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      Content warning: This book contains mild gore, violence, a brief discussion of euthanasia, and conversations around familial death, including parental death.

      

      There’s also one scene of an in-denial lesbian having consensual straight sex that she isn’t really enjoying. If you’d like to avoid it, skip the second half of chapter 2 – you won’t be missing anything vital.

      

      It’s a proudly queer romance. No gays will be buried and there’s a guaranteed happily ever after for the two women at the end of the series – but it’s going to be a bumpy road to get there.

      

      If there are any triggers that I’ve failed to warn for, I’m very sorry and feel free to contact me on bex@bexbenjamin.com if you’d like me to update the warnings.

      

      You’re all adults (I hope!) so this goes without saying, but this book is a work of fiction. In real life, I get my flu jab every year and I’ve never yet either had the flu or turned into a phage.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to the extended Wantman clan: Linda, Adam, Sara, Liz, Meir, Simon, Jess, Paula, Al and their many children, some of whom should definitely not be reading this. Because the families you find can be as important as the ones you’re born into.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to my Aunty Anne, because I’m lucky enough to have a wonderful real family too. Also because she promised not to read this if I dedicated it to her.
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      Before the Bloodletting, before the phages, Nicky had already crossed paths with all three of them: the people who’d be so important to her after the world ended. Not that she’d realised it at the time. She’d been too busy worrying about all the things that would become utterly irrelevant less than six months later.

      She didn’t actually meet Ollie, or become aware of his existence in any way. They’d just been in the same place at the same time, at one of those massive, all-day concerts they used to hold in Hyde Park. She and Ollie might even have walked past each other, but if they had, he hadn’t made much of an impression on her.

      The two of them only figured out how close they came much later, probably because this was the last concert either of them would ever attend. A few days after it, a lab in North London sent off an egg-cultured virus that was supposed to be a seasonal flu variant, but wasn’t. It was a candidate for inclusion in the flu vaccines that were used all around the world. Soon it would come to be known as the v-strain.

      Nicky and Ollie weren’t involved in any of that. None of the hundred thousand or so people at the concert were. Back then, Nicky liked crowds. She liked the anonymity of them. She’d been feeling particularly anonymous that day.

      When they talked about it, years later, Ollie remembered the bands and the sunshine and the sweet-greasy smell of the fairground donuts.

      What Nicky remembered was that the previous night she’d found out her boyfriend was cheating on her, and now she’d managed to lose her friends in the sweaty throng. And then a small child having a tantrum threw his ice cream away. It splattered all over Nicky’s new t-shirt. That, she’d felt at the time, had pretty much summed up how her life was going.

      Her life was about to get a whole lot worse but, to be fair, it didn’t make her feel any better about that particular day.

      

      Barnaby Cade was different. He was a job. This was a fortnight after the concert, a month before the v-strain was approved for use internationally.

      Nicky was in the magazine office in central London where she’d been employed for the last two years. It was one of her work-from-home days, but her home currently contained Paul, the boyfriend she’d caught cheating on her. He was refusing to move out until he found somewhere else to live.

      ‘You alright?’ their features editor asked as soon as he saw her face.

      ‘Not that great,’ she said.

      ‘Well, pull yourself together. I need you to turn a piece round by lunchtime. Barnaby Cade, top ten talent he’s hooked up with. Liaise with pictures for the images. And pick the hottest ones, for god’s sake.’

      When Nicky told people she wanted to be a journalist, a lot of them told her it was a bad idea. Newspapers were dying and magazines were on their last legs. Besides, AI would be doing it all soon anyway. But journalism seemed meaningful. It was a way for Nicky to do something that mattered, when so little in her life felt like it really did. And everyone had to start somewhere, right? Even writing prurient and quite misogynistic junk for a low-circulation gossip magazine.

      She was already vaguely aware of Cade. Most people were. He was the heir to an arms-dealer fortune turned philanthropist and social justice advocate, a man who’d chosen to put his family’s money to use healing people, rather than killing them. His charities had funded dengue fever eradication initiatives, as well as gene therapies for muscular dystrophy and type 1 albinism. There was literally nothing to dislike about him, but being forced to read about his sexual conquests definitely made Nicky want to try.

      Cade went to a lot of gala events with a lot of different women, though seldom the same woman twice. His sole long-term relationship had been with his wife: a woman called Eddie, who’d disappeared in mysterious circumstances more than a decade ago. Some people thought Cade had killed her. It was one of those silly rumours that went around.

      Nicky managed to track down only one photo of Eddie. It wasn’t good quality, shot from the back with Eddie’s face a quarter turned towards the camera. She looked extremely young. There was a delicacy, almost a fragility to her features, the curve of her cheekbone, but the small smile that the camera had caught on her lips had a different flavour. She looked like she was smiling at a joke no one else was in on.

      Nicky spent so much time fruitlessly researching Eddie that she didn’t get the piece written by the deadline. The features editor gave her a talking-to. She had to stay late.

      Perhaps the employees at the lab where the v-strain was being tested ought to have done the same. Then they might have noticed that the technique they used to inactivate the flu virus didn’t work on the v-strain. It had a recombinant property never observed before. Even so, the researchers shouldn’t have missed it. They would have been in a lot of trouble, if anyone who could prosecute them hadn’t died a horrible death not very many weeks later.

      

      And of course there was Meredith. At this point the world had really started going to shit, though no one quite realised it. The winter flu vaccination program had begun in the northern hemisphere and more than fifty per cent of adults in the UK were given trivalent or quadrivalent shots. Both contained the v-strain. 

      If the incubation period had been short, the authorities might have spotted the problem sooner. The southern hemisphere might at least have been spared. But the latency period was highly variable. In some people it took up to three weeks to present, and some of them were on holiday when symptoms began. Popular tourist destinations all around the world were especially hard hit.

      Phage outbreaks were already occurring by the time Nicky went to the Frontline Club. Her cheating boyfriend Paul had moved out by then, so she didn’t dread going home any more. She just dreaded the monthly rent, which she absolutely couldn’t afford on her own.

      Drinking in a private members club wasn’t a good use of her money, but a friend had invited her, someone who had the kind of job Nicky wanted on a national newspaper. Nicky couldn’t pass up the opportunity to spend time with real journalists who did actual journalism and didn’t spend their days writing profiles of Love Island contestants.

      The Frontline was a hang-out for war correspondents. Nicky was always extremely quiet when she went there. She could imagine what those hard-bitten hacks would say if they found out the sort of journalism she did, and she saved them the effort by pre-emptively despising herself on their behalf.

      But she loved listening to their conversations. That day they were talking about the really weird rumours coming out of Croatia. YouTube had started filling up with videos of people going crazy in public for no reason: attacking passers-by, biting them.

      The most-watched video showed a middle-aged businessman ripping out a toddler’s throat with his teeth. A lot of people thought that one was faked.

      Croatia had begun its winter flu vaccination program a week earlier than everyone else that year. No one realised the significance at the time.

      ‘Came across Meredith in Kandahar,’ Jess Rey said. She was a veteran of at least a dozen conflicts and a legend even among other war correspondents. ‘She says it’ll be coming over here soon enough, and it’s going to be bad. Recommends getting out of the city.’

      Nicky was too timid to ask who Meredith was. Everyone else seemed to know.

      ‘And you trust Meredith?’ someone asked Jess.

      She shrugged. ‘I trust her to know trouble when she sees it.’

      That was it, that was the extent of Nicky’s exposure to Meredith, pre-apocalypse. She might not have remembered the conversation at all, except that in five days’ time Jess Rey would be dead in Croatia, caught in a panicked crowd as a pack of phages descended. These were the last words Nicky ever heard her speak.

      Within a week, there’d been phage attacks in most European countries, not to mention on every other continent. A lot of people were locking themselves in their homes. No one realised they were locking themselves in with family and friends who’d be undergoing that same horrible transformation very soon.

      Everyone with blood type B, it was eventually discovered, mutated when exposed to the v-strain. The UK was lucky, relatively speaking. Only eleven per cent of the British population had that blood type. Fully a third of those in India and Pakistan who were exposed to the virus were transformed. And throughout the world, the vast majority of those who didn’t turn got their throats ripped out and their blood drained.

      The phages weren’t intelligent, or no more intelligent than any other apex predator. There was nothing human left in them, only an unthinking, bestial hunger. Blind in daylight, severely burned by ultra-violet, they were strictly nocturnal. The phages weren’t vampires. But they weren’t not vampires.

      Nicky was visiting an old uni friend who’d moved to Manchester when it all fell apart. That was what saved her, if not her friend, or any other person who’d been in the Frontline Club that night. No one but her was left to confirm that the mysterious Meredith had been right on the money.

      

      Sometimes, years later, Nicky imagined explaining to her past self what was going to happen to her.

      She imagined telling herself that of those three people, one would become her worst enemy, one her best friend, and the other the love of her life. She knew she would have found it extremely hard to believe. She still found it pretty baffling, if she was honest. But a lot more things were going to happen before any of that became clear.

      It was going to take her a particularly long time to come to terms with the love-of-her-life bit.
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            Three Quite Difficult Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicky woke to the unpleasant feeling of a cat licking her eyelids. It was how she woke most mornings. She could have avoided it by not letting the community’s three cats sleep with her, but she liked the cats more than she liked lying in.

      She sighed, rolled off the single bed that took up nearly all of her room, and headed out to start her day.

      She pulled on yesterday’s socks for the walk from the main farmhouse to the new concrete shower block behind the millpond. Slippers would have been better, but Nicky didn’t have any. She kept hoping a scavenging expedition would come back with some, but since scavenging involved risking your life entering possibly phage-infested buildings, she didn’t really feel she could ask anyone to make that a priority. Even at times like these, when her feet squished unpleasantly in some duck poo she’d failed to see.

      The shower was cold: a disadvantage of early rising, when their three precious solar panels hadn’t had a chance to work. But the whole shower block was empty, and that made the iciness of the water a price worth paying.

      Nicky had adjusted to communal life. She’d had to. But rare moments of privacy were something she treasured.

      After she’d showered, she brushed her teeth with their horrible homemade salt-and-baking-soda toothpaste, took her meds from the dwindling supply she was trying very hard not to panic about, and headed for the barnyard.

      It was her job to milk the goats today. She got put on the rota to do that quite a lot. She liked to think it was because she had a special bond with them, but realistically it was probably because no one wanted her helping with breakfast. She was a terrible cook.

      The goats spent the night in the smallest of the farm’s three barns. Its doors squeaked on rusty hinges when Nicky flung them open, and the community’s four nannies turned their unsettling yellow eyes on her. Dusty lowered her nubbly head for a rub as Nicky set the pail down beneath her. Milking goats was one of many life skills she’d picked up since the apocalypse. Her CV would look a lot more interesting these days, if CVs had still been a thing.

      She was down to the last few squirts of milk when there was a flash that made her flinch. Dusty nearly kicked the pail over.

      Ollie was leaning against the barn door, flapping the Polaroid to dry it. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump.’ He’d hung the camera back round his neck. He probably thought it make him look like a proper photojournalist, a sort of stocky Asian Cartier-Bresson. It didn’t, it made him look dorky. The shirt buttoned one button too high wasn’t helping much on that front either, or the habit he had of tipping his head slightly to one side, as if to compensate for the fact that one of his eyes was higher than the other.

      Nicky reached for the photo. ‘Let’s have a look.’

      ‘You’ll like it,’ he said, handing it over.

      Her head in the photo was bowed against Dusty’s flank, cropped blonde hair a contrast to the goat’s dark brown, but equally scruffy. Nicky’s face was serious as she focused on the milking, and the angle hid the bump on her nose she’d got from falling out of a tree when she was seven. She actually did like the picture, which was rare with her and photos of herself. But then Ollie had been an apprentice wedding photographer in a previous life.

      ‘That’s definitely going on my Tinder profile,’ she said.

      ‘Speaking of. The Eastfields mob are coming for dinner on Sunday. They’re staying the night, so maybe you and Chris…’ Chris was the new guy over at the neighbouring farm, a former lawyer from Bolton with a posh accent and strong opinions about football.

      ‘I don’t know if he’s still interested,’ Nicky said. ‘I don’t really know if I’m interested.’

      ‘I thought you liked him?’

      ‘I do. A bit.’

      Ollie frowned. ‘Honestly, Nic, you need to give him more of a chance. It’s not like the dating pool’s that deep these days. What’s wrong with him?’

      ‘Nothing. We don’t have much in common, that’s all. Also, he made this really weird noise when he came. I can deal with the odd grunt, but he sounded literally haunted.’

      ‘Stop! Why are you telling me this?!’ Ollie was both over-invested in her love life and very squeamish about the details.

      ‘You did ask,’ she reminded him.

      ‘I’m retracting the question.’

      ‘I tell you what. I’ll give Chris another go if you ask that tall girl from Easingwold Farm out.’

      Like many people, Ollie had lost someone in the Bloodletting. But unlike other people, he hadn’t even started to move on from it. His lack of interest in relationships was probably why he was so focused on Nicky’s. She’d been waging a long campaign to get him to at least contemplate a few dates. It was very much a war of attrition.

      Right now he was looking appalled. ‘You can’t go out with someone just to make someone else go out with someone else. That’s terrible.’

      She shrugged. ‘It’s as good a reason as any.’

      ‘Not it isn’t!’

      ‘What are you doing up, anyway?’ she asked. ‘I thought you were on the rota for a lie-in today.’

      ‘Oh yeah, sorry. I’m supposed to tell you to get a shift on. There’s a breakfast meeting Himself wants us there for.’

      ‘Breakfast meeting? Did we spontaneously turn into Morgan Stanley overnight? Are the chickens on the board of directors?’

      He took the milk pail and held the barn door open for her. ‘Apparently someone from that new lot at Imphal Barracks wants to introduce themselves.’

      ‘Seriously? That’s interesting after all this time.’

      ‘Right?’ he said.

      The barracks had been occupied before, a friendly group of survivors from Leeds. But about three months ago, someone else had taken over. Since then, no one from any of the local communities had seen hide nor hair of them. The rumour mill had got to work and none of what came out of it was good.

      There were a particularly large number of rumours about the new leader there.

      Nicky and Ollie dropped the milk at the back door, then rounded the farmhouse to find that Simon had set up a trestle table in the driveway. That was interesting too. It was March, and really not warm enough to sit outside for breakfast, so Nicky could only assume Simon didn’t want the Imphal people to see too much of their set-up. He didn’t always tell the rest of them everything he knew. Maybe some of those nasty rumours about the newcomers were true.

      Simon was already sitting at the head of the table, big and square and frowning beneath his tightly curled silver hair. He looked like someone your landlord would send round to sort out the damp in the bathroom, who’d ask if you minded paying in cash. But he was the man who’d saved the lives of 17 people over the last three years, and given them all a home here, in the farmhouse north of York that was meant to be his retirement home. 

      Retirement from what precisely, Nicky didn’t know. Something that had left him able to wire up their electrics to the solar panels they’d scavenged. That had given him and Raj, their resident plumber, the know-how to rig a pump to move water from the brook to their shower block, which he’d also known how to build. Something that meant he had a dozen shotguns in his house and a whole shed full of shells.

      She still found him intimidating, even after nearly three years under his roof.

      She gave him an awkward nod as she sat down. Ollie slipped onto the stool next to her and set his camera on the table in front of him. Simon wasn’t looking at either of them. He was staring at the barbed-wire-topped gate.

      ‘Flipping heck,’ Ollie said, staring too.

      A car was heading towards them down the dirt track. Nicky hadn’t seen one of those on the road for at least a year. The petrol had all gone off by then, which it turned out was something petrol did. She’d learned all sorts of interesting facts like that since the world ended. She’d definitely do better on her GCSEs if she sat them now.

      The car drove through the front gate and parked on the grass by the driveway. It was eerily quiet.

      ‘Electric,’ Simon said. ‘They must be generating power at Imphal.’

      Then the car doors opened and three men and one woman stepped out. Two things were instantly obvious: the men were ex-military, and the woman was in charge. Nicky couldn’t have said why she was so sure, it was something in the arrogance of the way the woman carried herself.

      The men didn’t have any visible weapons, but their presence still somehow felt threatening. She saw Simon’s muscles tense as they approached.

      The woman was, improbably, wearing a cocktail dress. It was moss green and would have been a great choice to complement her loosely curled, shoulder-length auburn hair and impeccable make-up, if she hadn’t been walking across a field outside a farmhouse in the middle of an apocalypse.

      She was also, ridiculously, wearing three-inch heels.

      The woman saw Nicky staring at them. ‘They’re Louboutins,’ she said.

      ‘But what if you want to run away?’ Nicky blurted.

      Simon gave her a quelling look. The woman raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘I wasn’t especially intending to. Why, are you anticipating a need?’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ Simon said.

      ‘It’s just,’ Nicky felt compelled to add, ‘there are quite a lot of blood-starved monsters out there. Millions of them. So most people like to be at least vaguely ready to flee for their lives.’

      ‘Our best estimate for the UK’s phage population is one point three million,’ the woman said to Nicky, then turned to Simon. ‘Well, if we’ve quite finished discussing my footwear, perhaps we could get down to business?’

      ‘Yeah, let’s,’ Simon said, staring very firmly at Nicky. ‘Welcome to Mill Estate. I’m Simon Akinyemi.’

      The woman sat at the very centre of the table opposite Ollie and Nicky. She leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs, revealing quite a lot of thigh. The skin she’d exposed was olive and smooth, but if she was doing it for Simon’s benefit, she was wasting her time. He seemed more interested in checking out her car.

      ‘Meredith Hind,’ she said. ‘I took over at Imphal Barracks a little while ago. You probably heard.’

      Simon nodded. ‘We did. And then we didn’t hear much of anything.’

      ‘Except for some quite unpleasant rumours, I expect.’

      ‘I judge people on their actions. There’s three dozen survivor communities living in peace here, and the urbans around the Minster. Trading. Resource sharing. It’s a good set-up and we look out for each other.’

      ‘I’m aware,’ Meredith said. ‘It’s one of the reasons I decided to move in.’ She didn’t, Nicky noticed, respond to either the implied question or the implied threat. Her face was very cheek-boney and symmetrical and hard to read. If someone had put a gun to Nicky’s head and ordered her to describe it in one word, she would probably have gone with ‘smug’.

      Before Simon could reply, Adnan and Suzy came out with breakfast, a big tureen of porridge. It didn’t need two of them to carry it; they were just being nosey.

      Behind them, Lizzie was supposed to be opening the night security shutters on all the windows, but she’d also stopped to stare. New people were a novelty these days, and especially the new person who’d been the cause of so much speculation.

      Meredith looked down her nose at the porridge. ‘No, thank you. I had lobster benedict earlier.’

      ‘So why did you arrange a breakfast meeting?’ Nicky asked.

      Now Meredith was looking down her nose at her. ‘It was more about the timing than the cuisine.’

      ‘Then you could have said an eight o’clock meeting. Which is anyway a ridiculous time of day for it.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Meredith said. ‘Who are you exactly?’

      Weirdly flustered, Nicky found herself looking at Simon to answer. She wasn’t entirely sure why, except that if he gave it the stamp of authority, it might make what she and Ollie did seem marginally less silly.

      ‘These are Nicky Lester and Ollie Nguyen. Our resident journalists,’ Simon said.

      ‘Journalists?’ Meredith’s pointedly dubious gaze took in the farmhouse and the fields and the barns and the lack of anything much else. ‘Do you write a lot of livestock-centric stories?’

      ‘They cover phage attacks. Scavenging expeditions. Everyday life in the changed world. You know how it used to be, internet access twenty-four seven, rolling news. Now all we’ve got is the VHF radio and gossip. We barely even know what’s going on in the next town over. That’s why we need a revitalised press. People are starving for information. Nicky and Ollie produce a newsletter that gets circulated to all the local communities.’

      Meredith smiled patronisingly at them. ‘Oh yes. The News of the Wolds. I believe I saw your last edition. Wasn’t the main feature a chicken beauty pageant?’

      ‘We called it Yorkshire’s hottest chicks,’ Ollie said proudly, while Nicky sent him a death glare. ‘Our readers will be right interested in you. Mind if I take a photo?’

      ‘Not at all. You’ll find a three-quarter shot from the left is my best angle.’

      Ollie snapped a picture from the other side, which made Nicky want to high-five him.

      ‘Alright then,’ Simon said. ‘I’m assuming this isn’t a social call.’

      They got down to it, and Nicky concentrated on taking notes. She noticed Meredith noticing that she used shorthand. That’d teach her to scoff. Nicky did actually have a journalism degree, even if she hadn’t exactly been putting it to best use post-apocalypse. Or pre-apocalypse, if she was honest.

      Most of the conversation seemed to be sounding each other out, figuring out what they had to trade and what they’d ask in return. When it moved on to security arrangements, Meredith asked a lot of probing questions that Simon deflected.

      ‘I do wonder if you have quite the resources you need for your own protection,’ Meredith said.

      Simon stared her down. ‘We’re happy with our set-up.’

      ‘Yes, I can see what a bucolic idyll you have here.’

      She was definitely being sarcastic. At that moment, George and Den were wrestling Kylie, their new heifer, towards the cow shed. It wasn’t going well. George looked on the point of tears, possibly because Kylie had deposited a cowpat on his foot.

      Nearby, hidden under a hedge – but not hidden enough – Jill and Kester were enjoying an early morning quickie. And round the side of the house, Tom had managed to drop half the laundry he’d been hanging up into the mud and was swearing inventively.

      The house itself used to be picturesque, back when it had been an eighteenth-century stone manor. Since then it had been repeatedly extended and renovated to accommodate Simon's growing roster of rescuees.

      Meredith was looking disparagingly at the breeze-block west extension which, to be fair, was particularly wonky. Nicky and Ollie had helped build that one.

      ‘These are rather perilous times,’ Meredith said, turning her attention back to Simon. ‘One can never be too careful. I do have some highly trained and highly armed personnel I’d be willing to loan out. For a price, of course.’

      Simon shook his head firmly. ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’

      Meredith smiled. ‘That’s what that little fishing community on the Ouse said, and last week they lost two people to phage attacks. Very tragic.’

      ‘What is this?’ Nicky asked incredulously. ‘“Nice community you’ve got here, shame if some phages happened to it”?’

      ‘That analogy would only work,’ Meredith said coolly, ‘if I were the source of the phages as well as the protection. I’m not.’

      Simon gave Nicky another look, and she subsided. The meeting ended not long after with very little having been decided. Meredith looked satisfied all the same. Nicky wondered if the point of the trip had been the negotiations, or an opportunity to suss them out.

      ‘Bloody hell, Nic!’ Ollie burst out as soon as Meredith and her men had driven off in their silent car. ‘What got into you?’

