came back with her supplies, Meredith was in the armchair where Nicky had told her to sit. She looked half asleep, her head tipped back and the delicate skin of her eyelids drooping.

Her make-up was pretty much gone, and her olive skin was winter pale. She’d made some effort to brush off the dirt and her hair no longer looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards, which she pretty much had been. But she was still in the worst state Nicky had ever seen her.

Her eyes opened fully at Nicky’s approaching footsteps. They were as sharp as ever. Any hint of vulnerability was gone from her face, now she knew it was being observed.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ she said. ‘I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself.’

Nicky ignored that, pulling over an ancient leather pouffe to sit at Meredith’s feet. She lifted the right one to rest across her lap and Meredith tensed, as if a part of her still wanted to resist being helped. Then, after a moment, she relaxed.

Nicky cupped water in her hands to wash off the worst of the mud. Once she could see the skin beneath, she used a damp tea towel to gently swipe away the rest. Meredith flinched a couple of times, but she didn’t complain.

‘How does it look?’ she asked.

‘Not great. I think you must have caught yourself on some sharp rocks.’ Nicky’s cleaning had exposed a couple of pretty deep cuts, still oozing blood.

‘I trod on rather a lot of brambles too.’

‘Then why didn’t you say?’ But Nicky knew the answer. Because it would have shown weakness, and that was something Meredith was never prepared to do.

She used the tweezers she’d taken to pull the thorns out one by one, wincing on Meredith’s behalf. When she’d got them all, she replaced the water, then went to work on the other foot.

Meredith leaned her head back against the armchair, her eyes fully closed. The firelight burnished her hair copper. One stray curl was stuck to her cheek, and Nicky resisted the urge to brush it away.

Meredith flinched every now and again, as Nicky pulled out the bigger thorns or worked on washing away the most deeply ingrained mud. But she never complained or asked her to stop. She looked relaxed, even happy, as if despite the pain she was enjoying being fussed over.

It was surprisingly pleasurable for Nicky too. Not sexually. That would have been weird. But she couldn’t help enjoying the chance to touch Meredith like this, in a way she hadn’t been allowing herself, gently and caringly. Or maybe it was that Meredith was letting herself be cared for, even if she couldn’t admit she needed it.

After Nicky had pulled out the last thorn, she dried Meredith’s feet with the fluffiest of the bath towels she’d found, then reached for the antiseptic cream. ‘I’m sorry. This is probably going to hurt even worse.’

Meredith didn’t reply. When Nicky looked up, she found Meredith’s eyes on her, considering rather than mocking.

‘What?’ Nicky asked suspiciously.

‘You’re very sweet.’

Nicky looked back down as she began smoothing on the antiseptic. ‘I sort of feel like the Virgin Mary. Although you’re not particularly Christ-like.’

‘That was Mary Magdalene. And she used her hair, if you want to go the whole hog.’

‘Really? In my defence, most of my Biblical knowledge comes from a school trip to see Jesus Christ Superstar when I was thirteen. My mum had a very “opiate of the masses” view of religion.’ She realised that she wasn’t so much rubbing in the antiseptic as stroking Meredith’s feet, and made herself stop. ‘I’m not making any promises about my bandaging abilities, either.’

Meredith held out her hand. ‘Give them to me.’

Nicky hesitated, oddly reluctant to surrender her caretaking role, then passed them over. She watched, impressed, as Meredith put the dressing on her own feet, folding the bandages around them with an expertise she’d never have expected.

Meredith saw her expression and said, ‘Field medicine was rather a necessity in my job.’

The fires had done their thing and the house was now pleasantly warm. With the oil lamps, the crackle of the logs and the battered old furniture it felt inappropriately cosy and domestic, given the circumstances.

‘Those bullet scars you’ve got,’ Nicky said. The ones that were so sensitive, that she very much liked to touch and kiss. ‘Did you get them in the field?’

Meredith tied off one bandage and got to work on her other foot. ‘Yes. It was an ambush outside El Plateado. Very careless of me – I lost three of my people that day. I would have been a goner too if Jules hadn’t carried me to safety. I was lucky the wounds didn’t fester before he got me to a hospital.’

‘Jules has been with you from the start, hasn’t he?’

‘From before it. He helped me plan the whole mutiny business. He wasn’t much of a fan of Barnaby’s.’

‘Were you and him ever…?’ As soon as she said it, Nicky realised she didn’t want to know the answer.

Meredith pursed her lips, looking at her. Then she shook her head. ‘He’s never been terrifically interested in that sort of thing.’

Nicky tried to picture the scene: Meredith in those fatigues she’d been wearing in Cade’s photo of her; Jules holding her, shouldering his way through the thick vegetation, trying to staunch the bullet wounds with his hand.

It filled her with a cold dread when she imagined how close Meredith had been to death, how very nearly Nicky had missed her chance to ever meet her. Which was silly, because it had already happened so there was nothing to dread, and also Nicky’s life would be a whole lot simpler if she hadn’t met Meredith.

Meredith stood cautiously from the chair.

‘How does it feel?’ Nicky asked.

‘Better than it did. I imagine food would make us both feel better too. Did you happen to see anything in the kitchen?’

‘Not much. I think that might have been why they went into Ambleside – to stock up on supplies.’

But that got her back to thinking about the people whose house they’d invaded without asking. She would be sleeping in their bed and wearing their clothes, not to mention eating their food, and it was easier to do it without imagining what had become of them.

‘I’m going to get cleaned up,’ she said, and went to refill the basin with warm water before Meredith could offer to help. What was sauce for the goose wasn’t sauce for the gander when it came to being vulnerable.

Nicky’s feet were in nothing like as bad a state, anyway, no more than a few nasty blisters in need of a plaster. Then she had as much of a sponge bath as she could manage, because fleeing for your life in abject terror didn’t leave a person particularly fragrant. She averted her eyes, quite unnecessarily, as Meredith did the same.

When they’d both changed into something warmer and more intact, they managed to scrounge together some gritty bread, a couple of tins of quite decent oxtail soup and a chunk of homemade cheese on the rind.

Nicky bolted hers, then had to sit and give her stomach a chance to recover while Meredith ate her portion at a saner rate.

She was wearing one of the knitted jumpers Nicky had found for her. Ridiculously, it had a snowman on the front and was so long on Meredith it could have doubled as a dress. She looked adorable in it, not that Nicky was going to tell her that.

‘A bit paltry,’ Meredith said, after her last mouthful of soup, ‘but it will do.’

Except, Nicky realised, it wasn’t that paltry. It would have counted as a perfectly decent supper to her, six months ago.

‘What is it?’ Meredith asked, studying her expression.

‘I don’t know. Thinking how much better we eat at Imphal.’

‘Is that a complaint?’

‘No… no. But I’d got sort of acclimatised to life at Mill Estate. The way we lived there was OK. It took a while, but I was used to it. And now I’m used to better and what if I have to go back to living the way I did before? I’ll have to start from scratch again, losing stuff, and it was hard enough the first time.’

Because that was the real issue, wasn’t it? Meredith got her used to having nice things, and then she took them away, or forced Nicky to walk away from them. And really she’d rather not have had them in the first place.

‘Is there any particular reason to think you will lose everything again?’ Meredith asked.

‘You mean apart from our current situation?’

‘Yes, apart from that.’

Nicky ticked them off on her fingers. ‘Pregnant phages. Baby phages. Cade still out there. Not just out there but one step ahead of us. It’s not looking great, is it? And obviously there is our current situation.’

‘Things are… concerning, I’ll admit. I don’t think there’s cause for panic yet.’

‘Don’t you?’ Nicky asked, playing with her spoon. ‘I’ve seen you at dinner back at Imphal. You’ve been hosting all the local settlement leaders and I don’t think it’s because you enjoy their company. I don’t know what you’re talking about, but everyone always looks really worried.’

‘If you bothered to sit with us, you’d know exactly what we’re discussing,’ Meredith said.

‘You’ve never asked me to.’

‘Good Lord, you don’t need an engraved invitation. It isn’t tea with the King. Do you ask Oliver’s permission to sit with him?’

‘No, but he isn’t “the Guvnor”.’

Meredith frowned. ‘I’m not the Governor to you. What on earth is this all about, Nicky? You never used to treat me with the slightest modicum of respect, let alone deference.’

Nicky put the spoon down and folded her arms to stop herself fiddling. ‘I wasn’t completely in your power before.’

Now Meredith was looking incredulous. ‘My power? What sort of power do you think I have? Rule by royal decree? Prima nocta?’

‘Yeah. I mean not the second one, although half the people in Imphal would probably let you. But yeah.’

‘I thought you knew me well enough to know I don’t use coercion. I find it counterproductive.’

‘Right. It wasn’t coercive at all when you forced Eastfields to give you their prize bull in exchange for the antibiotics they needed. Or everyone to do the house clearances for you.’

‘That was persuasion, not coercion,’ Meredith said.

‘Persuasion while carrying a really big stick.’

‘Yes, the best kind. But I never used the stick with you. That isn’t to my taste at all.’

Nicky stood and began clearing away the dishes. It was pretty pointless, given the owners were almost certainly never returning, but it beat looking at Meredith while they had a far more serious conversation than she’d braced herself for.

‘Deny it as you might,’ Meredith said, ‘everything that happened between us happened because you find me immensely attractive, not because I forced you.’

‘Except now my life literally depends on you.’ Nicky turned back from the sink to face her.

‘But not on you going to bed with me. I’m protecting you and Oliver because Barnaby wants you dead. He’ll find your continued existence infuriating, which is all to the good. The more distracted he is, the better.’

‘That doesn’t make me feel any safer!’ Nicky protested.

‘Nor should it. As I keep trying to tell you, you need to be more careful.’

They looked at each other in silence for a moment. Meredith’s expression was intent. She’d genuinely sounded a little offended at some of what Nicky had said. And it was true, Nicky could admit to herself if not to Meredith, that Meredith had never forced her. She’d respected Nicky’s boundaries. OK, maybe respect was the wrong word, but she had observed them. From the day Nicky had told her not to, Meredith hadn’t called her darling. And when Nicky told her she didn’t want to see her again, she hadn’t put herself in Nicky’s way, until Nicky stepped into hers.

It occurred to her that there might be a reason Meredith was so careful with boundaries. Well, the normal reason would be that she was a decent human being, which obviously didn’t apply. But there was Cade, and the way Meredith had run away from him, the way he’d refused to let her go. Still refused to do it. So there was at least one small, admirable thing about Meredith: her refusal to do to Nicky what had been done to her.

‘Well,’ Meredith said. ‘I suppose we ought to think about bed. We should be up and out by dawn, if we can. The more distance we put between ourselves and Ambleside, the better.’

Nicky nodded. ‘I’ll take the small room. You can have the one with the fire. You probably need a decent night’s sleep more than I do.’

Meredith placed her hand gently on Nicky’s wrist as she turned to leave the room. ‘Our pursuers are still out there, you know. Still looking for us. This could be our last night on earth. Do you really want to spend it alone?’

‘Even by your high standards of manipulativeness,’ Nicky said, freezing in place but not turning back to her, ‘that’s amazingly manipulative.’

‘But like all the best manipulations, it also happens to be true.’

Nicky heard her take a step closer. She was close enough that Nicky felt the brush of her breath against the nape of her neck.

‘Come to bed with me, Nicky. You can see to my every need and deny yourself your own if you really insist. But let’s spend the night together.’

She knew that she should refuse. What had happened tonight had put her – probably both of them – in a strange frame of mind. All the problems that had been between them yesterday would still be there tomorrow. But tomorrow she really might die. And she didn’t want to do it without feeling Meredith’s hands on her, one last time.


Chapter 18


Together



Meredith held out her hand and Nicky took it tentatively. They’d been hand-in-hand for most of their flight from Ambleside, but this felt different. It meant something different.

‘We’re going to feel really stupid if armed men burst in while I’m eating you out,’ Nicky said.

Meredith smiled her little smile. ‘If armed men burst in, we’re dead anyway. And of all the ways to go, that’s probably the one I’d pick.’ Inside the bedroom, she released Nicky’s hand. ‘I’d rather like to take your clothes off, if you’re amenable. It’s been months and I’m starting to forget what you look like.’

‘I really don’t think you are.’

But she didn’t resist when Meredith took the hem of her jumper to pull it over her head, or when she took off the hundred more layers underneath it that Nicky had put on against the cold. When she had Nicky down to her bra, she stood back to inspect her in the firelight.

It wasn’t like Meredith hadn’t seen her body before. She’d seen more of it than was currently on display, but Nicky still felt absurdly self-conscious. She crossed her arms over her chest in a futile attempt to hide herself.

‘There’s no need for that,’ Meredith said, taking Nicky’s wrists in her hands and gently easing them apart. ‘You’ve nothing to be ashamed of.’

‘Except my complete inability to say no to you.’

Meredith circled her arms round Nicky’s chest to reach the clasp of her bra, then raised an eyebrow in a silent request for permission.

As if to prove her own point, Nicky didn’t say no to that either. Once the bra was gone, Meredith undid the buttons of her jeans, then eased those off too along with her briefs. Her hands were cool when they grazed Nicky’s skin and they raised a trail of goosebumps.

‘I suppose if I wanted to pay you back in kind, I’d keep mine on,’ Meredith said. ‘But unlike you, I’m not especially keen on cutting off my nose to spite my face.’

She stripped her own clothes off quickly, mainly because they were already comedically loose on her. Nicky had had quite a few opportunities to look at Meredith’s body over the last few weeks, but she took this one too. She couldn’t imagine a circumstance in which she wouldn’t take it.

She’d assumed that over time, Meredith’s beauty would become commonplace to her. And in a way, it had. She was intimately familiar with every inch of her skin. She knew every curve and dip of her figure, and she could have drawn the arch of Meredith’s eyebrow while blindfolded, if for some reason someone had asked her to.

But the sight still struck her with all the force it had the first time she’d seen it, when Meredith had arranged for them to go through the naked bite check together, knowing that Nicky would be unable to resist looking.

Sometimes Nicky was startled – she was aware this thought was absurd, but it was one she had anyway – that people didn’t just stop and stare at Meredith. It was possible she was biased, but she’d rather believe Meredith was just that objectively beautiful. It made Nicky’s sexual obsession with her slightly more forgivable.

Meredith stepped closer. ‘You shouldn’t deny yourself the things that you want,’ she said. ‘It isn’t good for you.’

Nicky took hold of her slender shoulders and pushed her back towards the bed, walking with her until Meredith’s legs were pressed up to the mattress. ‘No, you never deny yourself anything, do you?’

‘Not if I can help it.’

Nicky pushed her down onto the bed, then climbed on top of her. The duvet was very soft beneath them but Meredith was even softer. It had been so long, months, since she’d felt Meredith’s naked skin against hers. There was no other feeling on earth like it.

‘I’ve missed this. Haven’t you?’ Meredith said.

Nicky used her tongue to trace the outline of Meredith’s lips, the shape that tormented her. ‘It’s not like you’ve been going without while we were apart, is it?’

Meredith looked surprised at the change in tone, and subject. Nicky was a bit surprised herself. She hadn’t meant to bring it up. She hadn’t even really been aware that she was thinking it.

Meredith took her cheeks in her hands, forcing Nicky to look at her. ‘You mean after you told me that you’d rather die than be anywhere near me? I’m not a nun.’

‘Did you sleep with them? After the sex, did they stay the night?’

‘No.’ Meredith kissed her cheek, her ear. ‘I didn’t invite them to.’

She sucked her own kiss into the side of Meredith’s neck, because she was very sensitive there, and because it would leave a visible bruise, whatever she wore. ‘Did you let them do that? Leave a mark on you?’

‘I would have put a stop to it if they tried.’

Nicky felt a surge of triumph at that. It wasn’t a pleasant emotion. She pushed herself up on one elbow so she could move her other hand down to where Meredith was already wet and swollen. She groaned when Nicky’s fingers stroked through the neat strip of hair there and then swirled around her clit.

She was so slick, there was almost no friction. She must be barely able to feel the touch. Her back arched into it, trying to get more pressure, but Nicky didn’t give her what she wanted.

‘We do have an early start tomorrow,’ Meredith said. The huskiness of her voice belied the archness of her tone. ‘So we might consider moving on to the main event.’

‘You enjoy it when I tease you first.’ Nicky’s fingers slipped lower, to run along the groove between her lips and circle her entrance. ‘Did they know that? Did they have any idea what you like?’

Meredith’s fingers traced spirals in the small of Nicky’s back, because she knew what Nicky liked, too. ‘They didn’t have much time to find out.’

Finally she began to rub firmer circles on Meredith’s clit. ‘Did either of them make you come as much as me?’

‘In toto?’ Meredith gasped. ‘Or are you asking about frequency?’ But her eyes had slipped shut and she was making a little noise on each breath, the one that told Nicky she’d got everything right.

‘Did they make you come as hard as me?’ But Nicky already knew the answer, as Meredith arched into her orgasm. She’d spent weeks perfecting this. Nobody, no one-night stand, could please Meredith the way she did. No one else could ever be so single-mindedly devoted to it.

She felt that fierce triumph again, like a sourness in her stomach – and suddenly she was deeply ashamed of herself. She’d pushed down her anger at Meredith’s betrayal and thought it was gone, but like an annoying bubble in cellophane, it had popped up somewhere else instead. Here. And she had every right to be angry about Meredith deceiving her. But she didn’t actually have the right to be angry about this.

She rolled off, to lie on her back beside Meredith. ‘God. I’m sorry.’ She put her arm over her eyes. ‘I’m as bad as Cade. It was over between us. I ended it. I didn’t have any sort of claim over you.’

Meredith gently prised Nicky’s arm from her face and brought it down to her side. She leaned up on one elbow to brush the hair out of Nicky’s eyes with delicate fingers and sighed when she averted them. ‘You’re nothing like him, Nicky. You couldn’t be if you tried.’

‘But you were right. I told you I never wanted to see you again. I don’t get to do that and then complain when you sleep with other people.’

‘Yes. Although I knew that you’d come back. You find me quite irresistible.’

Nicky didn’t bother denying it. It was demonstrably true. She allowed her eyes to meet Meredith’s. ‘Then why did you do it?’

For once, Meredith’s smile seemed to be mocking herself, rather than anyone else. ‘Trying to prove a point to myself, I suppose. But I ended up proving the exact reverse.’

Her hair was a mess, limp and tangled. There were scratches across her cheeks and nose and one on her breastbone that was still dotted with little beads of blood. She was the least put together that Nicky had ever seen her.

‘You don’t need it, you know,’ Nicky told her. ‘The make-up, all the working out, the clothes, any of it.’ But she knew that the iron control Meredith exercised over her body and her image was a reflection of her whole character. Meredith was the woman who had to control everything.

‘I suppose you’d like me just as well with bags under my eyes and a pot belly,’ she said.

Nicky kissed the tiny crow’s feet at the corner of her eye, then ran her fingers over the puckered red bullet scars on her flank. ‘I like the things that make you seem human.’

‘I am human.’

‘Are you though?’

Meredith laughed softly. Despite the hair and the scrapes and the dark shadows under her eyes, not to mention the fact that armed men could burst in and kill them at any moment, she was looking more relaxed than she had in months.

‘I don’t… I don’t mind if you call me darling again,’ Nicky said.

‘Would you like me to?’ Meredith’s gaze made Nicky feel utterly exposed.

‘Yeah. I mean, yeah.’

‘Then I shall, my darling.’

That went through Nicky like a bolt. It must have been visible on her face. It always was and Meredith was studying her far too closely to miss it.

‘You can touch me too,’ Nicky said. ‘If that’s something you want.’

‘You know it is. Shall we take care of each other?’

It wasn’t until she began shifting position in the bed that Nicky realised what she had in mind. ‘Oh. OK. But I’m not very good at that.’

‘That’s because you’ve never done it with me before,’ Meredith said, now lying head to groin with her.

Even the thought of it was doing a lot for Nicky. She was going to last approximately a nanosecond once Meredith got going. Nicky looked at her, wondering if she should climb on top or if, as the smaller person, it might be better if Meredith did. But Meredith crooked up one leg at the knee and encouraged her to do the same, until she got the idea.

It was much more comfortable this way, side by side, their torsos pressed up against each other, sharing their warmth now the fire was dying. And Nicky had been wrong about coming as soon as Meredith touched her. She had a quick, light orgasm the second she felt Meredith’s breath against her.

She couldn’t see Meredith’s smug smile from that angle, but she felt it against her when Meredith kissed the inside of her thigh. Then she really got down to it.

Nicky struggled, at first, to focus on giving Meredith what she needed while she was getting so much of what she’d been denying herself for months. It was almost too much, giving and receiving pleasure so intensely all at once, especially when the giving was a pleasure in itself.

Meredith had her hands pressed to Nicky’s buttocks, holding her in place as she consumed her. Nicky’s arms were curled possessively around Meredith’s waist.

Meredith used the point of her tongue to map out the contours of Nicky, stopping every now and again to flick at her clit. Nicky’s legs shook with the force of what she was feeling. She was less delicate, licking up everything Meredith gave her until Meredith was shaking too and Nicky felt her groan vibrate through her.

It thrilled her, it always had, that Meredith would allow herself to be so unrestrained with her. That she could force Meredith to whimper and moan for her. The way Meredith was shifting restlessly in her embrace told her that she was close. Nicky was too, very nearly there. But she held on… held on, until she felt the crest of Meredith’s orgasm passing through her body and allowed her own to break over her too. They came, for the first time, together.

After quite a long recovery period, Meredith turned until she was face to face with Nicky again. When they kissed, it was with each other’s taste in their mouths. It was another thing Nicky hadn’t much liked with anyone else, and did now, because it was Meredith.

The kiss grew in intensity, until Meredith pulled back. ‘You may as well face it. No one else will ever make you feel as good as I do.’

‘Or as bad.’

She felt Meredith’s body stiffen in her arms, going from soft to hard in a moment. ‘No, it’s alright,’ Nicky said. ‘I’m not expecting you to apologise. I know you’re not really sorry.’

‘It’s true I don’t regret what I did. It needed to be done. I do regret that you were hurt by it.’ Meredith’s eyes looked rich and chocolaty in the dim glow of the embers.

‘That I was hurt by you, Meredith,’ Nicky said, because tonight seemed to be the night for getting it all out.

Meredith’s expression hardened back into the mask she habitually wore. She turned over, putting her back to Nicky.

Nicky rested her head against the pillow, closing her eyes. She could feel tears building in them and she didn’t want to let them fall. It wasn’t like she hadn’t already known that this would be Meredith’s response.

She opened her eyes again when she felt the bed shift as Meredith rolled back over. ‘Yes. Alright,’ she said. ‘I regret hurting you, Nicky. That was never my intention. If I’d known then… well, I might have arranged things differently.’

‘Or you might not.’

‘Or I might not.’

Nicky knew that this was it. This was as much of an apology as she was ever going to get. And she could either accept it, or not. But she needed to make that choice, because carrying on the way she had been wasn’t healthy for her or fair to Meredith.

If she’d got that apology from Ollie or any of her other friends, she would have pushed until she got a better one. But Meredith wasn’t a woman who believed in asking for either permission or forgiveness. Even this was quite a concession from her. Nicky doubted many other people had had as much.

The fire was now ash and the bitter cold from outside was starting to sneak in. Nicky pulled back the duvet to slide underneath, then held out her arm to Meredith. ‘We should probably cuddle for warmth.’

Meredith smiled. ‘Yes, we probably should.’ She turned over, so Nicky could cup her body in her own.

Nicky drew the duvet over them both and closed her eyes. She was exhausted, from… basically everything. And she knew that this hadn’t magically fixed all the problems between them. But as she drifted off, with Meredith’s softly breathing body pressed the length of hers, it felt like they’d made a start.


Chapter 19


Two Women in a Boat (To Say Nothing of the Phage)



They were up and out before the sun had cleared the horizon. It was risky. The shadows could still be hiding phages, but staying in the house felt riskier still.

Now that it was light, Nicky saw they hadn’t come that far from Ambleside after all. And they hadn’t been heading in the direction she thought. They’d gone south, not east, travelling parallel to the shoreline of Windermere. The lake glittered a mile or so away, rimed with white at its edges. It was a bright day and the air felt crystalline, as if the slightest pressure could crack it.

‘My people should be here by now,’ Meredith said, shutting the door behind them. She was in jeans and a jumper that almost fit her, unlike last night. They’d found a stack of smaller clothes, probably belonging to a teenager, stuffed in the back of a cupboard. Nicky was choosing not to think about why they were kept there.

‘Cade’s people won’t have given up, will they?’ she said.

Meredith shook her head. ‘But it will be easier to tell them apart from mine in daylight. I’ll recognise the vehicles.’

‘Unless Cade’s lot killed them and took their cars.’

‘Yes. I’ll need a look at their faces to be sure.’

The house was on a narrow lane that wound between snow-dusted fields. Meredith spun in place, scanning the countryside, but there was no one to be seen. She hesitated, then led the way southward down the road, which curved towards the lake.

‘If we’re close enough to recognise the people in the cars,’ Nicky said, ‘they’ll be close enough to recognise us. And shoot us, if they’re Cade’s. Should we go across the fields again?’

‘We’d still be visible there, and less able to run away if we needed to. This is the best of our bad options.’

There were small patches of woodland here and there, a larger one on the northern edge of the lake, but the austere pines didn’t look like they’d offer much cover. And there might be phages, lurking in the shadows beneath the canopy. Meredith was right. They needed to stick to the road.

At least they should be able to hear Cade’s people coming. His vehicles weren’t electric like Meredith’s. The dawn chorus was more of a dawn solo act at this time of year, some unseen bird giving it its all, and the loudest sound was the crunch of their footsteps. Meredith’s, Nicky realised, were a little unsteady. Her feet were cushioned by the dressings on them – changed that morning – and two pairs of socks beneath borrowed boots, but she was obviously in some serious discomfort.

‘Maybe we should stop,’ Nicky said. ‘Hide somewhere until we see help.’

‘They might never drive down this particular road and then we’d need to find somewhere else to hole up this evening. Last night was tremendous fun but I hope you won’t be offended if I say I don’t want to repeat it.’

‘You can barely walk, though.’

Meredith looked at her in amusement. ‘Are you offering to carry me?’

Nicky was somewhat horrified to realise that she’d probably try, if Meredith needed her to. But she didn’t say that, and they kept walking.

After a while, they heard the putter of a car engine, driving slowly. Nicky flinched, but Meredith didn’t pause. And it did sound like it was coming from quite far away. Still, it left her jumpy, ratcheting her fear back up towards last night’s level.

‘It’s my birthday tomorrow,’ she said. She was currently giving herself about fifty-fifty odds of actually seeing it.

Meredith glanced briefly at her. ‘I know. I have a present for you waiting back at Imphal.’

‘Really?’

‘And there’s something I’d like you to do for me in return.’

‘That isn’t how presents work.’

‘Nicky, you need to stop punishing yourself by doing a job you loathe. You have no aptitude for electrical work but a considerable one for journalism. And the investigation is the most crucial thing you could be doing right now.’

Given the current circumstances, it was hard to argue with that. But still. ‘I don’t hate being an electrician. It’s nice doing something practical, getting out of my head for a bit. I don’t want to stop completely. Maybe I could do it for half the week and the investigation the other half.’

Meredith looked at her assessingly, then sighed. ‘One day a week.’

‘Yeah, OK. Although Gary might not want me. Right now I’m more like a handicap than an assistant.’

‘I’m sure he will. You have a talent for charming people into acting against their own best interests.’

Meredith smiled at her and Nicky felt a flush of warmth in the chill air. But then Meredith’s eyes returned to the road and her expression became far more grim. There wouldn’t be an investigation if they couldn’t make it back to Imphal, and there was still no sign of rescue. There was no sign of anything in the bleak winter landscape.

She’d thought the walk in daylight would be less terrifying than their desperate flight last night. But somehow it was worse. Being able to see any potential danger was making her hypervigilant, as she tried, owl-like, to peer all around her at once.

The shadows appeared to move when she wasn’t looking at them, shifting position or shape until she turned to stare at them directly. Her brain was playing nasty tricks on her, making faces out of the bare twigs of the hedgerows and footsteps from the sound of the wind.

Although… was it her imagination? Wasn’t there a person crouched under that beech tree beside the frozen stream? She saw the white of a face among the branches.

‘I think someone’s following us,’ she said.

Meredith didn’t take her eyes off the road ahead. ‘Three someones, by my count.’

‘Shit. Really?’ Nicky started to turn her head to search for them.

‘Don’t look!’ Meredith snapped. ‘If they don’t know we’re aware of them, we have a slight advantage. Although you’ve probably given the game away already.’

It was incredibly hard to stop herself looking. Every muscle in her body was stiff with tension. She felt how unnaturally she was walking, jerkily, like a marionette. ‘They can’t be Cade’s, can they?’ she asked. ‘There’s no reason for them to hide.’

‘No.’

‘And they’re not yours either.’

‘Certainly not.’ Meredith sped up a little. Hopefully not enough to make their pursuers break cover and come for them.

‘Then who are they working for?’

‘I don’t think they’re working for anyone. I don’t believe they’re people at all.’

It took a second for Nicky’s brain to catch up with that. ‘Phages?’ she asked incredulously. ‘But it’s daylight.’

Meredith kept on walking. ‘They’re reproducing now. Perhaps that’s not the only thing that’s changed.’

‘Then why aren’t they coming for us? They don’t know you’re armed and they must see we’re completely alone. If there’s three of them…’ Nicky swallowed convulsively. ‘If there’s three of them, we don’t have much of a chance. How many bullets have you got left?’

‘Four. But if three phages are able to brave daylight, there’s no reason to think a dozen aren’t. Or a hundred. And as I told you before, the gunfire will draw them, not to mention Barnaby’s hounds.’

‘Right,’ Nicky said. ‘Right.’ Then she didn’t say anything more, because now she’d seen what Meredith had.

It was in a bush to their left, crouched with its clawed hands touching the ground. It must be an old phage, probably turned during the Bloodletting. Its teeth had grown so long and jagged that its lips had been entirely ripped away. There was nothing left but gums and the horrible needle-sharp fangs that filled them. And there was no question that its bright, inhuman eyes were watching them. It shifted its position in the bush to keep its gaze on them as they walked past.

They were heading towards a T-junction, their country lane meeting a more major road. Nicky didn’t know if that was good or bad. There was more chance of Cade’s people finding them there. But there was more chance of rescue too.

The phages were moving. There was no point pretending not to be watching them now. The one that had been lurking in the bush darted across the field and flung itself beneath a hedge, ahead of them now.

Another phage was flanking them to their right. It was slinking along the line of a dry stone wall, keeping to its long, early-morning shadow.

‘They don’t seem to like direct sunlight,’ Nicky said. ‘The pregnant phage was hiding in a bush too, the one we found at Mill Estate. Maybe they’re still photosensitive, only not quite as much.’

‘Maybe.’ There was something wrong with Meredith’s voice, a note in it that was worse than the previous tension. And she was looking back, over her shoulder.

There was a line of people, a dozen or more strung out along the brow of the hill behind them.

‘Are they yours?’ Nicky asked, already knowing the answer before Meredith shook her head.

Their pursuers weren’t making any effort to hide. They must have known they were visible to Nicky and Meredith, silhouetted against the sky, but they clearly didn’t care.

In the centre of the line there was one person taller than the rest. Nicky couldn’t make out the face, but she could see long, dark hair and a figure that looked female. ‘Is that Cassie?’

A moment later there was the sharp retort of a gun, quickly followed by another. Nicky jumped back instinctively and ridiculously, as if she could somehow dodge a bullet.

Meredith rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s alright. They don’t have rifles. Handguns and shotguns by the look of it.’

‘Does that mean they’re shooting at your people?’

‘No,’ Meredith said. ‘I think they’re shooting at the phages. Driving them towards us. Beating them like pheasants towards the guns.’

‘Except we haven’t got a gun, or not one we can use. And the pheasants are carnivores. We need to run, don’t we? We can’t wait for them to catch up.’ She heard the shakiness of her own voice. Her heart was doing some extremely intense things in her chest.

Meredith must have agreed, because she’d started moving at a jog. The phage crouching beneath the dry stone wall sped up too.

When they came to the T-junction, Nicky saw that the road to the left was a dead end, terminating at the shore of Windermere. The right turn led back towards Ambleside.

There were engine noises coming from that direction too, quite close.

It was the other jaw of the trap, Nicky realised. This was what Cassie had been using the phages to drive them towards. She must have been betting, correctly, that they’d choose capture over death by phages. But maybe there was a third option. Nicky grabbed Meredith’s hand and pulled her to the left.

‘They’ll corner us against the water,’ Meredith said, but she followed Nicky anyway.

As the sun slipped behind a small cloud, one phage broke cover, and then another.

Nicky started running at full pelt. Meredith did the same, though her feet must have been in agony. But they were close enough to the water now to see the jetty – and the boats that were tied there.

‘Phages can’t swim, can they?’ Nicky gasped out.

‘These ones might be able to.’ Meredith’s voice was very tight, holding in the pain.

‘We’ll have to risk it.’

But to do that, they’d first have to reach the boats. They’d probably get there ahead of Cade’s people. Nicky snatched a look over her shoulder to see that they were hanging back, making sure to stay out of range of the phages.

But that same look showed her the phages themselves, closing in fast. She didn’t have time to count them – she didn’t want to – but it was more than the three that Meredith had first spotted. A lot more.

They were maybe a hundred feet ahead of the pack when they reached the jetty. Their boots rang hollowly on the wood. Behind them the phages’ feet crunched in ice.

Nicky paused, briefly, at the first boat, a small fishing vessel. But its sails were ripped and covered in mould.

The next was holed just above the waterline and barely afloat. After that there was a motorboat, derelict. But the one after that was a rowing boat, the oars still inside and a small puddle in its bottom. Probably someone was still using it.

Probably that someone had died in Ambleside. Their boat could still save Nicky and Meredith, if they were really, really lucky.

Nicky leapt into it, too scared to be careful. The boat wobbled on the water and she wobbled too, almost falling in. But she found her balance and dropped down, hard, not quite in the centre of the bench seat in the middle. The boat listed precariously, taking in a slosh of water before righting itself.

She turned to the jetty, holding out a hand to help Meredith, but she was kneeling on the wood, fingers picking at a knot in the rope Nicky hadn’t even noticed, the one securing the boat to the jetty.

Behind Meredith, the first phages were terrifyingly close, almost at the shoreline. They were close enough to see the saliva dripping from their teeth.

She bit down on the urge to tell Meredith to hurry, for fuck’s sake hurry. She was going as fast as she could. The only useful thing Nicky could do was grab the oars, wrestling the right one free of the algae that had tangled it.

Until, as the first phage loped onto the jetty, the knot came loose and Meredith flung the rope into the boat and climbed in after, far more nimble than Nicky.

‘Go!’ she said.

It was years since Nicky had last rowed a boat. The motions didn’t come smoothly, and the boat was too close to the jetty. She had to shove one oar against the wood to open enough of a gap before she could dip both in the water and pull.

The boat moved agonisingly slowly as it built momentum. It was one foot out into the water, five – and then the first phage reached the end of the jetty.

It paused a second, looking at the water and then at them, but the distance was still narrow enough for it to jump. As it flexed its legs, a shot rang out, deafeningly loud. The phage screamed and fell back.

Meredith levelled the gun again, one hand supporting the other to keep it steady. Her mouth moved, but Nicky’s ears were still ringing and she couldn’t hear the words. She was pretty certain what they were, anyway. Keep rowing.

Then another phage made its way to the water’s edge and Meredith took aim. Nicky didn’t see how she could hope to hit it now they were underway. The boat was rocking violently with Nicky’s inept rowing. But there was now ten feet of water between them and the jetty.

For a moment there was a standoff: Meredith staring down the barrel of her gun at the phage, and the phage glaring at them with a terrible hunger in its flat blue eyes.