      ‘Yes, thank you, Nichola,’ Simon said. ‘That was very helpful.’

      Nicky flushed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said contritely, but couldn’t help adding, ‘I mean I’m not that sorry. She was laughing at us the whole time.’

      Simon didn’t seem to be listening. He was looking out through the still-open gates. ‘That is a very dangerous woman.’

      Ollie stared at him. ‘What, Ms celebrating the end of the world in a party frock and stilettos?’

      ‘Mmhm,’ Simon said, gaze still fixed down the road where Meredith and her entourage had disappeared.
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      ‘We should do an article about her,’ Nicky told Ollie the next day.

      ‘Himself doesn’t want us to.’

      ‘What happened to a revitalised press?’ she asked indignantly.

      He shrugged. ‘It mouthed off during a really important meeting for some reason, and now Simon doesn’t trust it to be impartial.’

      Nicky decided to write the article anyway, making long-hand notes that she typed up during the one hour of power a day they were allowed on their shared laptop. Not writing it felt like letting Meredith win somehow. She’d been so infuriatingly sure that she’d get her way. Nicky wanted to show her that someone could stand up to her, even if it was in the form of an article that no one would ever read.

      There was quite a lot to put in it. The mobile networks had been down since the Bloodletting, but Mill Estate was in VHF contact with all the nearby survivor communities. And within a week, everyone had a Meredith story to tell. After three months of keeping herself to herself, she’d been making up for lost time.

      ‘Lucky us, she’s having her coming out ball,’ Hannah said sourly. She was the second in command at Eastfields – the closest other survivor community to Mill Estate – and had taken a violent dislike to Meredith.

      It probably had something to do with the fact Meredith had discovered that Eastfields was critically short of veterinary medication for their livestock. She’d somehow acquired the entire local supply, and then sold it to Hannah at an utterly exorbitant rate. Hannah had been forced to give Eastfields’ prize bull in exchange, and then Meredith offered to loan him back for stud in return for even more concessions.

      ‘Suppose I should be grateful she didn’t ask for my firstborn child,’ Hannah said.

      They’d actually got off pretty lightly. Over at Nether Poppleton, a scavenging party had been caught out after dark. Meredith’s people found them huddled in a barn with phages scratching at the door.

      No one knew quite what Meredith’s soldiers had been doing outside at that hour of the night, but they shot the phages and offered to take the scavengers home, in return for their single solar panel.

      To add insult to injury, Meredith had apparently been highly amused by Nether Poppleton’s name. She’d been laughing about it as she drove off with the irreplaceable solar panel in her van.

      By the time Nicky had finished compiling all the stories, she didn’t have an article, she had an entire newsletter. Simon was definitely never going to let her publish it.

      She’d left space for the photo of Meredith that Ollie had snapped. For a picture he’d supposedly taken from her bad side, it was annoyingly flattering. It probably helped that Meredith was artfully made-up, the sort of classy make-up that looked like you weren’t wearing any. Who did that in an apocalypse? It accentuated the gold flecks in her honey-brown eyes. Her glossy auburn curls could have been used as a salon publicity photo. Not for one of those dusty places you got down Cricklewood Broadway. Somewhere celebrities went. 

      When Ollie walked into their tiny, windowless office, Nicky was still staring at the photo. She resisted the weird urge to hide it, as if she’d been caught doing something embarrassing. 

      Ollie peered over her shoulder. ‘Wouldn’t know she was actual Satan to look at her, would you?’

      ‘I don’t think a camera can really capture the aura of pure evil.’

      He set the photo aside and scanned the article. ‘This is good.’

      She smiled, because his opinion mattered to her. ‘Shame it’ll never see the light of day.’

      ‘It’s the Minster market on Saturday,’ he said. ‘We could print a few, distribute them around the urbans. At least they’d get a bit of forewarning before Meredith moves on them.’

      It was tempting but, ‘Simon would have a conniption.’

      He shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t blather on about the importance of the press then, should he? Everything you’ve written is true. That’s the only thing that matters.’

      Nicky wasn’t a huggy person, but if she had been she would definitely have hugged him then. There was a reason she’d glommed onto Ollie when they met during the terrifying, chaotic evacuation of Manchester, and stuck with him ever since.

      ‘Anyway, I came to tell you the game’s starting in a couple of minutes,’ he said.

      He meant the long-running Dungeons & Dragons campaign that Mill Estate took it in turns to host with Eastfields. It had grown so big, they’d had to split into three groups. Even though the two communities were less than half a mile apart, whoever was hosting had to put up all the visitors. It was that, leave before dark, or get eaten by phages on the walk home.

      Eastfields was the bigger outfit, a sprawling complex of farm buildings, barns and stables, most of which had been converted into dorms. When Nicky stayed there, she usually got one of the spare beds. Every room in Mill Estate’s one farmhouse was already taken by its permanent residents, so the Eastfields visitors had to make do with sleeping bags on any bit of floor they could find. Everyone thought it was worth it. Social circles were limited to about a ten mile radius these days, and most of the people in that radius were dead.

      ‘You can join in if you want,’ Ollie said, not for the first time. ‘I could help you roll up a character.’

      ‘I would, but I’m not an enormous geek like you.’

      He shook his head at her. ‘Just because some of us spent our youth interacting with other living humans, not writing fan fiction about sparkly vampires.’

      ‘I was fourteen!’ she protested. ‘And I told you that when I was really drunk. You’re supposed to pretend you can’t remember it.’

      He laughed as he slipped out the door and she gave his retreating back the finger. But if the D&D gang were here, Aiza and Hannah might have come along too to hang out. Aiza was too cool for any sort of gaming, and Hannah didn’t get the point of fighting fantasy monsters when there were real ones on their doorstep.

      Nicky found the pair of them in the cool, stone-flagged farmhouse kitchen that doubled as a bar on nights like these. It was relatively well stocked at the moment. They’d exchanged five female chicks for a barrel of homemade beer brewed by a survivor village west of the Ouse. Then there were the three bottles of Blue Nun someone had scavenged from an off-license on the outskirts of York – they’d been literally the only things left in there – and also the strange but extremely alcoholic liqueur they’d made from last year’s windfall apples. The apples had been full of wasps and so, almost certainly, was the liqueur, but Nicky tried not to think about that.

      Hannah and Aiza were drinking what looked like Blue Nun and apple liqueur cocktails when Nicky walked in. ‘Does that make it taste better or worse?’ she asked.

      ‘Definitely worse,’ Aiza said, downing her glass. She was, as usual, wearing a tight white t-shirt, skinny jeans and an air of cocky self-confidence. 

      Hannah, short and Scouse and grumpy, was being more cautious with her own drink.

      ‘Where’s Sophia?’ Nicky asked her. Sophia was Hannah’s eleven-year-old daughter. She and Nicky had bonded over their shared love of Animorphs.

      ‘Sleepover in York with a couple of friends from class,’ Hannah said. The whole school thing was a relatively recent innovation. What exactly it was useful to teach children in this day and age remained a subject of lively debate.

      ‘So how about that news?’ Aiza said. ‘That was proper out of left field, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Oh god, what’s she done now?’ Nicky asked. Was it weird that she was looking forward to hearing more Meredith horror stories?

      ‘Not Meredith,’ Hannah explained. ‘The Government.’

      ‘What Government? We haven’t got a Government. They all got eaten.’

      Aiza shrugged. ‘Yeah, apparently not. Can’t believe you didn’t hear. There’s been a message playing on repeat on the radio, the real AM deal not VHF. Nationwide broadcast. What have you been up to all day?’

      Writing obsessively about Meredith wasn’t necessarily information Nicky wanted to share. ‘But why have they showed up all of a sudden?’ she asked.

       Hannah poured Nicky a generous glug of the horrible cocktail as she took a seat beside her at the long, scuffed oak table. ‘Apparently they’ve been around all along. They’ve been regrouping.’

      ‘In London,’ Aiza added.

      ‘Yeah,’ Hannah said. ‘Even a world-ending plague can’t bloody get them to devolve power.’

      Aiza topped up her own drink. ‘They’ve got airdrops organised round the country. They’re doing York on Friday. “Much-needed supplies” the broadcast said. Fuck knows what they think that is. Personally I’m hoping for some chilli sauce. Ours ran out last month and Beth’s idea of flavour stops at meatloaf.’

      Beth was the head of Eastfields, which had once been her family livery yard. She’d previously run the local Women’s Institute, and before her transition, an RAF squadron.

      ‘But do we believe it?’ Nicky asked. ‘What if the airdrops are some trick of Meredith’s? I wouldn’t put anything past her.’

      ‘Yeah, I heard about your little run-in,’ Aiza said. ‘Since when did you get so lairy?’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘She’s incredibly aggravating.’

      Aiza grinned, twirling her glass between her fingers. ‘Aggravating and hot.’

      ‘Is she? I didn’t notice,’ Nicky said and then, inexplicably, blushed.

      ‘Probably distracted by the horns and bat wings,’ Hannah muttered while Aiza squinted suspiciously at Nicky. But before she could say anything, Nicky’s probably-not-boyfriend Chris walked into the kitchen. Five minutes ago, she would have said she had no desire whatsoever to see him. At that point he provided a welcome distraction.

      ‘Hey, I was wondering where you were,’ she told him, completely dishonestly.

      He slid onto the bench beside her, resting an arm on the table right next to hers. She resisted the urge to shift away. He was a good-looking guy, she reminded herself. He was the best prospect she’d had in a while and she ought to give him more of a chance.

      ‘So what’s been going on around here?’ he asked.

      While she struggled to come up with an answer more interesting than ‘farming’, Hannah and Aiza continued the conversation she’d rather have joined in: about the Government, and what it could do for them, and whether having a centralised authority again was a good thing.

      Eventually they ran out of speculation based on very little information, and Nicky ran out of energy to make small talk with Chris that they both knew was a prelude to the main event.

      She faked a yawn. ‘I’m knackered. Think I’ll turn in.’

      ‘I’ll fetch my stuff,’ Chris said, by which he meant ‘get a condom’, and disappeared in the direction of the D&D game.

      ‘Are you sure you wanna do that?’ Aiza asked when he was out of the room, looking at Nicky in a worryingly probing way again.

      ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Nicky asked.

      Hannah was also studying her a bit too closely. ‘Because every time you talk to him you look like you want to top yourself. Which is fair enough. He’s got as much personality as a wet mop.’

      ‘I wasn’t really planning to do much talking,’ Nicky said. ‘And like Ollie told me, beggars can’t be choosers.’

      ‘He never said that!’ Hannah looked scandalised.

      ‘Not in those words. But that was the general gist.’

      Aiza grabbed Nicky’s arm before she could leave. ‘For serious, Nic. Don’t do it if you’re not into it.’

      ‘It’s alright for you to be picky,’ Nicky said, ‘but I’m straight. I have to make the best of what’s available.’

      ‘You get that me being a dyke means I’ve got less options than you, right?’

      ‘But they’re all women, and women are just better,’ Nicky said.

      Aiza laughed. ‘Yeah, that’s definitely a very heterosexual opinion.’ But she released Nicky’s arm and let her slink out of the kitchen before they said anything else she didn’t want to hear.

      Her room was in the old part of the house, off the back entrance hall, and Nicky had to navigate an assault course of everyone's wellies to get to the door. Chris was waiting inside when she opened it. She tamped down a surge of irritation that he’d gone in without asking her. It wasn’t like there was any ambiguity about what they were planning to do.

      They got straight on the bed. There wasn’t any choice: the room was basically ninety per cent bed. Before being repurposed, it had been the farmhouse larder. Nicky pressed herself against Chris as they lay side by side on the lumpy mattress. There wasn’t much choice about that, either. It was a very small single bed. At least it negated the need for all that awkward dancing around that seemed obligatory before you got down to business.

      She slipped her arms around his waist, mainly to ensure she didn’t fall off the bed, and made a start on the kissing. He wasn’t bad at this bit. Not too much tongue. 

      While he did that, he used his right hand to grope around her breast area. He seemed to be searching for a nipple, but he wasn’t having much luck through both her t-shirt and bra. Her breasts were very sensitive and she was quite glad to be spared the whole nipple pinching part, anyway.

      His erection was pressing against her hip through his jeans. The feel of it gave her a slight sinking sensation in her stomach, which was weird, since the whole point of this exercise was to put that inside her.

      She tried to pull off her top as his kisses grew rougher and more urgent. It was impossible squashed against him like that, and she was eventually forced to sit up. She took the rest of her clothes off while she was at it, and he did the same. He had a decent body, trim and lightly muscled, although she would have liked it better without the thick hair furring his chest and arms. His cock was circumcised, which she definitely preferred. It made it seem neater and a bit less penisy somehow.

      She knew how the next bit went, and she slid to the floor so she could take him in her mouth. Men seemed to like it when she did it from this position, which was deeply questionable on the sexual politics front, but whatever. 

      She’d always found this part pretty boring. As her mind wandered, a sudden memory intruded: her bisexual friend John telling her that the men he’d been with were much better at giving blowjobs than the women, because when you had one yourself you knew what to do with it.

      Oh god, why did she have to remember that now? And why was she remembering that, and not the advice John had given her for improving her technique? Plus her jaw was starting to ache, and she hadn’t even been at it that long. Still, she’d done her bit, hadn’t she? She could probably get away with stopping now.

      She climbed back on the bed and Chris slid down her body to take his turn. He seemed to have a reasonable grasp on where her clit was. She concentrated on trying to enjoy it rather than being hyper-aware of how exposed to him she was down there, and was hers alright compared to other women’s?

      After a while, it became apparent that this wasn’t getting her where she needed. She wished he’d use his fingers a bit. She knew she should tell him that, but the thought of it made her even more self-conscious.

      ‘Why don’t we just get on with it?’ she said, then winced at her own words. She hadn’t meant to make it sound like that.

      He didn’t seem to mind, though. Possibly he was keen to get on with it too. She sat up while he unwrapped the condom, and then she rolled it on him and lay back down. She wasn’t really ready enough, and it was very uncomfortable going in. She touched herself as he moved and things got better when she managed to get a bit of lubrication going. 

      He stared into her eyes in a way that was probably meant to be romantic but that she found slightly creepy. ‘Is this OK?’ he asked.

      She smiled and said, ‘It’s great,’ rather than the more honest, ‘It’s totally fine.’

      ‘Are you… you know?’

      ‘Getting there.’ But now she was feeling under pressure to come, which really wasn’t making it more likely that she would.

      He waited for her anyway. Or maybe he wasn’t that into it either. She knew he’d be enjoying it more if she showed more enthusiasm, but she’d felt extremely silly the few times she tried to fake it, like she was the star of a particularly cringey am-dram performance.

      ‘You can finish if you want to,’ she told him, after what felt like an eternity of him grinding away.

      He shook his head stubbornly, looking more like someone fulfilling an onerous duty than a man who was actually enjoying himself. So apparently she wasn’t getting out of this until her body obliged her with an orgasm.

      For god’s sake, she could do this! It was just a wank with extra steps, and she was perfectly competent at masturbation. She’d been doing it for years. She shut her eyes as she continued touching herself, trying to focus on the sensation until, at long last, she got there. And then he did too and it was all thankfully over. She did her best to tune out the very strange noise he made as he came.

      He got rid of the condom, then lay back down beside her.

      She was going to kick him out later. The bed was much too small for both of them to sleep in, plus the cats would get angry if she didn’t let them in, and she liked them quite a lot more than she liked Chris. But in the interim she cuddled up to him and enjoyed the human warmth, and the beat of his heart beneath her cheek. Shame about the scratchiness of his chest hair, but this was definitely better than nothing. 

      Ollie was right. She had to take what she could get.
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      The Government airdrop happened on schedule, in one of the many untended fields outside York that was most of the way through the process of turning back into wilderness. Spring was finally making itself felt and the long, tangled grass was speckled yellow and blue with daffodils and crocuses. There was a pleasant crushed-grass smell coming from beneath the wooden crates of the airdrop and the deflated white silk of the parachutes that had carried them down.

      The drop was surprisingly well thought-through: antibiotics and spices, seeds and engine parts. The sort of stuff that was quite hard to make for yourself. There were none of Nicky’s antidepressants, though. She was down to three weeks’ supply, but she was doing her best not to think about that.

      The local communities had all agreed to share the contents of the drop fairly, per capita – all except Imphal Barracks, who’d taken no part in the discussion.

      Meredith’s people turned up to the drop itself, though: three women and one man this time, but all with that indefinable air of competent violence. They stepped out of their jeep and over the bikes that everyone else had used to get there.

      Nicky and Ollie had gone to report on the drop, but Nicky switched her attention to Meredith’s goons as soon as they turned up.

      She wasn’t the only one watching them. Pretty much everyone was giving them the side eye. People might as well have had thought bubbles above their heads, it was so obvious what they were thinking. They were weighing up whether their greater numbers would give them the edge over Meredith’s small but heavily armed group if it came to a fight.

      Thankfully, they never got to find out. Meredith’s people didn’t try to take any of the supplies. They just looked inside every crate and inspected the crates themselves. There was a logo stamped on them that Nicky didn’t recognise, a sort of art deco stylised C intertwined with a B, that seemed of particular interest to them. Nicky saw one of the women snap a photo of it.

      ‘What does it mean?’ Nicky asked her, but the woman shook her head, unable or unwilling to tell her.

      Back at Mill Estate, Nicky edited the Meredith edition of the News of the Wolds to add this titbit and then printed it out, ready for distribution at next day’s market. The airdrop hadn’t included printer ink, unfortunately, because she and Ollie were running very low. At this rate, they’d soon be writing copies of the newsletter by hand.

      Saturday morning, the two of them loaded the cart with all the goods Simon had been saving up to trade. Nicky was sorry to see the honey go, but it was their most popular product. No other nearby communities had beehives and sugar was hard to come by without a Tesco’s to hand. The local supermarkets had all been stripped bare ages ago.

      Once everything was packed, Nicky went to fetch Britney, their cart horse. It still amazed her that a cart horse was a thing they actually had. Also that Simon had allowed George and Den to name her and all the other farm animals after pop divas, presumably in an attempt to be as stereotypically gay as possible. Joke was on them, though – they’d both cried when Simon insisted on having Cher the goose for last year’s Christmas dinner. Although so had Nicky.

      After a mile or so, she and Ollie hooked up with the five carts and about two dozen people that Eastfields was sending to the market. It had started to drizzle by then, and several people were holding up umbrellas and wearing cagoules. They looked very incongruous set against the pre-industrial horses and carts, like a Constable painting someone had done some comedy photoshopping on.

      Nicky handed the reins to Ollie and hopped off to walk beside Hannah. 

      ‘Hey, did you hear about Ellis?’ Hannah said the moment she saw Nicky.

      He was another of the Eastfields residents, a youngish man with a very round face and even rounder eyes, who was currently talking to Beth at the head of the procession. Ellis would probably have partied himself to death if the apocalypse hadn’t intervened – he loved nothing better than reminiscing about all the times he’d got off his face on ket – and Beth was a matronly fortysomething with a fondness for plain food, tombolas and sensible bedtimes, so it was weird the two of them got on so well.

      ‘What about Ellis?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘You’ll never guess who he slept with,’ Hannah said.

      Nicky studied him and Beth more carefully. They were standing quite close together. And the normally stern Beth was smiling at whatever he was saying. ‘They haven’t finally got it together, have they?’

      Hannah shook her head. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing. He could strip off and do the mamba in front of Beth and she still wouldn’t twig he’s interested. I’ve been thinking about staging an intervention, but it’s funnier to watch them. No, not Beth. Meredith.’

      ‘Meredith?’ Nicky looked back at Ellis, chatting and smiling as if he hadn’t become the subject of a truly extraordinary bit of gossip. ‘When did she even have time in between all the dodgy deals and threats and general skulduggery?’

      ‘It wasn’t recent. It was back when Ellis was still hooked up with the old lot.’

      Nicky knew the story. Two years ago, Ellis had pitched up at Eastfields pretending to be a desperate refugee from Leeds. Then that night he’d sneaked out and opened the gates to the raiders he was actually working with. He’d subsequently had a bit of a redemption arc.

      ‘He only fessed up yesterday,’ Hannah said. ‘Can’t really blame him. It’s the most shameful thing he’s ever done, and he tried to get us all murdered in our beds. Do you want to know what he told us?’

      ‘Um,’ Nicky said.

      Hannah laughed. ‘Not about the sex. Bloody hell, who’d want to know about that? Hey, watch those shadows!’ This was to Sophia. She and a couple of the other kids were playing a bit too close to a roadside thicket that provided more than enough shade for a phage or two. Nicky had no idea how Hannah had known, except for some strange parental sixth sense. She hadn’t even been looking that way.

      ‘So what did Ellis say?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘He told us that before the Bloodletting, Meredith used to own Libyca. Probably still does.’

      ‘Libyca? Wait, I know that name. They’re one of those military contractors, aren’t they? Private army, basically.’

      Hannah nodded. ‘Ellis said Libyca were who you hired when Blackwater had too many scruples. Explains a lot, doesn’t it?’

      It certainly explained why Meredith was always surrounded by ex-military heavies, and the way she’d been throwing her weight around. The haute couture, not so much.

      ‘But that’s bad, isn’t it?’ Nicky said. ‘It probably means she’s got a lot of weapons. And zero morals, although we knew that bit already.’

      The conversation trailed off as they entered Clifton, one of York’s northern suburbs, a mix of red-brick terraces and boxy post-war semis. No one human lived there anymore. Some of the houses had been cracked open by scavengers, broken bricks and plasterboard scattered on the road, but many were still whole. Everyone knew that phages nested there. At least five scavengers had died to them, and now only the most desperate still came to pick the houses clean.

      The phages slept in daylight; they wouldn’t respond to sound. Talking wouldn’t draw them out, and yet no one did. They walked down the cracked tarmac of the streets in an eerie silence broken only by the clop of the horses’ hooves.

      And then they reached the walls of the inner city, the ancient heart of York, and everyone perked up again. The medieval walls had been rebuilt where they’d crumbled, topped with barbed wire and steel spikes. From inside them, Nicky heard the warm sound of human voices, the hubbub of a big crowd. Market days were when the new world felt most like the old.

      Nicky and Ollie set up in one corner of the paved square around York Minster, where they could admire its limestone towers and ranks of tall, narrow stained-glass windows. The Eastfields crew settled in next to them, beside a two-person outfit from the Dales who specialised in knitting. Their stall had a display of jumpers and gloves and scarves that weren’t going to find many takers at this time of year. Although, it was actually getting quite nippy. The rain had started to bucket down.