A second later, the sun emerged from behind its cloud. The phage cringed in the sudden brightness of the light. Its eyes narrowed to slits, still staring at them. And then it turned and sprinted away.

‘Looks like they can’t swim,’ Nicky said. She laughed, dizzy with relief.

Meredith didn’t. She was sitting in the back, facing Nicky. The boat heeled a little as Nicky turned them towards the centre of the lake, and Meredith’s hands tightened on the rim. She was holding on so hard, her knuckles had whitened.

‘Are you alright?’ Nicky asked. ‘Your feet must be killing you.’

There was a brief pause before Meredith said, ‘I can’t swim.’

‘Oh.’ This just hadn’t occurred to her.

Meredith’s mouth was thin and her eyes wouldn’t quite meet Nicky’s. There was clearly a story there, but not one Nicky was ever likely to hear.

‘That’s OK,’ Nicky told her. ‘I used to be a lifeguard. It’s how I paid my way through uni. Well, that and the crippling student debt.’

Meredith relaxed, a tiny fraction. ‘I suppose if I fell in, you’d dive into the freezing water to save me, thereby dooming us both.’

Nicky didn’t say anything. They both knew that she would.

‘But I suppose you’d dive in to save anyone. You are foolishly selfless.’

‘Only you would see that as a character flaw.’

Nicky’s eyes slipped past her to the shore, now quite a way behind. The phages were beginning to disperse, slinking back into the shadows. The sound of cars was growing louder, but she and Meredith had taken the only useable boat.

‘If Cassie’s here, do you think Cade is too?’ Nicky asked.

Meredith shook her head. ‘He wouldn’t have risked coming to the UK. I expect he sent Cassie over to collect his prizes: me, and your corpse.’

Nicky took a moment to absorb that: not the fact that Cade wanted her dead, but that he wanted Meredith alive. They were both equally horrifying in their way, but the second one bothered her more.

‘How could you stand to be with him?’ she asked Meredith quietly. ‘To marry him? He’s so… I mean, evil. I don’t think there’s another word for it.’

There was a flicker of emotion on Meredith’s face. Not shame. It might have been anger. ‘Don’t deceive yourself, Nicky. There’s a part of me that was drawn to that part of him.’

Nicky might have pushed a little further. At this point it didn’t feel like she had a great deal to lose. She’d always felt a powerful urge to know Meredith, however little Meredith wanted to be known. But then she spotted motion on the road, a convoy coming from the direction of Ambleside. Motion, but very little noise.

The vehicles rounded a curve in the road and she saw a van that she was sure she recognised, bright blue and a little battered. Gunfire came from it, but they weren’t shooting at her and Meredith. A short distance from the shore, a phage went down in a mist of blood.

‘Oh God,’ Nicky said. ‘Oh thank God. I think it’s your people. I think it’s finally over.’


Chapter 20


Before the Storm



Jules had come to pick them up himself. He looked hugely relieved when he saw Meredith, which was the most human expression Nicky had ever seen on him. It hadn’t occurred to her before that he might genuinely care about Meredith. It hadn’t really occurred to her that he cared about anything.

Now she was no longer existing in a state of constant mortal terror, she was exhausted. She nodded off in the jeep within minutes of leaving the shore of Windermere, jerking awake to find her head resting against Meredith’s shoulder and a little bit of drool seeping out of the corner of her mouth. She sat up, swiping it away self-consciously. ‘Sorry.’

Meredith smiled indulgently. ‘Go back to sleep, darling. We’ll have a lot to do once we get back to Imphal.’ She held out her arm, inviting Nicky to snuggle into her.

Nicky was hyper-aware of Jules in the front seat, watching them in the mirror. This felt almost as meaningful as what they’d done the night before. It felt like an admission that things between her and Meredith had changed, when she wasn’t sure they had.

Last night’s closeness had been a consequence of the extreme circumstances. But despite her best efforts, she’d enjoyed that closeness, and she wasn’t ready for it to end, so she let her head drop back down again.

She drifted off to the feeling of Meredith’s thumb rubbing soothing circles on her neck.

But when they arrived, Meredith was all business. She snapped off a string of instructions to Jules and those of her flunkies who’d come to greet them.

‘And you should freshen up and get some lunch,’ she said to Nicky. ‘I’ve called a meeting with a few people who need to be filled in on recent events. I’ll want you to tell them exactly what happened.’

‘Why don’t you tell them? You were there too.’

‘Because they trust you more than they trust me. I thought we’d already established that.’

‘Via the medium of you abusing that trust, yeah,’ Nicky said.

Meredith tutted, then her expression softened. She used her index finger to gently tuck a strand of Nicky’s blonde hair behind her ear, then trailed it down her neck until it was resting against her pulse point, which was pulsing quite a lot more than it had been a moment ago.

‘Do you have plans for your birthday tomorrow?’ she asked.

‘No. I’ve been a bit too busy running for my life.’

Meredith smiled. ‘Then have dinner with me.’

She was speaking too softly to be overheard, but a few people were surreptitiously watching the exchange.

Nicky blushed lightly. ‘Yeah. OK.’

‘Good,’ Meredith said, and walked off beside Jules without a backward glance.

Nicky was pretty desperate for a proper wash and a change of clothes, but she went to see Ollie first. She’d barely got through the door of the office before he barrelled into her, flinging his arms around her. ‘Oh, thank heavens you’re alright.’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ she said, hugging him back equally tightly. She really had thought for a while that she’d never see him again. ‘I even got to speak to Jim Foster.’

‘I don’t care about that. All I care about is you’re OK.’

‘Well, you should. He said something really interesting. He told me he didn’t create the v-strain from scratch, that Cade gave him a vial of infected blood to experiment on.’

Ollie released her from the hug. ‘Bloody hell. That is interesting. Where do you reckon it came from?’

‘No idea. But it’s got to be significant, right? And there’s something else as well. I’m coming back to the News of the Wolds. I nearly got killed following a lead. It’s stupid to pretend I’m not really doing the investigation.’

‘About bloody time.’

‘I should probably start with Cassie’s diaries. She was leading the group chasing after me and Meredith. She’s definitely super involved in whatever he’s up to. I doubt he told her all his plans when she was eleven, but over the years he probably let stuff slip.’

He smiled. ‘It’s grand to have you back, Nic.’

‘So how was pancake day?’ she asked, trying very hard to sound casual.

‘It was alright,’ he said, disappointingly. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because I missed it, what with the whole near death thing.’

‘I thought you hated pancakes.’

God, this was like pulling teeth without anaesthetic. ‘I heard Imphal sent a team this year,’ she tried.

‘Yeah. That girl was there, from the party, the one you’re always on at me about.’

‘Really?’ She hurriedly pretended to tie a shoelace so he couldn’t read her eminently readable face. ‘Did you get a chance to talk to her?’

‘No. She was their flipper and I didn’t want to interrupt her flow. And then afterwards Kester wanted to go through the set-up for his new D&D campaign. The Temple of Elemental Evil, it’s a classic. He wanted to get everyone’s backstories pinned down. By the time he was done, all the Imphal lot had left.’

‘Oh my God,’ she said, ‘how are you this useless?’

‘Don’t pretend you’re not excited too. Kester told me you rolled up about twelve different characters for it.’

‘Not that. Although that’s a lie, it was only three. But do you know the trouble I went to in order to get her there?’

‘Who?’

‘Jas, you idiot!’

‘What? Are you saying it was a set-up?’

‘Of course it was a set-up! Which any normal human being would have taken advantage of.’

He glared at her. ‘I told you not to do that.’

‘But you also told me you want to try dating again, you just don’t know how. Well, this is how.’

‘Nic…’ he said warningly.

‘No, listen. I’m not saying you have to leap into bed with her. Talk to her, that’s all. It doesn’t have to be anything more than that. You could end up being friends. That would be good, wouldn’t it? We need more friends in Imphal now we live here.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ he said, and she hid her smile, because that was the single most positive response she’d ever had from him on the topic.

After washing and changing, she used the remaining time before the meeting to tell Gary she’d be rejoining the investigation. She found him in the common room with Nobby and Joe, poring over a circuit diagram that she now at least half understood.

They looked completely unfazed when she walked in, so she assumed Jules had kept news of what happened to her and Meredith from the general Imphal population.

‘Thank Christ,’ Gary said, when she’d told him her decision.

Joe looked a bit crestfallen. ‘You’re not going to leave me alone with these wankers?’

‘Actually,’ she said to Gary, ‘I was hoping I could still do this part-time, like one day a week. I know that means it’s going to take years to get qualified, but I promise I won’t be a nuisance. And one day I’ll be a proper help.’

‘Yeah, why not,’ Gary said. ‘Shoot for the stars.’

The meeting Meredith had called was in one of the university’s reclaimed science labs. It was a big room, and it needed to be.

Most of the long, wooden lab benches had been cleared of equipment. Now they had phage corpses lying on top of them, all with visible bullet holes. The distinctive, cloying smell of phage blood was in the air, made even more nauseating by the underlying tones of formaldehyde.

Nicky briefly registered that Beth and Simon were also in the room, along with a few others she barely knew, but her eyes mostly wanted to stay on the phages. They looked even paler than usual under the flat LED lights.

She’d seen phage corpses before, of course. She’d even caused one. But she’d never spent much time examining them.

Their teeth were inches long and some had hair down to their waists. Many were scarred too. Some of the wounds looked to have been very serious, but they were all healed over. She looked at one scar that ran the length of a male phage’s torso from neck to groin. That wound would surely have been mortal on a human.

‘They heal far better than people,’ Beth said, coming to stand beside her.

‘Yeah. I knew they were tough to kill, but not this tough.’

‘It’s bad news on top of bad news,’ Ollie said. Nicky had already told him about the phages coming out in daylight, but now she had to repeat it all again.

When she was finished, Simon gestured at the phages and said, ‘Have you noticed? They’re all old. Probably from the start of the apocalypse.’

Nicky looked back at the phages in horror, because of course he was right. ‘Are you saying this is the end point of the transformation? That they’re all going to stop being nocturnal eventually?’

‘Can’t be,’ one of the others said, a grey-haired man who led one of the biggest Hull communities. Derek, she thought he was called. ‘The oldest phages all got turned at the same time, during the Bloodletting. There’s got to be, what, a million of them left? If they’d started coming out in daylight, we’d be hearing about it from all over.’

Meredith nodded. ‘We believe Barnaby Cade may be responsible. He may be conducting some kind of experiment on the phages. We’ve found marks on all of them consistent with injection sites.’

Ollie flicked his dark hair out of his eyes, so he could peer more closely at the nearest phage, where an inflamed mark was indeed visible on its upper arm. ‘OK. Say he injected them with a new variant of the v-strain. He’d have had to catch them first. It can’t have been easy. Why didn’t he just infect new people with the new virus?’

‘What happens if they bite a susceptible – that’s what I want to know. Do they make another phage like them?’ That was Derek again. ‘We can’t let this thing spread. If we’re not safe in daylight anymore, how do we work the fields? How do we travel?’

Beth frowned. ‘Both very good questions, Mr Haworth. I have another. Why would he genetically alter the phages to both resist sunlight and reproduce? Surely one or the other would have caused us enough problems, if causing problems was Mr Cade’s aim.’

‘Maybe he didn’t,’ Ollie said.

Meredith looked sharply at him. ‘You can’t think someone else is involved?’

‘That’s not what I’m saying. What if the two things are linked, but not on purpose? One’s a byproduct of the other. Whatever genetic mucking around he did to stop the phages being nocturnal could have done summat else to them too. Changed them in ways he didn’t plan.’

Nicky shook her head. ‘Doesn’t work – the timing isn’t right. The phages have just started coming out in daylight. Even if phages only gestate for a few months, which we don’t know, the first phage must still have got pregnant over a year ago.’

‘I think Mr Nguyen may be onto something,’ Beth said. ‘A phage transformation is a slow process. It can take weeks to turn after initial infection and that’s only the beginning. The elongation of the teeth is a gradual process. There may be other, internal changes of which we’re not aware. When Mr Cade injected the phages, they wouldn’t instantly have become immune to daylight.’

Ollie nodded. ‘Exactly. They’d have had to shed and replace all their skin first, so it wouldn’t get burned. How long does that take?’

‘On the order of a month,’ Meredith replied, but she was looking thoughtful rather than doubtful.

‘It’s not just the skin, though,’ Ollie said. ‘Their eyes would have to change too. Bet that took a lot longer.’

A tall, thin man who’d been loitering at the back of the room stepped forward. Nicky thought he might be from the Lancaster community that Meredith had helped liberate. ‘The timing still doesn’t make sense. Cade attacking us after he gets kicked out of the country? Yeah, I can see it. But like that lass said, the pregnancies started well before. He was about to be Prime Minister back then. Why do it when things were going so well for him?’

‘Because it was aimed at you. That’s why.’ Simon was looking narrow-eyed at Meredith. ‘We’ve had no reports of it from the rest of the country. It’s only round here.’

‘We have theorised,’ Meredith said, ‘that he may have been using Scotland as a testing ground for the new variant. It would explain why no surviving communities have been contactable there. He would have had to clear the ground of witnesses first.’

‘Maybe,’ Simon conceded. ‘Still doesn’t explain why it happened right after you moved into Imphal.’

Did he know about the link between Cade and Meredith? Nicky didn’t see how he could. But then Simon had nearly as many secrets as Meredith.

‘It is possible we were targeted specifically,’ Meredith said, so calmly that if you didn’t know, you’d never have guessed there was a very good reason why Cade had it in for her. ‘He wouldn’t have wanted any alternative power bases, and we were too far away for him to control.’

Simon looked like he didn’t believe a word of it, but he didn’t challenge her.

‘We can speculate for days about the causes,’ Beth said. ‘But the most pressing question is, what can we do about it? At an absolute minimum, armed guards will be required for any travel outside our gates. We can no longer assume we’re safe in daylight. Inter-community visits should be discouraged unless they’re vital.’

‘That’s all well and good,’ Derek said, ‘but we’re about to hit planting time. What will we do if we can’t get the crop in?’

‘I have a few ideas,’ Meredith said.

Afterwards, Nicky grabbed Jules and told him to change her surname back to Lester on whatever official paperwork he’d marked her down as Smith. The pseudonym clearly wasn’t working to throw Cade off the scent, and she was surprised how much her old name mattered to her. Like the journalism, it was a part of her identity that she could now admit she wanted back.

Unfortunately, as soon as she was finished with Jules, Ollie grabbed her to ask what she was doing for her birthday. She’d been afraid he would.

‘I was thinking we could invite the gang over for film night,’ he said. ‘They’re showing NeverEnding Story. I still can’t believe you’ve never seen it.’

‘I’ve got dinner with Meredith,’ she mumbled.

‘Dinner?’

‘I don’t know why you’re looking surprised. I have consumed nourishment in her presence before.’

‘But not recently,’ he said. ‘Are you going to tell me this is hate-dining now?’

‘No. We talked while we were away, in between fleeing for our lives. It cleared the air a bit.’

‘And did clearing the air magically erase what she did to you?’

‘No.’

‘Or turn her into a completely different person who isn’t a total psycho?’

There was a moment’s standoff while he glared at her and she folded her arms, but her willpower had never been equal to his stares.

She sighed and looked away. ‘We resolved a few things, OK?’

‘Oh yeah? Such as?’

‘Well…’ Nicky tried to recall what, concretely, Meredith had committed to. ‘Mostly that her continuing to protect us isn’t contingent on me providing sexual services to her. Also she apologised. Actually no, she didn’t directly apologise, but she did say she regretted what she did. So there’s that.’

He scowled. ‘Talk about a low bar. Bloody hell, the bar’s subterranean. It’s basically in Australia.’

She wasn’t sure there was a way to explain it to him that would make him alright with it. She wasn’t that alright with it herself.

‘I know you think she’s a terrible person,’ she said. ‘Objectively she definitely is a terrible person. But aside from that one thing – ’

‘The massive betrayal of your trust, you mean?’

‘Yeah, aside from that, she’s been pretty good to me.’ It felt weird to admit it, but it was true. As Meredith had once pointed out, she’d saved Nicky’s life on at least four occasions. And then there were all the orgasms.

‘You were really upset when you broke up, Nic. And that’s after you’d only had sex a few times. Why are you giving her a chance to hurt you again?’

She rubbed the back of her neck, exactly where Meredith’s thumb had been stroking it earlier, and looked away. ‘I know there are approximately a million negatives to being with her. But there are a couple of positives too. You’ve seen her when she’s putting on a front, but in private she’s different. A bit different. Not a complete nightmare, anyway.’

‘Alright,’ Ollie said grudgingly. ‘You’re an adult, sort of. I suppose you know what you’re doing. But don’t let her take advantage.’

‘I think the ship’s already sailed on that one.’


Chapter 21


The Dinner Date



Nicky woke the next morning to find an engraved card had been slipped under her door, inviting her to Meredith’s house at 7pm that night. It looked like something Elizabeth Bennet would have used. Did Meredith have it printed up specially, or did she keep formal calling cards around just in case? Either option would be ridiculous.

As Nicky got ready, her mind kept returning to what Ollie had said. It wasn’t anything she hadn’t thought for herself. It bothered her how much she was looking forward to the night, to spending time with Meredith. But she might as well enjoy what was on offer, while it was on offer. She just needed not to kid herself that it meant anything.

Meredith came to meet her at the door of her house this time.

‘You’re in an apron,’ Nicky said, staring at her. ‘Why are you wearing an apron?’

Meredith, as usual, ignored the question. ‘Come through. The water’s about to boil over.’

Nicky followed her into the kitchen, which looked like something out of a show room, all marble work surfaces and high-end appliances. There was a pan sizzling on the six-burner hob and Meredith picked up a spatula and began prodding at it.

It was both deeply improbable and inexplicably arousing to see her in such an unexpectedly domestic context. Nicky came up behind her, slipped her arms around her waist and bent to kiss the side of her neck. Then she tried to sneak a mushroom from the pan. Meredith rapped her knuckles with the spatula and she dropped it.

‘I didn’t know you could cook,’ Nicky said.

‘Why would you assume I couldn’t?’

‘Because it’s, you know, a normal human activity that normal people do.’ She hooked her chin over Meredith’s shoulder so she could watch her work.

Meredith really did seem to know what she was doing. She’d roasted a bird that probably wasn’t a chicken while also prepping three super-complicated vegetable dishes and a gravy that looked so posh it was probably a jus. But then Meredith had always been a multitasker.

‘Stop distracting me.’ Meredith indicated a stool under the kitchen’s central island with her chin. But she tipped her head to give Nicky a slow kiss before nudging her away with her hip.

Nicky did as she was told. ‘You enjoy cooking,’ she said.

‘Obviously. When I have the time, which is very seldom. Here, try this.’ Meredith offered her a teaspoon of the gravy. She tried to lick it off in a sexy way, but it was far too hot and Meredith laughed at her.

‘Well?’ Meredith asked.

‘It’s delicious.’

‘I know that. Does it need more salt?’

‘Maybe a tiny bit.’

Meredith plated it all like a pro and took it to the table, which was in a corner of the sitting room, behind one of the leather sofas, and set with a delicate bone china dinner service and silver cutlery. There was a bottle of probably eye-wateringly expensive white wine in one of those silver wine cooler things.

The food was outstanding. Nicky made a noise that was slightly sexual when she swallowed the first mouthful. ‘Oh my God, Meredith.’

Meredith took a far more dainty bite. ‘I’m glad you like it. Do try not to devour it like a starving wolf. I’ve seen you eat.’

Nicky spent a bit of time enjoying the meal, which was honestly better than any restaurant meal she’d ever had. She tried to surreptitiously watch Meredith as she did, but because Meredith was also surreptitiously watching her, they ended up looking at each other.

‘This feels weirdly like a date,’ Nicky said.

‘It is a date.’

‘Is it?’ That was a very peculiar idea.

Meredith dabbed at her lips with one of her beautiful white linen napkins. ‘I’m wining and dining you, and later I intend to have my wicked way with you. I’m not sure what else you’d call it.’

‘You’ve already had your wicked way with me. Repeatedly. Anyway, if this was a normal first date you’d be asking me where I worked and what degree I did.’

‘I already know the answer to both of those. I told you quite a while ago that I kept a file on you.’

‘Yeah, which wasn’t at all creepy. You could tell me where you went to uni.’

‘I didn’t,’ Meredith said.

‘Really?’ Nicky studied her, wondering if this was another evasion.

‘Why are you surprised?’

‘Because you’re really clever. And you know loads of things about loads of things.’

‘I’m an autodidact, darling.’ She said it so casually, like it was a throwaway remark. But Nicky could see the way her hand had tightened on her wine glass. It was an offering, in a way, almost certainly more than Meredith felt comfortable revealing, and how Nicky responded to it mattered.

‘You know,’ she said, as carefully casual as Meredith had been, ‘when we were in my flat in Cricklewood, I was thinking about what it would have been like if I’d met you back then. How it could even have happened. Everything about our lives was so different, including university apparently.’

Meredith relaxed, almost imperceptibly. ‘I suppose we could have bumped into each other in the Frontline Club. That was where you met Jess Rey, wasn’t it?’

‘I didn’t know you ever came to the UK back then.’

‘Very occasionally, when I knew Barnaby would be out of the country.’

Nicky pictured it, Meredith sitting in that old journalists’ haunt, wearing one of her figure-hugging dresses, her legs crossed and her make-up perfect, surrounded by all those cynical hacks. ‘I’d have taken one look at you and run a mile.’

‘No you wouldn’t, darling. If we’d met four years ago, or ten, or fifteen, it would have ended in the same place. You’re extremely attracted to me.’

‘If we’d met fifteen years ago, I would have been fourteen and you would have ended up in prison.’

‘Hmm, yes, maybe I would have had a small wait on my hands. But there’s no alternative history in which you didn’t succumb to my charms. You’ve been infatuated with me from the start.’

‘No I haven’t! I’m not infatuated with you now. Back then I was completely appalled by you.’

Meredith shook her head. ‘Goodness, your lack of self-knowledge never ceases to amaze. You gave me the once-over the first time we met.’

‘I did not! I was staring at you because we’d heard so many rumours about you. And to be clear, none of them were good.’

‘Did the rumours have a lot to say about my breasts and derriere in particular?’

‘That’s… I didn’t, did I?’ She remembered being fascinated by Meredith, because Meredith was an interesting person although, again, not in a good way. But checking her out? That seemed like the kind of thing she would have noticed herself doing.

On the other hand, she hadn’t noticed her own lesbianism for years, so perhaps Meredith had a point with the whole self-knowledge thing.

‘You were rather enjoying my thighs, too,’ Meredith continued relentlessly.

Nicky knew her blush wasn’t entirely attributable to the alcohol. ‘But why was it you who made me realise I’m gay? Why couldn’t I be uncontrollably attracted to someone nice?’

‘You don’t like nice people.’

‘That’s ridiculous. All my friends are nice.’

Meredith began to clear the table, waving Nicky away when she stood to help. ‘No, they’re not. They might be kind, or loyal, or good-hearted, but none of them are nice. Most of them are rather blunt.’

Nicky thought about Ollie, lecturing her about keeping him in the dark over her and Meredith, or Hannah reacting with visible horror to the discovery that they were together. And then there was Ellis, grinning and sharing her secrets.

‘You don’t trust niceness,’ Meredith said, taking her silence for the confirmation it was. ‘You find it easier to read affection in an insult than a compliment. I imagine it has something to do with your low self-esteem. I could help you work on that, if you liked. Why do you think so little of yourself, Nicky? You’ve no cause.’ Her eyes were probing, and it appeared to be a genuine question.

Nicky didn’t have any answer she was ready to share with Meredith. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said lightly, ‘could it have anything to do with being gullible enough to let you take me for a ride?’

Meredith looked at her a moment longer, perhaps hoping for more, then took the plates through to the kitchen.

A few minutes later, she emerged with dessert, a complicated collection of fruit and sorbet and foam which looked more like a work of art than anything edible. She set it down on the table, then set herself down on Nicky’s lap and looped her arms around her neck. ‘Time for you to earn your keep, my darling.’

Meredith was wearing a bronze lipstick that Nicky had never seen before. She didn’t intend for there to be very much left by the time she was finished. Her hand fit perfectly at the nape of Meredith’s neck, the skin warm beneath her palm. Meredith shut her eyes as Nicky leaned in and there was a small smile on her infuriating lips, as if she was anticipating her own pleasure.

Nicky had missed this more than anything, the slow, deep kisses that Meredith had taught her to love. Before her, kissing had been what she did to get to the other stuff. And if she was honest, the other stuff had been what she did to get to the cuddling. But now, if the kisses weren’t the main event, they were at least a very strong support act.

After quite a bit of time, when Nicky’s thigh was beginning to go to sleep, she pulled back. ‘You taste like gravy,’ she told Meredith.

‘It was a jus,’ Meredith said, and Nicky laughed.

Meredith gave her a quick final peck on the lips, then returned to her seat and picked up her spoon. She gestured at Nicky’s plate. ‘Tuck in.’

‘It looks too pretty to mess it up by eating it.’

Meredith rolled her eyes, as Nicky had known she would.

‘It’s the depression,’ Nicky said, after a minute of comfortable silence.

‘What is?’

‘What you asked me before, about why I’ve got low self-confidence. I think it’s mostly because of the depression.’

Because if she wanted Meredith to open up to her, Nicky recognised that she needed to open up too. And Meredith might be able to read her like a book, might always know what she was feeling, but there was a lot she couldn’t know unless Nicky told her.

Meredith stopped eating and frowned at Nicky. ‘I thought you were in remission?’

‘Yeah, no, I am. It’s because of what happened when I was depressed. It was early on at uni when I had the first major bout. It was like, I don’t know, a grey cloud inside me. It made everything completely flat and blank. I couldn’t be interested in anything. I couldn’t be interesting.’

‘That sounds rather awful.’ Meredith reached across the table to take Nicky’s hand.

Nicky squeezed hers gratefully. ‘There was this guy, Ricky. We’d started dating during freshers’ week. Just before it all went south. We had a lot of fun, and then it hit and… nothing was fun anymore, for me or him. I knew I wasn’t… I wasn’t the person that he’d chosen to go out with, not when I was like that, but he stayed because it was the right thing to do.’

‘Or because he thought it would make him look bad, to desert you in your hour of need.’

Nicky managed a small smile. ‘Trust you to assume the worst possible motive. The thing was, him staying wasn’t helpful. It was horrible. It was so horrible. I could see he wanted to leave even if he didn’t say so. I saw how unhappy my unhappiness was making him.’

She swallowed thickly. Despite her resolve, this was hard to share. ‘But I didn’t tell him to go, because even a man who hated every second he spent with me was better than being alone, in my room, with the shadows in my head.’

Meredith released her hand and used her thumb to swipe away the tear Nicky hadn’t realised she was about to shed. ‘Dear me, you are a mess, aren’t you?’

‘Little bit.’

Meredith’s hand was still cupping her cheek and she allowed herself to lean into it.

Meredith traced Nicky’s cheekbone with her thumb. ‘And I imagine you live in fear that the medication will stop working, and the depression will return.’

‘Always.’

‘Well,’ Meredith said, ‘I hope you know if that were to occur, I would never stay with you out of a sense of obligation, or pity.’

‘I definitely know that. If you weren’t enjoying yourself, you’d walk away.’ And in a bizarre way, that was a comforting thought.

‘Yes. But Nicky, I’m not a callow youth who doesn’t understand the value of what he has. I take a long-term view. I enjoy you enormously, and I don’t intend to throw you away at the first sign of trouble. If the worst comes to the worst, I have a few mental health experts on the payroll. It can’t be beyond the wit of man to fix your defective brain.’

It was the kindest thing she’d ever heard from Meredith. She nodded jerkily because if she said anything, she was in danger of crying again.

‘Good. That’s settled then.’ Meredith leaned back, looking extremely weary. She must have been working nonstop since getting back to Imphal. And then, rather than having an evening off, she’d chosen to see Nicky, to cook her this amazing meal.

‘Let me give you a back rub,’ Nicky said before she could think better of it.

‘I have a professional for that.’

‘But does he go down on you afterwards?’

Meredith laughed. ‘Not generally, no.’

Nicky went to one of the leather sofas and opened her legs, patting the space between them. ‘Come here.’

Despite looking a little dubious, Meredith sat where she was told.

Nicky enjoyed the heat of her body and the familiar, expensive smell of her. She could have held Meredith there between her legs and kissed her: her neck, her cheek, the exposed curve of her shoulder. Every part of her was a temptation. But she used her hands instead, starting with her thumbs on either side of Meredith’s spine, pushing into the muscles with strong, focused pressure.

Meredith groaned. ‘Oh. You’re good at this.’

‘I took a course.’ It had been a monumentally self-interested birthday present from Paul, but Nicky had kicked him out before he could benefit from it.

She went to work on Meredith’s shoulders, loosening the tightly knotted muscles with intense circular motions. She focused on the minute reactions of Meredith’s body that told her when she wanted more pressure, when less. Meredith winced now and again, but Nicky could tell it was with the good kind of pain.

She was careful with Meredith’s neck, using the tips of her fingers, enjoying the silky sensation of her skin, the down-soft hairs.

It was hypnotic and deeply satisfying, the way her hands drew the tension out of Meredith, so that by the time she’d worked down her arms, kneading and stroking at her biceps and triceps, Meredith was as loose-limbed as if she’d been drugged.

When Nicky was done, she took her into her arms, Meredith’s head resting on her shoulder, and her eyes closed.

‘Mm,’ Meredith said after a long, peaceful moment. ‘Thank you, darling. But would you mind terribly if we postponed the oral sex portion of events? You’ve put me to sleep.’

‘Oral sex is always on the menu at Chez Nicky. It will still be available for breakfast.’ On an impulse, she shifted her arms until she was holding Meredith beneath her shoulders and knees, and then stood up.

Meredith laughed quietly as Nicky struggled to steady herself on her feet. For such a small woman, she was surprisingly heavy.

‘This is very romantic,’ she said, ‘but you’re going to drop me on the stairs.’

Nicky compromised by carrying her to the foot of them. While Meredith disappeared into the bathroom to remove her make-up, Nicky stripped off her clothes, folding her jeans and t-shirt and bra carefully on a chair, because otherwise Meredith would have a go at her.

Then she took her turn in the bathroom, which was bigger than her entire room. It included a jacuzzi and, at the back, what appeared to be a private sauna.

When she came out, all the lights bar one small lamp had been turned off, and Meredith was already curled beneath the duvet on her vast bed.

Nicky slid in beside her, switching off the lamp. The mattress was the most comfortable she’d ever lain on and the duvet and pillows were like clouds.

Meredith’s breathing was slow and even, but she was half awake and she murmured in sleepy satisfaction when Nicky curled herself around her. She was delightfully warm and soft and Nicky snuggled her face into her neck and closed her eyes.

As she drifted off, it occurred to her that this would be the first time they’d spent an evening together, an entire night, and not had sex. It felt like another bridge she’d crossed without quite meaning to, but it was too late to turn back now. And maybe it was a bridge that led somewhere she wanted to go.


Chapter 22


Things Falling Apart



Nicky woke the next morning when Meredith kissed her eyelids. She was already dressed and made up, even though Nicky saw from the light seeping through the window that it was barely dawn.

‘I need to get to work, darling,’ Meredith said. ‘We went to bed before I could give you your presents last night.’

‘Presents?’ Nicky asked groggily.

‘They’re on your bedside table. Open the long one first, and then go and read Cassie’s diaries, for goodness’ sake. We need to know what she and Barnaby are up to, and we have precious few other leads.’

She’d fallen back asleep by the time Meredith left the room. She finally woke at ten o’clock, having had possibly the longest and most comfortable sleep of her life. She knew it wasn’t purely the ultra-luxury mattress that was responsible. It was being able to sleep beside Meredith, to hold her, this time without the threat of imminent death hanging over them.

As Meredith had said, there were two packages on the bedside table, both small. The long one, which she dutifully opened first, turned out to be a slender fountain pen, with a mottled brown casing and a gold nib. It was a lovely thing, understated and elegant.

The other parcel contained a jewellery box. Inside it were the gold necklace and jet pendant that Meredith had first given to her more than six months ago, and which Nicky had left behind in Imphal when she’d learned of Meredith’s deceit.

She sat and stared at them for quite a long time. She understood that this was Meredith’s way of asking her a question, and she needed to be sure of her answer. But she was, so she put on the necklace and went to explore Meredith’s football-pitch-sized bathroom.

When she was washed and dressed, she headed for the door. The soldiers who’d be on guard duty there would now unavoidably know that she’d spent the night. But when she walked out, they barely spared her a glance.

The same, unfortunately, couldn’t be said of the little group of civilians who happened to be walking past at the exact moment she shut the door behind her.

They slowed to a dawdle, staring openly. A couple were hiding smiles. She was pretty sure they were in Jas’s book group, so she wasn’t entirely surprised to find Jas grinning at her from one of the tables at breakfast.

‘Mattress getting some use then?’ Jas said.

Nicky sighed. She was expecting more of the same from Ollie when she went to the office, but he just smiled. He continued glancing up and smiling at her intermittently as she started working her way through Cassie’s diaries. It occurred to her, with a twinge of guilt, that he might have been feeling a bit lonely without her there all day.

Reading the diaries was every bit as uncomfortable as she’d expected. Cassie had started writing them when she was eight, one journal per year when she was younger, up to three when she was in her teens.

The first few were filled with doodles of unicorns and rainbows and complaints about people being mean to her at school, along with incomprehensible references to teachers and jokes that would presumably have meant something to Cassie’s long-ago classmates. Reading them mostly served to make Nicky feel like a total creep.

She also began to get an uncomfortable sense of Cassie as a full, rounded person, rather than the intimidating cypher that Nicky had met last year. Still, she dutifully pulled out the murder wall, unpinned all the cards relating to the initial v-strain investigation and began pinning up a timeline of Cade’s life instead. It was filtered through a child’s eyes and incomplete, but it was at least something. It was more than they’d known previously.

After lunch, they went to the memorial service for the people who’d died in Ambleside: four soldiers and three trainees. Without bodies to bury, there couldn’t be a funeral.

It was a bright day, the sky almost cloudless and the sun warm against Nicky’s face, but the breeze icy. The service was being held outdoors, to one side of the small graveyard at the back of the main canteen. There had been a dozen residents buried there already, people who’d died in accidents or of illness or simply old age.

Now, Nicky saw as she and Ollie approached, that number had almost doubled. Beside the granite gravestones there were seven new wooden markers, painted white and each carved with a name.

Four of those people, the soldiers, had died to save her and Meredith, and the other three civilians because of them. And she knew it could have been a lot worse. Quite a few stragglers had made their way back to Imphal in the last couple of days, having escaped Ambleside in the confusion of that nightmare night.

But seven was bad enough. It was the most deaths they’d had in one day since the community was established.

Tonight, she resolved to read the book about archaeology that Ian had given her. She’d been putting it off. Every time she looked at the cover, she saw his face as he told her to read it, knowing these would be the last words he’d ever say to anyone.

Ollie glanced at her face and said, ‘We don’t have to stay if you don’t want.’

‘We do,’ she insisted. ‘We need to report on it. And anyway, I owe them being here. I owe Ian.’

Most of Imphal had turned out for the service, but then with the lockdown in force, they didn’t have anywhere else to go. The atmosphere was grim. Everyone now knew about the daylight phages, and the attack on Ambleside which had left so many dead. Rumours were seeping out about the baby phage too, some of them lurid and several of them true.

The crowd parted around Nicky and Ollie until they found themselves at the front. It might have been that people felt their resident journalists needed ringside seats to such a big event, but she doubted that Ollie on his own would have got the same treatment. She didn’t like the feeling of being known by people she didn’t know. But if she didn’t have the willpower to resist Meredith – and she utterly lacked it – then this was what she deserved.

Meredith was standing on a small plinth in front of the crowd. Nicky knew that her feet were still painful. It must have hurt to squeeze them into her usual high heels, but her face wasn’t showing any sign of it. It was marble-smooth and calm.

Her gaze briefly dipped from the crowd to Nicky, and she felt a shock of connection as their eyes met. Meredith’s expression warmed a fraction, as if what Nicky saw and what the rest of the world saw weren’t quite the same thing. Then the mask was back on as Meredith faced her people.

‘We lost – I lost – seven people this week,’ she began. ‘Sarah had been with me for six years, since the Noureddine job in the DRC. I’m sure some of you remember how much fun that was.’ Her attention shifted to her soldiers, clumped together at one side of the throng, and there were subdued groans and smiles.

Meredith smiled back, very slightly, then her expression sobered. ‘It was thanks to Sarah’s quick thinking that we walked away from that one with both the fee and our skins. She’d first served in Afghanistan with the Royal Scots, where she picked up a Distinguished Conduct medal and a knife scar on her left buttock that she was far more fond of showing off…’

Meredith went on, speaking without notes about all seven of those who’d died, about who they’d been not just as soldiers or workers but as children, as fathers or daughters or husbands.

Nicky felt the mood of the crowd shifting as Meredith talked. Her words were about the dead, but in a way they were about everyone else there too. They implied that Meredith saw every one of them, that they were all individuals to her. And Nicky knew this was completely true. Meredith did view them as individuals. Her entire schtick relied on understanding people. Because if you didn’t understand them, how could you manipulate them?

‘Bloody hell,’ Ollie whispered. ‘You’d almost think she cared.’

Meredith held everyone’s attention without needing to raise her voice, standing straight and slender in her unusually understated black dress, her auburn curls like flame above it as she spoke.

Nicky experienced the oddest feeling. It was so unexpected, it took her a moment to recognise it as pride.

She’d never really noticed before how impressive Meredith was. Impressively awful sometimes, but also sometimes this. And Nicky was the one who got to go home with her, to touch and kiss her, but even more than that: to talk to her, to spend time with her. At least for a while, Nicky got to be the object of her undivided attention.

‘Two nights ago, I led those seven people into danger,’ Meredith was saying now, very calmly. ‘My troops died to protect me, as was their duty. And because they discharged their duty so admirably and bravely, because thanks to them I survived, I will do mine. I will make those responsible for their deaths pay. I won’t lie to you –’

Ollie snickered softly and Nicky nudged him sharply with her elbow.

‘ – times are troubled. We are under attack. But my people and I have been attacked before, and we survived. You may feel that we’re under siege. But we’ve been besieged before, and we endured. We might find ourselves alone and surrounded by enemies, but we’ve been alone before and we are still here, while our enemies are gone. Whatever the world throws at us, we will overcome it. We will prevail. And I promise you, I will do everything I can – whatever it takes – to ensure we never have another day like this one.’

Meredith stared at the rapt crowd for one long moment, then she turned and walked away. There was a collective release of breath as she went. A few people clapped, but it wasn’t a clapping sort of occasion and the smattering of applause quickly died out.

‘She is reassuring, isn’t she?’ Ollie said grudgingly. ‘I’m glad she’s on our side.’

‘Yeah. It’s better having her in the tent pissing out, than outside pissing in.’ Nicky grimaced. ‘I probably need to work on that mental image a bit.’

There was a meal in the canteen afterwards, but they decided to skip it. If Meredith was going to prevail, she’d probably need them to do their jobs first.

Nicky returned to her reading of the diaries with a bit less reluctance after Meredith’s pep talk. Ollie was right. It really had been reassuring.

She’d nearly finished the fourth diary. Ten-year-old Cassie had been depressingly obsessed with her weight. Someone at school had teased her about it.

Nicky found herself feeling an unexpected protectiveness of this little girl who was long gone. She wanted to hug her, because she was fairly certain that Cade himself never had. She doubted he’d have supported her through this crisis, or any others. With her parents gone – with Meredith gone too – she’d had no one.

‘You done for the day?’ Ollie asked. He was starting to shut down his own computer.

‘I want to carry on. I should have done this a while ago.’

‘I can help if you need it?’ But his expression suggested he wanted her to refuse.

She shook her head, then bent it back down to the diary.

‘Before I go,’ he said, ‘do I look alright?’

She glanced up, startled. ‘Why? Are you feeling ill?’

‘No. I meant, clothing-wise.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Firstly, since when have you cared about fashion? And secondly, if you suddenly have started caring, why are you asking me for advice?’ And then she took in his sheepish expression. ‘Oh my God, you’re seeing Jas.’

‘No, I’m not. I’m going to the book group, that’s all.’

‘The book group that she runs.’ She looked him up and down and registered for the first time that he was dressed quite smartly, at least for him. And for once he’d undone the appropriate number of buttons on his crisply ironed maroon shirt. ‘Anyway, you look great.’

‘It’s not a date, mind.’

‘No, of course not. That colour really suits you.’

‘They’re reading Lord of the Flies,’ he said, stubbornly ignoring the point. ‘I think they’re on a quest to find the most depressing book of all time.’

‘Did Jas pick it?’

‘I think so.’

‘Then say you liked it.’

He gave her one of his rare, boyish grins. ‘Thanks, Nic.’

She looked back down at the diary she’d been reading, but after a moment she realised he was still hovering by the door.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘So… are you and Meredith good now?’

‘Define “good”.’ But he kept watching her expectantly and she added cautiously, ‘If we were, would you be alright with it?’

‘Not up to me to be alright or not alright.’

‘I know. But are you?’

He spent a moment thinking about the answer, which she appreciated. At least she’d know he really meant it. Eventually he said, ‘If you’re happy, I’m happy. Are you happy?’

‘Yeah. I think… I think I might be. Now go and talk about horrible English public school boys sacrificing pigs. Or possibly other boys. I can’t really remember.’

He nodded, and then finally left.

It felt good to have his approval, or at least lack of disapproval. She knew he was right. Her sex life really was none of his business. But his opinion mattered to her, and the thought of having to see his judgemental face every time she’d been with Meredith had been stressing her out more than she realised.

She decided to take the diaries back to her room to work. The office felt lonely without Ollie in it, which sent another twinge of guilt through her about how he must have been feeling these last weeks.

She nabbed a takeaway meal from the canteen – red curry and mashed potato, which was an odd combo, but rice was hard to come by these days – and ate it at her small table in her room while reading more of Cassie’s diaries and fending off three very interested cats.

She’d reached Cassie’s eleventh birthday party, for which Cade had hired out the Natural History Museum, when Meredith walked through the door – without, as usual, knocking.

‘What are you doing?’ Meredith asked. She’d changed out of the black funeral dress into a cobalt blue one that was considerably more revealing.

Nicky put her pen down. ‘Reading Cassie’s diaries like you asked me to.’

‘Yes, I can see that. But why are you doing it here?’

‘Because the office was feeling a bit empty and the library tends to give me horrible phage-baby flashbacks.’

‘Then why aren’t you working in my house?’

‘You didn’t invite me. You weren’t even in, were you?’

‘I thought we’d already resolved this,’ Meredith said. ‘You should consider yourself to have a standing invitation.’ She opened the door again, then huffed impatiently and turned back to Nicky. ‘Well, come on then.’

‘Oh. Right. OK.’ Nicky began scooping up all her work under Meredith’s impatient eye. She didn’t know why this was surprising her. Meredith was the very definition of being given an inch and taking several hundred miles. Of course she’d assume that now things had been resolved between them, Nicky would be entirely at her beck and call.

When Nicky opened the wardrobe to grab a change of clothes – she was presumably being invited for the night – Meredith said, ‘Don’t bother. There are clothes at mine.’

‘Yes, but they’re not going to fit me. Also I hate wearing dresses.’

‘Clothes in your size, you fool. I had my people put together a wardrobe for you. You’ll never need to wear one of those ghastly t-shirts again.’

‘I like those t-shirts. So is this what it’s going to be like from now on? My life being completely arranged for your convenience?’

‘I’m not sure why you were expecting anything else,’ Meredith said.


Chapter 23


Jigsaw Pieces



When they got to the house, Meredith went to work at the mahogany desk on one side of the sitting room, so Nicky sat on the large leather sofa and continued reading the diaries. She couldn’t help wondering why Meredith had bothered to come and fetch her if she wanted to sit in silence all evening. Although she was, as usual, enjoying the sight of Meredith in those red reading glasses of hers.

After an hour, when Nicky realised she’d read the same line for the third time and still not taken it in, she decided to give up on the diaries. She glanced across at Meredith, but her head was still bent over her paperwork as she made small, neat marginal notes. It looked like Nicky was out of luck if she wanted conversation.

She took the opportunity to go and check out the new wardrobe that Meredith had, apparently, supplied her with. She’d cleared out a sliver – maybe five per cent – of her insane dressing room for it.

The collection of hoodies and henleys and jeans and t-shirts all looked exactly the same as Nicky’s normal clothes, but when she checked the labels they had names that were probably designer. They weren’t from H&M or recycled through ten different owners on Vinted, anyway. There were three suits too, which she found herself shamefully keen to model for Meredith, who’d never got to see her in the last one.

There was a limited amount of time she could spend leafing through t-shirts, though, so she went back downstairs to have a nose around Meredith’s bookshelves instead. They were unsurprisingly well stocked with novels from the last two centuries, and slightly more surprisingly included a large Blu-ray section. She wondered if Meredith had ever watched a single one of them.

She picked out A Night to Remember, a very stiff-upper-lip old British movie about the Titanic that she’d last seen when her age was in single digits, and settled down to watch it with the sound off and the subtitles on.

She kept glancing over at Meredith to see if it was bothering her, but it didn’t seem to be. Occasionally Meredith would look up too and smile when she caught Nicky’s eye. It occurred to her that Meredith must spend a lot of evenings like this, working on her own in her big, comfortable, stylish, empty house. The thought was peculiarly upsetting, which she knew was silly. If Meredith was isolated, it was by choice.

When the Titanic had met the iceberg, she noticed that Meredith’s eyes were drooping over her documents and she was working a knuckle into the small of her back, as if she’d developed an ache there.

‘Want me to give you another massage?’ Nicky asked.

Meredith stood, stretching. ‘No, darling. I’d like you to make love to me.’

Neither of them had ever called it that before. Perhaps that was the reason the sex they shared had a different quality that night: still as intense but gentler, a revisiting rather than a discovery. Or perhaps Meredith had used those words because things between them had already changed.

At the end of it, Nicky lay beside her, stroking the damp curls out of her eyes. When Meredith smiled at her, she felt a surge of tenderness that was absolutely terrifying.

A part of her wanted to run away from it as far and fast as she could. But a bigger part told her that this wasn’t something she could outrun. So she stayed and closed her eyes and fell asleep beside the last woman in the world who should be inspiring tender feelings in anyone.

That night set the pattern for the next week. She worked with Ollie in the day, then went back to hers to spend some quality time with the cats. And then she went to Meredith’s. The third night, Meredith was working on some kind of schematic.

‘It’s a military drone,’ Meredith said, when she saw Nicky looking.

‘I didn’t know we had any of those.’

‘We don’t have many. I’m trying to source a few more. I thought I might use them for aerial surveillance while people work outdoors.’

‘Lookout for phages, you mean? That’s a good idea.’

‘I intend to ask for volunteers to be trained to pilot them. Perhaps if I suspended the house-clearance project for a while. What do you think? Would these things make people feel any safer? There aren’t too many daylight phages about, not yet, but the perception of danger alone is enough to cause panic.’

Nicky was so surprised to be asked her opinion it took her a second to say, ‘Yeah, I think that would work. Your soldiers can’t cover everyone and anyway a ground lookout wouldn’t give much warning of an attack, would it? From the air they could see phages coming for miles.’

Meredith nodded. ‘I’m choosing to see this as an opportunity as well as a problem. Normal phages are rather hard to winkle out of their hiding places in daylight. It’s hampering my eradication efforts. But it should be easier with these new chaps. All we need do is present them with a tempting enough target.’

‘Right,’ Nicky said. ‘And are you going to tell people you’re basically using them as bait?’

Meredith just looked at her.

On the fifth day, Nicky went into the office to find Ollie peering at the timeline of Cade’s life that she’d been putting together. She’d pinned little cards to the murder board next to it, summarising any details that Cassie had given.

‘Have you noticed?’ he asked.

She stood beside him to inspect the timeline. ‘He travelled a lot. And quite a few trips to places like the Middle East and central Africa. I wonder if some of those were to hunt for Meredith.’ Her mouth twisted. ‘I think that’s why she spent all that time in those countries. Why she stole Libyca in the first place – to protect herself from him.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. Even Meredith didn’t deserve a bastard like him. No, I meant there aren’t any details from the trips. Cassie never said owt about what went on in them. According to your notes, anyway.’

‘She didn’t write in her diary while she was away,’ Nicky said. ‘I don’t think she took it with her.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I reckoned. Made me wonder if she was keeping it secret from Cade. If she’d taken it with, there’d have been more chance of him finding out about it.’

‘Could be. Most girls don’t want their parents reading their journal, even ones as messed up as Cassie. So what?’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe nowt. But it might mean there’s stuff in there he told her that he wouldn’t have wanted repeating. And he couldn’t redact it because he didn’t know about it. Have you found anything like that?’

‘Not unless he was particularly keen to suppress spoilers for The Shining.’ Thirteen-year-old Cassie had been going through a Stephen King phase. Nicky didn’t think Cade should have been letting someone that young read the books, but then his parenting hadn’t been what anyone would call exemplary.

That night she didn’t go to Meredith’s. She was feeling guilty about the cats. She could tell from their enthusiastic meows as she walked in that they’d been missing her, not to mention the gift of a dead mouse that one of them had left on her pillow.

Even Domino consented to perch on her lap for a few minutes, looking away from Nicky while she did, as if she didn’t want to acknowledge her need for affection in any way. Somewhat like Meredith, in fact.

Meredith didn’t come to fetch her this time. Nicky guessed that having made it clear she had a permanent invite to her house, Meredith was leaving it up to her whether to act on it. It was one more example of her both accepting and pushing Nicky’s boundaries. And maybe that had been another, subconscious reason to stay in her room: to find out whether she’d be allowed to. Learning that she was gave her the reassurance to return to Meredith again the next night.

She was lounging on the sofa with her legs across Meredith’s lap when she found the first real clue in Cassie’s diaries. It was buried among stories about her classmates and the frequent plays that Cade took her to, and Nicky nearly skipped over it.

Meredith had been stroking her fingers up and down Nicky’s shins in a way that suggested she soon meant to be stroking something else, but her hand paused when she felt the sudden stiffening of Nicky’s body.

‘Have you finally found something?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Maybe. It’s weird.’

Meredith held out her hand. ‘Let me see.’

Nicky passed the diary over. ‘It’s that bit, at the bottom. It could be nothing.’

Meredith put on her glasses to read the passage Nicky had highlighted: ‘Uncle B told me his theory about the Barlows today.’ Except ‘the Barlows’ wasn’t what she’d originally written. The name was squeezed in above the scribbled-out original word. Nicky couldn’t make out what it had been beneath the scribble.

After that it said, ‘He told me he’s been trying to find them. And then he told me what he wanted to do and I thought –’ After that Cassie had sketched a picture of a guy with huge eyes and a rictus grin. Even as a cartoon, the man looked a lot like Cade. Cassie had been getting into manga art for the last few months. She was pretty good at it.

There were no more entries for a couple of days following it, and then one that just said, ‘I get it now. They’re real.’

‘Hmm, that is interesting,’ Meredith said. ‘I’ve no idea what that means.’ She pointed at the little cartoon.

Nicky didn’t think now would be an opportune moment to explain anime memes to her. ‘That means she thought he was crazy. Who are the Barlows, though?’

‘No one I ever met.’

‘I mean, I guess they could have been watching Coronation Street together,’ Nicky said, then at Meredith’s blank look, ‘Ken Barlow was this famously boring character – you know what, never mind. I just feel like there’s more to it. I’m pretty sure it’s a code word for something, although God knows what.’

‘Keep reading and you may find out.’ Meredith was now looking back down, frowning at Nicky’s legs. ‘You can do it while Naja sorts you out. I’ll give her a bell and tell her to come over.’

‘Who’s Naja? And sort what out?’

‘My pedicurist, and the terrible state of your feet.’

‘They’re not terrible!’ Nicky looked down at them. Admittedly, the nails could do with a trim. The skin on her heel was a bit gnarly, too. ‘I’m not getting a pedicure anyway, that’s ridiculous.’

‘Would you like me to touch your feet ever again, or not?’

Since Nicky wanted Meredith to touch all of her basically all of the time, she agreed to the pedicure.

The next day, she was due to work with Gary. ‘Promise me you’ll wear those charming overalls when you come home from work,’ Meredith said as Nicky reached for the door.

Nicky turned around to stare at her. ‘What, really? Seriously?’

‘Yes, darling. I rather enjoy that horny-handed daughter of the soil look on you.’

She and Gary were supposed to be doing a job over at Burnt Elm Farm to the west of York, and she was looking forward to getting out of Imphal. She’d been starting to go a bit stir crazy, especially as no one from Mill Estate or Eastfields had been able to visit since the lockdown.

It was too dangerous to use bikes with the daylight phages around. They’d been assigned a jeep, with an armed soldier in the front. Nicky wasn’t sure if he was there for her benefit specifically, or if this was the new policy for everyone.

As she got in, she saw a further escort, hovering above them: a drone. It followed them all the way along the narrow country roads to their destination. Having it there didn’t make her feel safer. She’d been wrong about that. It made her feel like they were at war.

When they arrived at the community, most of the residents were gathered round the fence, pulling it up and moving it outwards. The same thing was happening at Imphal on a larger scale: farmland that they’d previously worked in safety being brought within the phage-free perimeter. But their barbed wire supplies would only stretch so far, even with Meredith having recently restarted a local factory that made the stuff.

The job Nicky and Gary had been brought in to do was easy enough, a new ring-circuit for lighting the largest barn. The trouble started when they broke for lunch.

Normally, she and Gary would be given a side table and left to their own devices, but this time she found herself seated in the centre of about thirty locals. Most were strangers to her.

‘So when are we getting our own drone assigned?’ one of the men asked.

Nicky looked at Gary, assuming the question was directed at him, then realised that everyone was staring at her.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I think they’re being rolled out to the northern communities first.’

‘Oh aye?’ a young woman said. ‘And why’s that?’

‘Um, because we think that’s where the new phages are coming from. Up in Scotland. And there aren’t very many yet. Drones or phages.’

‘Some of the lads are wondering if a spot of military training might come in handy,’ a motherly woman said. ‘Reckon she’d arrange it?’

‘Who?’ Nicky asked.

‘Who d’you think? The Guvnor.’

‘Oh. I… I don’t know. That sounds like a good idea, but her soldiers are really busy at the moment. She might not be able to spare them.’

She shovelled in a spoonful of lentil soup, hoping that was the end of it, but they were all still staring at her.

‘Rumour is she’s been stockpiling food against a bad harvest. That true?’ the first man asked.

‘I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Jules or one of her staff. I’m only her...’ She didn’t know how to end that sentence. Meredith had never given her the slightest indication she regarded her as a girlfriend. And besides, that was an absurd word to use in relation to Meredith. ‘I’m just, you know, sort of seeing her,’ she tried instead.

They let it drop, but she was hyper-aware of eyes on her for the rest of their time there. It made the excursion less enjoyable than she’d been hoping. She brooded about it all the way back to Imphal.

The phone didn’t help either. One of Meredith’s soldiers delivered it to her while she was having a brew with Joe and Nobby, because apparently privacy was a thing of the past for her.

‘Guv says to keep it on you at all times,’ he said. ‘And call for help if you need it.’

‘Has she got the mobile networks running again?’ Nobby asked.

Nicky shook her head. ‘No. Well, I suppose she might be working on it, but I think that’s a satellite phone.’

Joe picked it up to inspect it, looking impressed. He started randomly pressing buttons like a kid with a new toy. ‘Nice. Aren’t many of these around.’

‘It’s because Cade’s trying to kill me,’ Nicky said uncomfortably.

‘Why’d anyone want to kill you?’ Nobby asked. It was hard to tell if this was an insult or a compliment.

‘Because me and Ollie did that article about him creating the v-strain. He’s not very happy about it.’

‘Shouldn’t have started the apocalypse then, should he?’ Joe said, which was very much her view on it. But the phone was yet another thing that set her apart from everyone else.

After her day with the sparks, she went back to reading Cassie’s diaries. It didn’t take her long to find another reference to the mysterious ‘Barlows’. She started making very careful notes. Then she went to get a map of the world from Jules. She knew he’d have one – it was exactly the sort of thing he would have. And then she went to see Ollie.

‘OK,’ she said, pinning the map on the office wall. ‘These are all the places Cade went looking for “the Barlows”. He spent months doing it. He probably spent even longer before he told Cassie about it.’ Nicky marked them all off with little flag pins, also courtesy of Jules.

‘Who are the Barlows?’ Ollie asked.

‘I’m getting to that.’ She wiped the whiteboard clean and then scribbled a short list. ‘I’m pretty positive it’s a code name for some sort of group. This is everything Cassie’s diaries say about them so far.’ The list read:

like to live in the arctic circle

only active in winter

very few left

they’re like bears but the other way round

live on the margins of society

something connected to wild animal attacks (not clear)

dangerous

sleeping for longer and longer

once powerful but not anymore

Ollie squinted at it. ‘“Like bears but the other way round”? What the heck does that mean?’

‘No idea. But Cade was really, really, really keen to find them. They seemed to be crucial to his plans. Originally I was thinking they might be FSB. Ex-KGB probably.’

‘Russian secret service? Why?’

‘Remember what Jim Foster told me? About the vial of infected blood Cade gave him, the one that had the precursor to the v-strain in it? The Soviets probably developed all kinds of dodgy bioweapons during the Cold War and I bet some of the places that made them are still around. I thought that’s who the Barlows might be. The FSB were pretty scary – it would make sense to talk about them in code. But nothing else she said fits. I mean, why would they only be active in winter?’

‘Hang on a second!’ Ollie stood to look at the world map. ‘All those places he went looking for them – they’re the same places he was running ads for his albinism charity. And he only ran them in winter when these guys were “active”, whatever that means.’

It took Nicky a few minutes to cast her mind back to the conversation they’d had after Christmas, about the inexplicable places that Cade had chosen to spend the charity’s advertising budget. And when she did, she realised Ollie was right. Greenland, Finland, Siberia: these were all places that Cassie had mentioned.

‘Do you think that’s why he did it?’ Ollie asked. ‘It gave him an excuse to travel out there hunting for whoever the heck he was hunting for.’

‘I’m not sure. I think the Barlows are connected to his conspiracy theory books somehow. The way Cassie talks about them – it makes them sound like some kind of secret society.’

‘What, like the Illuminati? Or… what was that lot in The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail? Oh yeah, Priory of Sion. Some of those books were about bloody lizard people! Are you saying it’s one of them?’

‘Or all or none of the above. But he didn’t need an excuse to travel to those places. His companies already had business interests all over the world, and it’s not like anyone was watching him, not back then.’

‘Apart from that copper Meredith told you about, the one who was onto him for killing his brother. And how else do you explain it? It can’t be a coincidence, can it?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘It can’t.’

Her mind was still working at the puzzle when she went home to Meredith that night. Or at least, that’s what she tried to keep her mind on. It kept slipping back to the people in the community she and Gary had visited.

There’d been something careful in the way they spoke to her, not only about Meredith but about everything. As if they thought she’d report back anything that was said, and there might be consequences for them if Meredith didn’t like it.

She wasn’t unaware of the downsides of being with Meredith. Her extreme high-handedness and utter lack of tact were the tip of the iceberg. But Nicky hadn’t realised that this might be part of it, the way their relationship set her apart from other people.

Then again, how could she pretend she was just one of the guys, when she apparently now had her own pedicurist? Her feet were currently softer and more sensitive than they’d ever been, as Meredith had spent some time demonstrating to her last night.

Meredith noticed the expression on her face the instant she walked through the door. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

Nicky shrugged. ‘When I was out at that community with Gary, the people there wouldn’t stop asking me what you’re up to.’

‘That was pointless. You don’t have the first idea.’

‘That’s what I kept telling them!’ But Nicky wondered if maybe she should know something, if it was weird to be sleeping with Meredith nearly every night and still know as little as any other Imphal resident. Probably a lot less than some of them.

‘This was inevitable once our relationship became common knowledge,’ Meredith said.

‘I know. Someone told me you’re like the only celebrity we’ve got these days.’

Meredith smiled her small, self-satisfied smile. ‘We could pretend to break up if you want. Stage a big public row and go back to treating the whole thing like a dirty little secret.’

Nicky was pretty sure Meredith was joking. And anyway, ‘Wouldn’t work,’ she said gloomily. ‘People would find out it wasn’t true in about five seconds. Imphal’s the most gossipy place I’ve ever been, and I used to work on a literal gossip magazine.’

‘Not to mention your insistence on molesting me in quite public locations.’

‘Yeah, that is a factor.’

Meredith looked like she was about to suggest that Nicky molest her right then, but a knock interrupted them.

When Nicky opened the front door, she was taken aback to see Jules outside. His expression was grim, but that was a normal Tuesday for Jules.

His eyes took in Nicky, dismissed her and shifted over her shoulder to fix on Meredith. ‘Sorry for the interruption, Ms Hind. There’s news.’

‘Not good news, I assume,’ Meredith said.

‘There’s been an attack.’

‘Phages?’ Nicky asked.

Jules shook his head. ‘The victims weren’t bitten. They were shot.’


Chapter 24


The Message



‘I’d rather you didn’t go,’ Meredith said the next morning, when Nicky rose before dawn to join the convoy that was being sent to the site of the attack. It wouldn’t be a long journey: only fifty-odd miles.

Nicky continued packing her bag. ‘Then you shouldn’t have nagged me into going back to the News of the Wolds. I’m a reporter and this is news.’

Meredith didn’t look happy, but she didn’t argue further. Still, when Nicky joined the group of soldiers who’d gathered in the vehicle bay, she saw that Jules was among them. My babysitter, she thought, and it was both irritating and touching that Meredith assumed she needed one.

Ollie was already sitting in the back of one of the smaller jeeps, and she slid in beside him.

‘Kettlewell. We’ve never been there before, have we?’ he asked. There was a hopeful note in his voice that she understood. Whatever they found there was bound to be grim, but it would be grimmer still if it were people they knew.

‘We’ve never met any of them,’ she said. ‘The community only just made contact when this happened.’

It was in the Dales, a little village that had been reoccupied a year or so post-Bloodletting and was now doing what it had been doing for pretty much all of history: sheep farming. They were negotiating with Meredith to sell her all the fleeces in exchange for access to her wind farms. Or at least, that was what they had been doing, before the attackers came.

They set off through the flat farmland around York. Far more was under cultivation than the first time Nicky had come this way. It was now fields broken up by the occasional patch of meadow or wind-seeded saplings. Back then it had been the wilderness that was the norm and the fields the exception. This was Meredith’s work again, but it could all be undone if the daylight phages spread.

After that it was the Dales, the steep, rocky sides of the valleys a washed-out green at this time of year, and the black-and-white sheep on the hillsides. Those inside fenced areas were visibly pregnant, with lambing only a week or two away. Others, wandering wild, were heavy with wool that had gone years without shearing.

Here and there, Nicky saw ruined sandstone buildings, but they’d probably been ruined long before the phages came. This was an old landscape.

Kettlewell looked completely normal as they approached, a collection of sandstone cottages clustered along the banks of a lively brook. But the gates in the wire fence that surrounded it were hanging open, and nobody came out to greet them.

Nicky almost didn’t spot the first body. It was hidden in the shadow of a wall, slumped against a life-sized plastic cow that had once advertised ice cream. The convoy stopped a few feet beyond and some of Meredith’s people leapt out to examine the corpse. It was very obvious the person was dead. Their neck was at completely the wrong angle.

‘Stay in the rear,’ Jules said to Nicky and Ollie curtly. ‘Could still be an active combat zone.’

The soldiers started going door to door. Ollie snapped photos as they kicked in those that were locked, rifles at the ready, but Jules shook his head sharply as Ollie made to follow them into the house.

‘Two inside,’ one of the men reported back when they’d cleared the next building. ‘Shot in their beds.’

There was another body sprawled on the steps of the village bakery. A braided loaf lay on the pavement a foot away, coated in dirt. It had probably fallen from the woman’s hand when she’d been shot in the back. She’d never even seen her attacker. And then, in front of the white-plastered Blue Bell Inn, they found the rest.

At least a dozen people had been gathered there, and then gunned down. It was too early in the year for flies. Nicky was grateful for that, at least. The people lying on the ground might almost have been asleep. There was no smell of decay, no loosening of the skin or slackening of the muscles, not in this icy weather. Only the eyes, fixed open and glassy, gave the game away. That, and the blood.

It somehow made it worse that the setting was so beautiful: the valley and the river and the picture-postcard cottages. The sheep continued to placidly graze on the hills, the occasional high-pitched baa drifting down. It wasn’t the kind of place where this kind of thing was meant to happen.

‘It’s so bloody pointless!’ Ollie said. ‘These folk didn’t have two brass farthings to rub together. They murdered them for no reason.’

They’d almost completed their sweep of the village when another soldier approached Jules, a crop-haired, baby-faced woman who’d been with them on the trip to Lancaster, nearly a year ago. Nicky now knew that she was called Niamh and was the head of Meredith’s covert ops team.

‘We’ve found someone. A boy,’ she reported.

‘Good,’ Jules said. ‘He could have intel on the attack. How did he survive?’

‘Is he in any state to be talking right now?’ Nicky asked. ‘He’s got to be in shock. Does he even know everyone else is dead?’

Niamh studied her. Her eyes were very bright and sharp. ‘Hard to say, but he’s asking to speak to you.’

‘To me?’

‘Well, not by name.’ Niamh looked uncomfortable.

‘Take us to him,’ Jules said.

Niamh led them up a narrow lane between two walled gardens and into the austere house at the far end. It was gloomy inside, the windows narrow and north facing. The boy was waiting for them in the kitchen, at one end of a long glass table.

Two soldiers lounged on kitchen chairs behind him, seemingly at ease as they talked to each other. But Nicky noticed the way they always kept the boy in the corner of their eyes.

He couldn’t have been older than 11, nudging adolescence but not yet fully in the throes of it. He had a perky face and a freckled nose. His eyes swept over them as they entered and Nicky stopped short in the doorway, because she knew this boy, or at least she’d seen him once before.

It took her a moment to place the memory, and when she did an icy chill shivered through her.

‘Hello,’ he said to Nicky. ‘Are you the one?’

‘Which one?’ Ollie asked. He stepped in front of Nicky in a probably unconscious protective gesture. There was a danger here that they could both sense.

‘Aunty Eddie’s whore,’ the boy said. ‘Uncle Barnaby gave me a message for you.’

That shocked everyone into silence. Nicky sucked in a breath, then made herself say very calmly, ‘You’re one of the kids he took in, aren’t you?’

The boy nodded.

Ollie looked shaken. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. This was a child. They couldn’t question him the way they would an adult. Which of course was why Cade had sent him.

Nicky pulled out a chair next to the boy, taking herself down to his level. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked. ‘My name’s Nicky.’

‘I know. I remember you from when you came to see Uncle Barnaby before.’

‘Why did he send you here?’

‘He said you’d ask that. He said I wasn’t supposed to tell you anything except the message. Are you really a whore?’ He grinned, as if this was all a great game.

She tried to hide her reaction, keeping her expression gentle and reasonable. ‘No. And that’s not a good word to use. Cade – I mean your uncle – shouldn’t have made you say it.’

The boy laughed. ‘I don’t mind. I think it’s funny.’

‘Are you all on your own here?’ Ollie asked. ‘What happened to the people who brought you?’

‘Shut up!’ the boy shouted, suddenly, joltingly savage. ‘You don’t matter.’ He looked back at Nicky, and his expression flipped back to friendly. ‘Don’t you want to hear the message?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But first I want to make sure you’re alright. Your uncle was supposed to look after you, and instead he’s sent you away. You know you won’t be going back to him, right? We can’t let you go now you’re here. And he knew that, and he sent you to us anyway.’

‘I’m not a kid,’ the boy said, looking heartbreakingly young. ‘Of course I get it, and anyway, Uncle Barnaby told me. He said you’d try to turn me against him, but he’s strong, and strength is the only thing that matters now.’

‘I don’t think that’s true at all,’ Nicky said.

‘That’s because you’re weak. You see, there are predators, and there are prey, and if you don’t make yourself a predator then you deserve to get eaten. Uncle Barnaby told me that too. That’s why I came. To prove that I’m a predator.’

Ollie was doing a very bad job of keeping the disgust and horror from his face. ‘That’s not the way the world works at all. Your uncle’s lying to you.’

‘The other kids,’ Nicky said, a sudden, awful thought dawning. ‘The ones he took with him. Did some of them turn out to be prey? Did he… Did he kill them?’

‘I told you. I’m not allowed to answer your questions.’

There was a lingering smell of cinnamon in the kitchen, perhaps from the family that had been living there, from the last meal they would ever cook. It was making her feel queasy. She braced herself, then said, ‘OK. Tell us the message.’

The boy’s eyes flicked sideways, in that way people’s did when they were trying to remember something complicated. ‘He said to tell you he’s glad you’ve been enjoying his new product, because soon he’s going to be flooding the market.’

Nicky and Ollie exchanged an alarmed look. It wasn’t hard to guess what the product in question was.

Now the boy was staring just at Nicky. ‘Uncle Barnaby said that Aunty Eddie should have her fun with you while she can. He said that what happened here is what’s going to happen to anyone who helps her. But what he’s going to do to you is much worse. He says he’s looking forward to seeing you very soon.’ He smiled, into Nicky and Ollie’s silence. ‘That’s it. That’s the message.’


Chapter 25


The Response



When they got back to Imphal that afternoon, Ollie hurried away to the office to start prepping the story. Nicky went to see Meredith.

She was sitting on the sofa, reading one of her endless reams of documents, but she put it down when Nicky came in. ‘You’ve had a bit of a day of it, haven’t you?’ she said. Clearly Jules had already filled her in.

Nicky came to sit beside her. ‘Yeah, that’s one way of putting it.’

‘Barnaby always was a drama queen.’

Nicky shifted backwards, away from her. ‘Drama queen?’

‘What you saw this morning was all theatre, darling. Surely you realise that?’

‘People died! A lot of them.’ The images were still in her head, the bodies beside the old pub and the single corpse slumped against the cheerful plastic cow.

‘Well, Grand Guignol certainly,’ Meredith said, ‘but still no more than a performance.’

It wasn’t as if Nicky didn’t know how little other people’s deaths bothered Meredith. She’d learned it the second time she’d ever met her. But it still unsettled her to be so unambiguously confronted by it. ‘And the boy he’d brainwashed?’ she asked.

Meredith tutted. ‘Now you’re being overdramatic. That boy was performing too – having a wonderful time of it, I imagine. Children love make-believe and he can’t possibly have understood the real stakes.’

‘I’m not sure. He was saying some really nasty stuff about predators and prey. He wasn’t just repeating what Cade told him. He sounded like he believed it. Like he’d been, I don’t know, indoctrinated into some really horrible cult.’

‘Maybe. It might amuse Barnaby to play the guru with his foundlings.’

‘It’s working. There was something incredibly wrong with that kid. He knew what had happened in the village. He must have. But he thought it was funny.’

‘There’s nothing particularly strange about that,’ Meredith said. ‘Empathy is the last of the emotions to develop. Children in general are little psychopaths.’

‘Not all of them.’

Meredith’s expression softened. She took Nicky’s hand and kissed her palm. ‘No, I’m sure you were always a sensitive soul, even as a toddler. Don’t let his threats rattle you, Nicky. I have no intention of letting him hurt you.’

Nicky felt the touch of Meredith’s lips all the way down to her toes. For the first time that day, she relaxed the tiniest bit. ‘He called me your whore. Did Jules tell you that?’