      Nicky volunteered to mind the cart, which would also double as their market stall. That left Ollie to do the rounds among the hundreds of other stalls filling the square and spilling over into the warren of narrow streets that surrounded it. There were already hundreds of people milling around them, and later there’d be a thousand or more. Ollie took their Meredith special edition of The News of the Wolds with him, to distribute to the locals.

      There was no real system to the market, and no meaningful currency anymore. You scoped out what you wanted, found out what the sellers wanted in return and then tried to get it for them. If you were lucky you had it yourself, if not you had to find someone else who wanted what you had, and had what the first lot wanted. It made Nicky’s head hurt thinking about it, but Ollie loved it. He said he’d learned it from his mum, who’d elevated it to an artform.

      A lot of the time you made bargains on tick: goat’s cheese now in return for firewood come winter. Nicky was arranging exactly that when she spied someone approaching the cart out of the corner of her eye.

      She shook on the deal, looked up, and froze.

      It was Meredith, peering at the honey and cheese and duck eggs and Kester’s terrible macrame earrings. She was wearing a maroon dress this time. It came down to her mid-thigh, which was ridiculous in this weather. Her heels were, if anything, even higher than the first time Nicky had seen her. But she’d obviously been caught out by the rain, and her auburn hair was hanging limp and wet around her face. It made her look almost like a normal person.

      ‘See anything you like?’ Nicky asked, and then blushed bright scarlet. She hadn’t meant it to sound so suggestive.

      Meredith looked up, her lips quirked in a small smile of private amusement at Nicky’s expense. ‘I’ve heard your honey’s proving quite popular.’

      ‘Yes?’ Nicky said suspiciously. ‘Did you want some?’

      ‘No. Just making a mental note to establish some sugar beet fields. At least a hectare, I’d say. There’s clearly a market for it. And if I do it at scale, I can make it considerably more affordable than your honey.’

      ‘What, so you’re going to undercut us?’

      ‘Yes,’ Meredith said.

      ‘Are you planting it out of sheer spite?’

      Meredith laughed. ‘Anyway, that wasn’t the reason for my visit. I have something that might be of interest to you.’ And then she reached into her handbag – a handbag, for god’s sake, and it was probably designer – and pulled out a packet of Nicky’s brand of antidepressants.

      Nicky stared at them, aghast.

      ‘It is bupropion that you use, isn’t it?’ Meredith said.

      ‘How the hell did you know?’ Nicky stepped closer to her, not consciously trying to be threatening. Actually, maybe a little consciously. She was surprised to realise that she was taller than Meredith even in her heels, rangy where Meredith was slight. It made the whole looming over her thing a lot more effective.

      Not that Meredith seemed even a tiny bit intimidated. ‘I make it my business to know that sort of thing,’ she said.

      ‘You’ve been spying on us!’

      Meredith rolled her eyes. ‘Gosh, you’re dramatic. No, I’ve simply been paying attention. So, is this what you’re after or not?’

      ‘Yeah, it is,’ Nicky admitted grudgingly, then couldn’t help asking, ‘How much have you got?’

      ‘A lot. The question is, what would you be willing to give in return? I gather your little community has four nanny goats, which seems somewhat surplus to your requirements.’

      ‘I can’t believe you’re trying to bargain with medicine I really, really need.’

      ‘Well it wouldn’t be much of a bargaining chip if you didn’t,’ Meredith said. ‘Besides, you don’t seem particularly depressed.’

      ‘That’s because I’m on the right medication!’ Nicky snapped.

      ‘Oh, and by the way, the dress was Saint Laurent, not Versace.’

      Nicky squinted at her, wrong-footed by the change in conversational direction. ‘What dress?’

      ‘The one I wore while “using the subtextual threat of violence to force painful concessions from the residents of Hithe Farm”.’ Meredith took out a copy of the News of the Wolds and opened it on the cart between them. ‘The dress I was wearing at the time was a saucy little number from Saint Laurent. In future, why don’t you give my people a call? They can double check for you.’

      ‘That’s what you object to? Not the, you know, stuff about subtextual threats?’

      ‘That part’s accurate,’ Meredith said. She looked like she was about to say something else equally irritating – and then her entire demeanour changed. The relaxed, sardonic amusement was replaced in an instant by a cold, hard mask. She spun to face the five soldiers Nicky hadn’t even realised were loitering in the crowd behind her and snapped, ‘Close the gates! Close them now!’
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      Meredith’s people didn’t hesitate for even a second before sprinting away, one towards each of the city’s rebuilt gates. The fifth man drew a gun and positioned himself at Meredith’s shoulder, eyes scanning the crowd for danger. To Nicky’s shock, Meredith also drew a small pistol from a holster on her thigh.

      ‘Um, what’s going on?’ Nicky asked. ‘What are you doing?’ She couldn’t see a single thing that warranted this reaction. The market looked exactly the same as it had a moment ago.

      Meredith’s eyes flicked over her but didn’t settle. ‘It’s much too dark,’ she said. And Christ, she was right. The rain had eased off, that was why Nicky hadn’t noticed. But the sky was piled high with dense black thunderclouds and it was darker than twilight. The sun was entirely hidden.

      It all happened really quickly and horribly chaotically after that. Meredith’s soldiers must have got the gates shut. They’d all have been dead if they hadn’t. But an unknown number of phages had made it through before they could.

      Nicky heard the screams a second before she saw the first of them, snarling as it threw itself into the crowd. A second later, another followed it, and then another.

      It was easy to forget that they’d ever been human. The clothes had long since torn and rotted off them. They were naked and bloody, eyes an almost luminescent blue and their lips torn open. It was a symptom of the v-strain, the way it made the teeth grow and sharpen and keep on growing, until the phages’ mouths resembled those hideous fish that lived in the depths of the ocean and looked like they’d been born in nightmares.

      It had been months since Nicky saw a phage, and far longer since she’d been in any real danger from one. It was absurd, but she’d almost forgotten the horror and the fear. People were dying all around and screaming as they died. The phages were in a feeding frenzy.

      Nicky didn’t do anything useful. She froze, there behind the cart, as a phage ripped out the throat of a woman ten feet away from her. It lapped at the blood for a second before its uncanny blue eyes turned on Nicky. They were the brightest thing in the deadly gloom of the day.

      There was a gunshot, near and loud enough to make her flinch, and the phage went down. Meredith lowered her pistol a fraction, not even looking at Nicky, and scanned the crowd for fresh targets.

      She must have brought at least a dozen of her soldiers to the market. They seemed to be everywhere, taking out the phages with single, aimed shots. The monsters’ bodies fell beside the corpses of those they’d already killed, while the metallic scent of blood overpowered the warmer food smells of the market.

      As the initial shock faded, Nicky felt a different, sickly fear. Ollie. She had no idea where he was or what had happened to him.

      She was running before she’d made the decision to do it. She knew it was stupid. There were still phages alive in the crowd and the crowd was a danger in itself. There were too many people and all of them were terrified.

      ‘What on earth do you think –’ Meredith shouted, but Nicky didn’t wait to hear the rest. Ollie was more important. She didn’t care how difficult it would be to find him among all the panicking people in this false twilight. She had to try.

      Within a minute, she’d lost any sense of where she was heading. The crowd was too chaotic. With no obvious safe haven, people were fleeing every which way.

      Nicky was jostled by a woman trying to run in the opposite direction to her, then shoved by a teenaged boy muttering ‘oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,’ as he fled. Nicky sympathised with the sentiment, but she pushed him away. This crowd would crush her if she let it.

      As she tried to dodge between a stall that had been selling cheese and another selling wool, she stumbled and fell, scraping her knees raw.

      Her gorge rose when she saw what had tripped her. It was a young woman’s corpse. A phage had bitten through her neck so savagely that the white of her backbone was showing through the ragged flesh. Nicky couldn’t take her eyes off it.

      She yelped as something grabbed her and tried to wrench her arm away before she realised that it was a middle-aged man who’d stopped to lever her to her feet. He ran on before she had a chance to thank him – and then her gaze was snatched by a figure to her left, sprinting towards the Shambles.

      She knew that grey and black hoodie. She’d seen it on Ollie less than an hour ago. It was too dark and the figure had moved too fast for her to make out his face, but it had to be him, didn’t it? She shouted his name, but she was too breathless to make much of a sound and he didn’t turn around.

      Nicky’s knees were in agony. She ignored them, gritted her teeth and gave chase, into the warren of ancient streets on the edge of the market.

      There were far fewer people here and even less sun. Nicky’s heart lurched as she passed every dark corner or shadowed doorway, knowing a phage could be sheltering in any one of them. She realised there were no more screams coming from the market behind her. Had Meredith’s people killed all the phages? Or had the phages killed all the people?

      She couldn’t worry about that now. The important thing was that there were no phages here. The footsteps she was pursuing were much clearer in these quiet streets, and they were slowing.

      There was another sound, too: fast, harsh, desperate breaths with a horrible liquid gurgle to them, like blood in the lungs. Whoever it was, they sounded badly hurt.

      Nicky had to catch up. The footsteps had stopped now, round the next cobbled corner, and she forced her body into a burst of speed that used up the last dregs of her energy. Ten more strides and she made it.

      The person she’d been chasing was right there, turning towards her. For one moment his face was in shadow – and then he stepped forward and she saw that it wasn’t Ollie at all. It wasn’t anyone human.

      The phage was Ollie’s age and Ollie’s height, she’d got at least that right. Its blue eyes had an animalistic flatness, but it looked sickeningly like the person it had once been: a scrawny teenaged boy with sticky-out ears that he’d probably once been teased about. He could only recently have been turned. Was he the boy from Easingwold she’d heard about last month, the one who’d gone for a booty call too late in the evening and never come home?

      His mouth twisted into a feral grin, revealing teeth that were already sharpening into points, and Nicky knew that none of that mattered. It was a phage now. There was dried blood all down the grey and black hoodie that, from the front, wasn’t very much like Ollie’s at all. A gobbet of what looked like flesh hung from one corner of the phage’s mouth.

      Nicky let out a small whimper of fear and tried desperately to reverse course as the phage took a loping stride towards her. She was less than ten feet away from it, close enough to smell the old blood and the new.

      The phage’s eyes locked with hers, and that harsh, gurgling breathing came again, from a doorway to their left. There was a woman slumped in it, her hands clutched to a stomach that was no longer holding in all the organs it was meant to.

      The woman didn’t look up as the phage turned from Nicky and took its first step towards her. Nicky didn’t think she was fully conscious. Her eyes were almost as empty as the phage’s, and she let out a sighing gasp as it leapt to plant its teeth in her neck. Nicky didn’t see the rest. She was already running.

      She felt hollow with shame as she fled, but the woman in the doorway was beyond saving, and Nicky wasn’t, and Ollie was still out there, somewhere. She refused to believe that he was dead. She ran on, down the Shambles and into the streets beyond, where most of the fugitives seemed to have ended up. Nicky scanned every face she passed, until she was almost at the edge of the walled city and hope was beginning to fade.

      Except there, at last, was Ollie, standing in front of the south gate, whole and dazed and unharmed. Nicky let out a sob and flung her arms around him.

      He said, his voice weirdly flat, ‘There are people outside the gates. I can hear them shouting.’

      Of course there were, she realised now she had time to think. The market had barely begun. Hundreds of people must have been on their way, and Meredith’s orders had left every one of them locked outside, with the phages rampaging and nowhere safe to hide.

      It all went slow and weird and stretchy after that, like the world was made out of toffee. Nicky thought she might be about to faint. There was a woman to her left, someone she vaguely recognised from a survivor village on the moors. She had a bite mark livid on her cheek, but no other wounds.

      The phages found the blood of susceptibles repulsive. They’d have one taste and leave them be, to undergo the same hideous transformation in their turn. The woman didn’t seem to realise that she was already doomed.

      And then Meredith was there, flanked by four of her soldiers. Had she been following Nicky? But if she had, wouldn’t Nicky have seen her? Meredith wasn’t looking at her, anyway. Her eyes were on the woman who’d been bitten. Meredith seemed to take a fraction of a second to register what she was seeing, and then she made a sharp gesture to one of her men.

      He was almost kind. Nicky saw him rest a hand against the woman’s shoulder and point to their left, murmuring in her ear. The woman looked reflexively where he was pointing and didn’t see the gun he rested against the base of her skull. The bullet must have taken her straight through the brain stem.

      When the echo of the shot had faded, another sound became clear. Someone was banging on the gate. A muffled, terrified voice shouted, ‘Let us in!’

      Ollie stepped forward to do exactly that, and the same man who’d killed the infected woman stepped in front of him, his gun now pointed at Ollie.

      Ollie, brave and foolish, tried to push past him, but the soldier shoved him back as Meredith said, ‘No one touches that gate.’ Her voice was calm and her face relaxed, as if she’d just watched a mildly diverting play, not a summary execution.

      ‘You’re leaving them all to die,’ Nicky said numbly.

      ‘Better them than us,’ Meredith told her, and walked away.

      Outside the gates, the banging carried on for a few more seconds. Then it was replaced by screams.
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      The death toll in the walled city was far lower than it could have been. Only seventeen fatalities. But in the outer suburbs, among the people Meredith had locked out, it was much worse. Some had managed to find shelter in phage-free buildings, others had weapons and made a stand, but nearly 90 were gone. One of them was Harry, a resident of Eastfields whom Nicky hadn’t known well but had liked a lot.

      She knew she should write it up for the News of the Wolds. Ollie, astonishingly, had managed to take photographs as it happened, operating on some journalistic instinct outside his conscious control. But Nicky couldn’t bear to look at them.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about Meredith, about her utter calmness amidst the slaughter. Maybe locking out all those people had been the right decision, Nicky just didn’t know. But it shouldn’t have been an easy one. Meredith hadn’t been troubled for one moment by all the people she’d condemned. Their deaths didn’t seem to have touched her at all.

      Over the next few days, Nicky was very gentle with Ollie and he was very gentle with her. They tiptoed around each other. Until, about a week after market day, they were making awkward conversation over breakfast at the long oak table in the kitchen when Nicky grimaced and said, ‘This is awful, can we go back to being horrible to each other?’

      Two minutes later, Ollie made a joke about her terrible cooking. It actually felt quite healing.

      At least one thing was going right in Nicky’s life. Hannah managed to find some of her antidepressants in a previously unlooted pharmacy. It was four months’ supply, but it kept the Meredith-shaped wolf from the door.

      Simon raked Nicky over the coals about their Meredith issue of the News of the Wolds. She hung her head and didn’t answer back. What would be the point? The whole newsletter became redundant when Meredith showed her true colours to everyone in as spectacular a fashion as possible.

      All the larger communities had lost at least one person to the phages outside the city walls. Moorside Commune was gone entirely, every single one of them killed on the way to market. Meredith had apparently sent soldiers to lay claim to their now empty fields.

      Which was what made it particularly extraordinary when Meredith’s people contacted all the local communities and suggested a district-wide conference, to be hosted at Imphal Barracks.

      Everyone said no. Who’d want to put themselves in Meredith’s power? They wouldn’t have been keen on the idea a fortnight ago, and they certainly weren’t open to it now. But Meredith wasn’t deterred. Inducements started being offered, ones it was hard to turn down – farm equipment, solar panels (Nether Poppleton got their own one back), rechargeable batteries – until eventually a compromise was reached. The conference would be held in the Minster.

      ‘It’s not a bad idea,’ Simon declared over lunch. ‘Even if it has come from her. We need better coordination between communities.’

      ‘Surprised she can enter a church without bursting into flames,’ Hannah said to Nicky later that day. But she’d be going, and so would Nicky and Ollie. Really weirdly, Meredith had asked for them to be there. ‘Do bring your intrepid cub reporters,’ she’d apparently said to Simon. ‘I can’t wait to read what they write about me this time.’

      They went to the conference by bike, along with a lot of other people. The roads were so full of them it looked like the Tour de France. Being back in York was difficult, riding through the Shambles and the other streets where the market had been held.

      Nicky nearly lost her breakfast when she saw a dried bloodstain on the doorstep of one crooked, orange-plastered house. But the Minster itself had been shut at the time. No one had died there, and the interior, so cold and spacious and ancient, was oddly comforting.

      The same couldn’t be said of Meredith. She wasn’t chairing the meeting. No one had been willing to concede that to her, and Simon reluctantly took the job. But she’d set the agenda, and hers was the loudest voice.

      A lot of people had come to watch the conclave. The nave was filled with benches and stalls and lots of other people sat cross-legged on the floor. A constant Greek chorus of chatter responded to everything that was said. Their voices echoed in the high stone ceiling, and the stained glass dappled them with coloured light. The Biblical apocalypse that was depicted on the Great East Window looked considerably nicer than the one that had actually happened.

      Nicky and Ollie had been given chairs closer to the main event, outside the square of tables where all the community leaders were sitting. They were on the opposite side to Meredith and Nicky had a very good view of her every time she stood up to speak, which was a lot. She was wearing a cobalt blue, off-the-shoulder dress which was definitely from a designer label, although Nicky would be damned if she asked Meredith’s people which one.

      Meredith’s eyes were bright and focused on everyone around her. She listened when others spoke. But she was wearing a small, sardonic smile that suggested she found all of it rather entertaining.

      ‘We need to make sure that kind of unpleasantness never happens again,’ Meredith said, when the subject of the slaughter at the market finally came up.

      Nicky fidgeted in her chair and Ollie grasped her arm, shaking his head at her.

      ‘I wasn’t going to say anything rude,’ she whispered. ‘I was just enjoying thinking it.’

      Meredith’s eyes darted in her direction, so possibly Nicky hadn’t been whispering as quietly as she should.

      ‘We won’t hold the market on rainy days again,’ one of the urbans said. He looked hollow-eyed, like a man who hadn’t slept since it happened. Nicky wondered if he’d lost someone in the attack.

      ‘Not good enough,’ Meredith said firmly. ‘Heavens, you shouldn’t need me to tell you this. You’ve all been living surrounded by phage nests for years. It was bound to end in tears. We’ve purged them from around the barracks, but we can’t do the entire city without your help.’

      ‘You want us to clear all of York?’ Hannah asked. ‘That’s crazy. There must be fifty thousand houses.’

      Meredith smiled patronisingly at her. ‘Nearer sixty thousand, I’d say. But I can provide the people to clear them, appropriately armed. You lot would be responsible for the looting.’ Her expression suggested she thought they were the kind of people who already had pre-apocalyptic looting experience. Which, to be fair, the Barnsley boys in Hithe Farm definitely did.

      ‘We thought about it before,’ Simon said. ‘Trouble is, you clear a place – risking life and limb – and overnight more phages creep back in. It’s painting the Forth Bridge.’

      Meredith turned the patronising smile on him. ‘A task that was in fact completed in 2011. But I have a solution for you.’ She snapped her fingers and a group of men came out from where they’d been loitering in the shadows of a side chapel. They were carrying a pair of sturdy wooden shutters.

      ‘I can have these produced at the rate of several hundred a day, if you lend me some of your carpenters,’ Meredith said. ‘We’ll close the houses off until we’re ready to re-occupy them. I know you chappies round the Minster are getting quite crowded. I should have thought you’d be grateful for the extra living space. And you can turn the gardens into those charming little allotments you rely on.’

      ‘And what about what’s inside them?’ asked an older man Nicky didn’t recognise. ‘Happen you’ll be keeping all of that for yourself?’

      ‘Not at all,’ Meredith said. ‘I’ll be keeping half of it. You can share the rest out between you as you choose.’

      Hannah scowled. ‘So you get half of everything and we fight over scraps.’

      ‘It’s substantially more than scraps,’ Meredith said as someone else asked, ‘How do we know you won’t kill us and take it all once we’ve done the dirty work for you?’

      ‘Because labour is a scarce resource at the moment, and I’m sure I’ll be needing yours again at some point,’ Meredith replied, unperturbed. ‘It wouldn’t be in my self-interest to kill you, and that’s one thing you can always rely on me to act in.’

      ‘You’re going to put us out of business,’ one of the scavenger leaders objected.

      ‘Good,’ Meredith told him coolly. ‘You should be out of business. You’re parasites.’

      ‘How fucking dare you!’ he shouted. ‘Everyone needs the supplies we find and no one else has the guts to get them. We’ve lost three people this year!’

      ‘How careless of you. But you misunderstand. You’re not parasites on us, you’re parasites on the old world. One day you’ll have picked it clean, and then what? We need to build a new world, while we still have the wherewithal to do it.’

      That was the trouble, she had an answer to every question and Nicky always believed it. If Meredith had tried to be ingratiating, it would have made her harder to trust. But her answers were so cold-blooded or outright offensive that they could only be the truth.

      And she was probably right, too. That was the really infuriating thing. Nicky could see that Simon thought so as well. He was watching Meredith with a wary expression throughout the whole discussion.

      By the time the conclave finished, it was too late to head home. Meredith offered accommodation at Imphal Barracks that everyone refused. The urbans all made room for them instead, though Meredith hadn’t been wrong that they were already overcrowded.

      Nicky and Simon and Ollie were offered the sitting room of a family home close to Barley Hall. The big downstairs window suggested it had once been some kind of shop. Nicky supposed she should be grateful they’d been supplied with sleeping bags, but she didn’t plan to spend much time in hers. Ollie snored at Olympic level.

      They’d decided to go to the pub before retiring for the night, anyway. There were a lot of micro-breweries in the city, and they’d been told that drinks were on the house for the night. Usually, beer was the currency the urbans used to pay for the agricultural produce they didn’t have the land to grow. Nicky picked the House of Trembling Madness, which she remembered spending an evening in before the apocalypse. It had stuck in her mind because of the stuffed animal heads that entirely covered one wall.

      Ollie and Simon stayed for a couple in the oak-beamed, first-floor bar, watched over by the glass eyes of the dead animals, but they headed off before Nicky was ready to leave.

      It felt soothingly normal, almost exactly the same as it would have been before the world ended. She could imagine sharing a pint there with the people from her previous life, the ones she’d never see again.

      So she loitered as one by one everyone else went to bed. By midnight, there was no one left but her, reading her former library copy of A Prayer for Owen Meany, the man moonlighting as a bar tender – and very suddenly Meredith, who slipped onto the stool next to Nicky, rested a manicured hand on her thigh and said that hers was a dirty martini.

      Nicky stared at the hand, then at her, waiting for the punchline, but Meredith appeared to be serious.

      ‘I don’t know which apocalypse you’re living in,’ Nicky said, ‘but this one doesn’t have cocktails on tap.’

      The bar tender chose to prove her wrong by pouring Meredith something that was at least in the same universe as a martini.

      Meredith smirked at Nicky.

      ‘Of course,’ Nicky said, ‘I did forget your ability to warp space-time around your personal needs.’

      ‘One does one’s best.’ Meredith took a delicate sip of her drink.

      Nicky took a more substantial glug of her lager. ‘Yes, that’s definitely what people are saying about you. Through adversity and hardship, you can always rely on Meredith Hind to do what’s best for everyone.’

      ‘I think adversity and hardship are the same thing.’

      ‘You’re missing my larger point,’ Nicky said.

      Meredith shook her head pityingly. ‘I know you Yorkshire people are very down on self-indulgence, or fun in general. That’s because you fail to appreciate the truly important things in life: the material ones.’

      There was so much wrong with that statement, Nicky chose to zero in on, ‘I’m not a Yorkshire person. I’m from London.’

      ‘Historically speaking I suppose you are, Nicky. But spiritually you’re far more of a self-denying, salt-of-the-earth Dales type.’

      Prior to this, she and Meredith had had precisely two conversations, both of them short. Nicky knew a great deal about Meredith, of course. She’d written a whole newsletter about her. But until right then, she wouldn’t have taken bets on Meredith even remembering her name.

      ‘You barely know me,’ Nicky said. ‘I could be an awful person. I could be worse than you. Although, to be fair, that’s not very likely.’

      ‘I know more about you than anyone in Mill Estate does, including your friend Oliver. I’ve read your file.’

      ‘What file?’

      ‘The one my people compiled on key local personnel before I accepted the invitation to run Imphal Barracks. Well, before I used my heavily armed troops and thinly veiled threats to take over Imphal Barracks.’

      ‘You’re making it up!’ Nicky said. ‘Not the bit about veiled threats. That’s definitely true. The other stuff.’

      Meredith turned away, smiling, to take another sip of her drink. She left a smear of dark red lipstick on the glass. She had, Nicky thought, an irritatingly refined face, almost aristocratic with its narrow, patrician nose. Nicky, with her short, scruffy blonde hair, scruffy clothes and firmly plebeian features, felt raw and half-finished by comparison.

      Even at this hour of the night, Meredith was perfectly turned out: sharp cheekbones dusted with blusher, auburn hair carefully curled around her ears, slinky black dress and stilettoes the exact same shade as her lipstick. But this close up, Nicky could see the fine crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. It made her seem disturbingly real and human.

      ‘How old are you?’ Nicky blurted, for reasons she didn’t fully understand.

      Meredith raised an amused eyebrow. ‘I think half my age plus seven is the accepted lower limit, so you and I should be fine.’

      ‘I… what?’

      ‘Honestly, for a woman who’s very occasionally witty in print, that wasn’t much of a chat-up line.’

      ‘Chat up line?’

      ‘Fortunately for you,’ Meredith continued, as if Nicky hadn’t spoken, ‘I’d already made up my mind to sleep with you. But I do need to be up bright and early tomorrow, so perhaps we could pick up the pace? Dispense with the chat-up-line portion of the evening altogether.’

      What Nicky should have said, she realised a moment too late, was some variation on, ‘But you’re a terrible person, why would I ever want to sleep with you?’

      What she actually said was, ‘But I’m straight.’

      ‘Are you?’ Meredith’s eyebrow rose even further. ‘Gosh. Are you sure?’

      ‘One hundred per cent!’

      ‘My mistake then. Forget I spoke.’ She took another sip of her cocktail.

      ‘Is that it?’ Nicky asked after a few moments of silence.

      Meredith’s lips twitched up into a tiny, private smile. ‘I was imagining so. Unless you’ve changed your mind?’

      ‘No!’ Nicky said. And then, after the lack of any response from Meredith, ‘So, I’m going to leave now?’ She wasn’t quite sure why she’d made it sound like a question.

      ‘Be my guest.’ Meredith was still calmly sipping her cocktail. She wasn’t even looking at Nicky.

      Nicky stared at her for a few more seconds, trying to figure out if she’d imagined the preceding conversation. Then she glanced at all the stuffed animal heads, as if they might somehow be able to explain what had just happened, before finally stumbling down the stairs to the door. She didn’t say goodbye to Meredith.

      Simon and Ollie were already asleep and snoring by the time Nicky returned to their temporary accommodation, which she was profoundly grateful for. She had no idea what she’d say to them about her evening and the extremely bizarre turn it had taken. She did know one thing, though. Forgetting that Meredith had spoken wasn’t going to be happening in a hurry.
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      ‘Looks like Meredith’s getting exactly what she wants,’ Ollie said the next day, over a lunch of bubble and squeak back at Mill Estate.

      ‘How do you know about that?’ Nicky asked, alarmed. ‘Also she isn’t.’

      Ollie stared at her. ‘Because I was at the conclave. And she is. The community leaders have all agreed to her house-clearance plan. Even Beth.’

      ‘Right. Yeah, of course.’ Nicky nodded, then registered what Ollie had actually told her. ‘Wait, so we’re going to be walking into phage-infested houses on Meredith’s say-so?’

      ‘Simon’s already drawn up a rota.’

      

      She and Ollie were due to have their first shift in five days’ time. In the interim, Nicky was doing her turn taking care of the communal laundry. There were a lot of shirts to iron. It was very boring and gave her far too much time to think.

      What, she asked herself over and over, could she possibly have done to give Meredith the impression she’d welcome her advances? Nicky couldn’t recall having said a single nice thing either to or about her. She thought she’d made her disdain for Meredith crystal clear.

      Meredith was messing with her, she decided. It was the only thing that made sense. She’d done it to throw Nicky off her game. But if she thought it was going to stop Nicky from doing her job, she was very much mistaken.

      Still, Nicky felt weirdly nervous on Thursday morning before heading out with Ollie for their house-clearing shift. It definitely wasn’t because she thought Meredith might be there, because why would Meredith be there? Her people were, though, a group of men and women wearing body armour and carrying very serious-looking guns. They were waiting outside a short Victorian terrace for Nicky and Ollie and about a dozen other volunteers from various survivor communities.

      Meredith’s soldiers went in first. They were very efficient. It was like watching one of those TV dramas about special forces: lots of swearing and shouting out instructions in incomprehensible macho slang. In three of the houses there was gunfire and the soldiers came out carrying bloody, sheet-wrapped bundles that Nicky didn’t look at too closely.

      She and Ollie went into their assigned house once the soldiers called the all-clear. She was instantly hit by the musty smell of a long-abandoned place. Dust rose in clouds with each footstep and her heart pounded unpleasantly. She knew the panic was irrational. The soldiers had cleared the place. But she’d spent three years afraid of the monsters that hid in the dark, and it was hard to turn that off.

      The first thing that caught her eye was a book, left open on the arm of the sofa. Someone must have put it down, meaning to come back to it later, and then… whatever happened to them had happened.

      She and Ollie didn’t find any bodies, but she saw an old bloodstain on the shabby green sitting room carpet. And there were photos everywhere, on walls and sideboards and pinned to the fridge: kids and smiling parents and dogs and cats and grandparents. Nicky and Ollie trawled through the personal possessions of the people in those photos in a sombre silence.

      As the morning wore on, piles of tinned food and chairs and white goods and clothes built up outside. It was a huge haul. Even the half that Meredith had graciously allowed the rest of them was going to be incredibly useful.

      Nicky was adding a Kenwood mixer to the pile when one of Imphal’s silent electric cars drew up. The windows were too tinted to see through, but Nicky was absolutely certain that Meredith was inside it. She wasn’t sure why, it was just an instinct. Probably something connected to fight or flight.

      As she’d predicted, the moment the car was parked, Meredith stepped out of it wearing an emerald-green sheath dress and, when she spotted the pile of loot, an extremely self-satisfied smile. After a moment, her eyes shifted from the white goods to Nicky.

      Nicky tried very hard not to flinch or take a step back or just turn tail and run. Any of those reactions would be ridiculous. She gave Meredith a slightly stiff nod instead.

      It occurred to her that Meredith might have looked at the rotas, and come today deliberately because she knew Nicky would be there. But that was ridiculous too. Meredith had probably already forgotten about that weird exchange with Nicky, like she’d told Nicky to, but she’d proven totally incapable of doing.

      ‘This has worked out rather well,’ Meredith said.

      ‘Glad our hard work is paying off for you,’ Nicky muttered.

      Meredith’s eyes scanned her face. ‘You don’t sound full of the joys of Spring. What’s up?’

      ‘I’ve spent all morning looting dead strangers’ houses! I know some people can shrug that sort of thing off. Really weird people. But I’m not one of them.’

      Meredith tutted. ‘Don’t be absurd. You don’t know they’re dead. They could have been visiting their gites in the South of France when all this started. For all you know they’re having a wonderful time on the Riviera right now.’

      It hardly seemed likely that the people who’d lived in these small terraced houses had also owned gites in France, or that the Riviera was currently the kind of place where anyone had a party.

      But Meredith’s words did, oddly, make Nicky feel better. It was true that she didn’t really know what had happened to these people. Her own flat in London would be empty now, and she was still alive. And she certainly wouldn’t begrudge anyone who wanted to loot it for necessities, even if there were certain drawers she’d rather they didn’t look in.

      

      A week later, when she took her next house-clearance shift with Ollie, she was much more cheerful about the whole thing. It helped that the houses they were doing this time, thirties semis, were devoid of either corpses or photos.

      Nicky noticed that some of the sheet-wrapped bundles Meredith’s soldiers carried out of the houses didn’t look bulky enough to be recently killed phages. Some might have been the skeletons of long-dead residents. And those bags the soldiers were holding might have contained their photographs. It was possible Meredith had told her people to get rid of them before everyone else went in. Not, obviously, out of concern for anyone’s feelings. Probably out of concern for how those feelings would affect the efficiency of their work.

      It started being almost fun. Years ago, Nicky had read The Day of The Triffids. She remembered reading the section set in a deserted London and thinking how cool it would be to explore all the abandoned houses. Of course, at the time she hadn’t known what the terrifying reality of living through an apocalypse would really be like. But still, she hadn’t been wrong about the abandoned-house bit.

      They were having an inter-community competition to see who could find the worst novelty mug. A turkey wearing a fez was the current front runner. There was also a 50-item scavenger hunt courtesy of Ellis. Nicky and Ollie had just ticked off number 34: a seventies fondue set they found gathering dust in somebody’s attic.

      And then, at lunchtime during their fourth shift, one of the soldiers cleared his throat before they could unwrap their sandwiches and said, ‘Come to Imphal for lunch.’

      ‘You’re alright,’ Ollie replied. ‘We’ve brought our own."

      The soldier frowned. ‘You should come. It’s Taco Tuesday.’

      ‘It’s what now?’ Nicky said.

      ‘Taco Tuesday.’ He looked at her as if he thought she might be a bit slow on the uptake. ‘It’s when you eat tacos on a Tuesday.’

      ‘Right. Because that’s very much a thing people do in the middle of an apocalypse. In Yorkshire.’

      ‘It’s not every Tuesday.’

      ‘Of course not,’ she said, ‘that would be absurd.’

      He shrugged. ‘Guvnor told us to invite you.’ It was probably Nicky’s imagination that he seemed to mean her specifically. She’d learned by now that Meredith’s people all referred to her as the Guvnor.

      A lot of uncertain looks were exchanged between the fourteen of them on the rota that day. But it was pretty clear what the consensus was going to be. 

      ‘Just because the rest of them are going doesn’t mean we have to,’ Nicky said to Ollie. 

      He nodded. ‘I think we should though.’

      ‘It’s Meredith. The tacos are probably made out of rat meat. Or, you know, babies.’

      ‘Nic, this is our chance to see inside the barracks now she’s in charge. Get the scoop. Are we journalists or not?’

      ‘The evidence so far is pointing towards not.’ But she got into the back of the jeep with everyone else. Ollie was right. She really did want to see the inside of Imphal. With luck she’d find enough dirt for another special edition of the News of the Wolds.

      The barracks were near the university on the southern outskirts of York, a fairly short drive away. Nicky had been there once before, when the group from Leeds were in residence. It wasn’t a particularly welcoming-looking place: ranks of massive, red-brick Victorian building with crenelations on the gatehouse that didn’t make it seem very much like a castle. But it appeared to have expanded since her last visit. The reinforced exterior fence had bulged out on the right-hand side to take in a number of the surrounding posh suburban houses.

      ‘Women to the left, men to the right, anyone else in the middle,’ a soldier said, as soon as they stepped through the arch of the gatehouse. She was wearing slightly alarming surgical gloves.   

      ‘Why, what’s happening?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Bite check,’ Mr Taco Tuesday said.

      Nicky exchanged a horrified look with Ollie. Neither of them was massively enthusiastic about public nudity, and none of the local communities had bothered with bite checks for ages. They all knew each other. Cared about each other. If someone had been bitten, they’d say.

      ‘You’ve had people with us all day,’ she pointed out. ‘You know we weren’t attacked.’

      ‘It’s SOP,’ the woman in the surgical gloves said.

      It took the entire time Nicky was being inspected by a grim-faced middle-aged woman, also in surgical gloves, for her to figure out that this meant Standard Operating Procedure. Thinking about it helped distract her from the discomfort of being naked with half a dozen other women she’d known for several years and never intended to get this intimate with.

      It was all very quickly and professionally done, though, and then they could finally walk through the steel security doors and into the barracks proper.

      Nicky stopped and gawped. So did most of the others. Ollie had the presence of mind to take out his camera, but one frowning look from Mr Taco Tuesday and he put it back in his bag.

      The last time Nicky had been here, the place had been nearly deserted, maybe three dozen people living in a complex built to house several thousand. Now it looked like those thousands had shown up and made themselves at home. Perhaps the weirdest thing was that very few of them seemed to be soldiers. They looked like ordinary men and women, children too. But they all seemed to have places to go and things to do. It had the atmosphere of a campus for one of those super-cool tech companies that told their employees they were like family and worked them 16 hours a day.

      Where the hell had all these people come from? And how the hell were they all being fed and clothed and provided with amenities? Nicky didn’t know of a single other survivor community that was even a quarter this size.

      The canteen was in a modern building, all light brown brick and dark brown glass. It was huge, but then it would need to be to feed this many people. The burble of their conversation drifted out of the open windows and Nicky froze for a moment. She hadn’t been in any kind of crowd since that horrible day in York market.

      But then she was inside, and there really were tacos, and all she could concentrate on was eating them. There was actual chicken inside them and what seemed, amazingly, to be fresh avocados. Meat was a special occasion sort of thing at Mill Estate and avocados had, prior to that day, been very much a thing of the past.

      She was so focussed on stuffing her face that she didn’t notice at first that someone had sat down opposite her, or that the hum of conversation had briefly paused when they did. It was the sudden stiffening of Ollie’s body that finally made her look up.

      It was Meredith, of course. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Enjoying the tacos?’

      Since Nicky’s mouth was currently full of one, this was clearly a dig rather than a real question. Some of the juice was dripping down Nicky’s chin.

      ‘Thank you for inviting us,’ Ollie said stiffly.

      ‘Oh, it was entirely self-interested. I wanted a chance to talk to you.’ Meredith turned her eyes on Nicky. ‘Do you like what I’ve done with the place?’

      Nicky hastily swiped at her mouth to get rid of the juice. ‘What, started putting on culturally inappropriate theme meals?’

      Meredith looked pointedly at Nicky’s empty, scraped-clean plate. And she didn’t even know it was her second helping.

      ‘How many people are here?’ Ollie asked. ‘Got to be at least a thousand.’

      ‘Fourteen hundred and seventy,’ Meredith said. ‘I’ll be inviting a hundred more once we have the tertiary kitchen up and running.’

      ‘Impressive,’ Ollie said grudgingly. He looked around at the other people crowding the canteen. ‘Did they come with you, or are they local?’

      ‘A little of both. I’ve been keeping an eye out for useful people on my travels. Plumbers, electricians, architects, engineers. I’m sure you can imagine.’ Meredith’s attention switched back to Nicky. ‘Anyway, I have a proposition for you.’

      ‘No you don’t!’

      Meredith’s lips quirked in amusement. ‘I definitely have. Don’t you want to hear it?’

      ‘No!’

      Ollie stared at Nicky like she’d lost her mind. ‘Yes,’ he told Meredith. ‘But that doesn’t mean we’re going to agree to it.’

      ‘Naturally. Now, as you may be aware, I’ve begun to conduct outreach to communities beyond the orbit of York.’

      ‘So you’ve started bullying a whole new bunch of people to do what you want?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Bullying is an ugly word. No, these are more in the way of trade negotiations. And there’s one particular infrastructure project I’d like to get everyone working on, an offshore windfarm.’

      ‘OK.’ Ollie said. ‘I’m not hearing the proposition.’

      ‘I want you to accompany me. Report on it.’

      Nicky tried very hard not to let her alarm show on her face. ‘Why? It sounds incredibly boring.’

      ‘I’m sure it won’t be as riveting as a two-page feature on expired baked beans,’ Meredith said. ‘But I happen to think it’s important.’

      Nicky and Ollie exchanged an uncertain look. Meredith definitely had a point about the baked beans. But she also almost certainly had an ulterior motive.

      ‘I thought my next trip might be of particular interest,’ Meredith continued blithely. ‘It’s a community near Lancaster that recently made contact. They’re emerging as a bit of a regional power to the west of us, and I want to take their temperature. I thought you might too. I suspect we’ll be hearing more from them over the coming months.’

      Meredith’s lips were still tipped up into that infuriating, secret smile of hers. Going on this trip would undoubtedly be a terrible idea.

      

      ‘I want to do it,’ Ollie said that evening.

      The pair of them had the snug to themselves. It was the cosiest room in the house, all faded red corduroy furniture and prints of pheasants and deer on the walls. It looked like the saloon bar of a country pub, probably a gastro one. Everyone else was crowded into the sitting room watching Simon’s Blu-ray of Deadpool for about the millionth time.

      ‘Well, I don’t want to do it,’ Nicky replied. ‘We can’t trust Meredith.’

      Ollie nodded. ‘Which is why we need to find out more about her. And anyway, Nic, this is our chance. We can be proper journalists. Report on stuff that’s actually important.’

      ‘We already do. Everyday life is important too. We’re documenting the post-apocalyptic world for future generations. You were the one who said that.’

      ‘We can document a lot more of it if Meredith’s driving us around. What are we going to do without her? Walk to Leeds and take our chances with the phages?’

      ‘On balance, I’d take phages over Meredith,’ Nicky said. ‘They’re less smug.’

      Ollie was quiet for a long moment. But just when she thought the argument must be over, he said, ‘Did I ever tell you how I got into photography?’

      She shook her head, taken aback by the change of topic.

      Ollie’s eyes were looking through her, into the past. ‘It was mum and dad. They gave me my first camera when I was five. Mum used to make albums of all my photos. Half of them were of the sky and the other half were my feet, but she was that proud of me.’

      If felt inappropriate to be envious of parents who’d almost certainly died a premature and gruesome death, so Nicky did her best to suppress it. ‘They sound amazing,’ she said.

      ‘They were. They came to England with nowt, then worked every hour to send me and my sister to the grammar school. I wouldn’t have blamed them if they wanted me to get a sensible job after all that. But they didn’t. Dad even found the money to help me set up the wedding photography business. Then when I said I wanted to be a photojournalist, they supported that too. Even though it meant me voluntarily going to the kind of warzone they’d barely escaped. And Kate helped as well. She said she’d work overtime to pay the rent, if I wanted to go freelance.’

      Kate was the girl he’d been dating before the Bloodletting. He very rarely spoke about her. ‘But I thought you hadn’t been going out with her for long before…’ Nicky saw the pain in his expression and left the sentence as it was. They both knew where it ended.

      ‘Yeah, we’d been together three months when she said it. That’s what made her offering so special. And then the world ended and I never got the chance to make a go of being a journalist like mum and dad and Kate wanted. But now I can, and how stupid would I be to waste the opportunity?’

      ‘Yeah, alright,’ Nicky said, because how could she not? ‘If it’s important to you, we’ll go with Meredith.’
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      Nicky spent the next three days thinking about very little except the trip. She was extremely apprehensive. Normally, this was the sort of thing she’d discuss with Ollie so he could talk her off the ledge. He was good at that. But for some reason, she’d been unable to bring herself to tell him about Meredith hitting on her that night in York.

      She couldn’t really explain her reluctance. It wasn’t like she’d encouraged Meredith. The opposite, in fact. It ought to be an anecdote she and Ollie could laugh about, a story in which for once Meredith didn’t get exactly what she wanted. But the whole thing still felt weirdly shameful.

      The visit to the Lancaster community was going to be an overnight one. Nicky spent far too long agonising over which spare t-shirt to bring. It was ridiculous. She only had six of them and none were from Prada. Meredith would be equally disparaging about all of them.

      Not that Meredith’s opinion mattered, obviously.

      Nicky packed the red one from Zara, in the end. She knew the colour went really well with her blonde hair. And at eight am on the dot on Tuesday, three jeeps pulled up at the gates of Mill Estate. Their ride had arrived.

      ‘Try not to insult Meredith at every available opportunity,’ Ollie said as they crunched down the gravel drive towards the jeeps.

      ‘I don’t see why not.’

      He stopped short of the jeeps, forcing her to face him. ‘Because she’s useful, Nic. And it looks like she’s willing to help us, even if it is for her own reasons. But not if you’re constantly horrible to her.’

      ‘I’m constantly horrible to you, and you still do what I want.’

      ‘That’ll be the Stockholm Syndrome,’ he said.

      A soldier got out of the third jeep to open the door for them, and they obediently climbed in. Ollie was looking annoyingly excited about the trip. He’d brought both his cameras with him, the Polaroid and the proper one with the long lens that made him look like a real paparazzi. Nicky felt a lot less legit with her notebook and pen.

      Both the driver and the front passenger were wearing combat fatigues, and the passenger was holding a machine gun. Neither said anything, and with them sitting there looking solid and armed and dangerous, Nicky didn’t feel able to chat to Ollie either. The journey east passed in near silence.

      She didn’t mind. It had been almost two years since she’d ridden in a car and three since she’d been more than twenty miles from home. She hadn’t really appreciated until this moment how small her world had become.

      The first half of the journey was across the flat farmland that surrounded York. There were patches of still cultivated land, and larger areas where the crops were growing out of control and self-seeded saplings had started to fill the fields. The scenery wasn’t very different from what Nicky had been looking at for the last three years, but it was scenery she’d never seen before and that made it fascinating.

      After that they were into the Dales. The steep-sided valleys were criss-crossed by dry stone walls and still being grazed by a few sheep, but the walls were crumbling and the pasture was turning back into the forest it had once been, before people brought their cattle to strip it down to grass.

      Every now and again they passed through a village of limestone cottages, grey against the green of the valley. It would have looked the same two hundred years ago, but back then there would have been more people.