‘Of course. Honestly, the cheek of it. As if I’d ever need to pay for it.’

‘I really don’t think that was the worst thing about it.’ Nicky pulled her hand away from Meredith to curl herself into a tight ball, arms around her legs.

Meredith sighed. ‘Barnaby has many faults, but vulgarity isn’t one of them. He said that to set you off balance.’

‘I know. But I think he really meant it too, and it’s not just him. The way people in Imphal look at me… It’s like, I was starting to have an identity here, a home, and then everyone found out about us, and now I only matter in relation to you.’

Because the truth was, Cade might have said what he did to needle Nicky, but the audience he was really interested in was Meredith. And Meredith too was directing most of her actions at Cade. In Ambleside, she’d told Nicky that she was protecting her because it irritated Cade. Now a niggly voice in Nicky’s head suggested that Meredith might be sleeping with her for the same reason. That Nicky was no more than a game piece for both of them to move across the board.

Meredith studied her for a moment, and then said briskly, ‘I think you should take your clothes off.’

‘It’s three o’clock in the afternoon. I need to get back to work, and anyway, sex isn’t the answer to everything.’

‘But it is the answer to some things. Or perhaps you think it’s inappropriate to be carnally enjoying yourself when so many people are dead. You’re worried it seems disrespectful, that it might somehow sully their memories.’

‘Yes,’ Nicky said. ‘All of that, but in a less sarcastic tone of voice.’

‘They’re gone, darling, and nothing you do or don’t do will bring them back.’

‘I know.’

‘You moping around all day is exactly what Barnaby was hoping for. Do you really want to reward his bad behaviour that way?’

‘Bad behaviour’ was an insanely inadequate way to describe the mass murder of an entire village, but Meredith did have a point. And there was an ugly impulse in Nicky to have Meredith just because Cade didn’t want her to, to make love to her to spite him. But more than anything, she just wanted the comfort that she inexplicably found in Meredith’s arms.

Meredith saw the acceptance in Nicky’s face and smiled. ‘You know, nobody thinks you’re my hired escort. If I wanted someone attractive to service my needs and never ask questions, you’d be the very last person I seduced.’

‘I think press-ganged more than seduced.’

Leaning forward, Meredith nibbled on Nicky’s ear. As usual, it sent a bolt of heat straight to her groin.

‘If I’d had any sense, I would have said no,’ Nicky muttered, starting to undo the buttons on her jeans.

‘You did say no.’

‘Lucky for me you’re incapable of taking no for an answer.’ She wanted to take that ‘lucky’ back as soon as she said it, but she could tell from Meredith’s smug expression that she’d already absorbed it.

Clearly impatient with the rate at which Nicky was disrobing, Meredith began pulling up her henley.

‘I can do that myself. Why have you still got all your clothes on?’ Nicky asked.

‘Because what comes next doesn’t require me to be naked.’ Meredith stood and offered a hand to help pull Nicky up.

She didn’t take it. ‘Wait, what does come next? Other than the obvious.’

‘I’m not sure if you recall, but I did once promise to tie you up.’

Nicky absolutely did recall. She went hot and cold all over.

‘I was going to see how many times I could make you come before you were begging for mercy. I thought now might be the time to find out. Does that appeal at all?’

Meredith offered her hand again, and this time Nicky let herself be pulled to her feet. Meredith gave her a quick peck on the lips, then led her up the stairs and into the bedroom that Nicky was already starting to think of as theirs.

‘Lie down.’ Meredith pressed against her shoulders to encourage her, then took each of Nicky’s arms and stretched them out above her head.

Even that, before any restraint at all had been used, turned Nicky on to a painful degree. She would be completely helpless and at Meredith’s mercy, and probably that ought to worry her, but the small thrill of danger only made her want it more.

Meredith disappeared into her vast dressing room and emerged a minute later with four silk scarves. Nicky couldn’t take her eyes off them.

‘Ready to get the show on the road?’ Meredith asked, her eyes meeting and locking with Nicky’s. There was a darkness in them that contrasted with the lightness of her tone.

Nicky understood that, as usual with her, this was both exactly what it seemed and something entirely different. Because Meredith liked to be in charge, and right now she must need control more than ever, when so much was slipping out of hers.

She gave Meredith her hand, her breath speeding as both wrists and then both ankles were tied to the bed frame. There was a little give in each knot, enough for her to wriggle.

‘Shouldn’t we have a safe word?’ she asked, as Meredith stood back to admire her handiwork.

‘If you want me to stop, you can tell me to stop. Alright?’

‘Yeah,’ Nicky said thickly. ‘OK.’

‘But you won’t.’ She sat on the bed beside Nicky’s splayed and very vulnerable body. Nicky swallowed as Meredith’s eyes scanned her, like an artist deciding where to paint the first stroke. ‘If I remember correctly, I did say I’d start with your breasts.’

Meredith, in everything she did, was thorough, detail-oriented and uncompromising. Nicky’s breasts had always been extremely sensitive, and Meredith had had a while now to learn what she liked.

She began by using her fingers, drawing light, meandering patterns that circled the nipples but never touched them. If Nicky had been less turned on, it would have been ticklish. As it was, it was tormenting.

‘It was a sort of torture, you know,’ Meredith said casually. ‘Not letting me touch you.’

‘You did get quite a lot of orgasms for someone who was being tortured,’ Nicky said breathlessly.

Meredith took a nipple into her warm mouth, sucking firmly and stroking it with her tongue. It sent a deep throb of pleasure through Nicky.

Meredith gave it a final swirl with her tongue and then released it. ‘But half the fun is watching you come. You always look so surprised, as if you can’t believe you’re capable of feeling that sort of pleasure. I’m glad you let me show you that you are.’

Nicky didn’t have an answer for her this time. She was too far gone already.

Meredith smiled and carried on, lavishing attention on one breast with her lips while her fingers went to work on the other. Nicky couldn’t keep still. Her body was moving restlessly in its bonds, and she couldn’t stop the stuttering groan that Meredith drew out of her with that beautiful mouth of hers.

After a while, Meredith pulled back to watch her face. ‘You have gorgeous breasts,’ she said. ‘They were one of the parts of you I was most looking forward to seeing, and they didn’t disappoint.’

Nicky pulled fruitlessly against the scarves. She desperately wanted to bring her legs together, to get that final bit of pressure that would take her over the edge. But then Meredith said, ‘Try to come now, my darling,’ and it turned out she didn’t need any more than Meredith’s voice and the sure touch of Meredith’s fingers on her skin.

The orgasm was light, only a clenching and a slight ratcheting down of the tension, and Meredith released her breasts.

‘Oh my God,’ Nicky said.

Meredith stroked her hair away from her eyes. ‘Now what would you like next?’

Nicky groaned.

‘Well in that case, I’m quite keen to use my mouth.’

Meredith had been outstandingly good at this even before she’d learned the intricacies of Nicky’s body. She was overwhelming now. But God, it wasn’t the technique, it was the enthusiasm. It was the pleased little noises Meredith made as she worked, the flush of arousal on her own skin. The fact that this turned Meredith on so much was the biggest turn-on of all.

When Nicky was vocalising her pleasure, Meredith kissed her clit and then licked lower, teasing the entrance where she was most sensitive. Nicky hadn’t known that this was something she liked. She and Meredith had discovered it together. Constructing a map of her own erogenous zones had been an ongoing, collaborative project. Meredith didn’t have to visit many more of them before Nicky’s orgasm hit, far harder than the first.

Meredith pulled back. ‘Time for a break. I hope you don’t mind if I see to myself? All of this has rather got me going.’

She left the bed to strip off her clothes, then climbed back on and straddled Nicky’s stomach.

‘Come up here,’ Nicky said. ‘Let me take care of you.’

‘You need to save your energy.’ Meredith licked her own fingers and brought them down to touch herself.

Her other hand rested against Nicky’s stomach, drawing light patterns over and around her belly button that matched the ones she was tracing on herself. The movements were small: not performative, but what Meredith actually needed to get off. Nicky watched it all hungrily.

‘I thought about you a lot while you were sulking, my darling. Especially at night,’ Meredith said. ‘I tried to touch myself the way you touch me, but I could never get it quite right. You always make me feel so adored.’

Nicky felt the trickle of Meredith’s moisture against her stomach and groaned. ‘Please...’ she said. ‘Meredith, please.’

Meredith was breathing rapidly, almost panting. Before the moment came, she swapped hands, holding the one with which she’d been touching herself to Nicky’s mouth.

Nicky licked and sucked her fingers, drinking in the taste of her as Meredith brought herself over the edge.

Meredith withdrew her fingers from Nicky’s lips and used them to trace the curve of her cheek and eyebrows, the small bump in her nose from when she’d broken it. ‘I’ve never had a lover before who’s so absolutely desperate for me.’

Nicky trembled as Meredith’s fingers circled her lips. ‘You drive me crazy, Meredith.’

‘I know.’ Meredith’s smile was gentle, almost sincere. Then she shifted down again. ‘I think that was enough of a rest, don’t you?’

She used her fingers this time, cupping Nicky’s cheek with her other hand as she watched her. There was an edge of discomfort to the third orgasm when it came, but Meredith kept right on going through another. The sensation was so relentless that the touch no longer felt localised. Nicky’s whole body was over-stimulated, as if Meredith was touching her everywhere all at once.

‘It’s… it’s too much,’ she gasped. The insistent pressure of Meredith’s fingers was driving her somewhere she’d never been before.

Meredith eyes bored into hers, deep and dark. ‘Do you need me to stop, darling?’

She knew that Meredith would, the moment she asked. But she also knew that Meredith didn’t want her to. She wanted Nicky to surrender to this overwhelming sensation – and most of all, to surrender to her.

It was hard to speak. Her body was shaking now. She thought she might be coming already, coming and not stopping. ‘Meredith…’ she breathed. But she didn’t say enough.

‘Let go, Nicky,’ Meredith said. ‘You know I’ll look after you.’

And because, despite everything, Nicky trusted that she would, she allowed the final wave to wash all the way through her. For a long moment her mind was blissfully quiet. There was no room in it for anything except this feeling.  

When she blinked her eyes open, still floating on the after-effects of that string of orgasms, she realised that Meredith was untying her. She brushed Nicky’s lips with her own, then went to fetch a warm flannel to wash her down.

‘Thank you,’ Nicky said, as Meredith settled half on top of her, an arm around her waist.

‘The pleasure was all mine,’ Meredith murmured.

Nicky smiled sleepily at her. She knew that Meredith meant it. She really had needed Nicky to let her do what she’d done. But Nicky had needed it too.

‘It’s going to be alright, though, isn’t it?’ she asked.

Meredith was silent for a long time, her face resting against Nicky’s chest. Finally she said, ‘I haven’t lost yet. But I can feel his hands, tightening around my throat.’

A shiver went through Nicky, not a pleasant one this time. She wanted to tell Meredith that she’d protect her from Cade. She wanted to say all kinds of stupid things.

‘We’re nearly there,’ she said instead. ‘With the investigation, I can feel it. We’re going to find out what he’s doing and why he’s doing it. I promise.’ I’m going to do it for you – but she left that subtext unsaid.

Meredith didn’t reply, but she snuggled deeper into Nicky’s side.

It was nearly twilight by the time she woke. Meredith was still pressed against her, her body soft in sleep. Nicky would have liked to wake her up and give back some of the pleasure she’d received. But the thing Meredith most needed from her right then wasn’t sex, it was answers. So she eased herself away and went to wash and dress.

She settled in the sitting room to read Cassie’s diaries. She only had three left to go, and she already knew that there wasn’t anything of interest in the back of the last one.

The room was cosy with the embers of the fire still flickering. Nicky sat beneath the orange glow of a single lamp while outside the wind blew fiercely. There was a large holly bush beside one of the back windows. The curtains hid it, but Nicky heard the leaves scratch against the window with every gust, like fingernails against the glass.

She’d hated that sound when she was a kid. She’d always imagined a person out there, scrabbling to get in. Her mother had never had any patience for it. Now there really were monsters lurking in the dark, and yet Nicky felt secure, here in Meredith’s house.

The sound still niggled at her, though. It reminded her of something she couldn’t quite remember. Her mind kept trying to figure it out, but she brought it back to heel. She had to focus all her attention on Cassie’s journal.

Until, close to dawn, she was at last rewarded. It was a Friday shortly after Cassie’s sixteenth birthday, buried among paragraphs about the classmate she’d liked who hadn’t liked her back. But Nicky recognised it as soon as she read it. Because on that day, after years of searching, Cade finally found the people he’d been looking for.


Chapter 26


Dead and Buried



She found Ollie in the canteen having breakfast with Jas.

‘I know it sounds geeky but it’s really a sort of collaborative storytelling,’ he was saying as Nicky walked up, which rather horrifyingly suggested he’d finally managed to arrange a date with Jas and was now using it to tell her about Dungeons & Dragons. Nicky really needed to have words with him about that.

‘Nic, is summat up?’ he asked, the moment he saw her face.

She realised that she was wringing her hands and sort of jittering up and down on her toes like someone who’d had too much caffeine, or speed. ‘No, I’m fine. I’ve finally found them. Or Cade has. Well, not really them – him. He only found one of them.’

Ollie sat up straighter. ‘The Barlows?’

‘A guy called Rutger, apparently.’

Jas looked at the excitement on Ollie’s face and said, ‘It’s alright. Go and do your job. I’ll see you later.’

‘Rutger?’ Ollie asked, on the walk across the quad. ‘Sounds a bit normal given everything Cassie said about the Barlows. Was he living in the Arctic Circle like Cade thought?’

‘Looks like it. He came from Siberia. But read it for yourself.’

Ollie, being Ollie, didn’t read it just once. The second time through, he took notes.

‘OK,’ he said, finally looking up. ‘Cade made contact with this Rutger guy in Russia, but he brought him over to the UK. Cassie doesn’t say much about him. Hardly any physical description: “old”, but to a kid her age anyone over 30 probably seemed ancient.’

‘She says he was creepy and smelly too. She made him sound like a down and out.’

‘Cade kept him hidden away, whoever he was.’

‘Yeah,’ Nicky said. ‘Reading between the lines of the other stuff Cassie was up to at the time, I think it must have been in his Cotswolds house. That one’s got massive grounds so it was totally private. And it looks like Rutger was there a long time. At least six months.’

‘Until Cade got Cassie to murder him.’ Ollie flipped to the relevant page and read, ‘Uncle B told me I had to dispose of him myself. He says he can’t trust anyone else to do it. He can’t do it himself because the police are watching him.’

‘Watching him because they knew he’d murdered Cassie’s parents. Bet Cade didn’t tell her that.’ Nicky felt a surge of rage. ‘I know that objectively speaking, killing most of the world’s population is worse. But I think what he did to that little girl is the most unforgivable thing of all. He moulded her into his own personal hit woman.’

‘I’m trying to make it make sense,’ Ollie said. ‘Why would he go to all the trouble of finding the guy, only to murder him? To cover something up, I suppose.’

‘Probably the v-strain, if this Rutger guy gave it to him, or v-strain 1.0. But then why keep him around for so long first?’

‘Hang on a minute.’ Ollie flipped hurriedly through the journal, then looked up again. ‘Cassie says, “Uncle B said I had to get rid of the evidence first, before I buried the body. It made me feel a bit sick.”’

Nicky shrugged. ‘Makes sense. She’d have to clean up the crime scene.’

‘No, think about it.’ Ollie’s voice was tight with suppressed excitement. ‘He says get rid of the evidence first. But wouldn’t getting rid of the body be the most urgent thing? And why would cleaning up the scene make her feel sick when killing him hadn’t?’

‘I suppose it must have been evidence that was on the body itself.’

‘Or,’ Ollie said, ‘it was evidence that was part of the body. Remember what we found in Cassie’s room? We thought it was a trophy of her first kill. I think we were sort of right.’

Suddenly, Nicky caught up with him. ‘Oh my God, the teeth! The ones Cassie hid away, the two phage teeth. You’re saying Cade kept Rutger around because he was a test subject. The first ever phage. He made Cassie remove the teeth before she buried the body in case it ever got dug up. He couldn’t have anyone guessing what he was up to.’

Ollie had been leaning forward in his enthusiasm, eyes bright, but now he slumped back. ‘Thing is, Nic, does it matter? I suppose it can’t hurt to have more evidence against Cade, but it’ll do nowt to help us now. All this stuff in Cassie’s diaries is just more about how, and we’re supposed to be answering why.’

‘But maybe the two questions are linked.’ Because now he’d got it started, her mind was racing. ‘We assumed the decision to start the Bloodletting was relatively recent. Which meant the v-strain must be, too. We thought it was something he developed once he knew he wanted to start an apocalypse. But it turns out he’d been looking for this guy for years. Or someone like him. A “Barlow”. Some secret, hidden society. Powerful once, but not anymore.’

Ollie drummed his fingers on the table, looking unconvinced. ‘OK. Still doesn’t get us closer to why.’

‘That’s because we’ve been asking the wrong question. We’ve been asking why he decided to end the world, when we should have been asking why he decided to end it this way.’

His fingers stilled and his expression became at least a bit less dubious. ‘Yeah, that’s true. If he had all this time to plan it, why not use swine flu or summat? He had that Jim Foster in his pocket and he was a specialist in gain of function research. He could have made the flu as deadly as Cade wanted, if all he cared about was body count.’

‘And a flu bug would have been much easier to pass off as an accident, as well.’ Nicky found that she was convincing herself, even if she wasn’t quite convincing Ollie. ‘We twigged the v-strain was deliberate as soon as we started properly looking into it. Not to mention there were a dozen other ways he could have caused the apocalypse without even using a virus. But he spent years, maybe decades, hunting down this one. Why?’

Ollie’s fingers had started fiddling again, his nails tapping against the wood of his desk. It sounded just like the holly bush had when it brushed against the window.

And all at once, in the way buried memories sometimes did, it came back to her. She remembered exactly where she’d heard that noise before. And in unlocking that memory, she unlocked everything else. She finally knew who – or what – the Barlows were.

Ollie tipped his head to the side, studying her. ‘I know that look. You think you’ve got the answer.’

And yeah, he was right. It hadn’t been fully formed before this conversation. There’d been only the vague, wavering outline of a solution, never quite coming into focus. Now, everything they’d learned over the last few months was starting to make sense, fragments of memory and scraps of information finally cohering.

All her encounters with Cade. Him riding out of the darkness to rescue them when they were stranded in the burnt-out streets of Leeds as night descended. Her first glimpse of him in London, waiting in his car to whisk her away from her friends, his face hidden behind the tinted glass of the windows. And a day later, she remembered Cade watching her drive off into the storm with Ollie, knowing he was going to send men to kill them.

She remembered, as well, the glint of his too-white, too-perfect teeth, very obviously veneers. That overpowering, unpleasant charisma of his. Meredith had told her how vain he was, how much he hated the signs of aging. And there was his brother, the murder he only barely got away with.

Meredith had been right, all the way back at the start. What he’d needed from the apocalypse was impunity. Because he could never have got away with murder again.

Then there were the stolen blood bags, which definitely hadn’t been for the baby phages. The albinism charity as well. Those weirdly placed adverts, the length of time he’d kept Rutger – it made sense of all of them. And the phages themselves, who didn’t age and could heal almost any wound. The teeth too: just the pair of them, hidden away in Cassie’s room.

And there was also a much older recollection, from before Cade ended the world. It was of Nicky’s mum, when Nicky was nine years old and racing through her first Agatha Christie.

Her mum had interrupted her reading to lecture her about Poe and the birth of detective fiction. About the Purloined Letter. In that story, a stolen letter was hidden in plain sight. The thief put it in a card rack, where it attracted no attention because it was precisely where you’d expect a letter to be. Nicky had been pretty bored by it at the time. Now she thought it might be the most important story she’d ever been told.

She had that feeling, the same one she’d had when she realised how Meredith was using her, of pieces all snapping into place. The trouble was, the picture they revealed was so outlandish that she wasn’t sure anyone would believe it.

‘I think,’ she said, ‘we need to figure out where Cassie hid the body. And then we need to dig it up.’


Chapter 27


Unburied



Of course, learning that Cassie had buried a body and figuring out where Cassie had buried a body were two very different things. Nicky went over everything the journals had to say about ‘Rutger’. She read all the later diary entries, too, after Cassie had murdered him. But the journals petered out not very many months later.

It was as if that killing had been a rite of passage for Cassie. The person she’d been afterwards hadn’t seen much point in keeping a journal, or had understood the risk of it. And nowhere was there the slightest hint of what she’d done with the corpse.

While Nicky read, Ollie pored over Ordnance Survey maps of the area around Cade’s Cotswolds house. Cade wouldn’t have wanted Cassie to travel too far with the body. It would have exponentially increased the chance of her getting caught.

Even so, there were more than a dozen bits of woodland near the house that could have been used as a burial ground, not to mention three lakes and a couple of crematoria that Cassie might somehow have sneaked the body into. And what if she’d gone all Breaking Bad on it and dissolved it in acid?

At the point where Nicky had started reading a book from the library on how to plot the perfect murder, Ollie looked at her and said, ‘Go to bed. You’re flagging.’

‘It’s six o’clock,’ she protested. Although she was feeling seriously strung out after a whole night without sleep.

‘He’s not going to be any less dead in the morning. It’ll do us both good to come back to it fresh.’

She wanted to argue. She wanted to transmit to him the terrible sense of urgency she felt about the investigation, the fear that their window of opportunity was closing, not for finding the answer but for making any use of it. He was right, though, and she reluctantly closed the book.

She was already at Meredith’s door when she realised she’d gone there instinctively, rather than to her own room. The guards were so used to her they barely seemed to register her presence. She wasn’t sure she was altogether happy about this, but at least Meredith’s ludicrously luxurious mattress would guarantee her a better night’s sleep than her own.

She slept so soundly, in fact, that she didn’t even notice when Meredith joined her in the bed. But she woke, as usual, tangled up with her.

‘Don’t rush off,’ Meredith said, lightly grasping her wrist when she rose to go to the bathroom. ‘I thought we might have breakfast together. I’ve asked Pierre to send something over.’

Over breakfast, she told Meredith what she and Ollie were working on. ‘I don’t know how we’re going to find that body,’ she admitted, ‘and I really think we need to.’

‘You believe this man was the v-strain’s patient zero?’

‘Yeah, I do.’ Nicky thought he was more than that, but she wasn’t ready to share her wild speculation yet. Having some evidence to back it up would make her seem like less of a raving lunatic.

Meredith gave her a very penetrating look, but didn’t question her further.

‘I was wondering if you had access to any of those corpse sniffer dogs,’ Nicky said. ‘They were a real thing, right? Not just something I saw on telly?’

‘They were real. There might be a few still around, though they won’t do you much good if you need them to search hundreds of square miles. Let me see what I can do.’

‘What about tracking Cade down? Is Ania making any progress?’

‘Some,’ Meredith said. ‘We tried questioning his messenger boy, but he’s refusing to talk.’

‘You haven’t got him locked up in some torture chamber, have you?’

‘Don’t think I didn’t consider it. But no. Your friend Gary volunteered to foster him.’

‘Really?’ Gary hadn’t mentioned it. It didn’t seem like the sort of thing he’d do at all.

‘I did warn him the child’s troubled. I thought you’d want me to. But he and his wife were adamant. I believe they were never able to have children of their own.’

It was ridiculous that Meredith knew this when Nicky didn’t, after all those weeks of working with Gary. But then conversations about feelings weren’t a prominent feature of their relationship. And she couldn’t help being touched, that Meredith had thought of her when she warned Gary. She’d done it not because it was the right thing to do – that was never going to be her guiding principle – but for Nicky’s sake.

After that, she went back to work feeling a bit more upbeat. She and Ollie didn’t make much progress that morning, but her spirits lifted again when they broke for lunch and walked into the canteen to find virtually all of the Mill Estate gang there along with a substantial contingent from Eastfields.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, squeezing into the space between Hannah and Kester.

‘Drone pilot training,’ Ellis explained. ‘So I can finally tick that off the bucket list.’

‘It’s a good precaution,’ Ollie said grudgingly. Any time he said something positive about Meredith, it was grudging.

‘It’s more than a precaution, I’m afraid,’ Beth said.

Nicky’s heart sank. ‘You’ve seen some daylight phages.’

‘A band of three in the west pasture. Ms Hind’s precautions put paid to them before they could do any damage.’

‘This time,’ Hannah said gloomily. She had deep shadows under her eyes and her face was tight with strain. She wasn’t the only one. They all looked like they’d had too little sleep and too much to worry about while they were awake.

The low mood at their table was made more stark by the cheerfulness of the one next to it, where Gary, Nobby and Joe were eating with some plumbers from Scarborough. Meredith’s people were completely confident of her ability to fix things. Although Nicky had the bad feeling that Gary and the lads might be talking about her and Meredith. There were more than a few sly glances being thrown her way. She chose to ignore them.

But she couldn’t really ignore it when Meredith herself approached. She stared at Ellis until he shuffled his chair far enough along for her to sit next to Nicky, then spread a map out on the table where it got in the way of everyone’s plates.

‘What are you doing?’ Nicky asked. ‘And why are you doing it here?’

‘I think I know the location of your body.’

Her annoyance evaporated. ‘Really? But how?’

‘Your question about sniffer dogs was what tipped me off. Here – this is the nearest suitable location to the Cotswolds house.’

It took Nicky a moment to translate the map symbol she was pointing at. ‘You think Cassie hid the body in a cemetery? Wouldn’t someone notice if an unexpected grave suddenly popped up?’

‘Yes. That’s why I believe she hid the body in an existing grave, a recent one. We had to do something similar on a job once – I won’t bore you with the details. The earth is looser and easier to dig on a new grave. And best of all, no cadaver dogs would be able to locate the corpse among all the others.’

Nicky peered at the map. The graveyard had a small church attached, but the nearest village was half a mile away. And it was surrounded by meadows and woodland, no house in sight. If Cassie had done her digging in the dead of night, she’d almost certainly have been unobserved.

‘I suggest you look for the grave of someone who died around a month before Cassie did the deed,’ Meredith said.

Ellis grinned. ‘Didn’t know you’d taken up grave robbing.’

‘It’s the investigation,’ Nicky explained. ‘Someone Cade murdered. I mean before he murdered roughly seven and a half billion other people.’

‘I’ve arranged transport for you tomorrow,’ Meredith said, standing up again. ‘Other than your driver, you shouldn’t need much in the way of an escort. It’s too far south to be suffering from our daylight phages yet. You can be there and back in a day.’

Ollie was still studying the map. ‘It’s only a theory. We don’t know for sure the body’s buried there.’

‘It’s got to be worth a look,’ Nicky said.

Meredith smiled. She ran her hand lightly over Nicky’s hair before cupping her neck for a kiss that went on a second longer than was appropriate in public. ‘Don’t wait up for me, darling. I doubt I’ll be home before midnight.’ And with that she strode off, leaving Nicky to face the startled and, in Hannah’s case, appalled expressions of her friends.

‘What the hell was that?’ Hannah asked.

‘You know I’m sleeping with her. I told you twice.’

Hannah continued to stare at her in horror. ‘Sleeping with her. Not whatever that was. “Don’t wait up, snookums.” Are you living together now?’

‘No! Don’t be ridiculous.’

Beth took pity on her and steered the conversation back to the drone programme, but Nicky was still irritated when she went home that evening. She did wait up, purely so that she could say, ‘You did that on purpose!’ to Meredith as soon as she walked through the door.

Meredith looked momentarily taken aback.

‘I was going to tell my friends that we’re… whatever we actually are in my own time.’

Meredith raised one of her sceptical eyebrows. ‘Were you?’

‘I mean, probably not, but that was my call to make.’

‘Hannah’s been an absolute beast to deal with since she found out about us, darling. If she knows I’m not simply using you as my sexual plaything, she might unbend a little. Now, since you have stayed up, why don’t you –’

‘Act as your sexual plaything?’ Nicky asked scathingly, but she was already following Meredith towards the bedroom.

She and Ollie set out early the next morning. Nicky dozed through most of the drive across the Peak District and the Midlands – Meredith had kept her up very late – but Ollie nudged her awake when they entered the Cotswolds. They were all rolling hills and golden stone cottages that looked very familiar, probably because they’d featured in so many films and TV shows.

She felt increasingly uneasy as they were driven down the winding country roads. She kept involuntarily looking behind her for pursuit that she’d already established wasn’t there. But she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

‘Nic,’ Ollie said, ‘what if we don’t find it? Or we do, and it’s nowt but a body?’

‘Then we go back to the drawing board.’ But she knew as well as he did that there wasn’t much on the drawing board except this.

It didn’t seem like much of a local population had survived. All the fields they drove past had long since gone to seed. After half an hour, they turned left onto a much narrower road, little more than a track. It probably hadn’t been in a great state of repair even before the apocalypse. Now brambles had crawled over the tarmac and weeds had grown up through its many cracks.

Niamh, who was both their driver and solitary escort, stopped the car. ‘Shanks’s pony from here,’ she said. ‘Don’t want to risk the tyres.’

‘Are we close?’ Nicky asked.

‘Should be.’ Niamh was peering at the road. Not very far ahead of them it disappeared entirely beneath a covering of grass and weeds. It was impossible to tell which way it went after that.

Ollie spread the map over the bonnet while Niamh opened the boot and took out three spades. She handed one each to Nicky and Ollie.

He pointed at a small copse of trees, then at the map. ‘I think those trees are that bit there. Although…’ He hesitated, then pointed at another nearby patch of woodland. ‘Could be those instead. The graveyard’s the other side of them, anyroad.’

Nicky scanned the surroundings. ‘OK. I don’t think we’ll be able to see the graves until we’re close. The grass is too tall. We need to spread out and search.’

‘Don’t go under the trees,’ Niamh said. She didn’t need to explain why. They might not have daylight phages this far south, but the normal kind could still be lurking in the darkness of the thick undergrowth.

Nicky headed towards the right-hand cluster of trees, wading through the grass. Unlike the area beneath the trees, it wasn’t quite dense enough to be hiding phages, but it was hard going. Burrs hooked onto her hoodie as she went and occasionally she had to use her spade to batter down the thicker weeds. This far south, she could finally feel spring in the air, and everything was growing vigorously. It was still chilly, but the intermittent sunlight warmed her. The patches of clear sky were that vibrant blue you only ever got at this time of year.

Despite the effort it was taking, she found herself enjoying this gentle meadowland. Before the apocalypse, there’d been no true wilderness in England. And after it, places like this had come to be a symbol of everything they’d lost: civilisation falling to ruin.

Meredith had changed that. Other people too, in different parts of the country. They were rebuilding, but the current population couldn’t be much more than three million. That was about how many people had lived in England in Roman times.

The truth was, they’d never return to what they were. Large swathes of the country would remain uncultivated and nature would reclaim them. The landscape would probably end up looking a lot like it had two thousand years ago. She wasn’t sure if it was a melancholy thought or a happy one. She liked the world she lived in now. Of course she’d give anything to get back the people she’d lost. But the world as it had been? Her world as it had been? She wasn’t so sure she wanted that back.

She was about a hundred yards beyond the first copse when Ollie yelled, ‘Over here! I’ve found it.’

The graveyard, when she reached it, was barely distinguishable from the surrounding meadow. Here and there were remnants of the stone wall that had once enclosed it, but the grass overshadowed the graves. Ollie tramped it down around a headstone next to him, then wiped it clean with his sleeve.

‘Nineteen eighty-five,’ he said. ‘Not this one.’

Nicky got to work clearing the weeds away from the cluster of graves near her. But it soon became clear that they were even older. Some dated back as far as the seventeen-hundreds. The granite on others was so crumbled that the names and dates weren’t even legible.

‘Newer ones are this side,’ Niamh said after they’d been at it for a while. She pulled ivy away from a gravestone that did look less worn than the others.

Nicky found another: solid and barely weathered marble surrounded by a scattering of purple crocuses. It read, ‘Ingrid Jones, 1949 to 2016, beloved wife, mother and grandmother’. It was strange to remember a time when the end of every life had been so carefully memorialised. The mass slaughter of the Bloodletting had turned death into a statistic.

‘I think this is it!’ Ollie called, from beneath the leafless, drooping branches of a weeping willow. He trod down the grass a little more so they could all read the headstone and yes, Jessica Skeet had died three weeks before the diary entry that recorded Cassie’s first murder. No nearby grave had a date within six months of that.

Niamh began pulling up weeds to clear the soil, but Nicky hesitated. Now the moment had come, what they were about to do felt deeply disrespectful.

‘You alright?’ Ollie asked.

‘I feel like Burke and Hare,’ she confessed. But Niamh was already digging at the head of the grave, and there was no point in coming all this way if they didn’t do it.

Despite the crisp air, Nicky had to strip down to her t-shirt after ten minutes, and she was making a lot less progress than Niamh, who’d also taken off her jumper and had proven to be compact but impressively muscled. Could Cassie really have done this all by herself, in the dead of night, at the age of sixteen?

They dug two foot down, three, and Nicky began to suspect that the answer to the question was no. But then, the next time she pushed her spade into the soil, it met resistance that didn’t feel like either earth or rock.

‘There’s something here!’ she said.

When they dug deeper, they saw that it was a bundle wrapped in layers of old cloth. They had to go more slowly after that. They didn’t want to damage the contents. But the outline became clearer as they dug carefully around it, until it was very obviously body-shaped.

Nicky felt her breaths shorten. They really had found something. They hadn’t hit a dead end after all. And when she hooked her spade beneath the cloth, it struck something hard. Wood by the sound of it: a coffin. That must be the official occupant of this grave. Meredith had been right.

They lifted the bundle between them and laid it on the pile of freshly dug soil. The wrapping material was a tablecloth, Nicky realised, when she found the fraying embroidery of a flower on one corner of the muddy fabric. That’s what you got for recruiting a teenager as a hit woman: she’d used the family linen to wrap the corpse. If anyone had dug it up, prior to the apocalypse, Cade might have been in trouble.

There was a dark, viscous liquid oozing out of it. A little of it got on Nicky’s hands and she scrubbed them compulsively on the grass. But the bundle had been surprisingly light. There couldn’t be much more than bones left inside.

‘Want to do the honours?’ Niamh asked her lightly. She seemed to have taken their spot of grave robbing completely in stride.

Nicky absolutely didn’t, but she felt she ought. The tablecloth was decaying. It tore as she tried to ease it apart and a bone that might once have been a finger rolled out. She went more gently after that, easing the material away bit by bit until the whole skeleton lay revealed.

‘Well, that’s a dead person right enough,’ Niamh said. She hadn’t asked a single question about their mission on the drive down, presumably content simply to follow Meredith’s orders.

‘I think it is a person.’ Ollie sounded disappointed. He pointed at the teeth, and Nicky knew he meant something different by it than Niamh had: a person and not a phage.

The teeth, those that weren’t obscured by scraps of cloth, did look completely normal.

‘Guess we were wrong about Rutger.’

‘No,’ Nicky said. ‘We weren’t.’ Her heart was pounding and she felt light-headed as she cleared the last of the debris from the teeth. Gingerly, hating the feel of it, she lifted the skull up. The bottom jaw fell off, but that didn’t matter. The top one had been preserved in its entirety. She pointed at one small gap and then another. ‘The canines are gone.’

Niamh shrugged. ‘So? Dentist took a couple of mine before I had braces. It’s not unusual.’

‘I had that too,’ Nicky said, ‘but they don’t take the canines, they take the molars. Or whatever those ones before the molars are called. It was Cassie who took these. It must have been – we only found two teeth in her room. Look, you can even see scrape marks on the bone. She probably had to use pliers.’ She shuddered at the thought of it.

‘You’re saying phages 1.0 had different teeth? So she only had to take those two?’ Ollie asked doubtfully.

‘No,’ she said, finally ready to share her theory. ‘I’m saying this person – Rutger – wasn’t a phage at all. He was a vampire.’