      After about three hours, with frequent stops to remove debris from the road, they arrived at their destination. The place was clearly very large. The barbed-wire-topped fence around it curved imperceptibly into the distance to left and right. There must have been hundreds of acres of land inside its borders.

      The metal-reinforced gates remained shut for several seconds after their convoy drew up at them. There was a guard post to one side of it, and Nicky had the strong sense of eyes watching them from inside it.

      Then the gates creaked slowly open, presumably automated, and they were through. The wheels of their jeeps juddered over a rutted drive between overgrown hedges before the view opened up into something out of a high-budget Jane Austen adaptation. There was a large lawn, a lot of orderly vegetable patches and a huge stately home at the top of the slope, white-plastered and Georgian.

      Nearer, slightly less like a Jane Austen adaptation, were some modern building blocks. They were squat and ugly. It was possible they were dorms for the people Nicky saw harvesting peas in a nearby field. They didn’t look like they were enjoying themselves at all. There were also armed men in the fields, chatting with each other while they kept an eye on the harvesters. Nicky noticed the way the harvesters all hurriedly bent to their work whenever one of the guards glanced in their direction.

      There were a lot of soldiers clustered outside the grand front door of the mansion too. Most of them were wearing uniforms that had seen better days. There was no reason Nicky could think of that two dozen soldiers needed to be there to greet them, except to act as an unspoken threat. Unlike Meredith’s mixed-sex group of goons, these were all men. They watched in silence as Meredith’s people piled out of their vehicles.

      The local soldiers started having a macho staring contest with Meredith’s people that, in other circumstances, Nicky might have found pretty funny. She supposed it served Meredith right to be given a taste of her own medicine, but she’d rather not have been caught in the middle of it.

      Then Meredith herself emerged from the last jeep. Their hosts’ attention all immediately shifted to her. She was wearing a blue dress that came down past the knee, unusually modest for her. It was exactly the same vibrant blue that the Virgin Mary wore in Renaissance paintings. It definitely didn’t make Meredith look particularly virginal.

      She glided up to the soldiers and a round of introductions began. Then a little group began to separate from the rest: Meredith and six or seven of the hosts. It looked like they were headed off for a private meeting, journalists not invited.

      It was irritating that Meredith had brought Nicky and Ollie all this way and now didn’t intend to let them report on what they were supposed to be reporting on. But Nicky was more bothered by the expressions on the men around Meredith. A couple of them were exchanging leers, one was staring at her arse, another down her cleavage and they were all crowding much too close.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ a gravelly voice said in Nicky’s ear. ‘She can handle herself.’

      Nicky jumped, but it was one of Meredith’s people. She recognised him from Meredith’s very first visit to Mill Estate. She thought he might be her second in command. He had cropped brown hair, a seamed face, and the bearing of an American drill sergeant who was about to start viciously bullying his men to either tragic or comic effect, depending on the movie.

      ‘Why would you think I’m worried?’ she said to him.

      He shrugged. ‘You look worried.’

      ‘You do look a bit anxious, to be honest,’ Ollie told her. He glanced at all the heavily armed soldiers and edged closer to her. ‘Which is totally reasonable in the circumstances.’

      ‘I’m not,’ she insisted, watching Meredith head off with their hosts, but then found herself adding, ‘Don’t you think some of you should go with her?’ to Meredith’s man.

      ‘Make her look weak,’ he said.

      She tried not to think about what was happening with Meredith as they were taken on a tour of the community. There was plenty of other stuff to occupy her, mostly wondering what exactly the set-up was here. Nothing good, she felt increasingly sure.

      The whole place had a horrible, tense atmosphere to it. She and Ollie were shown a wind farm, some quite sophisticated hydroponics, even a small cannery, but they were never invited to speak to the bulk of the people, the ones who weren’t in uniform. And Nicky saw a couple of black eyes that couldn’t possibly be the result of accidents at work.

      Just before lunch, the soldiers’ commanding officer took a break from his meeting with Meredith to speak to Nicky and Ollie. He introduced himself as Colonel Dalton, and Nicky got the impression that the use of the military rank was very much required when speaking to him.

      Dalton was around the same age as Meredith’s number two, with the same air of a man used to giving orders, but sleek where Meredith’s man was grizzled. He was the only one here whose uniform was completely clean. Nicky bet he thought he cut a dashing figure in it. He seemed like that kind of person.

      ‘So obviously some of you guys are ex-army,’ Nicky said to him.

      He nodded. ‘We were stationed in the area when it all went pear-shaped.’

      ‘What about everyone else?’ Nicky asked. ‘The people working in the fields, I mean. How did you end up in this community together?’

      ‘We needed people to farm for us, and cook,’ he said. ‘We acquired them around here, from the Lakes too.’

      She didn’t like that phrasing. It made joining the community sound less than voluntary. ‘Acquired?’ she said. ‘Not recruited?’

      He smiled thinly. ‘A distinction without a difference. Besides, when you have all the guns, people are glad to be taken under your wing. I imagine you’d know about that. I must say, I was surprised to find Libyca living virtually next door. Last I heard they were doing something questionable in Afghanistan.’

      Ollie frowned. ‘So you knew them before?’

      Dalton nodded.

      ‘Had you met Meredith?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Met? No. But her reputation precedes her.’

      This was the closest Nicky had got to any direct information on Meredith’s pre-Bloodletting activities since she’d shown up. ‘Reputation for what?’ she asked.

      Dalton’s smile grew nastier. ‘I’m sure you’ll find out in time.’

      After lunch, they had a chance to sit down and talk to a few of the other soldiers. They were all men too. They made Nicky amazingly uneasy, but Meredith’s second in command stuck with them throughout. He was called Jules, she learned, and he was an extremely reassuring presence. The interviews all proved pretty pointless anyway. For soldiers, they were surprisingly good at the political non-answer answer. Nicky found herself longing for Meredith’s forthright utter tactlessness.

      Around seven o’clock, Nicky and Ollie got shown to their rooms. They were on opposite sides of the main house, which she really didn’t like. And then they were taken out to a big, black-painted barn that had been repurposed as the community’s bar. Nicky would have liked a chance to eat first, but she didn’t feel comfortable asking.

      There were finally some other women in the bar, but they all seemed attached to various soldiers. Nicky wasn’t allowed anywhere near them.

      Without really intending to, she found herself sitting in one corner of the dark room, surrounded by five of the soldiers. They were in civvies now, but their bearing gave them away. She’d learned to recognise it from Meredith’s people. The soldiers had somehow managed to insinuate themselves between her and Ollie. He looked at her in helpless concern, but there wasn’t much they could do about it.

      She reluctantly accepted the ale that one of the younger soldiers brought her. It tasted very strong and she resolved to drink it slowly.

      Finally, though, she started to learn something. The men were all throwing back their beers and it loosened their tongues.

      They were from half a dozen different regiments, it turned out. They’d all been stationed nearby, out on manoeuvres when the country had started falling apart. It was probably what had saved them.

      ‘Can’t have been the United Nations,’ one of them said. ‘They couldn’t organise a piss-up in a brewery, let alone something like that.’

      ‘Something like what?’ Nicky asked. She realised that she’d drifted off for a moment. It was very hot and she took a thirsty swig of her beer.

      ‘Starting the plague,’ a different soldier said.

      ‘You think the United Nations created the v-strain?’

      ‘Nah, we don’t think the UN created it.’

      ‘I reckon it was the Russians.’ That was from a young, ginger-haired lad.

      ‘Yanks,’ an older man suggested.

      ‘Nobody did it,’ Nicky said. ‘It was an accident.’

      That got her a chorus of no’s. It seemed to be the one thing they agreed on.

      She shook her head, but stopped very quickly. It was making the room lurch quite unpleasantly. ‘I know there were a bunch of conspiracy theories. There always are. But they proved it was accidental.’

      ‘Who proved it?’ the older guy asked, and Nicky realised that she didn’t remember. It had been so shortly before civilisation collapsed.

      ‘I don’t know who did it, but it wasn’t an accident,’ another man said quietly. He didn’t look like all the rest. He was slight and thin-faced, almost ascetic. ‘I was IC, back before. Intelligence Corps,’ he added at Nicky’s blank look. ‘We were investigating the outbreak. Saw some documents from the lab. Very fishy.’

      She wanted to ask him more, but she was finding it increasingly difficult to string a sentence together. She was surprised to find that she’d drained her ale. She thought it might be her second. Or was it her third? When the soldiers had started opening up, she’d relaxed. She’d been drinking without thinking and now she was feeling alarmingly light-headed.

      She looked around for Ollie, but she couldn’t see him through the mass of people. There were at least a dozen soldiers around her now. One was sitting each side of her, their thighs pressed against hers. The one on the right had draped his arm over the back of the sofa. Not touching her, but very close.

      ‘I think I’ll head off now,’ she said, making to stand.

      The man on her left pulled her back down. ‘It’s not even ten,’ he said. He was smiling, it was all very good-humoured, but her heart started racing, not in a nice way.

      And then suddenly he released her. The other soldier hastily took his arm from the back of the sofa, and the thighs that had been pressed uncomfortably against hers abruptly pulled back.

      It was Meredith, striding across the wooden floor towards them, Jules at her left shoulder. The soldiers parted around her like the Red Sea. Whatever else her meeting today had achieved, it had clearly changed their attitude to her.

      Her eyes met Nicky’s. ‘There you are, darling,’ she said. ‘I’ve been looking all over for you.’

      The soldier on Nicky’s right jumped up as if he’d been scalded. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know she was taken,’ he gabbled.

      The man on Nicky’s other side quietly melted into the crowd and Meredith took his place. Now her thigh was pressed against Nicky’s. It felt a lot nicer than the man’s.

      ‘I can see why you turned me down,’ Meredith said. ‘You’d clearly set your sights much higher.’

      Jules hovered in front of them, arms folded, glowering at everyone else. There was now nobody within five feet of Nicky, except Meredith.

      ‘You called me darling,’ Nicky said indignantly. ‘Why did you call me that?’

      ‘I thought I was doing you a favour. Unless I misread the situation and you were secretly enjoying the attentions of twenty unwashed louts.’ Meredith studied her, frowning. ‘Exactly how much have you had to drink?’

      ‘Only two pints. Maybe three. I can take two pints.’

      ‘I’m sure you could have before,’ Meredith said irritably. ‘Did it not occur to you that your tolerance might have decreased?’

      Nicky stared at Meredith’s hand, which was wrapped around her wrist, preventing her from taking the further mouthful of ale she’d been about to drink. Meredith had very elegant fingers. They were also surprisingly strong.

      ‘I’m thirsty,’ Nicky protested.

      ‘Then I’ll take you back to your room and you can have some water,’ Meredith said firmly.

      Nicky stared blearily at her. ‘Are you propositioning me again?’ Meredith’s thigh was very warm against hers, and this close Nicky could smell her perfume, something musky and probably ultra-expensive. It was making Nicky’s head spin. Or possibly that was the beer.

      Meredith sighed. ‘Unlike your new friends, I’m not particularly keen on seducing a woman too drunk to know what she’s doing.’

      ‘But why?’ Nicky asked plaintively. She knew she should probably stop talking. She just didn’t have much control over her mouth right then. ‘Why did you proposition me? It was a horrible thing to do.’

      ‘Some people might consider it flattering,’ Meredith said.

      ‘It wasn’t. I can’t stop thinking about it.’

      ‘Golly, that must be difficult for you.’ Meredith was smiling again, her annoying little smile.

      ‘You’re awful,’ Nicky told her. ‘Just a really terrible person. Why can’t I stop thinking about you? I mean it. That night. Why?’

      ‘Well, probably because you were quite tempted, and you’re finding that rather hard to deal with.’

      Nicky squinted at her. Why was her face blurry? ‘I wasn’t tempted, because I’m straight. Also, you’re a terrible person. I think I said that already.’

      Meredith rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, that’s certainly why you think you shouldn’t have been tempted.’

      Nicky closed her own eyes and rested her head against the back of the sofa. ‘You’re very confusing.’

      ‘I expect I am. Jules, help me get her to bed while she can still walk.’

      Nicky’s stomach lurched with something that didn’t feel quite like fear. She jerked away from Meredith. ‘No. I told you no.’

      She got treated to that eyeroll again. ‘Your own bed, on your own,’ Meredith said with heavy patience. ‘Up you get.’

      Things got a bit fuzzy after that. Nicky thought Jules might have helped her to her feet. She remembered a brief snatch of conversation, Jules saying ‘Her? Are you sure, Ms Hind?’ and Meredith saying ‘I know what I’m doing’, but no context to explain it.

      It was also possible that at some point she’d put her arm around Meredith’s shoulders to support herself. Either way, she ended up back in her room and on her bed, alone.

      When she woke to pee an hour later, she was alarmed to find two soldiers outside her door. But they were women, Meredith’s people. They guided her to the toilet, and then again the approximately thousand more times she needed to go during the night. She eventually fell into a deep enough sleep to stay there, followed down into unconsciousness by the memory of Meredith’s perfume and the warmth of her thigh pressed against Nicky’s.

      

      She woke the next morning feeling like she’d been kicked repeatedly in the head. Someone, thank god, had put a glass of water and a couple of Nurofen Plus on her bedside table. She swallowed them gratefully and then stumbled out of the door.

      This time, it was Jules waiting outside for her.

      ‘Taken the tablets?’ he asked.

      She squinted at him, which made her headache even worse. ‘Did you leave them for me?’

      His craggy face was giving absolutely nothing away. ‘Ms Hind thought you might need them.’

      ‘I’m, um. I’m sorry if I was a bit of a twat last night. I don’t actually remember very much.’ That wasn’t entirely true. She remembered enough to have started feeling very unpleasant about the position she’d been in with the soldiers, the sense that things could have gone much worse. ‘Thank you for taking care of me,’ she added awkwardly.

      Jules shrugged. ‘Wasn’t any real need. A couple of their officers were keeping an eye on you. They’d have stopped it before it went anywhere serious. Couldn’t risk the diplomatic incident. And now they think you’re Ms Hind’s, they won’t touch you.’

      That Ms Hind’s made Nicky feel very peculiar. But the rest made her feel quite a lot better. She lost the sense of disaster narrowly averted. Unfortunately, that left even more room for the mortification. She brooded about it during the entire walk to the kitchen for breakfast.

      Ollie pounced on her as soon as she came in. ‘Bloody hell, Nic, you look terrible. Are you OK? I was trying to keep an eye on you, but then they told me it was time to bunk down and that you’d gone to bed already. And I couldn’t see you so I thought it was true, but when I got back to my room I started wondering if maybe it wasn’t. And I tried to go looking for you, but they’d locked my door. I’ve been worried sick all night.’

      He did look pretty bad: he had noticeable bags beneath his eyes.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I was stupid. But I was fine.’ She looked down at the table as she added, ‘Meredith came to the rescue.’

      ‘Meredith?’

      She could feel him staring at her, and reluctantly raised her head. ‘Yeah. I mean, mainly so she could laugh at me and tell me what an idiot I was.’

      They headed out after breakfast. Nicky put a lot of effort into not meeting anyone’s eye. She didn’t know who’d been there last night to witness her making a fool of herself.

      She put particular effort into not looking at Meredith. As a consequence, she didn’t see Meredith approaching. The first she knew of it was when Meredith said, ‘Nicky, you can ride in the jeep with me,’ from right in front of her. By then it was too late to avoid her.

      Meredith, of course, was showing no ill effects from the night. Her auburn curls were as impeccable as usual. Did one of the soldiers she’d brought along double as her hairdresser?

      ‘Nicky?’ Meredith said after she’d failed to reply. ‘I thought I could fill you in on my negotiations during the journey.’

      ‘Oh, that’s a grand idea,’ Ollie said brightly.

      ‘I’m sorry, Oliver, there’s only room for one.’

      Ollie hesitated, probably worried that Nicky was going to put her foot in it if he left her alone with Meredith. But Meredith kept looking at him with a quizzically raised eyebrow until he let himself be ushered into another of the jeeps.

      Nicky stopped by the back door of hers, not at all enjoying the prospect of several hours stuck in a car with Meredith. If nothing else, last night was bound to come up, and she was on a mission to forget that had ever happened.

      Meredith huffed impatiently and reached round her to open the door for her. ‘Get in,’ she said. Then, at Nicky’s continued reluctance, ‘Unless you’re worried you won’t be able to keep your hands off me?’

      ‘You’re the one who made a pass at me!’ Nicky said indignantly, before finally getting in the jeep. She didn’t understand how she’d rejected Meredith and it still felt like Meredith had come out of the whole thing with the upper hand.

      As they drove off, Meredith stared out of the jeep window at the high, barbed-wire-topped wall of the community. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘they’ll definitely have to go.’

      ‘Go?’ Nicky asked. ‘Go as in “be got rid of”?’

      Meredith kept staring out of the window as they sped away. ‘They’re too powerful already and rather too close for comfort. Don’t tell me you were a fan?’

      ‘No, they were awful. There’s loads of them, though, and they’ve got military training plus lots of guns.’

      ‘Quite. I think a slave revolt might do the trick. It should be easy enough to arm them under the cover of continued trade negotiations.’

      ‘Slaves?’ Nicky said. ‘That’s putting it a bit strongly, isn’t it?’

      ‘What else would you call them?’

      Nicky thought about how cowed all the civilian workers had seemed. How malnourished, in comparison to the soldiers. And there were those bruises she’d seen. Naming it somehow made it more real and shocking.

      ‘OK. Yeah, you’re right,’ she conceded. ‘But haven’t slave revolts historically been really bloody? I am getting most of my information from Spartacus, but still. You could send your soldiers to free them. You should.’

      ‘But then I might lose quite a lot of my people. No, those chaps can take care of their own business. We’ll help them pick up the pieces once it’s over. My covert ops team can handle it.’ She finally turned from the window to pierce Nicky with her eyes. ‘So, how’s the head?’

      ‘Terrible,’ Nicky muttered.

      ‘Yes, you are looking rather green around the gills.’ Meredith made no effort at all to hide her amusement. ‘Niamh, try to take the corners a little slower, if you can.’ This was to their driver, a baby-faced woman who’d been watching them in the mirror while trying to seem like she wasn’t. ‘I’m not especially keen to get vomited on first thing in the morning.’

      ‘I didn’t realise the ale was that strong,’ Nicky said defensively.

      ‘Clearly.’

      ‘Actually, I think they might have been spiking it with shots.’

      ‘Hmm. Possibly. They may have been hoping to pump you for information about me. Fortunately, you know next to nothing.’

      ‘Maybe they were interested in me!’ Nicky protested. ‘Not everything has to be about you.’

      ‘But in my experience, it generally is. Interesting though, wasn’t it? That little theory they told you before you incapacitated yourself with beer.’

      It took Nicky a few seconds to remember what that had been. ‘You mean about the v-strain not being an accident?’

      ‘Yes. That Intelligence Corps fellow seemed quite well informed.’

      ‘You knew,’ Nicky said slowly. ‘You knew he was there and you knew he’d tell me about it. That’s why you brought me and Ollie along. God, I knew there was an ulterior motive. There had to be, with you. But that’s a weird one.’

      ‘Of course, I wasn’t imagining you’d get plastered before you could hear the full story,’ Meredith said.

      ‘But it’s a conspiracy theory, isn’t it? It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘Doesn’t it? Usually one can discount conspiracy theories because they’re more implausible than the truth. Aviation fuel really can melt steel beams. Lizard people aren’t in fact running the world. But a virus that devastating, and that uniquely resistant to inactivation? One that was put into the most widely used vaccine in the world – a vaccine, what’s more, that was compulsory for military personnel. And would therefore almost ensure the collapse of civilisation. What’s the more probable explanation for that?’

      Nicky stared at Meredith, too startled to reply.

      ‘What?’ Meredith said. ‘What are you thinking?’

      You’re incredibly clever, was what she was thinking. You may be the cleverest person I know. But in an embarrassingly sexist way, Nicky hadn’t quite noticed how clever Meredith was, because she swanned around in stilettos and knee-length frocks being provocative. Which was probably, now she thought about it, why Meredith did it. Although possibly she just really liked designer clothes. But Nicky wasn’t going to say any of that to her.

      ‘Why did you want me to hear it?’ she asked instead.

      Meredith was watching her intently, no hint of a smile on her face now. ‘If an individual or organisation is responsible for all this, I’d rather like to know who. Because if someone did do it on purpose, they’re almost certainly still around, profiting from it. And I thought, as a journalist, you might regard it as your duty to find out. Or at the very least investigate the possibility. Was I wrong?’

      ‘No,’ Nicky said, hooked despite herself. ‘No, you weren’t wrong.’
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      She told Ollie about it that evening, when her hangover was no longer causing her to long for death. ‘I know it’s Meredith’s idea,’ she said, ‘but I think it’s important.’

      He looked taken aback, then intrigued. ‘Are we about to do some proper journalism?’

      ‘I think we might be?’

      ‘Flipping heck. We’ll have to rely on Meredith for transport, mind.’ 

      ‘Yeah. If we want to go anywhere that isn’t in bicycle distance.’

      He frowned. ‘I don’t like it. I don’t trust her as far as I can spit her.’

      ‘Right,’ Nicky said. ‘But like you said, that’s another reason we should do it. We can investigate her at the same time.’

      Meanwhile, there was something they could do without Meredith’s help. Nicky decided to start the investigation with a tried-and-true journalistic technique: cribbing other people’s work.

      There’d been investigative reporting at the time the world went to shit. It ground to a halt pretty quickly, what with all the journalists getting eaten by phages. But papers from the weeks of the Bloodletting would at least tell them something, if only the extent of everyone’s ignorance.

      Researching it all would have been a lot easier if the internet hadn’t disappeared along with most of the rest of civilisation. Although based on previous form, that would have led to Nicky spending half her time doomscrolling social media and the rest looking for cute pictures of cats, so overall it was probably a wash.

      Still, getting hold of the physical papers was a bit of an endeavour. It wasn’t like anyone had been keeping an archive.

      Luckily, the house-clearance project in York was still ongoing. Now, along with furniture and electronics and clothes, people started bringing newspapers and magazines out of the abandoned houses for Nicky and Ollie. Piles of them got dumped outside the gates of Mill Estate each evening.

      They were trying to get every edition of every paper from the time. Ollie said it was a bit like collecting Magic: The Gathering cards, because he was the sort of person who’d once done that. They’d get multiple copies of the Guardian from 7 September and not a single edition of the Sun from all of October. Not that Nicky was holding out much hope for the Sun to have scooped anyone else, but they had to check. The search continued.

      They also asked people. Nicky remembered some of the rumours that had been circulating around the time of the Bloodletting: that the Chinese had done it, or Google with their secretly implanted microchips, or aliens. She heard a few new ones when she asked around, but nothing that was any more convincing than those.

      In Hull they met a woman who said she’d spoken to one of the techs from the v-strain lab. In Halifax a man claimed to know the civil servant who’d been behind the cover-up. But when Nicky questioned them more closely, it turned out to have been the cousin of a man they’d met in a shop, or someone’s friend’s friend. It was all urban legends. Even so, she kept asking, every time they went on a trip.

      The trips were happening quite a lot now. They were all with Meredith, and mostly involved watching her run rings around various community leaders during trade negotiations. Nicky got to see the inside of a lot of survivor communities around Halifax or Hull or Doncaster that weren’t very different from the ones around York. It turned out there were only so many ways you could realistically live in the post-apocalypse. At least they never stumbled on another one like that place near Lancaster. There were no more enslaved people.

      The trips would have been a great opportunity to find out more about Meredith herself, if Meredith had shown any inclination at all to open up.

      ‘Where were you before you came to Imphal?’ Nicky asked after the Halifax trip.

      ‘Oh, I don’t think anyone’s terribly interested in that,’ Meredith said.

      ‘They definitely are.’

      Meredith shrugged. ‘Here and there.’

      She was even less forthcoming, if that was possible, about her life before the apocalypse.

      Nicky scanned the newspapers they’d been gathering for articles about Libyca. There were a few, about various unsavoury conflicts they’d been involved in, but none of them mentioned Meredith. She remained an extremely irritating enigma.

      All Nicky could report on were the trips themselves. The result was a lot of articles that made Meredith seem both evil and hyper competent, which might have been what she was hoping for. It was impossible to tell, since the only comment she ever made was to chide Nicky for getting one of her designer labels wrong.

      Meredith usually asked Nicky to ride with her on the way back from the meetings for ‘a debrief’. This generally consisted of Meredith saying some variant of ‘how do you think it went?’ and Nicky replying with some variant of ‘you got exactly what you wanted, as usual’. 

      Sometimes, Ollie would tell Meredith all the unflattering things people had been saying about her after she left the room. He was trying to needle her, but Meredith always laughed. Ollie was in the jeep with them because Nicky insisted on it. Having him there felt safer in a way she couldn’t fully articulate.

      On the fifth trip, Meredith asked, ‘How’s the investigation going?’

      Nicky grimaced. ‘Slowly. It would help if we could talk to that military intelligence guy in the Lancaster community again. He seemed like he had more to tell.’

      ‘I’m trying to arrange it,’ Meredith said. ‘As you can imagine, the situation up there is rather delicate for me at the moment. So is that the extent of your efforts? Waiting for me to do the real work?’

      ‘No, it isn’t, as it happens,’ Ollie said indignantly. ‘We’re exploring lots of other avenues.’

      ‘Do those avenues mostly involve talking to strange men in bars while drinking yourselves into a stupor?’ Meredith asked. ‘Because judging on past evidence, that isn’t Nicky’s most successful tactic.’

      ‘Come and see for yourself,’ Ollie said, which he certainly wouldn’t have if Meredith hadn’t riled him up. Nicky really wished he hadn’t.

      But an hour later the three of them were crowded into Nicky and Ollie’s windowless office, looking at what Nicky had taken to calling their murder board.

      ‘Good Lord, there isn’t enough room in here to swing a cat,’ Meredith said. ‘Not to speak of the actual cats.’ Bailey and Domino were occupying their favourite places on Nicky’s keyboard and chair.

      Meredith wasn’t wrong about the size. It was extremely cramped. Her shoulder was dangerously close to Nicky’s boob. Pressed up against her like this, Nicky could smell not just her perfume but the rich, woody scent of her shampoo. It was very distracting.

      Despite this, Meredith wasn’t taking advantage of the situation. She was entirely focused on the murder board.

      ‘We’ve been trying to construct a timeline,’ Ollie explained.

      Nicky took out some of their clippings folders and opened them on the desk. ‘We categorised sources by reliability, prioritising information that seems to be first-hand. There isn’t very much of that, and what there is, is pretty contradictory. But the thing I can’t figure out is motive. It’s the Umbrella Corporation problem, isn’t it?’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Meredith said.

      ‘It’s a game. Resident Evil. The Umbrella Corporation are the guys who deliberately cause the zombie apocalypse. And I always thought, what was their business plan? Start world-ending plague, question mark profit? If some organisation did design the v-strain on purpose, they had a lot of resources. That sort of viral research can’t come cheap. They must have already been doing pretty nicely in the old world. The people in charge could probably afford all the spa weekends and, I don’t know, Rolex watches they wanted. So why wipe it all out?’

      ‘That,’ Meredith said, ‘is a very good point.’ She scanned the folders, then everything pinned to the wall. ‘This is impressive work.’

      ‘I’m not actually an idiot.’

      Meredith studied her thoughtfully. ‘No, you’re not.’

      A week after that, they finally heard that the return trip to Lancaster had been scheduled. They’d be picked up the next day. Nicky knew they needed to do it, but she was dreading it. It wasn’t only the fool she’d made of herself the last time. She remembered the awful atmosphere of the place, the hostility of the soldiers and the despair of those they’d enslaved.

      But in the morning, when they climbed into the car with Meredith, she said, ‘Bad news, I’m afraid. I’ve just heard that the Intelligence Corps chap left the community. No one seems to know where he’s gone.’

      ‘Bugger,’ Ollie said. ‘Maybe someone bumped him off to stop him talking.’

      ‘That’s a bit paranoid, isn’t it?’ Nicky asked. Then she thought about it some more. ‘Or maybe it’s an appropriate amount of paranoid. We should still go to Lancaster, see if anyone knows where he is or what happened to him.’

      Meredith shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. Things are rather hotting up on the revolt front. It’s moved a lot faster than I expected.’

      ‘OK,’ Nicky said. ‘Then what are we doing today? Where are you taking us?’

      ‘Imphal. There’s something I want to show you.’

      But exactly what she wanted to show Nicky only occurred to her as they walked through the gates of the barracks. Or at least what Meredith definitely was going to show her, whether Nicky wanted her to or not.

      ‘Men to the right, women to the left, anyone else in the middle,’ a bored-looking soldier said, before noticing Meredith and snapping to attention. Because at Imphal, going inside meant going through the obligatory naked bite check.

      But they weren’t going to make Meredith do it, right? She was the boss. She could breeze through and no one would stop her.

      Meredith didn’t look at Nicky. She barely seemed aware of her presence. But Nicky saw the smile lifting the corner of her mouth. And she realised, with a sense of impending doom, that Meredith absolutely wasn’t going to exempt herself from this particular formality.

      Nicky followed her into the left-hand inspection room with dragging footsteps. The woman waiting in there wearing surgical gloves and a hospital gown also snapped to attention on seeing Meredith. Nicky felt a momentary flare of hope that she was going to wave Meredith through.

      She wasn’t. Meredith nodded at her calmly and then turned to Nicky and said, ‘Would you mind undoing me?’

      Nicky would mind a great deal. She looked around frantically for anyone at all else to do it. But despite being the size of a tennis court, the room was deserted aside from them and the woman in surgical gloves. And she seemed entirely oblivious to Nicky’s pleading look.

      ‘This century, ideally,’ Meredith said.

      The dress, sheer and a sort of shimmery dark gold, zipped at the back. Nicky spent what felt like several hours fumbling with it before she found the tab.

      She pulled it down an inch and hesitated, wondering if that was enough. But no, of course it wasn’t, and by taking her time like this she was making it into even more of a striptease than it needed to be.

      To compensate, she yanked the zipper the rest of the way down in one go. But that was even worse, because now she was making it seem like she was completely desperate to see Meredith naked. Her knuckles grazed against Meredith’s bare back all the way down. Meredith’s skin was warm and very soft, and it smelled of her, the perfume Nicky had already come to recognize too well.  

      ‘Thank you,’ Meredith said. She sounded like she was trying not to laugh.

      Nicky backed away hurriedly. She’d done it now, so that was OK. She could face the wall and strip off her own jeans and t-shirt and soon it would be over.

      Except once she was down to her bra and briefs, she started wondering if Meredith was watching, which meant she had to look over her shoulder to check. 

      Meredith wasn’t watching. She was talking quietly to the woman in surgical gloves who was inspecting her for bites. She was also completely naked. She was angled away from Nicky, hiding most of her face. But her round, firm buttocks were on display, the graceful arch of her back and the curve of one breast, with a little peek of nipple.

      How the hell was she so toned and smooth? No one ought to be able to look that good in the middle of an apocalypse. Hardly anyone had looked that good before the apocalypse. Did Meredith have her own private gym? Of course she did, she was Meredith Hind.

      Nicky was staring. Why for the love of god was she staring? She wrenched her eyes away. Meredith wasn’t looking at her, that was all that mattered. She finished taking off her own clothes, and by the time the woman in surgical gloves came to check her over, Meredith was already gone.

      The other side of security, Nicky reconvened with Ollie, and Meredith took them both to see the ostensible reason she’d dragged them there. It was actually pretty important. Nicky wished she wasn’t feeling so flustered and could pay proper attention to what Meredith was saying.

      Meredith, it turned out, had furnished a room in Imphal for them to use as an office. It was about five times the size of their one in Mill Estate and had two large windows as well as state-of-the-art computers that looked like they might have around the clock power. There was also a printer and a photocopier. Nicky bet neither of them was about to run out of toner like their broken-down old machine back home. The desks were extremely posh inlaid wood with green leather tops, like something a Victorian banker would have used.

      ‘I thought you might like to have your base of operations here,’ Meredith said. ‘I’ve set aside a couple of bedrooms for you too, for when it’s more convenient to stay over, and I’m looking into acquiring a printing press to really scale up your operation. I can probably stretch to an editorial assistant, if you think that might help.’

      The feeling of impending doom was back, even stronger than before. Because this was clearly an offer too good to refuse. 

      ‘We can’t,’ Nicky said quickly, before Ollie could accept on their behalf. ‘We’re already away from Mill Estate too much. It isn’t fair. We aren’t pulling our weight.’

      ‘Let me worry about that,’ Meredith said.

      

      ‘Meredith’s a terrible person,’ Ollie declared, once they were alone in the back of the jeep being driven home. ‘Proper evil.’

      After the little display Meredith had put on for her, Nicky really wasn’t going to argue.

      ‘That office is champion, though,’ he said. ‘And our laptop’s on its last legs. In Imphal we’d have all the resources we need. Plus the canteen’s serving thịt kho tàu next week – one of the chefs told me. Do you know how long it is since I’ve eaten food that tastes like home? We can’t turn it down.’

      ‘Yes, we can,’ Nicky insisted. ‘Meredith’s doing it so she can control us. Keep us under her thumb.’

      ‘If she tries, we’ll go back to working at Mill Estate,’ Ollie said reasonably. ‘Which she knows, so she probably won’t bother. Anyroad, it’s not like she raised a stink about what you’ve written so far, and you’re horrible about her on a weekly basis. In the last newsletter you said she has “the moral integrity of Hannibal Lecter”.’

      ‘Well, she does,’ Nicky said.

      ‘Point is, I don’t think that’s the reason she wants us there. Not sure what is, except actually being helpful. She was the one who suggested the investigation in the first place, wasn’t she? So we might as well take advantage of what’s on offer.’

      Nicky hurriedly turned her head to look out of the window so he wouldn’t see her blush. She could think of one reason Meredith wanted her there, but it wasn’t one she was likely to share with Ollie. It involved something else that Meredith appeared to be putting on offer.

      The next morning, a package was delivered to Mill Estate in one of Meredith’s jeeps. It was a food parcel, a lot of high-quality tinned goods. There were also two people with it, a man and woman who looked to be in their early twenties.

      ‘We’re here to fill in for Ollie and Nicky whenever they’re gone,’ the man said. ‘The food’s a thank you for loaning them out.’

      ‘You can’t let them work here,’ Nicky told Simon. ‘They’re probably spies for Meredith.’

      But it quickly became apparent they weren’t. They were a sweet young couple from Bradford who’d already been in Imphal Barracks when Meredith took over. There was clearly absolutely no side to them. They were only there to help.

      ‘Fine,’ Nicky said to Ollie. ‘Fine. We’ll take the office. But we’re not sleeping over. The cats need me. Meredith can get a minion to drive us back at the end of the day.’
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      At least spending more time in Imphal gave Nicky a chance to ask questions about Meredith of the people who knew her best.

      She tried quizzing some of the soldiers first. There were usually at least a couple along for security on their trips, and Nicky had started to recognise their faces. Most of them were old enough to have been with Meredith back before the Bloodletting, when she and Libyca were getting up to whatever shady shenanigans they’d been getting up to.

      Not, as it turned out, that the soldiers showed any inclination to open up about that. Their replies ran the gamut from ‘I don’t like to talk about it’ to ‘sorry, memory’s a bit hazy’.

      One of them told Nicky she had some stories that would make her hair curl, but then failed to tell her what those stories actually were. ‘Guvnor doesn’t like us breaching OPSEC’ was the closest she got to an honest answer out of any of them.

      The civilians – the bulk of Imphal’s residents – were more forthcoming, but even less helpful. None of them, it turned out, had known Meredith pre-apocalypse. They’d been picked up by her at various other survivor communities round the country and offered the chance to make a new start at Imphal.

      They were engineers, plumbers, doctors, architects. Also, this being Meredith, a masseur and a nail technician. She seemed to have operated on a ‘gotta catch ’em all’ basis with the trades and professions.

      After about a week of this, Jules sat down opposite Nicky in the canteen while she was bolting a quick lunch. He didn’t have a tray. He just stared at her from under his bushy eyebrows. It was very unsettling.

      ‘Do you want a chip?’ she tried.

      ‘You need to cut it out,’ he said. ‘Ms Hind didn’t invite you here to give everyone the third degree.’

      Nicky flinched, even though she hadn’t been doing anything wrong. But she probably should have guessed that some of the soldiers would tattle to their commander.

      ‘Ms Hind’s drawn a line under the past,’ Jules told her. ‘You should do the same.’

      ‘Right. Because ordering people not to talk about her history definitely makes her look trustworthy and above board.’

      A vein had started to noticeably throb in his forehead. ‘You’ve got enough work to do. Stop sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.’

      ‘I’m a journalist,’ she said. ‘Sort of. Sticking my nose in where it doesn’t belong is my middle name.’

      But he wasn’t wrong that she had a lot of other work to do, all of it more productive than being stonewalled by Meredith’s soldiers. The journalism had, unbelievably, become almost a full-time job.

      Every so often, Nicky made herself stop and appreciate the fact that she finally had the career she’d always wanted, even if it was because all the people who used to do it were dead. That was probably another reason Meredith seemed to have adopted Nicky and Ollie as her pet journalists. She wasn’t exactly spoiled for choice.

      It wasn’t just Meredith, or the v-strain, that she and Ollie were covering. The Government down in London was suddenly taking a very active hand in everyone’s life. Civil servants started making an appearance. Like Meredith’s people, they were driving cars: petrol, not electric, supplied by the North Sea oil rigs that the Government had got working again. The civil servants were, they explained, conducting a census, the living and the dead. They’d started on the South Coast and were working their way up the country.

      A middle-aged man with a forgettable face interviewed Nicky about her own background, date of birth and relatives. And he asked about any deaths she’d directly witnessed. He entered it all in some kind of massive database.

      ‘I wonder what the motive is,’ Meredith said one morning while they were visiting a Whitby fishing community she wanted to trade with. Ollie was off photographing their fleet and Meredith and Nicky were drinking apple juice at a rusting wrought iron table on the shorefront, watching the waves slap against the quay. A sharp-eyed seagull that was perched on a bollard watched them back.

      ‘Their motive’s probably exactly what it seems,’ Nicky said. ‘It’s got to be useful, right? Knowing how many people survived and where they all are.’

      ‘Useful to who?’ Meredith asked.

      ‘Everyone. Just because you’re literally incapable of doing anything for non-nefarious purposes doesn’t mean other people are.’

      It was an extremely hot day and Meredith was dressed casually, for her, in a white sun dress. The material was very light cotton and Nicky could see the lace of her bra underneath and the valley of her cleavage.

      ‘Really, Nicky,’ Meredith said, ‘if you want me to believe you’re straight, you should probably stop undressing me with your eyes.’

      ‘I don’t need to mentally undress you, I’ve literally seen you naked!’ Nicky hoped her blush wasn’t too visible.

      Meredith smirked. ‘So you had a peek, did you? I wondered if you might.’

      ‘You wanted me to!’

      ‘Yes, I did. Have you been thinking about it very often?’

      Since the truthful answer was ‘on a daily basis’, Nicky decided to let that one lie.

      She didn’t know why Meredith’s body had affected her this much, anyway. She’d seen naked women before. She was one, under her clothes. And Meredith favoured form-fitting outfits, so it wasn’t like the general shape of her body had come as a surprise.

      But it was after that particular trip that she had an erotic dream about Meredith. She didn’t remember the details in the morning, just fuzzy flashes of a naked Meredith and a bright pink Thomas the Tank Engine, for some reason. Dreams were weird. She was incredibly turned on when she woke, though, wet between her legs and pretty desperate to finish what the dream had started.

      Obviously, she wasn’t going to think about Meredith while she did that. She touched herself and thought about Chris instead, and pretty quickly the urgent need to come receded, so that was all fine.

      Dreams didn’t mean anything, anyway. They were symbolic, not literal. Dreaming about sex with Meredith was probably her subconscious telling her she was worried about the goats or something.

      

      Then, about a month after the civil servant had come to quiz them, he came again. But this time he brought them a copy of the database on a flash drive, searchable. It contained all the information the Government had managed to collect on who’d survived and who hadn’t.

      ‘It can be emotionally distressing to discover the fate of friends and loved ones,’ the civil servant said in the flat voice of a man who’d repeated the same stock phrase too many times. ‘We’ve been recommending that people view it in group settings.’

      It was good advice, though. Everyone at Mill Estate decided to have a get-together at Eastfields, with booze to drown the sorrow or celebrate, depending on what they found in the database. Nicky was laying big money on sorrow-drowning. She was the only child of a single parent anyway, and she already knew her mum was dead. She had to be. She’d stopped answering her mobile at least a week before all the networks went down. Nicky resolved not to look in the database herself. What was the point in having it confirmed?

      Everyone was a bit too chatty on the fifteen-minute walk from Mill Estate to Eastfields. It was like they were afraid of the thoughts that would fill any silence they left. Simon managed to extend a conversation with Raj about washers for the entire journey. George and Den re-enacted their favourite scenes from Dynasty, although to be fair they did that quite a lot.

      They all got quieter once they passed through the gates in the old brick wall that had ringed Eastfields Manor since Georgian times, though it hadn’t had the razor wire on top then, or the half dozen guard posts around it. The final bit of the walk through the wheat fields towards the golden-stone farmhouse took place in near silence.

      But then they were close enough to hear the welcoming buzz of conversation and laughter through the open kitchen window, and Nicky thought this might be OK after all.

      Hannah must have seen them through the window, because she was waiting by the front door when Nicky came in. ‘Hello, stranger!’ she said.

      Nicky submitted to being hugged. It had been nearly a month and she genuinely liked Hannah.

      The house was very crowded. Three other smaller communities had opted to get the news together. There were close to fifty people in the oak-beamed lounge and Nicky heard chatter from other rooms, too. They’d be bunking down like sardines tonight.

      ‘Thought you might be getting too important to see the lowly likes of us,’ Hannah said, leading her and Ollie over to a corner where Aiza and Ellis and a few of their closer friends were sitting.

      ‘If it isn’t the Queen’s official biographers,’ Ellis said as they sat down. He’d for some reason slicked his brown hair back with an excessive amount of gel, possibly in an effort to impress Beth. That and the leather jacket made him look like he was auditioning for a part in Grease.

      ‘Official biographers don’t normally describe the person they’re writing about as “Like a less warm Genghis Khan”,’ Ollie said.

      Hannah laughed. ‘That was one of your better ones, Nic.’

      ‘I can’t fathom why Meredith puts up with it. Think she must be hoping she can corrupt us,’ Ollie said. ‘Turn us into her personal Pravda.’

      ‘Little does she know Nicky’s the most incorruptible person on the planet,’ Den added as he and George squeezed onto the sofa beside Ellis. They were both quite chubby and there wasn’t much room.

      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Nicky said.

      Ellis grinned. ‘I would. You’re painfully honest, and I mean that literally. It’s literally painful watching you try to lie, you’re so bad at it. You’ve got a face like a fish tank. You can see all the thoughts swimming around in there.’

      ‘The only person Nicky lies to is herself.’ Aiza was holding a nearly empty beer bottle, and the edge in her voice suggested it hadn’t been her first.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘When you figure it out, come and see me, mate. I’ll give you a few pointers.’

      Nicky might have pushed Aiza for more of an answer, but then a strident voice said, ‘Ms Lester, a word please?’

      It was Beth, looking even more sturdy and stern than usual. She was the sort of woman who wore tweed on a regular basis. Tonight it was a tweed jacket.

      ‘What have I done?’ Nicky asked, because Beth always made her feel like a naughty child.

      ‘I have a few questions,’ Beth said. ‘It won’t take long.’ She turned and walked towards the kitchen, so Nicky was forced to trot after.

      When they’d settled on two rickety chairs at the big oak table, Beth said, ‘Ms Hind has asked me to take point for her on our communications with the Government. Do you have any idea what that might be about?’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘No, why would I? Who does she think she is, anyway, “asking you to take point”? You’re not her underling.’ If anything, Beth was close to the unofficial leader of all the communities around York. Most of them looked to her for guidance, even Simon. She was definitely closer to their leader than Meredith would ever be.

      ‘It was a request, not an order,’ Beth clarified. She was studying Nicky closely in a way that made her very uncomfortable. ‘I’m considering accepting. But I’d like to understand her motives. I’ve been told you and she have grown close.’

      ‘Close?’ Nicky stared at her. ‘I’m not close to Meredith.’

      ‘You’ve been spending a considerable amount of time with her.’

      ‘Well yeah, me and Ollie. But it’s not like she confides in us.’

      ‘Doesn’t she? I’ve always found her to be very forthright.’

      This was actually true. Nicky realised that Meredith had told her quite a lot, not about her past, but about what she was up to now. Only Nicky never believed it, because why on earth would you believe Meredith?

      She told Beth what she knew anyway, suppressing a peculiar twinge of guilt. It wasn’t like she was betraying a confidence. It definitely wasn’t like she owed any sort of loyalty to Meredith.

      By the time she finished and went back into the sitting room, people had already started scanning the database. The atmosphere was pretty awful. Some people were sobbing, and others were talking in loud, determinedly cheerful voices that were somehow worse than the tears.