Chapter 28


Unmasked



For a long moment, Ollie just stared at her. Then he laughed. She’d sort of known he would, but it was still discouraging. At least he wasn’t gaping at her like she’d lost her mind the way Niamh was.

‘It’s the Barlows,’ Nicky said. ‘We thought it was a code word and we were right. A pretty rubbish code, as it turns out, but then Cassie was only a kid. I almost got it when I first read it. It made me think of Coronation Street, but Cassie was thinking of a different TV show.’

‘Nic, what are you talking about?’

‘Salem’s Lot. There’s this famous scene, a vampire boy floating in the air, scratching on the window to be let in. I heard a sound that reminded me of it. God, I really should have guessed it sooner. I knew Cassie loved Stephen King. Kurt Barlow was the head vampire. Rutger Hauer played him in one of the adaptations.’

‘Yeah, on telly! Vampires don’t exist!’ Ollie said.

‘Don’t they? Phages do, and they’re vampire adjacent. I’m not saying garlic and crosses and Christopher Lee and all that stuff. I don’t think it’s supernatural at all – I think it’s another sort of virus. That’s how they made the v-strain, by adapting the original vampire virus. That’s why phages are the way they are. They’re like bestial, devolved versions of vampires. I think the vial of infected blood that Cade gave Jim Foster was from Rutger, or whatever his real name was.’

‘But why?’ Ollie was speaking softly now, like you did with someone who appeared on the point of losing it. ‘Even if that’s true it doesn’t make sense. Why would Cade spend all that time looking for – bloody hell, it sounds stupid even saying it – for a vampire? You said it yourself. Why go to all that trouble to cause the apocalypse that way, when he could have adapted the flu virus?’

She swallowed. It was hard to say this in the face of her best friend’s incredulity. But she really had thought it through. ‘Because he wanted to become a vampire himself.’

‘What?! For God’s sake, Nic, that’s crazy. And anyway, we’ve met him. He’s totally normal-looking. Plus he came out in daylight.’

‘So do the phages now, but they still can’t stand bright light. Exactly like Cade. We never once saw him come outdoors when the sun was out. He probably used the same treatment on the phages that he used on himself. Also, do you remember his teeth?’

‘Yeah. Like I said – normal.’

‘Except they were obviously veneers, or more likely crowns. Which is exactly what you’d need if you’d suddenly developed fangs and wanted to hide them.’

‘Nic, listen to yourself. This is mental. Why the heck would he do it?’

And this was it, the crux of her theory. ‘To live forever. Meredith told me he used to be interested in senescence. Loads of billionaires were, don’t you remember? Funding all this really dodgy longevity research. But Meredith told me Cade decided those guys were barking up the wrong tree.’

‘Yeah. ’Cause it’s rubbish. You can’t make yourself immortal.’

‘You can’t make yourself immortal that way. The “wrong tree”, Meredith said. Like Cade thought there was a right tree. Like maybe he heard rumours of people who really were immortal, a secret underground group. He had a tonne of conspiracy theory books. He had loads on the Cult of Mithras, and they were supposed to be heavily into blood rituals.’

‘I’ll be honest here, you sound a bit of a conspiracy theorist yourself,’ Niamh said. Unlike Ollie, she sounded amused rather than appalled.

‘But it’s not just that,’ Nicky insisted. ‘It’s what the albinism charity was all about. Cade wouldn’t want to be nocturnal. He’d want a cure for photosensitivity before he got himself turned. He probably tested it out on Rutger. That’s why he kept him alive so long. And it would be a way to lure the vampires out, to offer them something they’d really want. That’s why he advertised it where the vampires lived: in the Arctic Circle where the nights go on forever.’

‘So do the days, half the year,’ Ollie pointed out.

‘I know. I think that’s what Cassie meant when she said they were like bears in reverse. They hibernate in summer and come out in winter. Hibernation slows down the metabolism almost to nothing. Something that’s hibernating might seem undead to someone who dug it up. It explains that part of the vampire legend too.’

‘Even if he was a vampire, why start the apocalypse? Why not, I don’t know, live in a Transylvanian castle drinking the blood of virgins or whatever?’

‘But that’s exactly why. There’s two things all the legends say about vampires. They live forever, and they kill people and drink their blood. They’re obligate cannibals, just like the second generation of phages.’ Nicky looked into his eyes, willing him to believe her.

‘So you’re saying the price of immortality was that he had to kill,’ Niamh said. ‘That he has to keep killing.’ She wasn’t looking at Nicky. Her eyes kept darting about, as if she was searching for an escape from this madwoman.

‘Yes! But he couldn’t get away with murder, not for a second time and definitely not repeatedly. He already had a detective after him for killing his brother. He couldn’t hide in the world as it was. That’s what Cassie meant when she said the vampires lived on the margins of society, that they used to be powerful but not anymore. In the era of the internet and mass surveillance it was almost impossible to stay under the radar. So Cade needed to create a world without all that. It’s the Purloined Letter. A vampire hides where you expect to find one – where his victims won’t draw attention because there’s a billion others exactly like them. In the middle of a vampire apocalypse.’

Ollie looked, for the first time, as if he believed her. He paled, reaching out to a nearby gravestone for support. ‘Shit. But that means we have to start from scratch. All the stuff we learned about phages, all the defences don’t matter. Not if vampires are real. There’s a whole new set of rules and we don’t know them.’

‘Sweet Jesus,’ Niamh said. ‘It does make sense. It’s why he’s been messing with the phages, making everything worse. He can’t have society rebuilding. Not when he needs the chaos to hide the murders.’

Nicky nodded. ‘He probably thought we’d revert to savagery or something, once he started the apocalypse. He wouldn’t expect people to co-operate and band together. He’d assume everyone was as terrible as he –’

She broke off as three things happened simultaneously.

Gunfire sounded, loud and near. Two men she had a moment to register as familiar, as probably Meredith’s, streaked across the grass, heading towards whoever was shooting. And Niamh flung herself at Nicky and bore her to the ground.

She could barely follow what happened next, squashed beneath Niamh’s compact weight. She saw Ollie silhouetted against the sky above her. Another shot sounded and he flung himself to the ground too as more feet pounded towards them.

With her head pressed to the ground, she had a sideways, distorted view as if a giant was striding over her. There was a cry of pain, another rattle of gunfire, and then the more distant sound of an engine gunning and tyres churning gravel as they sped off.

After a couple of breaths of silence, Niamh rose to her feet and offered Nicky her hand.

‘What the heck happened?’ Ollie asked, still crouched on the ground.

‘You were attacked,’ Niamh said calmly. ‘Don’t worry, I had enough people in cover nearby to see them off. John!’ This was to a burly man striding towards them through the grass. ‘Any casualties?’

‘None on our side, one on theirs, but they carried him off.’

‘They got away?’ Niamh asked.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Orders said to guard the principals so we didn’t pursue.’

Niamh nodded sharply. ‘Report back to HQ. The Guvnor’ll want to know she’s OK.’

Nicky felt a knot of anger tighten in her chest. ‘You knew. You knew they were going to come for us. Meredith knew.’

‘We’d better head home,’ Niamh said, dodging the question much as her boss often did. She turned back to John. ‘Put the skeleton in the boot, then let’s get out of here.’

Nicky seethed quietly for the first half hour of the journey, turning it over and over in her mind. Ollie looked like he was about to speak at one point, then saw the expression on her face and thought better of it.

Finally she said, to him and to Niamh, ‘She did this on purpose. She used us as bait. Christ, she admitted that’s what she does, but I stupidly didn’t think she meant me.’

‘Sorry,’ Niamh said, not sounding very sorry at all. ‘When me and the Guv were planning it, we decided not to read you in. You’ve got no kind of poker face. You’d have given the whole game away.’

Nicky hated the way she used the word ‘game’. She hated that Meredith had confided in this woman and not in her.

Ollie gave her shoulder a hard, supportive squeeze, which she appreciated, but she couldn’t face talking to him. He was in his rights to give her an I-told-you-so and she didn’t want to hear it.

Niamh glanced at her occasionally in the rear-view mirror. She looked like she was trying to figure out what Nicky was thinking, so she could report it back to Meredith. Which of course only made her angrier.

What made it worse was that she knew Meredith and Niamh had a point. If she’d known that she and Ollie were being used to lure out Cade’s people, she would have been utterly incapable of acting naturally.

When they were approaching the suburban sprawl that surrounded York, Niamh took one last, long look at Nicky in the mirror, and then braked. Around her, the convoy slowed to a stop too, right there in the middle of the road. It wasn’t like there was any other traffic, but it still felt unsettling to be parked in the centre of a dual carriageway.

‘What’s happening?’ Ollie asked. ‘Did they follow us?’

‘No.’ Niamh undid her seatbelt and turned so she could look Nicky in the eye. ‘You were never in any danger. Not for a second.’

Nicky folded her arms. ‘OK.’

‘I sent my people to stake out the graveyard yesterday, before the Guvnor spoke to you. There were two snipers watching the whole thing. The Badge read us all the riot act before the op –’

‘The Badge?’

‘Mr Laurent.’ And then, at Nicky’s continued blank look: ‘Jules.’

‘Are you people allergic to actual names?’

Niamh grinned, which made her look a lot more human and harder to be angry with. She wasn’t really to blame for this anyway. She’d been following her orders. And now Nicky had calmed down a bit, she could admit that she and Ollie were still alive because Niamh had executed those orders so competently.

Niamh’s sharp eyes took in Nicky’s expression, as if carefully calibrating her reaction. ‘Jules told us if anything happened to you, he’d have our guts for garters. And whatever he did wouldn’t be half so bad as what the Guvnor would, if we let them harm a hair on your head.’

Nicky didn’t want to feel comforted by that. She fought very hard against it, not entirely successfully. ‘She still should have told me.’

‘You’ll have to take that up with her.’ Niamh released the handbrake, and they drove the last miles to Imphal.

When they pulled into the underground vehicle bay, Nicky saw that she’d be taking it up with Meredith sooner rather than later. She was waiting for them, wearing an emerald-green dress that looked extraordinarily good on her. Nicky really wished she could make herself stop noticing that sort of thing.

But because she was, as usual, paying an excessive amount of attention to Meredith, she saw her expression as they stepped out of the car. She saw the brief, unguarded flicker of relief, before Meredith schooled her face into its usual bland mask. A little more of the tension eased from Nicky’s body.

‘Exactly how cross are you?’ Meredith asked as she approached.

Ollie looked at her, then at Nicky, then said, ‘I’ll go with the skeleton to the labs.’

‘Thanks,’ Nicky said to him, her eyes still on Meredith.

‘Well?’ Meredith asked.

Nicky shrugged. ‘Pretty cross.’

‘You understand why I didn’t tell you?’

‘I can understand without liking it.’

Niamh and the rest of the entourage had quickly absented themselves from the area, so it was only the two of them now. Meredith reached for her hand and Nicky let her take it. She allowed Meredith to lead her towards the exit into Imphal’s central quad.

‘It’s your lovely face that’s the problem,’ Meredith said.

‘Really? That’s what you’re going with?’ But Nicky could hear in her own voice that the anger was gone, and so could Meredith.

She stopped once they were in daylight to run her fingers lightly across Nicky’s cheekbone. ‘I wouldn’t change it for the world, of course. But it’s awfully easy to read.’

‘That’s what you like about it.’ But she was blushing with pleasure despite herself. Meredith’s compliments were rare enough to be enjoyed even when they were, as ever, back-handed. ‘It was a waste of time, anyway. They got away.’

‘Hmm.’ Meredith glanced across the quad, where two of Niamh’s guys were carrying the skeleton carefully between them on a tarp. ‘I see my hunch about the grave was right. Are you ready to tell me your thoughts now?’ The rebuke was subtle, but unmistakeably there.

‘OK. Firstly, me not telling you a theory I’m not sure about yet isn’t even slightly equivalent to you not telling me you’re planning to send me into an ambush.’

‘Ah, so you have confirmed it, then.’

‘Not the point. But yeah. Pretty much.’

‘So?’ Meredith eyes were fixed on her expectantly.

‘OK. Right. This is what I think…’ She looked away from Meredith. It was easier to say something crazy when she wasn’t watching someone react to it in real time.

After she’d finished going through the same spiel she’d given Ollie and Niamh, she chanced a quick glance at Meredith. She wasn’t looking like she was about to call for a straitjacket, so that was a relief. She actually looked shaken, if only for a moment. But then Nicky had told her that her ex-husband was a vampire. A normal person would probably be running for the hills.

Meredith just drew in a deep breath, then said, ‘It certainly fits with the evidence. It isn’t proven by it.’

‘I know. I’m hoping there’ll be enough DNA on the skeleton for them to run tests. And if it comes out as not human, but not phage either, then at least we’d have a bit of evidence, wouldn’t we?’

Before Meredith could answer, her eyes were caught by something over Nicky’s shoulder. ‘Joe, a word if you please,’ she said loudly.

He was walking towards the canteen in a group that included Gary, Nobby and a couple of Imphal’s carpenters. He looked momentarily startled, then trotted towards them across the quad. The rest of the group stopped to watch.

Nicky was very aware of Meredith’s hand in hers and the closeness of their bodies.

‘Everything alright, Guv?’ Joe asked as he approached.

Meredith released Nicky’s hand. ‘I don’t know. You tell me.’

Her tone was pleasant. Her face was completely calm. And yet, at her words, a chill of terror ran down Nicky’s spine.

Joe seemed to feel it too. His throat bobbed as he swallowed and his eyes darted sideways, as if searching for exits.

Several of Meredith’s people had stayed behind when the body was taken away. They weren’t close, but their eyes were on Joe. And almost certainly not by chance, they were all standing between him and any escape route.

Had Meredith found out about Joe making a pass at her? But even if she had, why would she care? She’d seen Nicky on an actual date with Lucy and not seemed bothered at all.

‘I know the job over at Hithe Farm’s running a couple of days late, but we’ll be done soon,’ Joe said. His voice wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t shaking, but it sounded thin.

Meredith raised an eyebrow, in that way she did when she didn’t believe a word you were saying. ‘I’m not terrifically interested in Hithe Farm. I’m much more interested in who you sent that message to yesterday. It must have been awfully important, since you crept out at three in the morning to deliver it.’

There was a flash of panic on Joe’s face. It had always been bony, the cheekbones and jaw slightly too prominent. Now, with the tightness of his eyes and mouth, Nicky was suddenly very conscious of the skull beneath his skin.

She found herself willing him on, desperately hoping that he’d find the right thing to say to make this awful situation end.

He looked at Meredith, at Nicky, at the soldiers dotted around the quad, and finally back to Meredith. And then he sighed, and with the out-breath, all the tension drained out of him. But he didn’t look like he’d suddenly realised everything was OK. He looked like a man who’d accepted that it was already too late.

All around, people had stopped to watch the conversation. Even the ones who were too far away to hear it could tell that something was very wrong.

‘This is what I think has been going on,’ Meredith said. ‘Please do tell me if I’m mistaken. I believe you were contacting your Lancaster friends to tell them what you’d overheard in the canteen that lunchtime. You couldn’t be sure what they’d do with the information, of course, but you must have had a fair idea. After all, you’ve been spying on Nicky for them since you arrived here.’

There was a long, horrible silence. Nicky stepped back from both of them. She stared at Meredith, still looking absolutely calm, then at Joe.

His eyes darted away from her, and in that moment, she knew that it was all true.

‘This is your chance to deny it,’ Meredith said.

Nicky saw Joe’s hands, clenching and unclenching at his sides. A moment passed, then he turned to her and said, ‘It wasn’t personal. You’re alright. But you’re with her.’ He turned back to Meredith and added, far more coldly. ‘The only reason she’s still alive is that he wants to kill her himself.’

Meredith nodded. ‘Yes, I see.’ Then, so quickly and casually that Nicky barely registered it was happening, she pulled out the small gun she kept holstered on her thigh, put the barrel between Joe’s eyes and pulled the trigger.

He didn’t even twitch. He dropped without a sound while the gunshot echoed back at them from the buildings all around.

Meredith looked at his corpse dispassionately for a second, and then turned to Nicky.

She backed away a step. It wasn’t a conscious choice. She could see a single fleck of red on Meredith’s cheek. The gun was still in her hand.

‘Nicky –’ she said, but Nicky didn’t stay to hear the rest. She turned and ran away.


Chapter 29


The Scorpion and the Frog



Nicky went back to her own room, lay on her bed and shook. At one point there was a knock on her door, probably Ollie, but she ignored it. And then, when she’d pulled herself together, she went to see Jules.

He gave her his usual blank, unreadable look, but she was sure he knew what had happened. Everyone in Imphal must know by now.

‘Give me the file on Joe,’ she said. ‘You must have one, right? I want to see it.’

He studied her for a moment, perhaps assessing whether it was worth the argument. Then he went and got the file for her. She took it back to her room to read it.

It was very extensive. They’d been suspicious of him for a long time, but the little trap they’d set for him in the canteen, using an unwitting Nicky to sell it, must have been the final bit of evidence that clinched it.

He’d been one of the group of soldiers controlling that community in Lancaster, the ones who’d allied themselves with Cade. Meredith had armed the enslaved people there, and at a very high cost, they’d overthrown the soldiers. Any they captured were tried and executed.

But some soldiers had escaped and others, Nicky now learned, had been away when the enslaved people rose up. They’d chosen that day to rebel for exactly that reason: to minimise the resistance.

Joe had been part of the absent group. He’d been away on the day Nicky and Meredith visited, too. That’s why he’d been chosen for this mission. They could be confident that he wouldn’t be recognised.

The files didn’t say, but Nicky guessed that he’d been told to get close to her in any way he could. He’d signed up for the electrician training immediately after she had. He’d always paid a bit too much attention to her, but Gary had provided him a ready-made excuse when he’d accused Joe of hitting on her, and Joe had run with it. And because of that, it had never occurred to her to find his behaviour suspicious.

He’d been feeding all sorts of information about Imphal back to his comrades. He was the reason they’d been attacked at Cade’s London house, and why the trap in Ambleside had been ready for her and Meredith. And of course there was that morning’s attack.

After she’d read through the files, she picked them up and went to Meredith’s house. Meredith wasn’t in – probably dealing with the aftereffects of her summary execution – but Nicky waited. She was too keyed up to sit down. She paced a track through the thick carpet for two hours before the door finally opened and Meredith walked in.

‘Oh good, you’re here,’ she said. ‘I was worried I’d have to send out a search party.’ She sounded completely normal, exactly the way she’d sounded before she shot a young man in the head at point blank range.

‘I’m not running away,’ Nicky said. ‘I want to have this conversation.’

‘I’m sure you do. But I’m rather pressed for time, so perhaps I can run through the highlights for you so we can move on to something more fun. I have a lot of important meetings over the next few days and I’ll need you to help me unwind.’

‘I’m not your fucking stress relief!’ Nicky surprised herself with the burst of anger.

Meredith was unfazed. ‘Well, you do have a few other uses. You’re about to tell me that it was terribly morally wrong to shoot a man in cold blood. I’m going to counter by reminding you that he was a spy and a traitor. You, in your charmingly upstanding way, will say that he should have had a fair trial or been imprisoned or some other unrealistic thing, and then we’ll agree to disagree. Is that about the long and the short of it?’

‘No it isn’t! I’m not “agreeing to disagree” about murder!’

Meredith sighed. ‘He tried to arrange your death, Nicky, not to mention the deaths of seven of my people in Ambleside. I can’t imagine what else you thought I was going to do.’

‘Tell me about it, for a start!’

‘You know perfectly well why I didn’t. Besides, I couldn’t be sure he was their inside man until today’s events. There were a few other possible candidates. I made sure none of them were in the canteen when I talked to you about the trip.’

Nicky threw the files onto the dining table. The pages scattered and some slid to the floor. ‘I read this. He was only twenty-one. That made him seventeen when the Bloodletting happened. He’d just joined the army as a junior soldier when everyone he’d ever known died. Those soldiers in Lancaster were bastards, but they were all he had, and you killed them. I don’t blame him for wanting revenge.’

‘How very magnanimous of you,’ Meredith said, an edge of anger finally entering her voice. ‘So you wanted me to do what? Rehabilitate him? Start a programme of restorative justice? I suppose I could have kept him alive and attempted to torture some information on his chums out of him. It’s unlikely to have worked, but it might have been worth a shot. Would you have preferred that?’

‘God, you really are a monster.’

Meredith’s smile was the sharpest thing Nicky had ever seen. ‘No more of a monster than I was yesterday, when you were begging to put your mouth on me.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ Nicky’s hands were shaking, and she balled them into fists to hide it. ‘I’ll tell you what I wanted – I wanted you to give him a chance.’

‘A chance to do what, precisely?’

‘To grow up! It’s not like giving people a second chance is this ridiculous, out-there idea. Look at Ellis. Three years ago he betrayed everyone at Eastfields. What he did was every bit as bad as what Joe did. But Beth didn’t kill him. She took him in, and now he’s one of my best friends.’

‘Yes, it was very foolish of her. If she’d asked me at the time, I’d have advised her strongly against it. It was pure chance that Ellis chose to reform. Beth’s act of mercy could have caused the deaths of the whole community.’

Nicky sat on the sofa, suddenly exhausted. She couldn’t pretend this was new information about Meredith. She’d known it all along and chosen to ignore it. What kind of hypocrite was she, that she only paid attention when she was personally confronted with it?

‘It wasn’t chance,’ she said quietly. ‘They showed Ellis there was a better way, and he took it. People can change. They do, all the time. I’ve got to believe that, or what’s the point of anything?’

‘Very little, it seems,’ Meredith said with finality. ‘Well, I have an early start tomorrow, so I’m going to bed.’

After one last long look at her, Meredith turned her back and went upstairs. There was the sound of her footsteps across the hallway, and then a tap running. Nicky knew she’d be standing in front of the mirror, carefully removing her make-up.

She could picture it exactly. She could see the small, precise motions of Meredith’s hands. Those hands had touched Nicky everywhere she could be touched. She loved the feel of them, those slender, elegant fingers, and the surprising strength in them. She could feel the ghost of their touch across her lips, her cheeks. And she could see those same fingers, tightening around the trigger as Meredith killed Joe.

She could go back to her own room. She probably should. But she found that she wasn’t quite ready to make the statement that this would represent. She had no idea why, except every time she thought of doing it, she found herself remembering other times with Meredith.

Because the woman who could kill a man in cold blood without a shred of remorse, was also the woman who’d comforted her after she’d learned her mother was dead, then made a joke of it, because she’d known Nicky wouldn’t accept the comfort otherwise. She was the same woman who’d kept her company while she waited in terror to learn if she was infected with the v-strain, and promised not to abandon her, if her depression returned.

Nicky just didn’t know how to reconcile those two halves of Meredith. She recognised now that she’d never really tried.

So she didn’t leave. She stripped to her briefs and t-shirt, found an angora throw in one of the wardrobes, and curled up beneath it on the sofa. She couldn’t sleep, not at all. But when, hours later, she heard the bedroom door open and the soft pad of Meredith’s footsteps, she closed her eyes and evened out her breathing until the front door clicked shut.

A little later, there was a knock. It was Ollie, who looked like he hadn’t slept much more than she had. She stood aside to let him in then followed him into the sitting room.

He stopped and gawped.

‘Yeah, I know,’ she said, shamefaced. She’d become far too used to the luxury in which Meredith chose to live.

‘Is that a genuine Rothko?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. Probably?’

He wandered over to the bookshelf, pulling out volumes at random. ‘Flipping heck, are these books all first editions?’

‘You’ve met Meredith.’

‘Yeah.’ He put back the copy of Hard Times he was leafing through and turned to her. ‘Do you know anything about vampire bat teeth?’

Even by his standards, this was quite an impressive non-sequitur. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Should I?’

‘It’s about your theory, the vampire thing. I was thinking about it, and I couldn’t see how it could be true and no one know about it. If vampires have been around for centuries, why has no one ever dug up a skeleton with pointy teeth? You’ve seen pictures of skeletons. Normally the teeth are the best-preserved part, because of the enamel. They decay slower than bone.’

‘Oh. That’s a really good point.’ Her gloomy mood grew even gloomier. If this theory wasn’t true, she had nothing to replace it.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Except then I looked up vampire bat teeth, and it turns out the reason they’re so sharp is because they haven’t got any enamel. It’s an adaptation. So if vampire teeth were the same, they’d decay pretty fast. It explains why we’ve never found any.’

The gloom cleared a little. ‘Does this mean you believe me?’

‘It means I think it’s possible.’

She smiled. Ollie, unlike her, was a very grounded person. His endorsement was encouraging.

‘I wish I had another chance to talk to Jim Foster,’ she said. ‘We thought he was doing gain of function research for Cade. But it must have actually been loss of function, mustn’t it? He took the original vampire virus and did something to it so it turned people into phages rather than more vampires. Phages are like, I don’t know, an animal version of vampires. Not intelligent. Also pretty gross. Vampires look totally human, if Cade’s anything to go by. I mean apart from the teeth.’

He nodded. ‘Not surprised Cade didn’t want to make more vampires. He wouldn’t have wanted the competition. No phage is going to get in a power struggle with him, but another vampire might.’

‘Immortality for me and not for thee is very on-brand for him.’

Ollie studied her for a moment, then said, ‘I heard about what happened yesterday. Everyone’s talking about it.’

She swallowed back the tears that suddenly wanted to fall. ‘Do they blame me?’

‘What? No! Of course not. They blame Joe. Can’t believe what that bastard tried to do to you. And all while he was making up to you and pretending to be your friend.’

‘He didn’t deserve to die for it, though.’

‘Maybe not.’ But Ollie didn’t look convinced. She realised, to her shock, that he didn’t entirely disapprove of what Meredith had done. ‘Least they found him out in time,’ he added.

‘In time for what?’

‘Oh, didn’t Meredith tell you? Ania thinks she’s figured out where Cade’s been hiding. There’s a meeting this afternoon about it.’

‘Norway,’ Ania said, as soon as everyone was seated. It was the same select group of local leaders that had gathered to inspect the daylight phages, but there was one notable absence. Meredith was off on one of her goodwill tours. She’d apparently headed to the east coast to find new trading partners and, presumably, allies against Cade. Nicky couldn’t help wondering if the timing of the trip had something to do with their argument last night.

Jules was standing in for Meredith, but it was Ania who was holding court. She was actually giving a PowerPoint presentation, complete with clicker and screen, all of which Meredith had presumably sourced for her. In other circumstances Nicky would have found the incongruity of it funny.

‘I’ve been conducting interviews,’ Ania was saying. ‘There’s a lot of noise and not much signal. But four people all said the same thing. He’s got a base in Norway, somewhere in the region of Trondheim.’

‘People can lie. Cade could have planted them,’ Simon said. ‘Look at what happened in Ambleside.’

‘Yes. So I looked for independent confirmation. And I found it.’

She pressed her clicker and a slide was projected showing the photos that Ollie had spotted in Cassie’s room, the pictures of her on holiday with Cade, somewhere that looked like northern Europe. Another slide showed a close-up of one section of a photo, a branch with white blossom on it. The next showed a botanical illustration of the same tree.

‘That’s Sorbus subsimilis,’ Ania said. ‘A whitebeam that’s only found in Norway. I also used the photos to make a topographical map of the area around the house. Approximate, but close enough. Then I compared it to maps of the Trondheim Fjord to see if there were any places that matched. There’s one.’

‘Very well, Ms Brzezinski,’ Beth said. ‘Let’s accept you’ve correctly located the house. Why are we so sure that’s where Mr Cade is to be found?’

‘More HUMINT,’ Niamh said. ‘We’ve been getting reports for weeks now from the Whitby fishing fleet. They’ve been seeing boats on the water to the north, on bearings that look like they’re travelling between Scotland and Scandinavia. But whoever they are, they’ve not made contact. They sail away if ever they’re approached. One time they fired on a vessel that got too close. We learned about it because the survivors made it back to shore on a life raft.’

‘We think the boats are carrying a cargo of phages,’ Jules said.

That earned him a lot of incredulous stares.

‘Daylight phages,’ he clarified. ‘Caught and injected in Norway, then released here.’

‘Why? Why not make them here?’ Simon asked. ‘That’s got to be easier.’

‘Supply,’ Niamh said. ‘We know from reports at the time that northern countries did very badly in the Bloodletting. It happened in winter, and they weren’t getting much daylight, especially in those deep dark woods. It’s possible the whole area’s depopulated. Of humans, anyway. If you want to catch some phages without getting caught yourself, that’d be the place to do it.’

Simon leaned back in his chair, tapping his lip thoughtfully. ‘OK. It’s a theory. The evidence is pretty circumstantial.’

‘That’s why we’re sending a scouting expedition,’ Niamh said. ‘Small group to get the lie of the land.’

Nicky looked at Ollie, and when their eyes met, she knew that they were thinking the exact same thing. ‘Then the two of us need to go,’ she said.


Chapter 30


And the Deep Blue Sea



‘Ms Hind doesn’t want you there,’ Jules said flatly. He’d clearly been anticipating this. ‘You’ll get in the way.’

‘Getting in the way is sort of in my job description,’ Nicky countered. ‘The job she made me go back to. And if it’s a scouting expedition, you need us there. We’re the ones who’ve been investigating Cade. We’ll know what to look for.’ And they had a theory that needed more evidence, too.

‘This isn’t about your investigation,’ Jules said, as if he could read her mind. ‘This is a military op.’

She decided to abandon that angle of attack and try a softer target, because this wasn’t just Meredith’s show. Other people were involved, which meant other people got a say too. For the rest of the meeting she stayed silent, then followed Simon out.

‘Meredith is right,’ he said. ‘It’s not the place for a civilian.’

‘I’m not exactly a civilian, though.’

He scratched a hand through his scraggly white stubble. She’d never seen him so unshaven before. But then everyone was under a huge amount of stress. They all knew how close to disaster they were.

‘I’ve seen you turn pale at the thought of even touching a gun, Nichola,’ he said.

‘But we’re not going to fight. We’re going to collect evidence.’

‘Evidence of what? You proved Cade started the whole shebang. What else are you looking for?’

She hesitated. Ollie knew her theory, as did Meredith and a few of her people. But she hadn’t broadcast it anywhere else. She didn’t see any point, until she had proof. Based on everyone’s reactions to date, she was going to have an extremely uphill battle to get anyone to believe her.

On the other hand, Simon wasn’t anyone. ‘I’ve got a theory about why he did it,’ she said. ‘A really out-there one. I can tell you if you want, but you’re not going to believe it unless I get some proof. Norway might be our one chance to find the evidence, and we need to get to it before he destroys it. If I’m right, it’s going to change how we deal with him.’

Simon studied her for an uncomfortably long time, then said, ‘Alright. I’ll see what I can do.’

That evening, she forced herself to go to the tradespeople’s common room. She hadn’t been able to face them since what had happened to Joe, which several of them had been there to witness. She hadn’t been paying attention to them at the time, but when she thought about it afterwards, she could recall the shock on Gary’s face and the blank disbelief on Nobby’s.

When she walked into the common room, she was expecting… she wasn’t sure what. Stares. Hostility, for sure.

‘Alright, Nicky,’ Gary said, not taking his eyes off the whist hand he was holding.

She had to wait until he’d finished the game before she could take him aside and say, ‘I’m really, really sorry about what happened.’

‘Why, what have you done now?’

‘I mean about, you know, Joe.’

His expression twisted with anger. ‘That two-faced cunt! What have you got to be sorry about? He got what was coming to him.’

And that, she discovered, was pretty much how everyone in Imphal felt about the matter. They blamed Joe for the deaths in Ambleside and they weren’t wrong. But she hated that she was the only one who was mourning him. He’d had an infectious smile and he’d made her laugh. He’d encouraged her, too, when she’d doubted herself. Like everyone, he’d been better than the very worst parts of him.

The next day – one day before the expedition was due to set out – Niamh came and sat beside her in the canteen.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘You got what you wanted. You can come to Norway.’

Nicky smiled tentatively at her. ‘That’s great. Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me, your Simon fellow didn’t leave me much choice. He said whatever we found, no one back home was going to believe it from the Guvnor’s people. Everyone would think it was some trick of hers. So if we wanted his help, we had to take you along as witnesses.’

‘Oh. That might actually be true.’

‘The Guvnor isn’t happy about it.’

‘You spoke to her?’ Nicky didn’t like how unsure her voice sounded. If Meredith had contacted Imphal, she’d made no effort to speak to Nicky when she did.

‘Got lectured by her, more like. She said I was to keep you out of trouble, if that’s possible with what a disaster magnet you are.’

‘Her exact words, I assume,’ Nicky said.

‘Yep. So you need to follow orders and you need to be careful. Because if anything happens to you, my life won’t be worth living. She said that too.’

‘OK,’ Nicky said, ‘I understand.’

She didn’t know what to make of the suggestion that if she came to harm, Meredith might punish Niamh. She could have taken it as a compliment, but it felt more like another manipulation. On Meredith’s orders, Niamh had made herself a sort of hostage against Nicky’s good behaviour.

God, why did everything with her have to be so complicated? The only thing that ever felt simple between them was the sex.

When the day of departure arrived, Meredith still hadn’t returned from her travels. Nicky started packing in her room, then realised she’d have to go to Meredith’s house to finish it because so much of her stuff was there.

The subtle scent of the place hit her as she walked in. She hadn’t noticed it before, when she’d been basically living there: a mixture of wax wood polish and lingering traces of perfume. A wave of longing for Meredith swept over her, a fierce desire not to have her but simply to be with her, to be in her presence. She did her best to ignore it as she packed.

After lunch, they set off for Whitby. Niamh brought nearly a dozen of her people with her, probably at least half of them for Nicky’s benefit. She was determinedly not feeling guilty about that.

It was a gloomy day, the cold rain drizzling down and the sky unrelentingly, tediously grey. They were aiming for a two o’clock departure, when the tidal streams would apparently be in their favour.

‘I suppose it is appropriate,’ Ollie said, as Whitby’s orange-tiled roofs came into view on the horizon. ‘That’s where Dracula’s ship landed.’

‘Wasn’t everyone on the ship dead?’ Niamh asked.

‘I’m not advocating a full reenactment.’

The harbour looked much the same as the last time Nicky had been there, on a trip with Meredith. The same two piers bracketed it and the same hodgepodge of buildings lined the quay, from the many centuries the town had stood. Some of the same people stopped to stare as their convoy drew up.

Back then, Meredith had accused Nicky – correctly – of eyeing her up. They’d been sitting at one of those rusting wrought iron tables on the shorefront. A seagull perched on a post nearby, just like it had then, but it took flight when Nicky exited the car.

The harbour itself was mostly empty. The fishing fleet must be out at sea. There were only a few small dinghies moored there and a far bigger motorboat that Niamh led them towards. It was very sleek and military-looking, gunmetal grey.

‘She’ll get up to fifty knots in the right conditions,’ Niamh said. ‘But it’s a fair old way to Norway. We should arrive at dawn.’

Meredith’s people loaded up the boat with a few crates and a large collection of weapons, then Nicky and Ollie were ushered on board. It smelled of fresh paint, and as Nicky was led to her cabin, she wondered if Meredith had acquired the craft recently. If she had, she hadn’t bothered to tell Nicky about it.

The cabin was tiny and metal, full of sharp angles that looked like they’d do her a mischief if she wasn’t careful. There was barely room to stand between the narrow bed and the wall. It reminded her of the former larder that had once been her bedroom in Mill Estate.

The whole boat vibrated as the engine came on. A moment later, she staggered and nearly fell as it lurched into motion. The little cabin felt very claustrophobic and the smell of the paint was giving her a headache. She wanted to watch them leave, anyway. She’d taken the ferry over to France a few times with her mum and she’d always liked to see the land draw away as the sea enveloped them. It made the trip feel real, somehow.

When she climbed the steep stairs to the deck, she was surprised to see that the coast was already quite a distance away. Niamh hadn’t been wrong that this boat was nippy. Nicky could see not only Whitby but the indent of Runswick Bay to the north, and further up the coast, a blur of buildings that might have been the beginnings of Newcastle.

She had the deck to herself, until she heard the metallic clang of feet on the stairs. A moment later Ollie shot out, rushed to the railing, and leaned over it to vomit copiously.

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Are you OK?’

He briefly turned a very green face to her, before leaning back over for another spurt.

‘Obviously not,’ she amended. ‘I didn’t know you got seasick.’

‘Neither did I,’ he mumbled. ‘I’ve only ever flown before.’

The saltwater spray from the boat’s passage was invigorating – to her, at least – but the breeze that whipped past was icy. The coast was growing more and more distant as the choppy grey waves of the North Sea buffeted the boat. It felt like a very small island in a vast, hostile environment.

She shivered. ‘I’m going downstairs.’

‘They call it below on a boat,’ Ollie said, before vomiting again.

She didn’t much fancy her cabin, but she was at a loss for where else to go. The boat clearly hadn’t been designed with the comfort of the sailors in mind. The biggest room was the bridge, but she took one peep and quickly retreated. There were lots of serious-looking instruments and serious-looking soldiers scanning them, and she’d be in the way.

Further down the same corridor, though, she found a space that seemed to be some kind of recreation area. There was a round mark on the wall, a cleaner patch on the grey that might once have held a dartboard. A few slightly disreputable magazines were mouldering in one corner. She was desultorily leafing through them when Niamh stepped through the door.

‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Grub’s up.’

‘I’m not really hungry.’ Nicky hadn’t had much of an appetite since Joe’s death. The smell of Ollie’s vomit hadn’t helped, either.

‘Fair do’s,’ Niamh said and disappeared back through the door. But about five minutes later she shouldered it open again, balancing a tray and holding a bottle of red wine under her arm. Despite the way the boat rocked on the swell she was completely steady on her feet.

‘Grab that, will you.’ Niamh nodded at the wine.

Bemused, Nicky did as she was asked.

The tray held two bowls of some kind of pasta, cutlery, wineglasses and a corkscrew, which Niamh also pushed over to Nicky. ‘You do the honours. Skipping scoff the day before a big op is a rookie error.’

‘Whereas getting drunk before a big op is a fantastic idea,’ Nicky said, but she opened the wine.

Niamh poured them two generous glasses. ‘Lightweight. Anyway, we might die tomorrow. Do you want to spend your last night on earth being boring and sensible?’

‘Probably, yeah.’ Nicky took a large gulp of the wine anyway. ‘Do you really think the op is that dangerous?’

‘They’re all dangerous. That’s why she pays us the big bucks.’

‘Meredith doesn’t pay you anything.’

‘Metaphorically speaking.’

The boat’s lighting was dim and the dark walls made it even more oppressive. Nicky tried to read Niamh’s face, but it was shadowed and impenetrable, despite her friendly manner.

‘You were with her before the apocalypse, weren’t you?’ Nicky said.

She expected Niamh to clam up. Meredith’s people always had, when Nicky tried to dig. But Niamh said, ‘Sure enough. Eight years on the clock before the Bloodletting.’

‘Really?’ Niamh had such a sweet, innocent face, Nicky had assumed she was in her early twenties. She looked like she might need time off being a mercenary to finish her homework.

‘I’ve never looked my age,’ Niamh said. ‘That’s why they call me Babyface Magee.’

‘Do they?’

‘No, you eejit. They call me Colonel Brennan.’

‘And I suppose they call me “the principal”,’ Nicky said, a little bitterly. ‘Because apparently I’m a job and not a person.’

‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist about it. We’re pros – we take our work seriously.’

Niamh was by far the chattiest of Meredith’s people that Nicky had met. Of course, she was also the head of covert ops, so nothing she said could be taken at face value.

‘But they must resent it, right?’ Nicky said. ‘Having to babysit this useless civilian who appeared out of nowhere and suddenly became Meredith’s…’ She stalled on the word.

‘Main squeeze,’ Niamh suggested.

‘Yeah, that’ll do.’

Niamh shrugged a peculiarly one-shouldered shrug. ‘I’m sure there’s a few that wonder who the hell you think you are. But as for the rest of us… there’s a lot who think you’re the reason she stays in Imphal, even now when things are rough. And we like it there.’

‘I’m not the reason she stays! She came to Imphal because she wanted to take down Barnaby Cade. And she was interested in me because she wanted to use me to do it. You must know about that. I bet you helped her plan it.’

‘I did,’ Niamh said, unapologetically.

Nicky let it go. It was rapidly falling down the list of things that Meredith had done to piss her off recently. ‘And she stays in Imphal because she’s safe there and she’s got a power base and a ridiculously nice life.’

‘True enough, but you’re part of that nice life.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ Nicky said. She was a glass of wine down now, and feeling it.

Niamh had downed two to Nicky’s one and wasn’t showing any effects at all. She squinted at Nicky thoughtfully. ‘Trouble in paradise?’

‘Is it paradise if it’s got the actual devil in it?’

‘Yes. Have you never cracked open a Bible?’

‘Oh yeah, I forgot.’ Nicky shovelled in another forkful of the excellent carbonara to give her an excuse to avoid Niamh’s eyes. She didn’t like how perceptive they were. But then she found that she wanted to talk about it. Needed to, even. There was something deceptively intimate about this conversation in a dark cabin in a small boat in the middle of the sea.

‘She murdered Joe for me,’ Nicky said. ‘You know that too, right? She killed him because he was plotting to have me killed.’

Niamh stopped eating to give her a withering look. ‘Bollocks! She didn’t kill that boy for you. If he’d laid a hand on you, it might have been a different story. But she shot him pour encourager les autres.’ Her French accent was atrocious. ‘He was a traitor. She couldn’t let that stand.’

There was truth in that, Nicky knew, but it didn’t make her feel much better.

‘And I’ll tell you another thing for free,’ Niamh said. ‘She did it that way, in front of you, knowing how you’d react, because that’s how you’d react. Anyone can see you’re a soft touch. She had to show people that she hasn’t gone soft herself, just to keep you sweet – that you couldn’t stop her doing something, if it needed done. She can’t afford to look weak, not for you, not for anyone.’

God, that was probably true as well. It was like every action of Meredith’s needed to be put under a microscope, to see all the different layers of motivation.

Nicky poured them both another glass. It was turning into that sort of night. The wind was picking up outside. She could hear it gusting even over the low growl of the engine, and the motion of the boat was getting more violent. She didn’t imagine she’d be sleeping much.

‘Doesn’t it bother you, though, how little of a shit she gives?’ she asked Niamh. ‘People can die, she can kill them, she can kill this kid who’s barely twenty-one, and she just doesn’t care.’

‘That’s how it’s got to be, if you want to make the hard choices, and in our line of work you have to make them every day. If you let it upset you, you lose your bottle. Then you’re arse-all use to anyone. The Guvnor’s the Guvnor because she doesn’t care.’

Nicky studied her, this very well-balanced, normal-seeming woman. ‘But how can you follow someone who wouldn’t bat an eye if you died tomorrow?’

Niamh shrugged her odd shrug again. ‘Because she works really hard to make sure I don’t – that none of us do. Harder than anyone I’ve ever served under. And if I die anyway, I won’t be around to mind that she isn’t wailing and gnashing her teeth at my funeral.’

They moved onto easier topics: details of the op, the logistics of getting to Cade’s cabin in the woods, which Ania had said was a couple of miles from the coast.

But when they’d polished off the last of the wine, Niamh’s eyes flicked over Nicky. Then she said, ‘There’s never been anyone else like you. For her, I mean. She took her fun when she fancied it and she was fond of a few of them, no doubt.’ She laughed. ‘There was this journalist…’

‘Jess Rey?’ Nicky said.

‘That’s the one. The Guvnor respected her. They both knew the score. The first time they hooked up, Jess was trying to get the scoop on the warlord who’d hired us. We couldn’t be having that. She went to bed with the boss and woke up four thousand miles away in a Pakistani jail. I heard it took her a week to get herself out, but there were no hard feelings. And she came back for more, a few months later. Guess the Guvnor must be quite something in that department.’

Fortunately, the flush of the alcohol hid Nicky’s blush.

‘There’s never been a soul who looks at her the way you do,’ Niamh said. ‘And she’s never put up with the shit from anyone else she puts up with from you.’

‘I’m the shit-putter-upper with, not her!’

Niamh looked entirely serious as she said, ‘She cares about you, Nicky. But she has her ways, and you won’t be changing her.’


Chapter 31


And No Pitch Hot



Nicky was rocked awake by the gentle bobbing of the boat. It felt entirely different from the wild swaying on the open sea, and when she peered through her porthole, she saw a narrow beach backed by a gloomy pine forest, both lightly dusted with snow. They’d arrived.

Niamh had supplied both her and Ollie with fatigues to wear for the op. Nicky dutifully put hers on, then laughed at Ollie when she saw him in his. He was the least soldierly human being she’d ever known. At least his face was no longer the same shade of green.

They’d both been given military rucksacks too. Nicky’s contained rain gear, two phones – satellite for emergencies and her normal one for recording evidence – food, a water bottle, a map and a compass. It made her feel like she was thirteen and on a school orienteering trip to Exmoor.

From the deck, she could see that they’d anchored up in a small cove in what appeared to be the middle of nowhere. The soldiers were positioning a gangplank from the deck to one of the granite rocks that littered the beach. To either side, the rocks rose up into jagged cliffs, while ahead, the sand gave way to grass and then the grass to forest. She stifled a yawn as she waited to disembark. As expected, she hadn’t slept well.

She wished she didn’t so badly want to believe Niamh when she said that Meredith cared. But Niamh’s loyalty was to Meredith, not Nicky. She’d said what she did for a reason, to manipulate her on Meredith’s behalf, not because it was true. It was very important to remember that.

‘Cade’s house is five klicks south of here,’ Niamh said. ‘Trondheim’s east. But we’ll get some elevation first, scope out the area before we commit to anything.’

Ollie didn’t seem to be listening. He was standing on the rocky strand, slowly turning in place.

‘What is it?’ Nicky asked. ‘Can you see something?’

His gaze, which had been on the horizon, switched back to her. ‘Only another whole country. It’s right peculiar being here, isn’t it? After the Bloodletting I didn’t think I’d ever get to leave home again.’

‘I always did want to visit the fjords.’ They shared a brief, warm smile. She was tremendously glad to have him there.

‘We’re not here to sightsee,’ Niamh said. ‘We need to get moving.’

They followed her across the icy grass that fringed the shore and into the trees beyond. The soldiers moved fast across the rough terrain. Nicky gritted her teeth and kept up. The forest was full of birdsong, subtly foreign, and the occasional growl of some other, larger animal. It could be dogs gone feral once their owners had died. Or maybe even wolves, this far north.

After a short while, they crossed the crumbling remains of a major road and then back into the trees again. But Nicky realised that they were walking along the remains of a trail. This area wasn’t quite as wild as it looked, or at least it once hadn’t been. A half hour climb later, and they’d reached what revealed itself to be the clifftop above a fjord.

‘Flipping heck, that’s a grand view,’ Ollie said.

It really was. The waters of the fjord were far below, deep and dark. To the south it was all dense forest and dramatic peaks, and to the east a city – presumably Trondheim – with its centre nestled in the crook of a broad river.

One of the soldiers was examining it through some serious-looking binoculars. After a moment he said ‘Fuck!’ and handed them to Niamh.

‘What is it?’ Ollie asked.

Niamh kept staring through the binoculars. Then she also said, ‘Fuck,’ and exchanged a glance with the first guy.

‘Can I have a look?’ Nicky asked timidly.

Niamh scowled at the view a moment longer, then finally handed the binoculars to her. Of course, she had absolutely no idea how to use them. After getting a blurry close-up of a branch and then a whole lot of sky, she took them away from her eyes again. ‘What exactly am I looking for?’

Niamh pointed towards the northern edge of the city, bordered by sea. ‘The port. The ship that’s in the port.’

It took some fiddling with the knobs before the view sprang suddenly and sharply into focus. Nicky saw long concrete jetties, a collection of various sized boats and yes, one very large ship, a ferry by the look of it. She couldn’t see anything else particularly alarming about it.

‘Look what they’re loading on it,’ Niamh said. ‘Look at the passenger terminal.’

It was the movement that drew Nicky’s eye, a milling group heading from a large, open building through some kind of kettling system towards the lower decks of the ship. Was this Cade’s private army? Was he planning an invasion? That was a lot of people.

Except, Nicky realised after watching for a few more seconds, it wasn’t an army at all – or not a human one, anyway. There was something unmistakably feral and horribly familiar in the way that enormous crowd was moving.

‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘Those are phages, aren’t they? He’s filling the ship up with phages.’

‘We thought they were bringing them in by sea,’ Niamh said. ‘But on small trawlers, a few at a time. Nothing like that. That’s an escalation, a huge one.’

‘How many phages could that ship hold?’ Nicky asked.

‘Five thousand? Jesus, a ferry that size it could be fifty thousand. It’s not like they need cabins. And you can pack them in as tight as you like. Phages don’t eat each other.’

Ollie took his own turn with the binoculars. When he was done, he rubbed his eyes as if that would somehow erase what he’d seen. ‘He must have been rounding them up for months. Injecting them with his new virus.’

‘They could be breeding already,’ Niamh said.

‘But when are they planning to set sail?’ Ollie asked.

Nicky had a terrible suspicion she knew the answer. Not all the activity on the docks was around the phages. It looked as if people were boarding the ferry too, onto the upper deck. Sailors, probably. ‘We haven’t got time to go all the way home to warn people, let alone bring back an attack force. We have to deal with this now.’

‘I have to deal with this now,’ Niamh said.

But it wasn’t only the phages and the sailors down there. Nicky had seen armed men too, a lot of them. And the docks were in the centre of the town. Who knew what sort of defences Cade had in place, or how many people he had on lookout. He’d clearly been prepping this for a long time.

Niamh chewed her lip, her eyes unfocused: working through plans in her head, probably, and almost certainly rejecting each of them in turn. Then she looked at Nicky. ‘Listen, there are two ways this can go.’

‘OK,’ Nicky said.

‘Because I’m not leaving that ship out there. My girl’s back in Imphal and if that docks in Hull or anywhere on the coast and lets what’s in it free… I can’t let that happen. I can’t. So I’m going down to those docks and I’m going to find a way to send the damn thing to the bottom of the ocean and all those phages with it.’

‘I’ll help if you want me to. We both will, right?’ Nicky looked at Ollie for confirmation. ‘But I don’t know how much use I’ll be.’

‘Fuck all. So these are the two options. You can go back to the boat with one of my people and set off for home right now. I’ll try to make sure that ship never follows you.’

‘But how could you even get near it?’ Ollie asked. ‘There’s dozens of Cade’s people down there.’

‘Then I’ll die trying. Or there’s another option. Because there’s one thing Barnaby Cade cares about more than that boat. One person he’d do almost anything to get his hands on.’

‘Me,’ Nicky said. ‘You want me to draw Cade’s people off.’

Her heart was beating so hard it felt like pain. She realised now that she’d never really been afraid of Cade, despite how much she should have been. She’d known he wanted to kill her, but on a subconscious level she hadn’t been willing to acknowledge, she’d always trusted Meredith to protect her. Trusted not just that she could but that she’d choose to. Because Meredith always had.

But Meredith wouldn’t come swooping in here, if Cade got his hands on Nicky. And now she knew what he really was. For the first time, she experienced the terror she should have been feeling all along, at the thought of what he might do to her if he had the chance.

‘Yes,’ Niamh said. ‘Go to his house. Make sure you’re seen. I’m betting he’ll throw everything he’s got at catching you. If we’re in luck, he’ll take his people away from here to chase you down. Leave that ship a bit more exposed.’

‘And then he will catch her!’ Ollie said furiously.

He was right. Of course he was. Niamh was talking about using her as bait, but the thing about bait was that it got eaten.

‘I’ll do it,’ Nicky said.

Niamh’s eyes drilled into her. ‘Your job is to get seen and then get out of there, fast as you can. Understood? You’ve still got that satellite phone the Guv gave you, haven’t you?’

Nicky wished now that she’d used it when she had the chance, on the boat. She wished she’d called Jules and asked – demanded – to be put in touch with Meredith. They would probably have had the same argument all over again. But it would have been so good to hear her voice.

‘You can use the phone to tell us your location if you need to,’ Niamh said. ‘My number’s saved in it. Call for help. I’ll come.’

Ollie looked appalled. ‘Nic, think on. You heard that kid Cade sent. He doesn’t just want to kill you. He wants to hurt you.’

She swallowed. ‘Yeah. I know. That’s why this might work.’

‘The Guv would kill me if she knew I was asking you to do this,’ Niamh said. ‘She probably will kill me, if I make it out of this alive, whether you survive or not.’

‘If I do, I’ll tell her it was my idea. I’ll say I ran off before you could stop me.’

Niamh flashed a brief smile. ‘Because as we know, you’re such a convincing liar.’

Nicky couldn’t make her own lips smile in return. ‘But my friends are back in York too. And it’s not just them. If those things get released, it’ll affect the whole country. Thousands of people will die. I have to do this.’ She owed it to Ian. To Joe even. To all the people who’d died so that she could live. What was the point of saving her life if she didn’t do something useful with it?

‘We have to do it,’ Ollie said. ‘Both of us. I know the trouble you get in when I’m not around.’

The house was three miles away, a long trek through the dark forest. Nicky was extremely conscious of the noise of her footsteps, the snap of dry twigs beneath her feet. Scouting ahead, Pollard moved almost silently. He was the only one of Niamh’s people that she’d been able to spare, a grizzled old veteran who looked a bit like a desiccated version of Jules, like Jules jerky.

The undergrowth was sparse in the shadows of the tall, thin pines. The floor of the forest must barely see any sunlight. Niamh had said that hardly anyone survived the Bloodletting in these northern countries. No one human lived here anymore, but in this perennial darkness, phages would thrive.

There was a rustle somewhere to their left and Pollard lifted his hand to freeze them in place.

Nicky’s stomach lurched. If that was a phage, it could be on them in seconds. If it was a whole pack, they might as well give up already. There was nowhere to shelter from them.

Pollard very slowly and carefully raised his rifle. He didn’t fire, though. Nicky knew from experience that a gunshot would draw more of them – or Cade’s people, if they heard it.

After a minute, her leg began to cramp. The forest was still and silent. There didn’t seem to be anything around them except trees. She looked at Pollard, but when he caught her eye, he shook his head. She was forced to remain there, unmoving, like she was playing a really terrifying game of musical statues.

Then the leaves parted and she found herself looking at, of all things, a bear.

It looked so much like a teddy bear that she almost laughed. It was brown and nearly a foot shorter than her, with a ridiculously cute face. But when it bared its teeth, it didn’t seem so funny anymore.

For a long moment, it stared at them and they stared at it. Until finally it snorted, turned its back and loped away.

‘Bloody hell,’ Ollie said.

Nicky let out a shuddering breath of relief. ‘Imagine surviving the apocalypse only to get killed by a bear.’

As they walked on, she was far more aware of the life in the forest around them, newly attuned to it. There, in the shadow of a fallen branch, was a deer, still for only a moment before bounding away. And the grey shapes flickering through the bushes in the distance must surely be wolves. But none of the animals came any closer, and there was absolutely no sign of phages.

‘Guess all the local ones are on that ship,’ she said quietly to Ollie. In the circumstances, it wasn’t a comforting thought.

It was more tiring than she’d expected, trudging through the pine mulch with the rucksack on her back. Or maybe it was the tension that was exhausting her, the knowledge that they were walking through danger into even greater danger.

She resisted the urge to ask Pollard how much further it was. It was hard to get a gauge of distance in the endless scroll of the forest. With the unchanging view, it felt as if they were making no progress at all.

At the bottom of a small hill, Pollard finally said, ‘We’re less than a klick away.’

He dropped down to his hands and knees and waved them to do the same. It was even slower going that way, up the gentle incline. But when they reached the top, the view opened up and they saw their destination.

It wasn’t all that much to look at: a narrow, weed-clogged lake and the house on one shore. It was smaller than she’d imagined, all rustic logs and a steeply gabled tiled roof. At the back, a jetty ran from decking into the water.

Her heart was going much too fast. She knew this was it, the moment when she did what she’d promised Niamh. There were security cameras visible, hanging beneath the house’s guttering at regular intervals. Once she showed herself, Cade would know she was there.

‘Ready?’ Pollard asked, hoisting his rifle.

Ollie didn’t move, still looking across at the security cameras. ‘They’ll spot us as soon as we’re close. We don’t need to go in the house – we can scarper once we’re sure they’ve seen us.’

‘But that will look really suspicious, won’t it?’ Nicky said to Pollard. ‘We need to sell that we really have come to search his house. We can’t have him guessing it’s a diversion or the whole thing’s pointless.’

Pollard nodded but said, ‘Colonel Brennan said to leave it in your hands. Your decision if you want to go inside.’

She knew she should be grateful that Niamh was leaving her the choice, but she’d rather not have been offered the chance to chicken out. It was so tempting to take it. The house was clearly meant to look quaint and cottagey, but it still somehow felt brooding. There was no sign of any light or movement from the windows. She didn’t think Cade was waiting inside for them. But it felt as if something was.

‘Suppose we need to make it look convincing,’ Ollie said, saving her from herself. ‘Cade hates us, but I don’t reckon he thinks we’re stupid.’

She squinted at the security cameras. They were too distant to be sure, but they seemed to be moving, rotating in slow sweeps. That probably meant they were leaving intermittent dead zones between them, somewhere they could run and not be seen.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘We’ll run when the cameras are pointing the other way so it looks like we’re trying to avoid them, but not quite fast enough.’

Cade’s house didn’t have anything in the way of a garden. The ground leading up to it was hummocky and thick with leaf mulch. The footing looked so rough, she doubted she’d be able to outrun the cameras even if she really wanted to.

‘Go first,’ Pollard said. ‘You’re the one who needs to be seen.’

Ollie gave her hand a quick squeeze. His smile was so tight it was more like a grimace, but it gave her the courage she needed to start running.

She stared up at the cameras for the first few paces, until she tripped on a rock she hadn’t seen. She fell briefly and painfully to her knees, and when she rose again, she kept her eyes on the ground.

She imagined the mechanical gaze of the cameras, swinging back towards her. Could they see her now? She dared a quick glance upward, but she was too close to the house now, beneath their arc. And then she was at the house, barrelling into the wall because she’d been going too fast to stop herself.

A second later, Pollard and then Ollie hit the wall beside her.

‘Did they see us?’ Ollie asked.

‘Anyone watching the feed got a good look,’ Pollard said.

They’d come to the side of the house, beside a large bay window. It was too dark to see through clearly, but she could make out the shadowy shape of a sofa outlined in an orange glow.

The sound of the window shattering was loud as Pollard hit it with the butt of his rifle, but after the last tinkle of falling glass, there was silence.

‘House must be empty,’ Pollard said.

Nicky had to swallow twice before there was enough moisture in her mouth to speak. ‘I think we’ll have to stay until we spot them coming.’

There were jagged shards of glass left in the window frame. Pollard vaulted through without any difficulty, but Nicky put her hand in the wrong place and ended up with a puncture in her palm that bled profusely. She sucked it clean as she looked around.

It was far shabbier than Cade’s London place, lots of old wood and undyed cloth, but still with little hints of ostentation. The clock on the mantelpiece looked like solid gold inset with diamonds. Below it, a log fire was crackling.

It should have looked homely, but she remembered Cassie’s room, what Meredith had said about it. The innocent surface hiding something else underneath.

Ollie pointed at the fire. ‘Someone must be coming back. They’ll not have left that burning otherwise.’

‘The docks aren’t that far away,’ Nicky said. ‘They could be here in fifteen minutes. Less.’

She had an unsettling sense of déjà vu. Six months ago, Ollie had been helping her to break out of one of Cade’s houses, and now here they were breaking back into another. It felt like the height of stupidity. It was the height of stupidity, but that was the whole point.

‘No use sitting around twiddling our thumbs,’ Ollie said. ‘We might as well start searching. That’s why we came to Norway in the first place.’

She knew he was right, but it was hard to make herself move. There was that faint smell in the air again, the hint of Cade’s aftershave. Was he really at the docks? Or was he in another room, waiting for them – smiling as he prepared to spring his trap?

Ollie studied her with a worried frown. ‘Are you OK? We can go now, if you want. The cameras saw us.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No. You’re right. We should search. You never know, we might find a coffin full of dirt from the Carpathian mountains.’

With one last concerned look at her, he headed through an arched entrance by the fireplace. Pollard was loitering by one of the windows, peering out through what looked like the scope of a sniper rifle.

‘Any sign of them?’ she asked.

He shook his head without taking his eyes from the scope.

Ollie hadn’t made a sound since he’d disappeared towards the back of the house. That probably meant it was safe. It probably wasn’t because he’d already been captured and silenced. She resisted the urge to follow him, just to check, and turned towards the front.

The hallway’s walls were lined with stuffed animal heads. They reminded her sharply of that night in the pub in York, the House of Trembling Madness, where Meredith had first made a pass at her. Except these were far less mangy: wolves and deer and one brown bear. She suspected they were all animals that Cade had hunted and killed himself.

There was a boot room to the right of the front door. That reminded her of Mill Estate, the hallway full of wellies outside her old bedroom. It was so mundane it was unsettling. Cade’s façade was so nearly perfect. But she’d sensed, right from the start, the awfulness hiding underneath it.

It occurred to her for the first time that Meredith and Cade were opposites, in a way. Meredith wore a mask too, but hers was to hide all the softer parts of herself, the ones she didn’t want to admit existed.

There was one other doorway on the left of the hall. Nicky eased it open, wincing as it squeaked, but the room inside was empty.

She was pretty sure it was Cade’s office, a place he genuinely worked, unlike the Edwardian showpiece in his Epping house. The desk here was battered metal and its drawers contained nothing but a collection of pens and a stapler. But to the side of it there was a rank of four filing cabinets that looked a little more promising.

The first drawer contained nothing but old bank statements. The second was filled with detailed files labelled by country. Cade seemed to have been gathering data on the state of the rest of the world.

The files in the third cabinet were each labelled with a name. Nicky assumed they were personnel files and was on the point of closing the drawer when one name leapt out at her – her own.

She’d known that Cade had been gathering information on her, but seeing it confirmed still shook her. When she hurriedly leafed through, she spotted a detailed timeline of her life, frighteningly accurate, as well as all the documents stolen from her London flat. Her passport was there, and her birth certificate.

A search of the cabinet revealed files for Jules and Niamh as well as Ollie, though none were as thick as hers. She took them all out. Cade must already know what they contained, but she hated the idea of leaving them with him.

She looked under M, but there was no file for Meredith. Although that wasn’t what Cade had called her, was it? She’d been ‘Eddie’ to him, and when Nicky searched through the Es, she found it.

Her hand shook as she turned the first page. It had two photos pinned to it: a ginger-haired white woman, very pretty, and an exceptionally handsome South Asian man.

Nicky didn’t recognise them, or the names under the photos, but there was something very familiar about them. She realised, with a strange lurching feeling in her stomach, that these must be Meredith’s parents.

The urge to sit and read the rest of the file was enormously strong. All the answers she’d ever wanted about Meredith’s past must be here. If she turned the next page, she’d probably learn where Meredith had been born.

The file was very thick. There’d be details of her school, her friends – if she’d once had some. In here was everything that Meredith hadn’t told her and probably never would.

But Cade had almost certainly gathered this information without Meredith’s permission, the same way he’d taken all those documents from Nicky’s flat. This wasn’t like those rare glimpses that Meredith had allowed her of her past, willingly shared. It was stolen, and Cade collecting it was a sort of violation. Reading it would be too.

She jerked guiltily when Ollie touched her shoulder. She’d been so frozen in her moment of indecision that she hadn’t heard him come in.

‘I found something,’ he said. ‘In the kitchen.’

‘The kitchen?’

‘Come and have a look.’

Pollard was standing to the side of the largest window as they passed back through the sitting room, still squinting through the scope, but he looked round as they came in.

‘Five more minutes and I’m pulling us out,’ he said. ‘I don’t like it. If we tripped an alarm, they should be here by now.’

Ollie hurried on, barely listening. The kitchen turned out to be at the back of the house, with French doors looking out over the lake and a table where a sizeable breakfast had been eaten and not cleared away. There were toast crumbs on the table, bowls with a few sad flakes of cereal swimming in the dregs of milk, and knives smeared with jam.

Ollie wasn’t looking at any of that. He stood next to the big, posh double fridge, and with a flourish like an old-school magician, pulled open both doors.

‘Fucking hell,’ Nicky said. ‘I mean… fucking hell.’

One side of the fridge was filled with exactly what you’d expect: a selection of fresh fruit and vegetables and cheeses that would have done Waitrose proud. On the top shelf there was three-quarters of a very tasty-looking Victoria sponge.

The other side of the fridge was full of blood. Some of it was in blood bags that must have come from the hospital the Lancaster crew had robbed. But there were also jugs and, even more incongruously, quite a few Tupperware containers full of it.

As Nicky stared open-mouthed, Ollie began snapping photos. ‘This is better than a coffin full of Transylvanian mud,’ he said.

‘Of course, he could claim he’s got it for medical purposes.’

‘Nobody keeps human blood in the kitchen for medical reasons. It’s right next to the asparagus!’

‘But it’s not proof proof,’ she said.

He put down his camera to face her. ‘We’re never going to get that, Nic. Not unless Cade hands himself over for analysis.’ Then he noticed the files she was holding. ‘Anything useful in there?’

‘Not for the investigation. It’s Cade’s files on us.’

‘He’s got one on me?’ Ollie looked queasy.

‘Of course he has. Your name was on the article too. Just because he hates me more doesn’t mean he doesn’t hate you a lot.’ She hesitated before admitting, ‘There’s one on Meredith too. Seems to be her whole life history.’

He looked immediately intrigued, but she turned and headed back to the sitting room before he could ask to see it. Showing it to him would feel like a betrayal.

Pollard was at a different window this time, but he snapped a quick look at them when they came in. ‘Ready to go?’

Ollie nodded, but Nicky realised there was something she wanted to do first. The fire was still burning merrily in the grate. Hot enough to consume paper.

Ollie watched her separate Meredith’s file from the rest. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘I’m going to burn it.’

‘Are you daft? That’s everything we’ve tried to find out about her and never been able. All the dirty secrets. You can’t throw it away. You’ll never get another chance like this.’

She was incredibly tempted to listen to him. Meredith had kept a file on her, after all. Turnabout was fair play. And she’d always felt an irresistible urge to know Meredith. With this file she could learn so much.

But she saw now that it wasn’t the knowledge she’d wanted so much as the trust. She wanted to matter enough to Meredith for her to share these things. The words on the page would be meaningless without the trust.

She dropped the file into the heart of the fire and turned away. ‘If she wants me to know, she’ll tell me.’

‘Shit!’ Pollard said. ‘Fuck. You two, back door, right now!’

‘What’s happened?’ Ollie asked.

‘Bastards snuck up on me. I see five in the treeline, and there’ll be more. We need to get out of here right now.’


Chapter 32


Hanging on the Telephone



They rushed to the back door, but when Ollie reached for the handle, Pollard snapped, ‘No!’ He took out that rifle scope again and trained it through the small window looking out over the jetty and the lake.

‘Anyone there?’ Ollie asked.

Pollard shook his head.

Nicky had a flash of memory, the adrenaline of fear calling back another occasion when she’d been equally afraid.

‘Back in Ambleside,’ she said, ‘we saw this line of Cade’s people on the brow of a hill, and Meredith said they were like beaters, driving the pheasants towards the guns. They wanted us to run away from them towards the cars they had waiting. Maybe the people we can see at the front are meant to drive us towards people we can’t see at the back.’

‘Maybe,’ Pollard said. He looked at Nicky, and she could see the uncertainty on his grizzled face. He couldn’t decide whether to trust her instinct. She didn’t know whether to trust it either.

‘I think Nic’s right,’ Ollie said. ‘Cade’s as twisted as a corkscrew. He’s never done summat straightforward in his life.’

Pollard hesitated a moment longer, then said, ‘OK. There’s a dry stream bed out front, runs through the middle of the enemy force. We’ll crawl along it as close as we can, then wait for their line to pass.

Nicky had noticed the stream bed too. It hadn’t been very deep at all. ‘And what are the odds of that working?’

‘We’ll go out the back here,’ Pollard continued, conspicuously not answering her question. ‘If they are watching, they’ll see us go the way they’re expecting. We’ll head for those reeds, drop down and circle back round the house out of sight.’

They had to wait agonising seconds for the nearest camera to swivel far enough away from them, then they bolted. Nicky felt the imagined gaze of watching eyes in the trees that surrounded them. But no one shouted an alarm and when they reached the dense reeds that fringed the lake, Pollard gestured them down to their stomachs.

It was marshy-wet and freezing cold. She was very grateful that Niamh had made them wear fatigues. She could see the way Ollie’s blended with the vegetation around them, blurring his outline even at close range. And they offered at least a little protection from the pebbles and twigs and rocks as they slithered after Pollard, the mud making wet sucking noises as they passed. It seemed impossible that their pursuers wouldn’t hear it. But there was still no alarm.

The reeds gave way to tall grass at the side of the house. The ground was harder here and the cover so high that Pollard moved on to hands and knees, giving them a few moments of relief from the exhausting belly-crawling. But then they’d reached the front, where the grass was much shorter.

Nicky could see the stream bed, a good ten yards away. Even on their stomachs, they’d be barely hidden. If anyone was watching closely, they couldn’t miss them. She thought about dropping her rucksack, but then she’d lose the satellite phone, buried in the bottom. It was their only way to call for help.

Pollard didn’t hesitate. He wriggled on, moving faster than should have been possible when lying prone. Nicky dragged herself on her elbows after him, trying to keep up without gasping too audibly for breath.

Finally, sooner than she expected, the ground dropped out beneath her and she rolled into the narrow stream bed. The bottom was covered in thorns and she had to breathe out hard through her nose to stop from crying out as they all dug into her. She thought of Meredith in that moment – she thought of Meredith in a lot of moments – running on her injured feet and never complaining.

They had to keep moving. The longer they were there, the more chance they’d be caught. But as they drew closer to the tree line and their pursuers, Pollard slowed until they were inching forward, every painful foot they gained taking them closer to Cade’s people.

Nicky had to constantly fight the urge to look up and see how close they were getting. The steep banks between which they were crawling were overgrown with ferns and tangled weeds. Maybe those would be enough to hide them. But a lot of sunlight was shining through. They felt like terribly scant cover.

After about ten minutes, she began to hear voices: indistinguishable at first, and then louder, closer. Some of them were speaking a language she didn’t know, probably Norwegian. Others were speaking English and some of them sounded very young.

Were they Cade’s adoptees? They seemed completely relaxed. They actually sounded like they were having fun, as if this whole thing was a jolly outing for them. One of them let out a shriek of laughter and Nicky bit down on her own yell of shock.

Then, very close by, a voice said, ‘They must have seen us by now.’

Ahead of Nicky, Pollard held up a hand to stop them, then gestured to the ground as he began gently pulling the stems of the nearby plants to lean over him. Nicky tried to do the same, but her hands were shaking too badly, and in the end all she could do was press her body as tightly as she could against the ground and hope.

She’d never experienced time passing as slowly as it did over the next few minutes. The voices were a little way ahead of her. It felt as if they were deliberately dawdling. Why the hell didn’t they get on with it? And then they were all around her and all she could think about was her breathing, how loud it was and how impossible it would be for them not to hear it.

Her heart jolted as a boot snapped a twig to the right of her. It sounded like it was less than a foot away.

And then, incredibly, the voices were moving on. They were moving past them. She couldn’t quite believe it. Pollard clearly didn’t trust it either. He kept them waiting what felt like a geological era before he let them crawl on – and then, when they were deep within the forest, finally to stand.