      ‘Everyone dead,’ Aiza told her. ‘Brother, sister, uncle, both aunts. Best friend. Clean bloody sweep.’ She was necking beer like it was going out of fashion.

      Ollie found out his younger sister was gone. Nicky held him while he cried. After that she had to look up her mum, she couldn’t help it. And Ollie held her while she cried.

      Her mum’s neighbour had witnessed her being killed, torn apart by two phages. It was all recorded, clearly and dispassionately, in the database. The image of it lodged behind Nicky’s eyes and wouldn’t leave. She decided Aiza had the right idea and downed her own lager in a few gulps.

      Lots of people got no answer at all. Most deaths had occurred unwitnessed by anyone, or at least anyone who was around to recount it. But for some, it was good news. Hannah’s aunt, almost unbelievably, was living in a community in Manchester. Sophia was going to be ecstatic to have her tiny family expanded. And Den’s sister and her children were alive and well on the Isle of Wight.

      Then, when Nicky was three beers down and starting to wonder if she should stop, Aiza said, ‘I’m going to take Cade up on the offer, head down to London. I could do with a fresh start.’

      ‘Who?’ Nicky said. ‘Also, what?’

      ‘Cade’s the Prime Minister now, didn’t you hear? He’s looking for talent to help the rebuilding effort.’

      ‘When did we find that out?’ Nicky asked.

      Hannah laughed. ‘So much for our crack investigative reporters. There was an announcement a couple of days ago. He’d been running the civil service anyway, so they decided to make it official. Meredith’s not the only thing happening round here, you know.’

      ‘But who elected him?’ Ollie asked.

      ‘No one, far as I can tell,’ Aiza said. ‘Apparently he was handed a seat in the Lords before it all blew up. Guess he’s the closest we’ve got left to someone from the old Government. And he seems to be doing an alright job of it. Looks like his billionaire apocalypse bunker came in handy after all.’

      ‘Wait,’ Nicky said, her muzzy mind finally catching up with the conversation. ‘Did you say Cade? Do you mean Barnaby Cade?’

      ‘That’s the one,’ Hannah said.

      Which was how he came back into her life, on the night she learned her mother was dead. Her mum’s death was so overwhelming, she barely spared a thought for Cade. But if they had to have a Prime Minister, he seemed like as good a choice as any.
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      Nicky threw herself into the v-strain investigation. It distracted her from thinking about her mum. She’d already come to several conclusions, the most important being that Meredith was probably right. The v-strain wasn’t an accident. Someone had done this on purpose.

      It was almost unfathomable. The motive remained impossible to imagine. But there were too many clues pointing in that direction.

      There’d been a rash of mysterious deaths among some of the scientists responsible for approving the tainted flu vaccine, before they could testify about what they’d done. The UK lab that produced the vaccine had burned down. At the time it was reported as vandalism, an outpouring of rage at the place that had been responsible for so many deaths. Now Nicky wasn’t so sure. And more than anything, there was the fact that so many of the companies involved in production of the flu vaccine had changed hands a year or less before the v-strain was released on the world.

      The degree of evil it would take to commit a crime of this scale was outside Nicky’s frame of reference. It made Meredith’s awfulness seem small potatoes by comparison. Nicky knew she should feel angry about it. Somewhere inside there was an ember of rage. But it was also almost a relief. The world as she knew it had ended, billions had died, and now she knew it had been for a reason. That made it easier to bear than the thought that it was all some random, terrible accident. There was someone to blame.

      Nicky’s job, the most vital job she’d ever done, was to find out who that someone was.

      She wasn’t the only one who’d noticed what had happened with the flu labs. A Guardian journalist had been on the case in the days before the Bloodletting. He’d found the name of the shadowy shell company that had acquired a controlling interest in the vaccine labs: Grove Lithium Holdings. But the paper had stopped publishing before he uncovered anything else.

      ‘Wouldn’t lead anywhere, anyhow,’ Ollie said. ‘That’s the point of a shell company, isn’t it? No matter how many layers you peel back you never find the lady.’

      Nicky sighed. ‘That’s a horribly mixed metaphor and also a complete misunderstanding of how three-card monte works. But yeah, you’re right.’

      ‘So it’s a dead end.’

      ‘No, I don’t think it is. I think we’ve been looking at the wrong companies. We’ve been concentrating on the ones that produced the vaccine. But there’s another one, isn’t there? A much more important one. Somewhere there has to be a lab that actually developed the v-strain.’

      ‘Bloody hell, that’s a good point.’

      ‘And that’s not all. I think I’ve got a name: BBD Genomics. Look.’ She showed Ollie the clipping, a very small sidebar in the Financial Times. It was yet another acquisition by Grove Lithium Holdings, but not a vaccine lab. This one was described simply as a biotech start-up. ‘There’s even an address.’

      ‘It’ll probably be burned down like the other lab, mind,’ Ollie said.

      ‘Probably. But that would still tell us something, wouldn’t it? At least we’d know we’re on the right track.’

      He nodded. ‘Reckon we could get Meredith to take us on a field trip down to London?’

      ‘No need. I’ve got a better idea.’

      The next time they visited Eastfields, Nicky went looking for Aiza. Because Aiza had done what she said she would: she’d applied for a job with the Government down in London, and two days ago she’d been told that she got it. Nicky found her in her room in the stable block, surrounded by piles of belongings she was trying to wedge into three suitcases that were clearly too small for them.

      ‘I need a big favour,’ Nicky told her. ‘I feel a bit weird asking, but there isn’t really anyone else who can help.’

      Aiza stopped packing, and beckoned Nicky to sit beside her on the bed. ‘Course. Ask away.’

      ‘The thing is, since you’re going to London anyway, I wondered if you could check out a place for me and Ollie. A company, BBD Genomics. But only if it’s not dangerous. I mean it probably is dangerous. There are probably phages there, so definitely don’t go in. Except I don’t think there’ll actually be a there there to go into. That’s really all we want to know – whether the place is still standing.’

      ‘Oh,’ Aiza said. ‘That’s a lot less interesting than what I thought you were gonna ask.’

      Nicky frowned. ‘Why, what did you think I was going to ask?’

      ‘About your sex life.’

      ‘I don’t have a sex life. At the moment all I’ve got is a sex void. And anyway, why would I want to ask you about that?’

      Aiza sighed. ‘Never mind. Tell me about this company.’

      Nicky filled her in. She asked for another favour while she was at it: for Aiza to arrange an interview with Cade. Apparently she’d be working with him directly. Nicky couldn’t imagine anything would come of it, but it was worth a try. If she and Ollie were serious journalists, which possibly they were these days, they needed to keep up with more than just the investigation. And an interview with the new Prime Minister would be a real scoop.

      Also, asking Aiza to look into this gave Nicky a reason to stay in touch with her. They could use the long-range radio that the Government had been rolling out, repurposing an old Cold War network of repeater stations, but it was heavily in demand and they wouldn’t have a chance to use it very often. It felt odd and horrible to be saying goodbye to a friend. Nicky had forgotten what it felt like. For the last three years, no one had gone anywhere.

      But with Aiza now on both cases, that left Nicky and Ollie with nothing major to do except wait for her to get back to them. And, unoccupied, Nicky’s mind inevitably swerved back to thoughts of her mother.

      She’d been a difficult woman. Nicky’s memories were tangled up with old resentments and unhealed wounds from childhood. She’d had a complicated relationship with her mum, and now it would never be resolved. That was somehow the hardest thing to bear.

      It might have helped to talk about it, but who could she talk to? Everyone was mourning someone. Ollie still regularly cried when he thought about the younger sister he’d adored. The fact they’d already known the truth, in their heart of hearts, didn’t seem to help at all. How could Nicky impose her grief on anybody else when they had their own to deal with?

      When Meredith invited her and Ollie on a trip to a Dales community to discuss restarting the local water treatment plant, Ollie said no. But Nicky accepted. It was a day trip and Meredith, weirdly, felt like a person she could stand to be around. Maybe it was because Meredith almost certainly hadn’t given a shit about any of the people who’d died. Nicky wouldn’t have to deal with Meredith’s grief along with her own.

      ‘Well, you’ve been as much fun as a wet weekend in Kandahar,’ Meredith said to her on the way back. Meredith was driving this time, a Jaguar with an electric motor and a terrifying turn of speed on the hazardous post-apocalyptic roads.

      ‘Does Kandahar have many wet weekends?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Not a huge number, no.’ Meredith took her eyes off the road in a quite alarming way to cut them at Nicky. Apart from her tendency to do that, the sight of her driving was pretty funny. She’d had to take off her high heels and pull the seat all the way forward to reach the pedals.

      But then, suddenly, it struck Nicky: a memory she hadn’t thought about for a very long time. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘You’re that Meredith.’

      ‘Which Meredith?’

      ‘Jess Rey’s one. I was in this club with her right before the Bloodletting. She said Meredith told her in Kandahar that things were going to get bad. That was you, wasn’t it? Of course it was.’

      ‘Oh. Then yes, probably. I didn’t know you knew Jess. Shame about what happened to her. She was a lot of fun.’

      Meredith’s expression didn’t leave much doubt what sort of fun she was talking about. It twisted something in Nicky’s stomach.

      ‘You know it’s better this way, don’t you?’ Meredith said. ‘With your mother.’

      ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Nicky snapped. She didn’t think she could deal with Meredith being snide about her mum at this point. She didn’t bother asking how Meredith knew. Meredith always had to know bloody everything.

      ‘There were only really two possibilities by now,’ Meredith continued calmly, seemingly oblivious to Nicky’s tone. ‘And the other was that you would see her again, or what was left of her, and either kill or be killed by her. Be grateful you and your mother were spared that.’

      ‘I know. I do know that.’ Nicky turned her head so that Meredith wouldn’t see the tears that had sprung to her eyes. ‘I’m feeling relief as well as everything else. Which is really awful, right? My mum’s dead and all I can think about is what a relief it is not to have to wonder anymore.’

      Meredith’s voice was unusually gentle as she said, ‘It’s entirely natural. If it helps, imagine how delighted your mother would be, to learn that her daughter was one of the very few who survived.’

      ‘What about you?’ Nicky asked, swiping away a rogue tear. ‘I’m assuming you have got a family?’

      ‘I didn’t spring fully formed from the head of Zeus, if that’s what you’re suggesting.’

      ‘I was thinking more like summoned by a profane ritual from the depths of hell.’

      Meredith laughed, then said, ‘There was nobody whose names I bothered to look up.’

      ‘God, I wish I could be like that.’

      Meredith took her eyes off the road again to pierce Nicky with them. ‘No, you don’t. You feel things very deeply. It’s too integral a part of your nature for you to wish it away.’

      ‘How can you possibly know that about me?’

      ‘It’s written all over your face,’ Meredith said. ‘You must know you’re completely transparent. I can’t possibly have been the first person to tell you this.’

      Since she was the second in less than a month, Nicky silently conceded that she might be onto something. She studied Meredith, but her face was as unreadable as ever. ‘Why are you being nice to me? Relatively nice to me. It’s weird and unsettling.’

      ‘I’d rather like to take you to bed, Nicky. Normally, giving you an opportunity to insult me is what gets you going. But in this instance, I thought sympathy might advance my aims a bit further.’

      ‘Oh my god. You actually are the absolute worst!’

      Meredith smiled slightly. ‘On the other hand, maybe I should have stuck to my original policy.’

      ‘But why?’ Nicky complained. ‘Why did you hit on me in the first place?’ 

      ‘For the same reason anyone propositions anyone, I should imagine.’

      ‘It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, you’re…’ She waved her hand vaguely at Meredith.

      ‘I’m what?’

      ‘You know,’ Nicky said awkwardly, wishing she hadn’t embarked on this particular leg of the conversation.

      ‘I really don’t.’

      ‘Beautiful, OK! You’re ridiculously beautiful.’ It felt weirdly good for Nicky to say it. Maybe to admit it to herself, because of course it was true. Meredith was undeniably the most attractive woman she’d ever met.

      ‘Gosh,’ Meredith said.

      ‘Oh, like you don’t know that.’

      ‘Of course I do. I trade on it, in fact. But it’s nice to know you concur.’

      Nicky tried one of Meredith’s eye rolls, not entirely successfully. ‘Whatever. And you like men too, right?’

      Meredith shrugged. ‘I don’t distinguish. Not in that sense, anyway.’

      ‘So there must be plenty of people who don’t know you well enough to know what an awful person you are. I bet some of them would love to jump in the sack with you. You don’t need to keep hitting on me. Especially after I’ve told you I’m straight.’

      ‘Yes, it was startling to realise you harbour that very improbable delusion,’ Meredith said as she screeched to a halt outside Mill Estate, robbing Nicky of the opportunity for a rejoinder.

      Not that she was entirely sure what she would have said, anyway. Because the trouble was, she was starting to wonder if Meredith might have the tiniest, most microscopic sliver of a point.

      The thought wouldn’t leave Nicky alone. It was so unfair. If she was possibly maybe not completely straight, why did it have to be Meredith who made her realise it? Nicky could have noticed her hypothetical, very slight attraction to women with loads of people. Basically half the world’s population. Why did it have to be her? Why was it her that Nicky couldn’t stop thinking about, her warm thigh, the tantalising curve of her breast, her infuriating smile that had taken up permanent, unwelcome residence in Nicky’s head?

      The one upside was that brooding about Meredith provided a respite from thinking about her mum. The pain was starting to fade anyway with time and, bizarrely, after what Meredith had said to her. Meredith was awful but she wasn’t wrong.

      Everyone else was slowly perking up too. Quite a lot seemed to have happened with the new Government while they were all distracted. More civil servants had appeared wanting more information, this time about crop yields and that sort of thing. And they were offering transportation, to anyone who wanted to be reunited with distant family.

      That was what finally put an end to the moping: planning the farewell party for everyone around York who was leaving. There were at least a couple from each of the larger settlements. Den and George would be among them. They were moving in with Den’s sister on the Isle of Wight. The people at Mill Estate were as much Nicky’s family as her mum had ever been, and two of her brothers were about to leave home.

      Meredith offered to host the party, and this time everyone accepted. There was nowhere else big enough, for a start. There was enough unused housing capacity in Imphal that everyone could sleep over, so the party could go on into the small hours. It would put a slight dampener on things if half the guests got eaten by phages while travelling home. And people had stopped worrying that Meredith was going to murder or kidnap them. They knew by now that she was much more interested in exploiting them.

      When Nicky and Ollie arrived for the party, they dropped their bags off in their rooms, the ones Meredith had given them weeks ago, and Nicky had insisted that they never use. Nicky changed her mind about that as soon as she saw hers.

      It was massively bigger than her literal cupboard in Mill Estate. If she’d been shown it by a landlord, pre-apocalypse, she’d probably have turned her nose up. But by post-apocalypse standards, it was verging on luxurious. Along with a sink and a double bed it even had space for a sofa. It was probably from one of the houses they’d cleared. The carpet was brown and frayed and the sofa sagged in the middle, but who cared?

      The party itself was based in the central canteen, but it had spilled out into the surrounding quad and the massive old red-brick residence blocks that surrounded it. There were thousands of people, all drinking the beer that the urbans had provided, and eating the insanely lavish food spread that Meredith put on. Ranks of trestle tables groaned under the weight of it.

      Nicky found it a bit intimidating. She kept to one corner of the canteen, loitering by Ollie as he made small talk with various Imphal residents. One of them was a pleasantly plump South Asian woman a couple of years younger than Ollie.

      Ollie, for a wonder, actually seemed a bit into her. She was the first human being he’d shown that kind of interest in since Nicky had met him. His face was flushed a darker shade of brown and he kept nervously running his fingers through his hair. It was desperately in need of a cut. He and Nicky had been so absorbed in the investigation, they’d let personal grooming go a bit. Ollie had started to look like a Rubber Soul era Beatle, if the Beatles had been extremely nerdy. Also Vietnamese. But the woman didn’t seem to mind. She was running her fingers through her own hair too.

      Nicky wasn’t sure whether to stay in the conversation to help make up for Ollie’s deficiencies in the flirting department, or clear off and give them space. The girl definitely looked like she wanted Nicky to bugger off. 

      Nicky went for the buggering off option. But she kept her eye on Ollie in case he needed her to dart in and save him from himself.

      ‘Use it or you’ll lose it,’ George said from right beside her.

      Nicky jumped. She hadn’t noticed him and Den approaching. ‘Use what or lose what?’

      ‘Your boy there.’ Den nodded at Ollie. ‘Poor love. You’ve left him hanging on so long, he’s started to look elsewhere.’

      They were always on about this. Soon after arriving at Mill Estate, Den and George had got it into their heads that she and Ollie were secretly pining for each other, and they wouldn’t stop ribbing them about it. It was weirdly heteronormative from a gay couple.

      ‘I don’t like Ollie like that,’ she told them, yet again. ‘I don’t like him at all, sometimes. He’s very irritating.’

      ‘Not just a river in Egypt,’ George said dolorously, shaking his head.

      She shook her head back at him. ‘You’re also very irritating. But I’m going to really miss you.’

      ‘Aww, you too, doll,’ Den said, and the pair of them enveloped her in a slightly sweaty hug. She didn’t mind it too much. She’d always found them very easy to be around, when they weren’t banging on about her and Ollie, and she genuinely was devastated that they were leaving. Not that she’d tell them that. There was a limit to how much emotional openness she could stomach in one evening.

      The Eastfields crowd had arrived by then, anyway. They were seeing off three others beside Aiza.

      Nicky had been thinking about Aiza a fair bit. The only person Nicky lies to is herself. That’s what she’d said. Nicky was pretty sure she knew what Aiza had meant. Without quite meaning to, she found herself looking at Aiza’s arse in those tight jeans of hers. Nicky had always thought she admired Aiza for her personality. Now she was wondering if that was the sort of self-deception Aiza had been talking about.

      Aiza was attractive, if you were into women, which Nicky maybe, possibly a little bit was. She could try it out with Aiza, couldn’t she? That was a much safer option than the alternative.

      Except, Nicky didn’t want to be the kind of straight girl who used her gay friends to experiment. If she actually was a straight girl. But if Aiza found out that Nicky was coming on to her because she couldn’t stop thinking about Meredith, that would be horrible for her, not to mention personally mortifying for Nicky. And besides, Nicky had never got the impression she was particularly her type.

      Unfortunately, her focus on Aiza allowed someone to sneak up on her that she’d been trying very hard to avoid.

      ‘There you are!’ Chris said. ‘I thought you might be hiding from me!’

      She laughed, not very convincingly. It was hard to think of a reply when she definitely had been hiding from him.

      ‘Want to get out of here?’ he asked.

      She sort of did, but definitely not with him. ‘It’s hardly even started,’ she said.

      ‘Yeah, I suppose.’

      There was an awkward silence, which to a more sensitive person might have suggested that Nicky wasn’t enjoying his presence all that much. Chris didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Oh, Nicky, there you are,’ Meredith said in her penetrating voice, gliding across the floor towards them.

      She must have just arrived. Nicky hadn’t seen her earlier and, to her shame, she had been looking. She’d been wondering if Meredith, a woman who wore a cocktail dress to a farm, might have opted for a ballgown at an actual party. But she was in one of her usual figure-hugging sheaths, a forest green that looked incredible with her auburn curls and olive skin.

      ‘It’s Meredith, isn’t it?’ Chris said, offering his hand.

      Meredith ignored it, and him. ‘Can I have a word?’ she asked Nicky.

      For literally the first time ever, Nicky was delighted to see her. ‘Sure,’ she said and to Chris, ‘Sorry, work calls.’

      Meredith took her arm and Nicky let herself be led away.

      ‘What actually do you want?’ she asked Meredith once they were out of earshot of Chris.

      ‘You clearly needed another rescue from an unwanted admirer. You do rather seem to attract them.’

      ‘What makes you think he was unwanted?’ Nicky asked, annoyed.

      ‘Your facial expression. Also your body language. The fact that you kept subtly backing away from him was a bit of a clue, as well.’

      ‘I’ve been having sex with him,’ she told Meredith indignantly and much more revealingly than she’d intended.

      Meredith raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? Why?’

      ‘For the same reason people usually have sex with each other, I should imagine.’ It was quite satisfying to parrot Meredith’s line back at her.

      ‘The usual reason is that they’re attracted to each other and enjoy each other’s company. Neither of which is the case here.’

      Too caught up in the back-and-forth, Nicky hadn’t noticed that Meredith was leading her out of the canteen and away from the overspill of the party. They’d ended up in some kind of common room in one of the more run-down residence blocks. It was dimly lit but deserted, filled with a scattering of elderly armchairs and sofas.

      ‘What am I doing here?’ Nicky asked. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘You’re having a break from a party you didn’t seem to be enjoying much. I’m ensuring you don’t make off with any of the silver.’

      ‘No, you’re not,’ Nicky said.

      ‘Well, possibly not.’ That infuriating, tiny smile lifted Meredith’s lips. Nicky realised that she was rather nearer to them than she had been. She’d been leaning in to make her points as they talked, and now Meredith’s lips were uncomfortably close. She did have a beautiful mouth: Cupid’s bow but with a little sardonic twist.

      ‘Rather than thinking about kissing me, you could try doing it,’ Meredith said. ‘I wouldn’t mind.’

      ‘I wasn’t thinking about that at all!’

      ‘Really?’ There was that politely dubious raised eyebrow of Meredith’s again. Her make-up was a little heavier than usual, deep red lipstick and smoky eyeshadow, and her dress was very low, exposing a tantalising v of cleavage and the delicate lines of her collarbone.

      And of course, now Nicky was thinking about it, was thinking about what that lipstick and those lips would taste like. What all of her would taste like.

      Meredith’s expression suggested she was fully aware of this. ‘For once in your life, Nicky, you could take what you wanted and worry about it afterwards.’

      ‘I don’t want you,’ Nicky insisted.

      ‘You don’t want to want me, but you do. You’ve wanted me for quite a while now. So, just a thought, why don’t you try having me? See where that gets you.’

      And it was true, damn her, it was all true.

      ‘All right,’ Nicky said, surrendering to the inevitable. Because what was the worst that could happen? ‘But only one kiss.’
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      Meredith’s smile widened, and then she leaned in.

      Nicky knew she was in trouble pretty much from the start. Meredith’s lips were incredibly soft and she was incredibly gentle with them, running them up and down the length of Nicky’s mouth. By the time she started placing delicate little kisses on Nicky’s cheeks, Nicky could feel her own heartbeat, and when Meredith ran the tip of her tongue along the seam of Nicky’s lips, it started beating in her groin.

      It’s nothing like kissing a man was the last coherent thought she managed before Meredith licked into her mouth and her brain stopped functioning rationally, or indeed at all.

      She had no idea how much longer it was before Meredith leaned back.