‘Now we head for the coast, fast as we can,’ Pollard whispered.

The pace he set was punishing. It was impossible to tell which way they were heading, with the sun invisible above the canopy, but Pollard seemed to know.

After a while, they began to hear engines, distant but worrying. There was something that sounded a lot like a helicopter and other growls that were probably jeeps.

‘Must have realised we slipped the noose,’ Pollard said. ‘Now he’s sending everything he’s got after us.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it? That’s what Niamh needs.’ But Nicky struggled to sound like she meant it. Things going to plan meant things very likely leading to her capture and then death.

Pollard swerved away from the engine noises. But Nicky could hear more vehicles, and these were coming from ahead of them. She thought she could make out voices too. They seemed to be surrounded.

There was a moss-covered boulder ahead that she was sure she recognised. Were they getting close to the shore at last? She turned to ask Ollie – and stumbled in shock as a shatteringly loud noise broke the silence.

It took her several disoriented seconds to realise it was coming out of her own backpack. And it wasn’t until Ollie said, ‘Must be Niamh,’ that she realised it was her phone.

She scrabbled desperately through her pack. The ringing was like a beacon to their location and she gasped in relief when her fingers finally closed around the phone. She hit answer, silencing it at last, and pressed it to her ear.

‘Hello, Nicky,’ Cade said. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here. What a pleasant surprise.’

She hadn’t known his voice would have such a profound effect on her. It froze her in her tracks. Ollie and Pollard were running on, oblivious. She tried to do the same, but her feet didn’t want to move. For a panicked moment she wondered how Cade knew her number, but the answer was obvious: Joe, who’d shown such an interest in her satellite phone.

But she had another phone too. She’d brought her old mobile for its camera, but it had a mic too, and it could record sound. She pulled it out of her bag as she said, ‘I know what you are now.’ She was proud of how even she managed to keep her tone.

‘Do you now?’ Cade said. ‘Or are you just planning to make something up like you did the last time? Really, what are journalistic ethics coming to these days.’ He sounded mocking rather than angry. She hated that. And she hated that thanks to Meredith, this wasn’t an argument she could counter.

Ollie and Pollard had realised she wasn’t following by then and were trotting back towards her. She knew she should end the call and follow them. Cade hadn’t phoned for a simple chat.

But she’d never get another chance like this. She pressed record on her second phone and held it awkwardly next to the first beside her ear.

‘You’re a vampire,’ she said, as the other two drew level with her and Ollie stared, aghast.

‘End the call now!’ Pollard snapped.

Cade laughed, very fakely. ‘Well, that’s certainly original. Preposterous, but original.’

Pollard was reaching for the phone, clearly intending to switch it off himself, but Nicky stepped away from him.

‘Don’t bullshit me,’ she said to Cade. ‘You want to keep me on the phone so you can track the call, right? Then start telling the truth.’

She began moving again, and after a moment, the other two followed. Pollard didn’t look happy, but he didn’t reach for her again. She probably, in some weird way, outranked him.

‘Oh, alright then,’ Cade said. ‘How on earth did you figure it out?’

The answer was Cassie’s diaries, but Nicky felt irrationally protective of her – maybe not the woman she was now but the exploited girl she’d been. She could imagine what Cade would do to Cassie, if he learned she’d indirectly given him away.

‘No,’ she told him. ‘No, you do the talking, not me. You found out that vampires were a real thing, didn’t you? Years ago. And you lured one to you so he could turn you into one.’

There was a small pause, then he said, ‘It doesn’t sound as if you need me. You have it all worked out.’

‘Most of it. You released the v-strain to cover the people you were killing, right? You needed to drink their blood to live.’

There was a longer pause this time. She almost threw the phone away. It was hard to move fast while holding two phones to her ear, and she needed to be very fast. Cade’s people were catching up. She could hear their voices clearly now.

‘Let’s not pretend you didn’t start the v-strain,’ she said. ‘We both know you did. I’ve spoken to Jim Foster. He confirmed it.’ She felt only a little bad about throwing Foster under the bus. The man was partially responsible for the death of billions.

‘The blood isn’t for nutrition,’ Cade said finally. ‘It’s for cellular regeneration. Without the blood there’s no immortality. There’s a reason rich old people used to inject themselves with young people’s plasma, back before… well, you know before what. They were wasting their time, of course. Their bodies lacked the mechanism to make use of it. Mine doesn’t, not anymore.’

She could see glimpses of the jeeps that were pursuing them between the trees. The helicopter noise was now so loud, it was making Cade harder to hear.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘But then why not use a blood bank?’

‘A blood bag will tide you over for a while, but it’s no substitute for the real deal. All sorts of lovely chemicals get released into the body when a person dies. The blood of a dying person is far more potent than anything I could buy off the shelf.’

‘Fuck, you’re –’ But she didn’t have time to waste insulting him and she cut herself off. ‘If you knew what the chemicals were, couldn’t you have developed a way to synthesise them?’

‘In time, maybe. But why wait, getting older by the day, when I was ready to act immediately? And besides, the… change brings on a very strong prey drive. I could have suppressed it, I suppose. Some others of my kind tried. They lived as vagrants and outcasts like the man I found. Alcoholics, or pitiful junkies. Substituting one addiction they daren’t feed with another. That wasn’t the life for me.’

‘God, other people don’t exist for you at all, do they?’ She’d thought Meredith’s indifference to death was callous, but this was so much vaster. An absolute selfishness that took no interest in any needs except his own. ‘But even if you had to kill, there were places in the world you could have got away with it.’

He laughed. ‘And skulk around like my wife, moving from hellhole to hellhole? No thank you. I do believe that wretched detective would have pursued me to the ends of the earth anyway. Besides, I have a rather well-known face. People would have started to notice that I never aged.’

She so desperately wanted to challenge that ‘wife’. She wanted to tell him Meredith wasn’t his and never had been. But she knew she had very little time left. She could hear voices from somewhere on their left. The tree line ahead ended with sky and cloud and nothing else. She was pretty sure the coast lay over the next hill.

‘It’s fascinating really,’ Cade said, ‘that urge to kill. I’ve never felt anything quite like it. It’s so intensely biological. Did you know the vampire virus is in a genetic lineage with rabies? I’d had to deny myself while I kick-started the apocalypse. I’ll confess, when the guard rails came off, I went on a bit of a bender.’

‘You made the daylight phages too, didn’t you? To stop society rebuilding. But isn’t there a risk you made them too dangerous? You could wipe out your entire food supply.’

‘Oh yes, there’s every chance the country will fall to the phages. But then there’s that lovely thing called the sea. The UK’s an island and phages can’t swim –’

His words cut off when Pollard pulled the phone from her hand and threw it into the bushes as they crested that final hill.

‘Oh God,’ Ollie said, staring at the shore below them.

They’d come to the right place. Their boat was anchored there, only a brief scramble away, but it wasn’t alone. It was surrounded by jeeps. And there were at least a dozen soldiers standing around it. They were too distant to see clearly, but she was pretty sure they were all heavily armed. Cade’s people had got to the boat before them.


Chapter 33


They Also Serve



Nicky followed Pollard as he veered left. She didn’t know where he was heading, but they had to get away. The people on the beach had spotted them. They were shouting excitedly, while the engine noises grew louder all around.

This was good, she reminded herself. This was what they’d wanted. If Cade’s people were here, then they weren’t guarding the ship full of phages. Niamh would have a chance to destroy it. And Nicky had known this might be a suicide mission. It was only, now the moment was almost on her, she realised quite how much she wanted to live.

She kept thinking, helplessly and repeatedly, of Meredith. She would have given almost anything to have her there. Not to share Nicky’s danger, but because she would know a way to get out of it. She always had a plan. It would have felt terribly good to put herself in Meredith’s hands. Because right then, she could admit that no one else had ever made her feel as safe as Meredith.

The undergrowth was growing thicker as they ran. Her hands were scored with scratches and burning with nettle stings. They were slowing down, and the pursuing vehicles weren’t. Worse, she could hear the helicopter, very close. And they were running out of cover.

Ahead of them there was a clearing in the trees, soil giving way to rocky ground. It would make the going much easier. It would also completely expose them, and there was no avoiding it. Their pursuers had surrounded them.

The cliff was still in sight, to their right. Nicky wondered if she’d have time to reach it before they were caught. She wasn’t sure she’d have the courage to fling herself off, but the thought of what Cade would do to her was frightening enough to make her contemplate it.

They reached the edge of the clearing and Pollard stopped to look up. The helicopter was almost directly above them. But then gunfire sounded behind and there really didn’t seem to be any other choice. They ran, half crouched, onto the bare rocky ground.

The engine of the helicopter was deafening. A voice shouted down at them, barely audible above the roar, and then something thumped to the ground only a few feet ahead – the bottom of a rope ladder. Nicky swerved desperately around it.

The voice yelled again, louder this time. Nicky ignored it. Only, wasn’t there something familiar about it?

Ollie grabbed her arm and pointed up. He was smiling. Why was he smiling? And then she looked too and saw that there was a woman hanging out of the helicopter, hand to her mouth as she shouted, and she finally recognised Niamh.

Only utter terror could have driven her to climb the ladder swinging precariously in the air beneath the helicopter’s belly. She almost didn’t have the strength for it. But more gunfire came and she made herself move, hand over hand, until Niamh grabbed her arm to pull her up, almost dislocating her shoulder with the strength of her grip. And then she was inside, and she fell on her back on the metal floor and gasped for air as first Ollie, then Pollard followed her.

As soon as they were aboard, the helicopter banked nauseously in the air and sped away.

After a few moments, Nicky heaved herself up and onto a seat. They were still within sight of the shore. A line of people was strung along it, staring at them. Some were pointing guns, but the helicopter was too far away and moving too fast for any shot to hit.

‘The Guvnor wasn’t kidding about you being a disaster magnet,’ Niamh said.

Nicky laughed helplessly.

‘You did it. Cade pulled nearly all his people out of the port.’ And it looked like most of Niamh’s team had survived. The helicopter was packed.

Nicky took her mobile out. The recording was there, thank God. When she pressed play, Cade’s voice emerged, not crystal clear but clear enough. She had him now, without any help or fakery from Meredith. This was incontrovertible proof.

‘You really got rid of the ship?’ Ollie asked Niamh.

She pointed to their right – to starboard, Ollie would probably say – and Nicky saw that the great vessel was two hundred feet away from shore, and sinking. Nearly sunk, in fact. Only its top two decks were still above water. The phages must all be below the waterline by now.

‘Opened the bow doors once we were at sea,’ Niamh said. ‘Had to override all the fail-safes.’

‘But where the heck did you get the helicopter?’ Ollie asked.

Niamh laughed, sounding a little giddy. ‘Cade left it unlocked, so our man Ahmed there borrowed it – used it to pick me up off the ship. Came in pretty handy to rescue you too, what with you having a small army on your tail. Cade’s people led us straight to you. Lucky for us this little beauty’s military grade and fuelled up. It’ll have the range to take us to the UK.’

Ollie took his camera out and began snapping photos of Niamh and her people: the conquering heroes. Nicky knew she should probably be interviewing them, or at least taking notes, but she didn’t have the energy. She was too shaky and exhausted. She shut her eyes instead and tried to persuade her body that it was finally OK to relax.

She jerked awake, groggy and disoriented, when Niamh touched her shoulder. She couldn’t tell how long she’d been out. It felt like minutes, but it must have been hours, because when she blinked the sleep from her eyes and looked out of the helicopter window, she saw a gently curved coastline passing by far beneath them.

‘Home sweet home,’ Niamh said.

Ollie grinned. ‘We did it, Nic. Well, you did it –’ this was to Niamh ‘– but we found summat too.’

‘We couldn’t have done it if you hadn’t taken the risk. Thank you.’ Niamh smiled at Nicky.

It felt pretty good. And when they landed in the central quad of Imphal about half an hour later, that felt reasonably badass too. She assumed Niamh must have radioed ahead because the space was clear and no panicking armed soldiers rushed to stop them. As she dismounted, she saw only Jules striding across the tarmac towards them.

And then he got close enough for her to see his face and every scrap of her good mood vanished.

She’d always thought of him as expressionless, but right then his expression was so awful that it almost took the legs out from under her. Beneath his military crew cut, his eyes were bloodshot.

Without meaning to, she took a step back. She so desperately didn’t want to hear whatever had put that look on his face.

Niamh paled, but her voice was steady as she said, ‘Trouble?’

Jules looked at Nicky as he answered, ‘Ms Hind’s been taken.’

Ollie grabbed Nicky’s arm. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe she looked like she was about to faint. Maybe she was about to faint. But Jules had said ‘taken’, not dead.

‘What happened?’ she asked. Her voice was barely more than a croak.

‘She was visiting a community in Driffield. They sold her out. But one of them didn’t like it. He contacted us to let us know.’

Nicky pressed a hand against her lips to stop them shaking. ‘So where is she?’

Jules shrugged, and she felt a surge of anger so intense she wanted to fling herself at him, to punch and throttle him. Because how could he shrug when Meredith was missing? When anything might have happened to her, might be happening to her right now?

‘Does Cade have her?’ Niamh asked.

Jules shook his head. ‘The Lancaster crew. We believe they’re acting under his orders.’

‘But you can find them,’ Nicky said desperately. ‘You’ve got the drones.’

‘They know that. They’ll be on foot to avoid detection. It’s only ten miles from Driffield to the sea. We’ve sent every vehicle we have to the coast, but they have four hours’ lead on us, and we can’t cover it all.’ His fist was clenching and unclenching spasmodically at his side. ‘They could have a boat moored in a hundred coves.’

‘There’s still fuel in the chopper,’ Niamh said. ‘I can cover some ground.’

Nicky wrapped her arms around herself. She felt very cold. ‘But you don’t know they’ve taken her to the coast. Cade was doing stuff in Scotland too. They could be taking her there. Or London – he’s probably got people working for him down there as well.’

‘Or they could be keeping her for themselves,’ Ollie said quietly. ‘They bloody hate her.’

Nicky remembered the soldiers’ dead leader: the terrifying feeling of his hands squeezing her throat and the rage in his eyes as he’d tried to strangle her to get back at Meredith. She could still hear Joe saying, ‘But you’re with her,’ with that vicious tone in his voice.

‘Ollie’s right,’ she said. ‘They won’t want to hand her over right away, not before they’ve… not before they’ve made her suffer.’ She had to look away from them after she’d said that, to make sure she wasn’t going to throw up.

When she turned back, Jules’ eyes bored into hers. ‘You can’t be sure of that.’

‘Of course I can’t!’ She breathed deeply, trying to get herself back under control. ‘You met them too. You know what they think of her. I know you were tracking Joe. Did you find out where they’re based?’

He shook his head. ‘The Borders somewhere. Intel hasn’t given us a precise fix.’

‘We’ve only got one chopper,’ Niamh said, ‘and not much juice in the tank. We have to play the odds.’ She turned to Nicky. ‘What do you reckon’s more likely? The Borders or the coast?’

Nicky couldn’t reply, frozen with indecision. If she picked wrong, she’d be dooming Meredith.

‘That’s not fair!’ Ollie snapped. ‘You can’t put it all on her.’

Niamh’s lips thinned. ‘Then you’ll have to trust us.’

‘Go to the coast,’ Jules said to her. ‘It’s the best operating assumption.’ He gave Nicky a brief, hard stare. ‘She’s not done yet. I’ve seen her get out of worse than this.’

Then he and Niamh were both striding away, Jules barking orders and Niamh heading back to her people at the helicopter.

Nicky stayed, helpless to move, as more soldiers congregated. She remained too close as some of them climbed into the helicopter and it flew up and then away. She watched until it was lost over the horizon. And then she stayed standing there, because she had nowhere else to go.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Ollie said, touching her shoulder very gently.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ she told him, not moving. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘You just have to wait. That’s all you can do.’

It was the softest he’d ever sounded with her. That was what finally got her moving: the fact that Ollie was treating her like an invalid, when there was nothing really wrong with her.

‘We could go to the office if you like,’ he suggested. ‘Maybe work’ll take your mind off it.’

She shook her head. ‘I want to be...’ She cleared her throat so she’d sound a bit less congested. ‘I want to go to her place.’

There were no soldiers on the door, but it was unlocked. Of course it was. Who’d be crazy enough to burgle Meredith?

Nicky sagged onto the sofa, allowing herself only a moment with her head in her hands to pull herself together before looking at Ollie. ‘It’s OK. Why don’t you go and start working on the article about Rutger? I’m fine.’

‘Of course you’re not fine! You don’t have to pretend with me.’

‘I am. Honestly. Me and her hadn’t even spoken for a week. It’s not like I’ll notice the difference.’

But then it hit her, the last time she and Meredith had talked, and what Nicky had said to her. She put her head back in her hands, and this time she couldn’t control the sob that wrenched out of her.

Ollie rested his hand on her wrist. ‘It’s alright. I know she matters to you.’

‘I called her a monster,’ she said, drawing in a shuddering breath. ‘We had an argument the last time I saw her, because of what she did to Joe, and I said that she was a monster.’

‘She knows you didn’t mean it.’

‘But I did. When I said it, I did.’ She pulled away from him and swiped at her eyes. ‘And now she might never come back and that will be the last thing I ever said to her.’ She didn’t know how she could live with that. It felt too huge and horrible to bear.

Ollie patted her hand, then stood. ‘What you need is a bit of grub. We haven’t eaten since breakfast. Stay here and I’ll fetch you something.’

When he was gone, she rested her head back on the sofa and closed her eyes. She was sitting on the side that was usually Meredith’s. The scent of her shampoo mingled with the smell of leather and Nicky felt the tears building behind her eyelids.

After a short while, Ollie returned not just with food but with Lucy and Gary and Nobby in tow. Lucy hugged her and Gary said, ‘Alright, Nicky,’ and went to sit on one of the armchairs, because emotions weren’t really his thing.

Nobby went to inspect the Blu-ray shelf without a word, because normal human interactions weren’t his thing. A few minutes later, Jas came in, followed by the rest of her book group.

‘You shouldn’t be alone,’ Ollie said.

Nicky knew he was trying to help, but alone was exactly what she wanted to be. The babble of conversation around her was too loud. The voices grated on her nerves. Someone laughed and she wanted to shout at them to get out. No one should be laughing while Meredith was being held captive and her people might be looking in the wrong place. She’d never felt so helpless.

Someone had brought booze with them. Lucy offered Nicky a glass, but she shook her head. Meredith didn’t like it when she drank too much. And Meredith would hate having all these strangers in her house. She was so guarded. She only ever let people see what she wanted them to. But she’d allowed Nicky a glimpse behind the curtain, if only for a moment.

And here everyone was, drinking and chatting in her house. It was as if they were holding a wake. But Meredith wasn’t dead yet.

Nicky stood abruptly. ‘No, this isn’t right. I’m not going to sit here and let her… I’m not going to sit and do nothing.’

‘But there’s nowt you can do, Nic,’ Ollie said.

‘That’s not true. There is something I can do. There’s something all of us can do. We can look for her.’


Chapter 34


The Queen Consort



‘She could be anywhere by now,’ Lucy said. She and Ollie exchanged a worried look, as if they thought Nicky had dived off the deep end.

They might have a point. After the despair of the last half hour, she could feel herself filling with a manic energy. She kept a handle on it, because she needed not to mess this up.

‘That’s not true,’ she said to Lucy. ‘We know the general area to look in, and we know they’re walking, so we know about how far they could have got. We need everyone to search that area. Not just from Imphal. All the communities round here. We won’t be able to cover enough ground without them.’

Now all the people in the room were exchanging worried glances.

‘There are phages out there,’ Jas said. ‘Daylight phages. You’d be asking people to risk their lives. The ones in Imphal might – the Guv’s popular here. But the rest of the locals don’t like her all that much.’

‘I don’t care if they like her,’ Nicky said fiercely. ‘They owe her. We all do.’

‘So what exactly do you want us to do?’ Ollie asked.

‘We need to get people out. Jules said they’ve taken all the vehicles to the coast, but I bet he doesn’t mean the bikes. There are hundreds of them here, right?’

‘Nine hundred and forty-seven,’ Nobby supplied, with characteristically weird precision.

‘OK, so we need to tell people to get on them and get out there.’

‘There’s a Tannoy system,’ one of Jas’s book group piped up. He looked at the others. ‘Remember? They used it when there was that bout of norovirus. They were telling everyone to stay in their rooms if they had it.’

‘Ruby would know how to use it,’ Jas said to Nicky.

‘That’s your friend who’s Meredith’s purser, isn’t it? Could you fetch her for me? Actually, bring everyone who works for Meredith, all the people who help her run the place. They can make the announcement then start getting people moving.’

‘What do you want them to say?’ Jas asked, but Ollie shook his head.

‘No, that won’t work. They need to hear it from Nicky. Tell everyone to get to the main quad and get some kind of mic set up or summat. You’ll need all the help you can get – you’re not great at public speaking.’

‘I’m awful at it,’ Nicky said. ‘It’s better for someone else to do it.’

‘No, it isn’t. Nic, you’re the only one they’ll listen to. This place is a monarchy, everyone knows it.’ Ollie looked around at the others for confirmation. It was clear they all agreed with him. ‘The queen’s missing and you’re the queen consort. With her gone, they’ll look to you.’

Nicky swallowed. Meredith had never suggested for one moment that Nicky occupied that position with her. And she doubted she was the queen anything anymore, not after the row they’d had. But Ollie was right.

‘OK,’ she said. She turned to Gary and Nobby. ‘Before that, I need you to round up everyone who knew Joe. Anyone he was even slightly friendly with, people he talked to or drank with. Tell them to go to, I don’t know, the west quadrant common room.’

Gary was looking at her with amusement and she realised that she was ordering around the man who was ostensibly her boss.

‘Sorry. Sorry,’ she said.

He patted her arm. ‘We all want her back.’

She was desperately tired. She felt like she could sleep for twenty-four solid hours, and also that she’d never sleep again. But she couldn’t lose momentum or spend any time questioning herself. If she did, she’d collapse.

‘So what are we doing?’ Ollie asked, staying behind as everyone else rushed off.

‘Tracking down Ania. Oh God, she is in Imphal at the moment, isn’t she?’

‘I think so,’ he said. ‘You go to her office while I help Jas round everyone up.’

Her stomach lurched in panic. ‘No, please. Stay with me.’ She didn’t know how she could do this without his supportive presence beside her.

In that Ollie way of his, he understood. He put his arm over her shoulder to give her a quick, tight squeeze. ‘She’s going to be OK. She can survive anything. She’s like a cockroach.’

She pressed her face gratefully into his neck. ‘Only hotter.’

‘That implies cockroaches are a bit hot,’ he said, and she choked out a laugh and then stepped away.

They found Ania surrounded by stacks of folders and with at least three maps open on her desk. She was frantically scanning through one of the folders when they walked in.

She glanced up briefly then back down as she said, ‘Nothing yet.’

‘What are you looking for?’ Nicky asked, taken aback.

Ania gave her an impatient look. ‘Can it wait? I’m on a timer here.’

‘No, it can’t!’

Now Ania was looking at her in surprise. She’d probably never heard that tone from Nicky. Nicky wasn’t sure she’d ever used it before.

‘Jules wants me to figure out if Cade has any other bases outside the country,’ Ania said. ‘Cade knows the Norway one’s compromised so he won’t take Meredith there. Jules wants a target for a rescue op if they fail to stop them before they reach the coast.’

‘They might not be taking her out of the country,’ Nicky said. ‘They might be taking her somewhere in this country. That’s a smaller area to search.’

‘Not much smaller.’

‘But I think you were right,’ Nicky said to Ollie. ‘I think the most likely place they’re taking her is their own base.’ She turned back to Ania. ‘And you’ve already been looking for that, right? Jules said you’d narrowed down the area. That’s what you should be concentrating on.’

‘No offence, Nicky, but you’re not in charge. I’ve got my instructions.’

‘They’re bad instructions!’ Nicky breathed in and out a couple of times until she was calm enough to make her argument. ‘You’re looking for a needle in a haystack. You know you are. A needle in a haystack in another country. You’ve been hunting for Cade’s base for months now and Norway was the only one you found. You aren’t going to find another one in, I don’t know, twelve hours, a couple of days tops. After that it will be too late.’

She couldn’t go on. Her own words were ringing in her head: that ‘too late’, and what it would really mean.

‘There’s a lot of places they could be taking her,’ Ollie said, ‘but there’s two that are most likely. To the coast, or to their own base. Jules has got the coast covered. We can cover the other one, but only if you figure out where it is.’

There was an agonising wait as Nicky watched Ania weigh it up. But she looked at Ollie, and his stoic calmness must have convinced her where Nicky’s desperation couldn’t, because she nodded sharply.

‘They’re all in the west quadrant common room,’ Nicky told her. ‘Everyone who was friends with Joe. I know he didn’t tell anyone where he was really from, but he must have let stuff slip by mistake. You can’t spend months talking to people all day every day and not. No one’s that good at putting on a front. If you pull it all together, you should be able to figure it out. That’s what you do, right?’

‘That’s what I do,’ Ania said.

After that, it was time for Nicky’s speech. The crowd that had gathered in the quad was huge. It looked like it really was nearly everyone in Imphal. A mic had been set up for her on a small, raised platform in front of them.

The last time she’d seen a gathering this size had been at the funeral for the people killed in Ambleside. Meredith had given a speech that moved the crowd and reassured them. Looking at all those people, increasing numbers of them now looking back at her, Nicky knew that she’d never be able to do the same.

But she didn’t need to be as good as Meredith. She just needed to be good enough.

She walked up to the mic, and the crowd quietened almost instantly. None of Meredith’s soldiers were present, but Jules was. He stood to one side, arms crossed, watching her with his usual stony expression.

There were other faces she recognised too: people she’d met through Lucy, or when she was working with Gary. Her eyes suddenly caught on an even more familiar group.

About a dozen people from Mill Estate and Eastfields were in the crowd too, Simon and Hannah among them. That made it a little easier. She wasn’t saying this to strangers – she was saying it to friends.

‘Listen,’ she said, and flinched as her own amplified voice echoed from the red brick buildings that surrounded the quad. ‘This isn’t… it isn’t a speech. I’m rubbish at them. But Meredith’s gone. She’s been taken.’

She had to stop then because of the eruption of noise from the crowd. Some of it sounded like anger, but a lot of it was fear. She saw Simon and Hannah exchange a glance, but with their faces turned away from her, she couldn’t read their expressions.

‘Listen,’ she said again and then more loudly, ‘Listen! We’re going to get her back.’

That took longer to percolate through the crowd. The noise didn’t die down entirely, but enough of them were paying attention to her.

‘Jules thinks they’re on foot.’ She looked at him and he nodded. ‘They only took her about five hours ago, so they can’t have gone that far. We need to get out and search. On bikes and on foot. They set off from Driffield. Even if they’re managing three miles an hour, that’s only a fifteen-mile radius.’

A woman had shouldered her way through to the front. Now she looked up at Nicky and said, ‘I used to lead Search and Rescue on the moors. I can organise a grid search. But that’s a hell of a lot of ground to cover. Can you narrow it down?’

Nicky shook her head. ‘Not yet. We’re trying. Until then, we need help.’ She looked at Simon and Hannah. ‘It’s not just everyone in Imphal. All the communities need to get out there.’

‘I’m sorry, Nic,’ Hannah called out, ‘but I’m not risking my people for Meredith bloody Hind.’

There was a nasty sound from the crowd at that. Nicky understood it. She felt some pretty nasty emotions towards Hannah herself right then.

Hannah could clearly sense it. She took a small, probably involuntary step back. But her face remained grim. ‘Aside from anything else, there’s phages out there. And we’re unarmed. We haven’t even got –’

‘Don’t talk to me about phages!’ Nicky cut across her and ignored her shocked look. ‘I don’t want to hear excuses. You only know about the daylight phages because of Meredith. You’ve only been protected from them because of her.’

She hadn’t thought to move away from the mic, and her words echoed round the quad. The crowd could hear every word.

Simon looked at them, then at her. ‘Nichola, we know you and Meredith –’

‘No!’ She cut him off too, in a way she would never normally have dared. ‘This isn’t about me and her. It’s about what she’s done for everyone. What are you all even doing here in Imphal? Having lunch, I bet. Because you know how good the food is. Before Meredith came, you’d have been eating heated-up baked beans at home. No, that’s not true, you would have eaten cold baked beans because you couldn’t spare the electricity. Not before she got the grid back on. She came here, and she made everything better. And if she goes, it all falls apart.’

There was a roar of approval from the crowd. Nicky hadn’t meant to make a rabble-rousing speech, but the rabble were definitely roused.

Hannah and Simon exchanged another look, an alarmed one.

‘I know you’ve got guns,’ she said to Simon, then back to the crowd. ‘It is a risk, but I don’t think it’s a big one. There aren’t that many daylight phages. And you should travel in groups, pairs at least. I don’t want you to try to fight the guys who’ve got her. They are armed. Report in and we’ll send a team out.’ She looked at Jules again. ‘Have you got any of your people to spare?’

He shook his head. ‘They’re needed to cover the coast.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Then we can do it ourselves. Some of you have been getting military training, right? I know Meredith was organising it. We’ll form a… a strike team or something. A group to send out once we know where they are.’

She could see from Hannah’s face that she still hadn’t won her round, not completely. This time she remembered to step away from the mic to say, ‘The thing is, it’s not Meredith or no one. It’s Meredith or Cade. You know she’s the only one strong enough to stand against him.’

Hannah scowled. ‘Being stuck between a rock and hard place doesn’t mean I have to start loving the rock.’

‘I know,’ Nicky said. ‘I know she can be a monster sometimes. But she’s our monster. And no one deserves to have happen to them what will happen to her if we don’t stop it.’

And finally, very grudgingly, Hannah nodded.

Nicky felt like she’d given her everything to sway the crowd and her friends. The feat of organisation that was now required was beyond her. But Meredith’s staff had arrived by then and they sprang into action with Meredith-like efficiency. Jas’s friend Ruby grabbed the Search and Rescue woman while some of the others began to sort the huge crowd into groups.

‘What’s next?’ Ollie asked.

‘Could you go with Simon and Hannah? Help them talk the other community leaders round. People trust you.’

‘I don’t want you to be alone.’

‘I won’t be. I’ll be fine.’ She wasn’t at all sure she would. But it was out of her hands now. She’d done what she could, and all that was really left to do was hope.


Chapter 35


Womanhunt



Nicky wanted, more than anything, to be out there searching with the others. She wanted to be doing something. But she knew the chance of her being the one to find Meredith was next to zero. And out there she wouldn’t be getting updates – she’d have no idea what was going on. So she went to Meredith’s office instead.

The room outside was buzzing. It was absolutely packed, with Meredith’s staff as well as volunteers helping to organise the search. Nicky wanted to help with that too, but she knew she’d be useless. So she went into Meredith’s office, leaving the door open to hear what was going on, and sat on the big leather chair behind the desk.

A lot had happened between her and Meredith in this place, including a great deal of sex. She didn’t want to think about that now. Probably she and Meredith wouldn’t be having sex again. It would probably be over between them if Meredith came back. When she came back. But things between them would never return to where they’d been. They could never be strangers again.

This room, with all its sleek, mid-century modern furniture, more stylish than comfortable, was who Nicky had once thought Meredith was. Cold and efficient and unwelcoming. And she could be all those things.

But now Nicky had been invited inside her house, with its worn leather and old wood and its many books. She’d seen that Meredith too, the one who was warm and affectionate, a safe haven – at least for Nicky. That was the Meredith she was fighting so hard to get back, wasn’t it?

Or was it because of what Nicky had said to her, when she’d seen her for the last time? Was that really why Nicky was going to these lengths, alienating her friends and sending thousands of people into phage-infested countryside? Just to make it so those awful words weren’t the last thing she ever said to Meredith.

‘Nicky!’ Ruby called from the doorway. ‘We’ve had a sighting. They’re on the line now.’

Nicky followed her out, wobbly on her feet. She felt lightheaded with relief. There was a small crowd around the radio, but when they saw her, they made room.

‘I’ve got her now,’ Ruby said into the radio. ‘Give me your sitrep.’ Because apparently all Meredith’s people spoke like they were in the army.

‘We can see a small group,’ the voice on the other end said. It didn’t sound like anyone Nicky knew. ‘They’re staying out of sight. Hiding in that woodland by the Derwent.’

‘How many are there?’ Ruby asked.

‘Hard to say. They’re in the shadows. Maybe half a dozen? Can’t spot the Guv.’

‘Don’t try to get any closer,’ Nicky warned them. ‘Wait for the strike team.’

‘They’re less than five minutes out,’ Ruby reported.

‘We need to make sure the people who’ve got Meredith don’t know they’ve been seen,’ Nicky said. Now the moment was here, she was forced to face how risky the whole thing was. She tried very hard not to think about what those Lancaster soldiers would do to Meredith if they felt cornered.

‘Any sign of movement from them?’ Ruby asked, directing it at the radio.

‘Doesn’t look like it. They’ve gone to ground. Maybe we should – no, hang on, the cavalry’s here.’

There was a confused minute while too many voices tried to speak at once. But finally Ruby said, ‘You need to get moving. The longer you wait, the more chance they spot you.’

It was so horrible, being on the other end of the line, able to hear but totally unable to act. There wasn’t even that much to hear. The attack force didn’t take the radio with them. All Nicky got to listen to for fifteen agonising minutes was meaningless chitchat.

And then the babble was silenced as one of them said, ‘What the hell’s happening?’

‘You tell us!’ Ruby said sharply.

‘It’s gunfire,’ someone replied.

All the faces round the radio were drawn with worry and Nicky felt a flash of anger. What right did they have to be upset? They only stood to lose their boss if this went wrong. What Nicky might lose felt unnamably greater.

Then, finally, a voice on the radio said, ‘They’re coming back. All of them.’

‘Is Meredith with them?’ Nicky asked.

‘I can’t see her.’

Nicky held back tears. It wasn’t over yet. It wasn’t. And then the voice said, ‘Sorry – false alarm. It was a group of daylight phages.’

Nicky let out a shuddering breath, so overwhelmed with relief and disappointment that she ended up feeling numb. A few people reached out arms to comfort her, but she dodged them and sat in a vacant chair in one corner, where she could hide her face from everyone.

The next call came five minutes later, from Sledmere this time. Nicky felt another flare of hope. She couldn’t help herself. And they went through the same, interminable dance again.

There was no gunfire this time, but the result was the same: another false alarm. A herd of deer. The man reporting in sounded shame-faced, but Nicky barely listened. She went back into Meredith’s office after the fourth call.

At six o’clock, Ruby came in and said, ‘We need to pull people back. It’s going to be dark soon.’

‘A bit longer,’ Nicky begged. ‘Another half an hour.’

Ruby looked at her silently for a beat. ‘Fifteen minutes, then we’ll have to stop for the night.’

And those fifteen minutes passed and there was no more news. Ruby told her that everyone was going to reconvene before dawn. It wasn’t over yet. The people they were following would need to hole up for the night too. She said, ‘You should go to bed. Get some sleep,’ but they both knew Nicky wouldn’t.

When Ollie came in shortly after to say the same thing, he got the same answer.

‘Then I’ll stay here with you,’ he said, but she shook her head.

‘I think… I think I need to be alone.’

He didn’t want to leave, she could see, but he did. He knew her well enough to know when she meant it.

When he was gone, she finally let herself cry. And once she’d started, she couldn’t seem to stop.

She watched as her tears dripped from her nose to the paper on Meredith’s desk. It was a spreadsheet, something to do with crop yields. Nicky couldn’t understand it, but Meredith would. She would have sat there wearing those red glasses that Nicky loved, making little marginal notes. And now Nicky’s tears had blurred the figures and ruined it. She could imagine Meredith’s exasperated expression as she laid into her for it.

She knew every single one of Meredith’s expressions by now. How would she look if she saw Nicky crying for her? Amused, maybe, that small private smile on her lips. Or she might be irritated, tutting over Nicky’s inconvenient emotions. Or maybe she’d stroke Nicky’s hair while calling her an idiot.

It was idiotic, to be this upset. It wasn’t like Meredith was her life partner. They’d barely started dating, if what they’d been doing could even be described as that. It was only that Meredith occupied so very much space. She’d sprawled out over nearly all of Nicky’s life and made it her own. Her leaving would leave so much empty.

Eventually the tears stopped, and only a drained numbness remained. Nicky sat there, staring at nothing and trying to think about nothing.

After a couple of hours, her back began to ache and she thought that she probably should go back to her room. She’d levered herself to her feet when Jules walked in.

She felt a brief, painful moment of hope, but one look at his face told her it was unjustified.

‘They weren’t at the coast, were they?’ she asked.

He shook his head, and she did her very best to stop the tears from coming back. Jules wasn’t the sort of person you cried in front of.

‘We didn’t find any trace of them,’ he said. ‘I’m pulling my people back.’

‘But we didn’t find her either. We didn’t find anything.’

‘You were never going to locate them. They’re trained and they were expecting pursuit. But they weren’t expecting so many people. Best guess, they planned to open up some distance, then commandeer a vehicle. Getting people out searching stopped that. It slowed them down, probably drove them to ground. You bought us time.’

She felt something loosen very slightly in her chest. ‘Are you saying we can still save her?’

He dumped a heap of papers on the desk in front of her. It was a record of all the calls they’d had, all the sightings that had turned out to be nothing. He must have picked it up in the office outside. He could have been out there a while without her noticing.

She hadn’t realised there’d been so many reports – Ruby must have stopped telling her after a while. There was line after line of them. But then she saw that Jules had marked a few in red.

‘Those are credible,’ he said.

She tried to read them, but he didn’t give her time. He spread a map on the desk, glanced at the list, and marked every one of those red sightings on it. They were all north of Driffield.

‘It’s looking like Mr Nguyen was right,’ he said. ‘They’re taking her to their own base.’

He took a pen to draw two lines, radiating from Driffield to the easternmost and westernmost of the sightings and then up all the way into Scotland. The cone they formed looked small on the map, but Nicky knew that in reality it represented dozens, maybe hundreds of square miles. Even so, the tension in her body relaxed a tiny bit more.

Jules pointed at the cone. ‘They’re somewhere there.’

‘So what are we going to do about it?’

‘Come with me,’ he said.

It was such an incredible relief to let someone else take charge for a while. He led her through corridors she knew and then one she didn’t, into a part of Imphal she’d never visited before. He opened a nondescript door and suddenly she was in a room like the bridge of the boat that had taken them to Norway, only bigger and much busier.

‘Command and Control,’ Jules said. ‘I pulled all our assets back to work on this.’

There were banks of equipment with soldiers bustling around them. The screens covering one wall were all dark, but then a cluster of red-yellow human forms appeared on one and she realised that they must be showing drone-eye views of the countryside. Thermal imaging.

‘We don’t have many drones equipped with infrared,’ Jules said. ‘Acquiring them wasn’t the priority for daytime missions.’

‘Where are they now?’ Nicky asked.

‘Heading towards the probable location. Might not do us much good. It’s hard to tell the thermal signature of a human from a phage.’

‘Mr Laurent! I think I’ve got something.’ That was from one of the soldiers at another bank of screens. These ones were showing recorded footage, also from drones but taken during daylight hours: aerial shots of fields and abandoned buildings.

The countryside around York sped by on one of them as it was fast-forwarded. But the woman who’d called them over had hers paused.

‘I think that’s them,’ she said. ‘Seventeen-oh-three yesterday, so they must have been on the way down. Drone we had accompanying farm workers from Easingwold caught them.’

It was quite a distant shot and it took Nicky a second to spot the figures clustered by an overgrown hedge. There were at least a dozen of them. They were too far away to properly make out their faces and they were dressed quite normally in coats and scarves. But there was something about them that seemed furtive. Maybe it was the way they were all standing in the hedge’s shadow, or how three of them were keeping a lookout behind and on their flanks.

‘That’s a larger group than we thought,’ Jules said.

He’d brought the map with him, and he marked the group’s location on it. It was on the right edge of the cone leading from Driffield towards their best guess at the kidnappers’ destination. It confirmed, finally, that they were on the right track. Nicky was far too tense to experience anything but the most minimal relief.

‘How many people have you got?’ she asked Jules. ‘Soldiers, I mean.’

He looked at her in such a Meredith way, assessing whether to share the information, that it made something in her chest hurt.

‘A hundred and seven available,’ he said.

‘That’s not enough to stake out the area where they’re heading, is it?’

He shook his head.

‘I, um, I told Ania to stop looking for Cade’s base and start looking for theirs.’

Jules gave her another, much sharper look.

‘She hasn’t reported back so she can’t have found anything yet,’ Nicky said, but Jules had already turned away from her to snap an order at someone else, telling him to bring Ania.

She was bleary-eyed when she arrived ten minutes later. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, looking at Nicky. ‘I can’t give you an answer. Too many variables. I’ve got at least a dozen possibles.’

‘OK. But what if we could narrow the possibilities down?’ Nicky pointed at the map, at the top portion of the cone that Jules had marked off, the area between Newcastle and the Borders.

Ania looked down at it for a long moment, then back up at Nicky.

‘Your best guess,’ Nicky said desperately, before she could speak. ‘In that area, if you had to guess, where do you think they are?’

Ania nodded reluctantly and looked back down at the map. She studied it for much longer than before. A painfully long time.

When she looked back up, she didn’t look happy, but she said, ‘Bamburgh Castle. If you make me guess, then Bamburgh Castle. But that’s all it is – a guess.’


Chapter 36


Do or Die



Everyone started moving at once. It was like a switch had been flipped. The soldiers left their monitors and rushed out, who knew where. Others went on the radio, making calls to who knew who. It was all very efficient and completely incomprehensible to Nicky. It was both reassuring and unnerving. Nothing felt in her control anymore.

‘Sigma-alpha with the Belize variant?’ Niamh said from behind Nicky’s right shoulder.

Nicky jumped. She hadn’t heard Niamh come in.

‘You did good,’ Niamh said to her. ‘We might pull this off yet.’

But the group who’d taken Meredith was very large. They wouldn’t go down without a fight. And if they thought they were about to lose her, Nicky was afraid that they’d kill her rather than relinquish her. The op hadn’t even been launched yet and her head was filling with the million ways it could go wrong.

‘Just tell me you can do this,’ she said to Niamh. ‘Without Meredith getting killed in the process.’

Niamh wasn’t like Meredith. She had a much more open face. And Nicky read the answer without her having to say it.

‘But she’ll have better odds with a rescue op than without,’ Niamh said. ‘And we’re very good at what we do.’

The movement around Nicky was so purposeful, people who’d done this sort of thing a hundred times before. She should leave them to it. She ought to trust that Niamh was right, and they really were that good.

But Nicky knew that they were also leaderless. They might have implemented a hundred successful operations, but she would bet any amount of money that Meredith had been the one to plan them. Meredith was always the woman with a plan. But she wasn’t here, and so Nicky was going to have to step up.

‘The trouble is, all we’re doing is reacting,’ she said to Jules and Niamh. ‘That means they have the upper hand. I know if Meredith were here she’d make sure she was the one making the running.’

‘If they move at dawn, we’ve got seven hours,’ Jules said tightly. His whole body looked like it was vibrating with impatience.

‘And they might move before.’ Niamh’s face was more sympathetic than his, but equally impatient. Any second now she was going to walk out and start the operation that might well kill Meredith, and there would be nothing Nicky could do about it.

But she could feel her mind working, the way it had when she’d realised what Meredith was up to, or what Cade really was. Because she was a journalist, and turning scattered information into a coherent story was what she did.

‘You’re setting an ambush, right?’ she said to Niamh. ‘You know they’re heading to Bamburgh Castle, so you’re going to get ahead of them and wait.’

‘That’s right.’

‘But they’ll be on guard. For the whole journey. They know they’re moving through hostile territory. The only time they’re going to relax is once they’re back at base.’

‘Ms Lester –’ Jules said.

‘No, please, hear me out. We can do what Cade did to me. Twice. Beating the pheasants towards the guns. What if you took their base before they arrive? I know it will be defended but there can’t be that many of them left.’

‘And what happens when they call ahead and don’t get an answer?’ Niamh asked, but her expression wasn’t entirely closed off. She was listening.

‘You can jam comms, though, can’t you? I know you can because Cade did that to me too, when me and Ollie were in Luton. And then you put people behind them, in pursuit. People they can see, so they’re panicked. I mean, probably not panicked. They’re soldiers. But they’ll be in too much of a rush to get to safety to check that it really is safe.’

Quite a few of the people in the room had stopped to listen to the conversation. Nicky couldn’t tell from their faces if they thought she was right, or if they thought she was being a fool. She wasn’t entirely sure herself.

Jules and Niamh exchanged a look. ‘Taking a fortified position – the butcher’s bill could be high,’ he said.

Niamh shrugged her one-shouldered shrug. ‘We’d have to take the bastards out some time. Might as well be now as later.’

And as quickly as that, they’d agreed to Nicky’s plan. A knot of dread tightened in her chest. That meant whatever happened, however many people they lost, would be her responsibility. What right did she have to risk their lives? Just to save her… whatever the hell Meredith was to her. But Nicky didn’t tell them to stop.

‘I need to come with,’ she told Niamh. ‘I should be there.’

‘No,’ Jules snapped. ‘No civilians.’

‘Please,’ Nicky said. ‘I have to help.’

‘Do you want to be the hero?’ Niamh asked. ‘Or do you want to get her back?’

Nicky drew in one shuddering breath, then stepped back. And she watched Niamh and her crew leave without saying anything else.

‘There’ll be no news before dawn,’ Jules said to her, once Niamh was gone. ‘Get some sleep.’

‘But Bamburgh Castle’s on the coast, right?’

He nodded.

‘So won’t Niamh be going there by boat? If it’s as fast as the one that took us to Norway, it’ll be there within two hours. We’ll know if we’re right and the Lancaster people are really there. And whether Niamh’s managed to… to take them out.’

‘We won’t know anything,’ Jules said. ‘The only way to jam their comms is to flood the frequency and drown out their signal. We don’t know which band they’re using so we cover all of them. Their comms will be out, but so will ours.’

‘Oh.’ She hadn’t known that, of course. She probably should have. If she was hatching military plans, risking people’s lives to implement them, she ought to know how the most basic military stuff worked.

Jules looked over at one of the remaining soldiers, a young, wide-eyed lad who must be a recent recruit. ‘Take Ms Lester back home.’

It was clearly an order – to both the soldier and her. Jules looked completely unbending and she reluctantly allowed herself to be led away. She didn’t tell her escort where to take her, so he took her to Meredith’s.

At least she could wash and change. She realised that she was still wearing the muddy combat fatigues Niamh had given her. It seemed impossible that the encounter with Cade had happened in the same day. She dropped the fatigues on the bathroom floor and turned the shower up as hot as she could bear.

She didn’t think she was capable of sleeping, but after her shower she went to lie on the bed, the one she hadn’t been in for a week. Once she was there, all she could think about was Meredith.

Here, in her house, both her absence and her presence felt tangible. It was impossible to believe that she might never return to it. Nicky realised, with horror, that she’d stopped being able to imagine a future without Meredith in it. Not without them as a couple – that was easy to picture. But never to see her infuriating smile again? Or to hear her voice? No, that couldn’t happen.

Lying in that bed, with her head on Meredith’s pillow, surrounded by Meredith’s scent, all she could think about was the warmth of Meredith’s body in her arms, that same smell in her nostrils as she nuzzled into Meredith’s hair. The gentle, lulling rhythm of her breathing. And after probably the most stressful day of Nicky’s life, her body did what it had been wanting to do for hours and dragged her down into sleep.

She woke to the sound of banging on the door downstairs. She was dimly aware that it had been going on a while. A pale light shone through the window, telling her it was already past dawn.

She grabbed the first clothes she could lay her hands on and pulled them on as she ran downstairs.

The soldier at the door wasn’t the same one who’d brought her there last night. She tried to read his face, to figure out if the news was good or bad, but he turned to lead her away.

‘Have they heard anything?’ she asked, trotting to keep up.

He didn’t look at her as he said, ‘The Badge will fill you in.’

The noise of the command centre hit her before she entered it. It was packed with civilians this time. It looked like they’d been brought in to handle the drones.

‘We’ve made contact,’ Jules said, as soon as Nicky entered.

Her stomach lurched. ‘With Meredith?’

He pointed at the centre of the bank of drone screens. It was a distant, bird’s-eye view. The drone must be high up. But Nicky saw a cluster of figures, half running down a rutted, overgrown road.

‘How do you know it’s them?’ she asked.

‘Show her,’ Jules said to another of his people, who beckoned Nicky over to a screen.

It was displaying a photo, presumably taken by one of the drones, magnified to the point where the image was barely discernible. But it was still discernible. The faces weren’t visible, but Nicky would have recognised Meredith anywhere.

There was a gun, pressed against her forehead by one of the men surrounding her. Nicky gasped a breath of mingled relief and dread.

‘They know we’ve seen them,’ Jules said.

‘They’re making for a vehicle!’ another drone operator snapped. The view on his screen seemed to show nothing but a field, but when Nicky looked closer she could make out the vague outline of a rectangular shape, dark against the grass.

‘They’ve got it under camo netting,’ the operator explained.

‘How far from Bamburgh are they?’ Nicky asked.

‘Close. Ten miles. Guess they used another vehicle to get where they are. Must have broken down or run out of fuel.’

On the operator’s screen, the empty field was suddenly full of people. They clustered around that barely visible dark shape – and then it was fully visible as they pulled the camouflage netting off. It was a jeep, big enough for all of them.

‘Are any of your people near them?’ Nicky asked.

Jules shook his head. ‘But they know pursuit is coming. They’ll head straight to Bamburgh.’

‘But we don’t know if Niamh took it, do we?’

‘We won’t know until they get there.’

On the screen, the jeep began to move. It was hard to tell, with that elevated view, but Nicky thought it must be moving very fast. The drone kept pace above it, but there was nothing to see: only that jeep, racing towards a base that might, or might not be in their hands.

Nicky kept her eyes glued to it all the same.

After ten minutes, another drone operator said, ‘I’ve got our boat.’

It looked small from the air, anchored a little down the coast from the castle. No people were visible near it. Was that a good or bad sign? It could mean they were inside the castle, that it was in their hands. Or it could mean the boat had been seen and they’d all been killed as they landed. There were humped shapes on the beach that could have been rocks, or bodies.

‘They’re two minutes from Bamburgh,’ Jules said. His voice was tight with tension and Nicky could see a muscle in his jaw ticking.

On the screen, the castle was visible now, with the jeep racing towards it. It swerved to a halt on what must once have been a grand driveway and was now gravel choked with weeds.

Moments after it stopped, tiny stick figures poured out of it. Nicky thought she could see Meredith among them, the smallest stick figure of all. But maybe she was imagining it.

Then they were at the door of the castle, and a moment later they’d vanished. There was nothing to see on the screen and nothing to hear on the radio. The room, so noisy moments before, went absolutely silent as the moment stretched on, and on.

Nicky didn’t know how much more of this she could bear. It felt like torture. And then, when she was about to break, Niamh’s voice crackled through on the radio. ‘We’ve got her. It’s over.’


Chapter 37


Terms and Conditions Apply



She went to the office to start work on the article about Norway and what they’d found there. It would be several hours before Meredith was back and anyway, what was Nicky going to do, stand around in the quad waiting for her like a woman from the 1940s whose lover had gone to war?

Ollie must have had the same thought, because he came to the office as well. But as soon as he saw her, he pulled her into a tight hug. ‘You did it, Nic.’

‘It wasn’t my life I risked,’ she mumbled into his shoulder. The selfishness of what she’d done, sending everyone into danger, had started to weigh heavily on her.

He leaned back to look at her. ‘But no one got killed.’

None of the civilians she’d sent out into phage-infested country, anyway. She hadn’t dared ask Jules about the soldiers on the actual rescue mission. And Ollie hadn’t said that no one was hurt.

They worked in companionable silence for a couple of hours. It helped to focus on that, and not all the other questions Nicky’s brain wanted to ask her, like what she was going to say to Meredith, now she was back. It wasn’t as if anything between them had changed in Meredith’s absence. And that was if she even wanted to speak to Nicky. She certainly hadn’t before the trip to Norway.

Their office windows looked out over Imphal’s central quad. People were beginning to gather there, first in dribs and drabs and then in a growing, noisy crowd.

‘Her Maj must be about to arrive,’ Ollie said. ‘We’d best get down there.’

They were only just in time. As soon as they’d joined the crowd, it quietened. Outside the gates, there was the low hum of electric vehicles. And then the gates were creaking open and the convoy drove in. Nicky’s hands had clenched into fists.

After a moment, Meredith emerged from the front car. She was wearing a maroon dress that didn’t have a wrinkle or a spot of dirt on it. Her make-up was, as usual, impeccable.

Had one of her people brought her a change of clothes and her entire stockpile of make-up before they drove her back? Of course they had. Because Meredith wouldn’t want anyone to see her less than immaculate and utterly in control. Like Niamh had said, she wouldn’t allow herself to look weak in any circumstance, even the aftermath of her kidnapping and near murder.

The sun caught amber sparks in her hair as she walked through the crowd. She was smiling regally, accepting their cheers. Quite a few of them were crying, which seemed a bit much. Nicky swiped at her own eyes to make sure she wasn’t too.

Meredith stopped near the centre of the quad to scan the crowd. She was frowning slightly and Nicky’s stomach churned at the thought that it was her Meredith was searching for.

When Meredith looked in her direction, she took an involuntary step back, only to realise that a space had cleared around her, the crowd spontaneously pressing back to leave her alone and exposed. Meredith, unavoidably, saw her. Her frown smoothed and she made a sharp gesture with her chin, a clear ‘come here’.

Feeling uncomfortably visible, Nicky walked to her through the crowd. Meredith smiled when she reached her, leaned up to brush a kiss against her cheek, hooked her hand under Nicky’s arm and kept moving.

Nicky felt exactly like the queen consort that Ollie had called her. Meredith stopped every few yards to exchange words with one of her adoring public, while Nicky stood at her side with her eyes down to avoid seeing what anyone made of this. But it was wonderful to have the warmth of Meredith’s body beside her, and to feel the clasp of those strong, elegant fingers on her arm.

‘I gather I have you to thank for my rescue,’ Meredith said quietly.

Nicky looked away from her too-penetrating eyes. ‘You’ve got everyone to thank. Everyone helped.’ She hesitated, but even though a cowardly part of her preferred not to know, she had to ask. ‘Was anyone hurt or… or killed rescuing you?’

‘No. My people caught them napping, quite literally. It was all rather painless – on our side, at least.’

‘Are you saying that to make me feel better?’

‘Have I ever struck you as especially tactful?’ Meredith asked.

‘Not even slightly.’ And Nicky remembered Ian telling her that with Libyca, it was the other side who did the bleeding. So she decided she could let herself believe it. But she didn’t ever, ever want to have other people’s lives in her hands like that again. She thought she understood now what Niamh had meant about the qualities you needed in a military leader. The ones Meredith had.

‘I’m told you gave a very rousing speech about my many virtues,’ Meredith said.

‘See, I’m a better liar than you think,’ Nicky muttered, and Meredith smiled her private little smile.

‘Come along, darling,’ she said. ‘Let’s go home.’

It felt like forever before they got out of the quad and to the front door of Meredith’s house, where new soldiers were back on guard duty.

She thought Meredith might drop her arm once they were alone, but she didn’t. She didn’t say anything either, just leaned a little against Nicky as they went through to the sitting room. Someone had already lit the fire and the homely crackle was one of the most soothing sounds that she’d ever heard.

Meredith sat on the sofa, but Nicky didn’t join her. She hovered uncomfortably by the door. ‘So, um, I’m going to leave now.’

‘Why?’ Meredith asked.

‘Because it’s all so complicated and it’s been an insane day. Two days. And I can’t deal with it right now.’

‘What is there to deal with?’ Meredith looked genuinely puzzled.

‘Everything. The things I said to you. You killing Joe. Me still not being OK with that. You not speaking to me for the last week.’

‘Nicky –’ Meredith shifted as if she meant to get up, then slumped back down again, wincing.

She’d been so composed when she came back, it hadn’t occurred to Nicky that she might not have escaped her recent ordeal unscathed. That it was in fact highly unlikely that she had.

Nicky crossed the floor to sit beside her. She couldn’t not. But when she reached a hand towards Meredith, she ended up leaving it hovering in the air without touching her. The push-pull between them held her in perfect balance.

‘Just a few bruises, my darling,’ Meredith said. ‘Nothing for you to worry about.’

‘Can I see?’

‘They’re on my side. I’m afraid you’d have to undress me.’

Nicky swallowed but said, ‘I still want to.’

Meredith turned, wincing again, so that her back was to Nicky. The dress was a zip-up, like the very first one that Nicky had ever taken off her. She suspected Meredith remembered that too. Her hand shook as she pulled the zipper down, then looked at what she’d uncovered.

Just a bruise really didn’t do it justice. That whole side of Meredith’s torso was mottled red and burgeoning purple. The old bullet scars were barely visible beneath the bruising. Nicky was pretty sure someone had kicked her, very hard, probably more than once.

In that moment, she understood exactly why Meredith had killed Joe. Because if the people who’d hurt her had been in that room, Nicky would have murdered every single one of them with her bare hands. She would have enjoyed it.

Meredith saw the horror on her face and smiled softly. ‘You could kiss it better if you liked.’

Nicky slid to her knees on the carpet so she could touch her mouth to the epicentre of the bruise, above the dip of Meredith’s waistline. With helpless tenderness she kissed each part of it, while Meredith tangled her fingers in her hair, running her thumb in soothing arcs across the whorls of Nicky’s ear.

When she looked up again, Meredith’s eyes locked with hers. That far-too-soft expression was still on her face. ‘My lovely girl,’ she said.

Nicky’s chest ached at the words. ‘I can’t be your girl. Or, you know, some slightly less infantilising version of it. Not anymore.’

‘Whyever not?’

Nicky rested her cheek against Meredith’s thigh as Meredith’s thumb kept up its hypnotic rhythm against her ear. ‘I don’t know how to be with you, and be me.’

‘I’ve told you before, you’re not morally responsible for my actions. You don’t endorse them and you couldn’t stop them.’

Nicky pulled back far enough that Meredith’s hand slipped from her hair. ‘But if I can’t stop you, I shouldn’t be with you. I can’t be the one person you’re nice to when you’re horrible to everyone else. I can’t let you cook me meals, and take care of me and give me insane numbers of orgasms, and look away when you hurt other people. Not unless I want to hate myself any more than I already do.’

There was a long silence. Meredith’s lips had that pursed look they got when you’d said something she disapproved of, and Nicky knew it was time to leave. But she couldn’t seem to make herself do it.

Then Meredith smiled one of her usual ambiguous smiles. ‘Well, I suppose this will take some thinking about. But in my experience, most problems have a solution, even ones as knotty as you. Will you at least give me one evening’s grace to find it?’

‘To work out how to manipulate me into changing my mind, you mean.’

‘But you’re wise to me now. You won’t be fooled so easily.’

‘Based on past form I probably will.’ Nicky pressed a last kiss against Meredith’s side, then rose. ‘You’re going to be OK on your own, right? They’ve checked that you haven’t got any internal bleeding or anything?’

‘There’s no other significant damage,’ Meredith said. ‘But I was rather hoping that you’d hold me for a while. I’ve had a ghastly day and you could make me feel better.’

Of course it was another manipulation, but Nicky didn’t resist, not when it was exactly what she wanted. She fetched the angora blanket for them to lie beneath, then stripped down to her briefs and bra, lay down and opened her arms.

Meredith sighed in satisfaction and eased herself down beside her. She was, as ever, furnace-warm in Nicky’s arms.

‘They didn’t…’ Nicky swallowed. ‘They didn’t do anything worse to you, did they? You know you could tell me if they had.’

‘No, darling, nothing worse.’ Meredith rested her head beneath Nicky’s chin. ‘They were planning to put me on trial and then hang me. I imagine they thought it would be fitting to do to me what was done to their former commander. They’d convinced themselves it was justice, and it would have ruined their self-image as paragons of upstanding masculinity if they’d mistreated me that way.’

‘So instead they just kicked you when you were helpless and completely in their power.’ Nicky got a handle on the rage with difficulty. It wasn’t what Meredith needed.

Meredith’s bruised side was pressed against the sofa. She didn’t complain, but Nicky curled an arm beneath her to help ease the pressure. With her other hand, she stroked Meredith’s flank in a slow rhythm, offering comfort and taking it too, the tactile reassurance that Meredith really was OK.

‘I thought of you, you know,’ Meredith said, ‘in what I believed might be my final moments.’

Nicky blinked back tears. ‘Even though pretty much the last thing I said to you was calling you a monster?’

‘Oh goodness, you needn’t worry about that. You know I never take your silly emotions seriously.’

Nicky felt a rush of intense relief at being let off the hook so easily. She knew she could leave it at that, and it wouldn’t be spoken of again. But they’d never get anywhere if they didn’t actually talk about things.

‘Then why did you ignore me for the last week?’ she asked. ‘I thought you were finished with us.’

‘If I wanted to end things, I’d say. I didn’t call you because I needed to be away from Imphal, and you’re much easier to manage in person. I was hoping by the time I came back you’d have cooled off.’

And Meredith had probably needed time to cool off too, but she’d never say that. Admitting Nicky’s words had wounded her would be admitting vulnerability, and that was something Meredith hated doing.

This close up, Nicky could see the deep shadows beneath her eyes that even make-up couldn’t hide. But then she probably hadn’t slept at all last night. Anyone else would be on the point of collapse.

‘I’m sorry, though,’ Nicky said. ‘I’m really sorry.’ She kissed Meredith’s hair and snuggled closer, fully relaxing for the first time since she’d set sail for Norway.

There was a long, comfortable silence, while Nicky’s fingers continued their caress. Then Meredith said, ‘Barnaby and I began seeing each other when I was nineteen.’

Nicky froze, shocked. Meredith wasn’t looking at her; her face remained pressed to Nicky’s chest. Nicky’s fingers had stilled at those words, and Meredith made a small, discontented noise until she began moving them again, stroking back and forth along the arch of Meredith’s back.

‘I was twenty when we married,’ Meredith continued after a moment. ‘He was thirty-two. It was what one might call a whirlwind romance.’

Nicky had to breathe in and out a few times before she could unclench the hand that had instinctively curled into a fist at those words. ‘God I hate him. I hate him so much.’

‘I don’t bother with hate. It’s too much effort for too little reward.’

‘Did you… did you love him back then?’

She felt the brush of Meredith’s hair as she shook her head. ‘I didn’t put much stock in love. Barnaby said we belonged together, and I believed that. It took me too long to realise that he really meant I belonged to him. He thought he owned me, bought and paid for. He still does.’

Nicky tried to picture the person Meredith had been when she was twenty. She must have been unnaturally strong-willed, even then. Had she been softer and less cynical, more open to the world and other people? Probably not. She’d probably been every bit as sharp and unsentimental as she was now. A few more years and she might have been wise to Cade, but he hadn’t allowed her those years.

‘I don’t want to own you,’ she said, taking Meredith’s hand to kiss her fingers.

Meredith lifted her head to smile at her. ‘No, you never have. Quite the reverse, if anything.’

‘I don’t want you to own me, either.’

‘Hmm,’ Meredith said, noncommittally.

She tightened her grip on Meredith’s hand. ‘Back in Ambleside, you said that part of you was drawn to part of him, but you’re nothing like him. You’re not cruel or vindictive or sadistic. You hurt people sometimes, but you never do it for those reasons, not like him.’

Meredith’s eyes locked onto Nicky’s, her expression entirely serious. ‘Alright,’ she said, ‘here’s my offer.’

Nicky stiffened, then relaxed again when Meredith stroked her cheek. ‘OK.’

‘I do understand that your “morals” are sometimes outraged by the things I do.’ Nicky smiled at the audible scare quotes around morals. ‘So. On condition that you use it very rarely, I’ll give you a veto over my actions. If you ask me not to do something, and if it’s terribly important to you, then I won’t.’

Nicky’s breath caught. She knew what a massive concession this was. But it wasn’t that simple. ‘In order to veto your actions, I’d have to know what they are, in advance. You have to tell me things, Meredith, even if my face might give them away. And I get it, honestly, if you think it’s too much of a risk. But I can’t live like that, always waiting for the other shoe to drop.’

Meredith’s hand stilled, cupping her cheek. Then she nodded. ‘I suppose I can find ways to work around your utter transparency. And you are quite a useful sounding board.’

‘Well, as long as it’s benefitting you.’

‘Precisely.’ There was a long pause. ‘Are you considering answering me?’ Meredith asked, sounding… not nervous exactly. But maybe the tiniest bit unsure of herself, which was unprecedented enough on its own.

‘I need to think about it, OK?’ Nicky said.

She understood that she was at a crossroads. If she accepted the offer, she’d have no right to complain about it further down the line. And if she walked away, she knew that Meredith would let her. And this time she wouldn’t come chasing after.

And Nicky couldn’t accept the terms and plan to change them later. She couldn’t expect to change Meredith, because Niamh was right. Meredith was who she was and no one, not even Nicky, could ever change her. The shameful truth was, she wouldn’t really want to.

A Meredith who wasn’t smug and inappropriate and demanding, who didn’t shrug at the death of innocents and commit cold-blooded murder when she felt it was necessary – that wouldn’t be Meredith at all. And Nicky liked the real Meredith. She probably shouldn’t, but she did.

The real Meredith was interesting and funny and brilliant in many ways. She stroked Nicky’s hair when she needed comfort, and cooked amazing meals for her, and teased her and laughed at her and provoked her. She paid more close, careful attention to what Nicky liked than anyone else in her life ever had.

Every word Nicky had said to her friends about her was true. In the world before the apocalypse, Meredith would probably have belonged in prison. But in this one, she belonged in charge.

So if Meredith could recognise that she might occasionally benefit from a moral compass, even if she had to outsource it, then maybe Nicky could accept that ugly things sometimes needed to be done. And there was no one who would do them as efficiently or as effectively as Meredith.

She stared at her, this infuriating, utterly absorbing woman whom she seemed unable to live without. Meredith looked like a Pre-Raphaelite painting in the firelight, if the Pre-Raphaelites had painted a lot of scoundrels.

‘You’re unfairly beautiful,’ Nicky said.

Meredith’s smile wasn’t one she’d seen before, warm and pleased. After a moment it quirked up into her more usual sardonic expression. ‘You know I never play fair.’ She paused a second and then asked, carefully, ‘Am I to take it that you’re accepting my offer?’

Nicky brushed the auburn curls out of her eyes, then leaned in to steal the kiss she’d been coveting all evening.

Meredith’s eyes remained closed after she drew back, and when she blinked them open they were briefly dazed, as if she’d been as lost in the kiss as Nicky was.

‘Yes,’ Nicky said, because what other answer was there? ‘Alright. Please don’t make me regret it.’

She got another chance to see that pleased, warm smile from Meredith. ‘I expect I shall. We’ll muddle through.’


Epilogue




Nicky slept on the sofa. Meredith hadn’t wanted her to, but Nicky was terrified of hurting her when they inevitably gravitated towards each other in the night. And because she was on the sofa, she was the one who answered the door to Niamh when she knocked, insistently enough to drag her out of a deep sleep, at four in the morning.

Even before she answered the door, she knew something was wrong. It wasn’t hard to infer: people seldom woke you up at that hour for good news. But it was more than that. It was a fear she’d been unwilling to acknowledge, lurking beneath the joy of her reunion with Meredith. Because they’d thwarted Cade, again. They’d struck a blow against him, but they hadn’t knocked him out. And now it was his move.

One look at Niamh’s face confirmed it. ‘There’s been a break-out,’ she said, before the door had fully opened.

‘A break-out?’ Nicky asked.

Niamh looked past her, into the house. ‘The Guvnor needs to hear this.’

‘She’s sleeping. She needs to rest. Show it to me and I’ll tell her about it.’

But she heard a tread on the wooden floorboards behind her and Meredith said, ‘No need for that. I can see for myself.’

Nicky turned to face her, ready to argue, but one look at her expression and she shut her mouth. Meredith hadn’t had time to dress. She’d pulled on her green silk dressing gown and slipped into her heels, but her hair made it clear that she’d just climbed out of bed. Even so, she looked businesslike and completely focused. Her face showed no sign of the pain she must be feeling from her bruises. She clearly knew as well as Nicky did that whatever this was, it was bad news.

‘It was the kid, the boy Cade sent with his message,’ Niamh told her.

Nicky felt an icy dart of fear. ‘He’s living with Gary, isn’t he?’

‘He was,’ Niamh said grimly. ‘You’d better come and see, Guv.’

Niamh had said that to Meredith, but Nicky followed her too. She needed to know what had happened.

Niamh led them to one of the newly opened housing blocks on the opposite side of Imphal, in the former university campus. There was a collection of people milling outside, but Niamh shouldered her way straight through without answering their questions.

Inside, the first thing Nicky saw was the blood. There was an arc of it splashed over the sitting room wall. Arterial spray suggested some distant memory of the crime dramas her mum used to watch, as her eyes remained fixed on it.

There were two bodies in the room as well, the sources of all that blood. She knew she ought to be looking at those, not the wall, but she couldn’t bear to.

‘Nicky,’ Meredith said. ‘Why don’t you go back to bed, darling?’

But that would be cowardly. Whatever had happened to Gary, it was her responsibility to stand witness to it, as both a journalist and a friend. So she took a deep breath and looked down.

Both of them had had their throats ripped out. Nicky’s gorge rose at the sign of that ragged wound beneath Gary’s familiar, gruff face. He was unnaturally pale. His wife was too. Her arm was outstretched, almost touching his shoulder, as if she’d reached for him in her last moments.

Meredith knelt to inspect the bodies with clinical detachment, but Nicky finally allowed herself to look away. She wanted to cry and couldn’t, too shocked for tears. They’d probably come later.

‘Did phages break in here?’ she asked shakily.

‘No phages,’ Niamh said. ‘Nothing came in. Something left.’

‘You’re saying the boy did this? He can’t have. I know he’d been messed up by Cade but he was still a kid.’

‘All I know is, he’s gone and here they are.’

And then Nicky saw them, glinting white in one corner of the room. They were so small that her eyes almost passed over them, but some instinct made her pick them up.

As soon as she realised what they were, she nearly dropped them again. Teeth. Except, no, when she gingerly turned one over, she realised that it wasn’t a tooth at all. It was a cap.

‘Guv, I’ve got something.’ It was one of Meredith’s soldiers, hovering in the doorway with a photo in her hand. ‘The security cameras caught it a couple of hours ago.’

‘Let me see,’ Meredith said, taking the picture. And for one instant, Nicky saw unguarded shock on her face.

It was an image of the boy, standing on the street outside Imphal, looking back at the walls. He was grinning, his mouth still smeared red with blood. Around him was a group of phages, stringy-haired and monstrously toothed, but they weren’t attacking him. They almost seemed to be guarding him.

Nicky looked down at the two small caps she was still holding, then back at the photograph. ‘This is my fault. This happened because of what I did in Norway.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Meredith said. There was tension in every line of her body. ‘This must have been in the works for months, maybe years. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine for underestimating Barnaby. I assumed his plans ended at making new phages. But all this time, he’s been making new vampires too.’

Nicky and Meredith’s story will conclude in The Last Chance on Earth


Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed the book, how about signing up to my mailing list? You’ll get monthly updates on my writing, sneak peeks at upcoming work and an exclusive novelette starring Nicky and Meredith.

You can sign up and get your free copy of Bad Times at Betty’s Tea Rooms at bexbenjamin.com
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