      ‘Fuck,’ Nicky said, and Meredith said, ‘Hmm’, as if she was judging her own performance and finding it adequate.

      She realised that Meredith’s hand was curved around the back of her neck, fingertips toying with the soft hairs there. She didn’t particularly want her to remove it. Her own hand was fisted in the front of Meredith’s dress, pulling the material tight enough to reveal the curve of the breasts beneath.

      Nicky felt a very, very strong urge to tear the dress off and see them better. She congratulated herself on resisting that, if nothing else.

      ‘Well,’ Meredith said, as if she hadn’t rocked Nicky’s world on its foundations, ‘I do have rather a packed schedule, so would you mind terribly if we moved this on a bit? Preferably somewhere that will allow you to ogle my breasts when we’re both naked.’

      Nicky blushed violently, and then let out a sound she’d never made before when Meredith licked and delicately bit her ear.

      Meredith studied Nicky’s face and its probably dazed expression, then laughed. ‘Poor Nicky. It’s not going according to plan, is it? But I think you and I could have a lovely time together. Shall we give it a go?’

      Nicky was painfully aroused. She didn’t usually get this turned on from sex itself, let alone foreplay, let alone just kissing. If she left now she was going to have to get herself off, and she’d almost certainly do it while thinking about Meredith. And that would be much more humiliating than just having sex with her.

      What Nicky needed was to get it out of her system, and then she could move on with her life and forget all about it.

      ‘OK. Yeah, OK,’ she said to Meredith.

      Meredith’s smile was so self-satisfied, it almost made Nicky change her mind.

      ‘I’m so going to regret this in the morning,’ Nicky groaned. ‘I’m already regretting it. I’m pre-regretting it.’

      ‘It’s better to regret what you do,’ Meredith said, offering Nicky her hand, ‘than what you don’t.’

      

      For some reason, Meredith led them towards Nicky’s room and not her own, wherever that was. Possibly she was ashamed of what she was doing, which felt a bit rich. If anyone ought to be ashamed here, it was Nicky.

      Her room was in a low-rise block at the far end of Imphal and the walk through the grounds gave her plenty of time to get cold feet. But every time she looked like bolting, Meredith would press her against the nearest wall and slowly and thoroughly remind her why she was doing this idiotic thing. Meredith’s kisses, Nicky thought slightly hysterically, were very moreish. You could never be satisfied with just one.

      ‘I, um, I don’t really know what I’m doing on the, you know, two ladies together front,’ she said at one point.

      Meredith slipped Nicky’s arm under hers and patted her hand. ‘You’re a clever girl, I’m sure you’ll pick it up.’

      ‘Also,’ Nicky said, ‘I didn’t wash my hair this morning. Or possibly yesterday. I wasn’t expecting… this.’ She gestured helplessly between herself and Meredith.

      ‘Just try to remember next time,’ Meredith said extremely presumptuously, given there hadn’t been a this time yet. Nicky was feeling somewhat railroaded by her, a feeling which had already become a feature of their relationship. But then, if you were consenting quite so enthusiastically, was it really fair to call it ‘railroading’?

      When they finally reached the room, Meredith removed her stilettos by the door – removing about four inches of height along with them – then sat straight-backed and cross-legged on the ratty sofa. Nicky closed the door and leaned against it, very unsure of herself.

      ‘You can start by taking off that terrible t-shirt,’ Meredith said.

      Nicky was quite fond of the t-shirt. It had a cartoon lion holding a cricket bat on the front and she’d been given it as a birthday present by Ollie. She hooked her fingers under the hem and pulled it over her head.

      ‘Mm, good,’ Meredith said. ‘You might as well get rid of the bra while you’re at it.’

      Nicky wasn’t normally someone who enjoyed being bossed around, but it seemed to be exactly what she needed right then. She took the bra off too, after some probably very unsexy fumbling with the clasp.

      Meredith didn’t speak this time, she just crooked her finger. Nicky reluctantly gave up the security of the door and went to her.

      ‘Yum,’ Meredith said, looking at her breasts. She uncrossed her legs and pulled Nicky between them, until Nicky got the idea and knelt on the floor in front of her.

      Meredith slipped her hands through Nicky’s hair to draw her into another kiss. Why, why was she so good at this? She had such a bullish personality, supremely indifferent to what other people thought. How could she be so precisely tuned in to what Nicky wanted, to what Nicky herself hadn’t even realised that she wanted? Meredith was teasing and soft one moment, deep and wet and indulgent the next, never leaving Nicky a chance to find her feet, to get a grip on what Meredith was doing to her.

      As Meredith explored Nicky’s mouth, she hooked a leg behind her knee, pulling her even closer. Positioned like this, Nicky’s breasts were pressed against Meredith’s, separated by the cobweb thinness of her dress. It was almost unbearably arousing.

      ‘You’re doing awfully well, darling,’ Meredith murmured. The whisper brush of her lips against Nicky’s ear sent a full-body shiver down her. She felt the shape of Meredith’s smile against her throat as Meredith’s mouth slid downward, stopping to bite at her neck before reaching its target.

      The warm, wet tugging of Meredith’s lips on her nipple jolted through Nicky and she was shocked to realise that she was already close to coming. She felt lost in the sensations Meredith was giving her, forcing on her, except she wasn’t even slightly unwilling. And suddenly she couldn’t be passive any more. She wanted – fuck, she wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted, except it involved touching Meredith. A lot. It definitely involved wiping that smug smile off her face.

      Nicky ripped Meredith’s dress over her head. She heard something tear, but Meredith only laughed as Nicky went to work on her wisp of a bra.

      When she was done, she leaned back to look at what she’d exposed, every valley and peak of Meredith. Her body was a miracle. Nicky wanted to touch her everywhere.

      Her hands trembled, very slightly, as she ran them from Meredith’s narrow shoulders to the curve of her waist. Meredith’s skin was warm and soft and sweet-smelling. Nicky was helpless against her need to taste and mark it. She took sucking bites out of Meredith’s neck, the tender flesh of her breasts, her stomach. Her belly button was too tempting to resist and Nicky swiped it with her tongue.

      ‘Well, this is a pleasant surprise,’ Meredith said. ‘But really, does it have to be on this ghastly sofa?’ Her lips had that familiar sardonic twist to them, but she was flushed from her breasts to her cheeks.

      Her legs were spread around Nicky’s hips and the only bit of clothing left was a thong, because of course Meredith wore a thong.

      ‘While you’re down there…’ Meredith said, and Nicky laughed breathlessly.

      But she couldn’t understand quite how much she really did want what Meredith was suggesting. She was slightly concerned she wouldn’t know what to do when she got there, but she was extremely game to try.

      Meredith obliged by slithering out of her thong. ‘You too,’ she said.

      ‘Why?’ Nicky looked down at the jeans she was still wearing, which didn’t seem like they’d interfere with her ability to go down on Meredith. Which apparently was something she was about to do.

      ‘Because I want to look at you,’ Meredith said in the tone of voice you use when speaking to a toddler.

      Nicky did as she asked because she was, it was becoming increasingly clear, about to put her tongue inside Meredith, so it didn’t really feel like the time for modesty.

      She didn’t know where to start. She could see how ready Meredith was for her. Nicky’s breath sped up at the sight, at the knowledge that what they’d already done had aroused Meredith this much. Her own excitement built between her legs, but the shock of her desire, so strong and unexpected, kept her from taking what she wanted.

      She kissed Meredith on her stomach instead. The curve of her hipbone was so perfect that Nicky had to run her thumb and then her cheek along it. She halted at Meredith’s flank when she saw that the smoothness of her skin was puckered by two round scars and a raised red line.

      ‘Bullet wounds,’ Meredith said. She guided Nicky’s fingers to the longest scar. ‘They had to cut that one out.’

      Nicky kissed each of the scars in turn, delighting in the small shudder that ran through Meredith. It felt incredible, but it wasn’t enough. And sod it, if she was going to do this – and she definitely was – she might as well go all in.

      She could feel it in her own centre when she licked at Meredith’s, like they shared one nerve ending. Nicky’s technique was messy, and she struggled to find a pace and a rhythm that worked for Meredith, but she loved every second of it, loved the feel and the taste of her.

      Meredith offered detailed instructions as she worked, which was both irritating and quite helpful. And then Meredith’s monologue stuttered into a moan and Nicky kept doing more of that, while her hands held Meredith open to her. Finally making Meredith shut up was honestly the most gratifying moment of her life.

      It didn’t take long after that. Nicky was almost disappointed when Meredith’s back twisted and arched and her thighs clamped around Nicky’s ears. She groaned loudly enough for Nicky to worry about the neighbours, and then went completely limp.

      Nicky rested her cheek against Meredith’s thigh, idly combing her fingers through her rigorously trimmed and now very sticky strip of hair. She was feeling as smug as Meredith always looked. Also insanely turned on.

      When she was recovered, Meredith said, ‘Goodness, what are you still doing down there? Get up here where I can reach you.’

      Nicky climbed onto the sofa, kneeling with her legs astride Meredith’s. She could hear her own breathing, as harsh as if she’d done some serious exercise.

      ‘You must be fit to burst, darling,’ Meredith said, trailing two fingers between Nicky’s legs.

      And damn it, she was right, because that quick, simple touch was enough, it was more than enough to push Nicky over the edge. She shuddered with her orgasm, then covered her face with her hand, horribly embarrassed. ‘God, I’m sorry.’

      Meredith eased Nicky’s hand away from her face and smiled at her. ‘Don’t apologise. It’s very flattering. But I think we can do a bit better than that, don’t you?’ She slid downward, as her strong, slender hands tugged at Nicky’s until she’d positioned her exactly where she wanted, with Nicky’s centre over her face. Nicky was usually far too self-conscious to enjoy this position. She was self-conscious now, but she wanted it too much to resist.

      And oh god, she still had a lot to learn, because this was what it was like when a real virtuoso did it. The second orgasm would have been almost as quick as the first, if Meredith hadn’t decided to draw it out to an agonising degree. Her tongue was alternately hard and demanding – licking Nicky’s clit, probing inside – and then maddeningly delicate as it teased her outer lips while she waited for Nicky to ease off the peak.

      ‘Meredith, please,’ Nicky gasped eventually, which seemed to be what Meredith was waiting for, because she finally brought Nicky over the top with a yell that was definitely going to raise some eyebrows from the neighbours tomorrow.

      She had enough presence of mind to roll off Meredith before collapsing beside her, squashed up against the back of the sofa while she attempted to return to planet earth.

      What seemed like seconds later, Meredith poked her in the ribs with one finger and said, ‘I hope you don’t think we’re finished.’

      ‘More? Really?’ Nicky felt like she’d run a marathon. But, pressed up so closely to Meredith, the heat was beginning to grow inside her again. She sat up.

      ‘There you go,’ Meredith said. ‘But I refuse to do any more on this absolutely atrocious sofa. Let’s give the bed a try.’

      

      Meredith, she wasn’t entirely surprised to find out, was inexhaustible. Nicky had never had so many orgasms in one night. She hadn’t known she was capable of it. Meredith was as good with her hands as she was with her mouth. She was good at all of it, extraordinary even, and she seemed more than willing to accommodate Nicky’s inexperience. But then it was hardly surprising that Meredith would leap at the opportunity to order someone around.

      Sometime during the fifth, or possible sixth round, Nicky fell asleep. But she didn’t stay asleep for long. She woke, gritty-eyed at the first blush of dawn, aching all over and with a feeling like a rock lodged in the centre of her chest.

      She was wrapped around Meredith, her head cushioned on Meredith’s breast – small but perfectly formed, like pretty much everything else about her – and her hand resting on Meredith’s hip.

      She eased herself away as gently as she could, peeling her skin from Meredith’s where it was stuck together by juices whose origin she remembered in all-too-vivid detail. Then she scooted over to the far side of the bed, curled up in a semi-foetal position and considered all the life choices that had brought her to this moment.

      It wasn’t like she didn’t already have a pretty dismal record in the love-life department. Pre-apocalypse it had mostly consisted of one- to three-night stands. Though the sex had been hurried and sometimes slightly risky, it made Nicky feel nice to be desired. But none of it could objectively have been described as very good. Normal people who weren’t Meredith took a while to figure out how each other’s bodies worked.

      Her longest relationship had been with Paul, who had turned out to be cheating on her almost from day one. They’d had some perfectly adequate sex. Paul was the kind of man who prided himself on his skills in bed, although sometimes it seemed like he was proving a point more than having a good time himself. After going down on her, he occasionally looked like he wanted to take a bow and accept the applause of the audience.

      Meredith had also looked extremely self-satisfied after cajoling another orgasm out of Nicky, but less like someone who’d just given a command performance, and more like a person who’d tremendously enjoyed herself at someone else’s expense.

      Nicky’s eyes were drawn helplessly back to her, rendered almost in black-and-white by the pale, early morning sun. She’d slipped onto her back when Nicky disentangled herself, one knee crooked and her left arm flung above her head on the pillow. The sheet was caught around her waist and Nicky saw the dark splotches across her chest and neck and stomach where Nicky had sucked and bit her. There was the faint outline of teeth above her right breast. Nicky wasn’t normally into biting. She wasn’t normally aggressive in bed at all. Why was it Meredith, of all people, who brought this out in her?

      Suddenly she couldn’t bear the thought of being there when Meredith woke up, of being present when Meredith pulled on that slinky dress while looking at Nicky in an amused, superior way that she could picture perfectly. And that would probably lead to Nicky ripping the dress off again and the trouble was, she’d also spent her time since waking remembering exactly who Meredith was.

      The news had come in last week, about the slave revolt that Meredith had incited in the community near Lancaster. The enslaved people had won, but the cost had been terrible. A third of them had died, including children. And Meredith had let it happen that way rather than intervening, simply because it suited her better. The same way she’d let all those people die outside the gates of York, rather than offer them shelter at the risk of her own skin. But then, before the apocalypse, Meredith had been running a mercenary outfit doing who knew what for who knew who. She didn’t have two morals to rub together.

      Nicky’s previous partners might have ghosted her, or lied to her, or cheated on her, but Meredith was a far worse person than any of them. She was the worst human being Nicky had ever met. Which made the fact that Nicky had just had the best sex of her life with her impossible to process.

      Nicky slipped out of bed and tossed on yesterday’s clothes before grabbing her bag. Of course, she was sneaking out of her own room, which wasn’t the way a walk of shame was meant to go, and left her with the problem of where to hide out until Ollie and everyone else was ready to leave. She wandered Imphal’s deserted quads until she found a small canteen that was open, and slunk in to nurse a mug of coffee substitute in one corner while the rest of the world woke up.

      Her mind wouldn’t stop going over the last evening. She felt like she’d been driving a car along a road – her evening was the car in this analogy – and then Meredith had turned up and the car had skidded on a patch of ice before swerving off the road and spontaneously turning into a kangaroo. Nicky couldn’t make sense of any of it.

      Eventually, sheer exhaustion dragged her into unconsciousness – at which point Ollie walked in. ‘There you are!’ he said. ‘Me and Hannah have been looking everywhere for you.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

      This had the virtue of being true, but led to her having a very detailed flashback about why exactly she hadn’t slept.

      Ollie looked her over in that disconcertingly intense way of his, then grinned. ‘I know what that expression means. You got lucky last night!’

      ‘No, I didn’t! What about you and that girl?

      ‘We were only talking. And stop changing the subject. If you didn’t cop off, why have you got that weird look on your face?’

      She didn’t know what her face was doing, but probably something incriminating. ‘I was thinking about Domino,’ she said, ‘and how incredibly cute it would be if she had kittens.’

      He studied her some more and then sighed, clearly still suspicious but also prepared to believe that thinking about cats might make her look like a woman who’d very recently had sex. Which, to be fair, it probably could. At any rate, he didn’t ask for any further explanation as she followed him out of the canteen and back to the rest of the Mill Estate group.

      What’s done is done, she told herself. The important thing was that it must never, ever happen again.
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      Nicky didn’t think about that weird interlude with Meredith much at all. Barely once a day. Well, if she was honest, slightly more than that. She couldn’t say that the whole ‘getting it out of her system’ plan had worked particularly well. Knowing what sex with Meredith was actually like definitely didn’t make her want it less.

      Every so often, Ollie would mention how comfortable his room in Imphal had been, and wouldn’t it make sense to spend a bit more time there?

      Nicky came up with an excuse. It wasn’t a very good one. She told him what she’d realised a fortnight ago, about Meredith and Jess Rey. Three years ago, Meredith had warned Jess that things were about to get really bad, so didn’t that sort of suggest that Meredith knew more about the apocalypse than she was letting on? That she might even be connected to whatever group was responsible for starting it?

      ‘Then why the hell would she get us to investigate it?’ Ollie asked, not unreasonably.

      ‘Because she’s cunning,’ Nicky said desperately. ‘There’s probably a plan within a plan.’

      Amazingly, he bought it. He agreed that the next stage of their investigation ought to take place out of Meredith’s sight, which meant going back to working in their pokey little office in Mill Estate. It was a small price to pay to avoid Meredith.

      Nicky had developed an absolute horror of running into her. She knew it was irrational. People had one-night stands all the time, even these days. Meredith probably slept with a dozen different people a week. But Nicky couldn’t help remembering how she’d crept out of the room while Meredith was still sleeping. Who could have guessed that in an encounter with Meredith Hind, Nicky would end up being the one who’d behave like a bit of an arsehole?

      Meredith did come to Mill Estate or Eastfields every now and again, but it was to meet up with Simon or Beth or Hannah, and it was easy to stay out of her way. Or at least it was until Meredith paid an unannounced morning visit, and she and her entourage of lackeys swept into the barnyard at Eastfields as Nicky and Ollie were walking through it.

      Nicky grabbed Ollie’s arm and dragged him into the shadow of the large farmhouse.

      He looked at her in surprise. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Avoiding Meredith,’ she said, because her mind had inconveniently emptied of everything except the absolute truth.

      ‘Why?’ he asked.

      ‘Because she’s a terrible person?’ There, that was better. And also completely true.

      ‘Obviously. But not any more terrible than when we were riding around the north-east with her on the regular.’

      Her eyes were drawn back to Meredith. She was wearing a form-fitting dark blue dress today that left very little to the imagination. Not that Nicky had to imagine it, of course.

      ‘Exactly,’ Nicky said, turning her head to hide her blush. ‘She was OK when we were doing what she wanted. Now we’re not, who knows what she’ll do to us.’

      Ollie frowned at her. ‘You’ve been spending too much time talking to Hannah. You know Meredith doesn’t literally bathe in the blood of virgins?’

      Nicky managed an almost natural laugh. ‘I wouldn’t necessarily place any bets on it.’ But when Ollie marched back towards the centre of the yard, she reluctantly followed him.

      Perhaps to prove a point, he chose a path that took them right past Meredith and her entourage. Meredith was deep in conversation with one of her minions, and Nicky thought she’d got away with it until the very last moment, when Meredith’s eyes swept around and caught hers.

      She held Nicky’s glance for a second too long, and her lips tipped the tiniest bit upwards, the barest hint of a smile. Her eyes flicked up and down the length of Nicky, almost imperceptibly fast, and then she was gone.

      ‘That was creepy,’ Ollie said. ‘Maybe she is vexed with us after all.’

      

      But that was a minor blip in an otherwise unblemished ten-day-long streak of avoiding seeing or talking about Meredith. That left the whole thinking about her problem, and Nicky decided to take matters into her own hands on that front.

      She started dating. There was a whole new pool of men to choose from these days. Along with the people who’d left to reunite with distant family, various residents’ families had come to York to reunite with them. There were finally some new faces around.

      In other circumstances, Nicky might have leapt at the chance to bump uglies with a few of them, or at least approached it with some minimal degree of enthusiasm. As it was, she embarked on the dates with an attitude of grim determination.

      They went brilliantly. Well, maybe fine would be a better word. Or anyway, mostly not disastrously.

      The first was with Graham, Beth’s long-lost nephew at Eastfields, and the second a civil servant who’d been passing through on his way to Carlisle. The dates proceeded smartly from drinks to drunken fumbles to doing the deed. And the sex was… it was completely acceptable. It did the trick, and really what more would you want sex to do?

      Nicky’s third attempt was with a tall, gangly lad who’d recently joined the urban community in York. But he was too much of a gentleman to try it on during a first date, and far too dull for Nicky to bother with a second one.

      The fourth date really put the tin lid on it. She should have listened to the warning signs when Gil (the brother of someone from Nether Poppleton) nearly swallowed his tongue as Nicky sat next to him on the bench in Simon’s kitchen. He was obviously a bit rusty. She strongly suspected he hadn’t seen any action since the Bloodletting, and during the act itself he kept checking to see if he was performing OK, in a deeply unerotic way.

      Eventually, she got herself off with him by thinking about Meredith. She wasn’t proud of it. She pictured the look on Meredith’s face after Nicky first made her come.

      She wasn’t proud of that, either.

      Meredith herself never tried to get in touch, which Nicky definitely wasn’t hurt by. It wasn’t like she’d take a call from Meredith, even if she made one. Meredith didn’t invite Nicky and Ollie to join her for any more trips, either. Nicky told herself they weren’t invited because Meredith was up to no good, not because she was as keen to avoid Nicky as Nicky was to avoid her.

      In the meantime, their investigation took a baby step forward. Aiza got back to them. She’d visited the address of BBD Genomics, the suspicious biotech company, but what turned out to be there wasn’t actually the company. It was a mail forwarding service.

      ‘Thought you weren’t allowed to use those for your official company address,’ Ollie said.

      ‘I think you were,’ Nicky told him. ‘But a business like that wouldn’t normally. I guess if you’re planning to release a world-ending virus, you need the anonymity.’

      ‘Except we haven’t got any evidence they are responsible for the virus.’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘We’ve got evidence they had something to hide, though, haven’t we? That’s a start.’

      But if it was, it felt like a false one. With the company offices non-existent, it didn’t leave them anywhere obvious to go next. Ollie started to make noises about asking Meredith for a lift down to London so they could take a look at the mail forwarding service for themselves. Nicky was determinedly ignoring this.

      Desperate for any kind of distraction, she finally agreed to join the Dungeons & Dragons game that Ollie had been going on about for so long. She’d decided that, in these trying circumstances, she was not in fact too cool for tabletop gaming. Ollie was being insufferable about it.

      Hannah had joined their group recently too – she was learning the rules to teach Sophia – so at least Nicky wasn’t the only novice. The other current players were Ellis, Ollie, and Jill and Kester, the very sweet middle-aged couple with a slightly unfortunate predilection for outdoor sex. Meredith had witnessed them at it the very first time Nicky met her.

      With three other games running simultaneously, they’d drawn the short straw and been given the too-small snug to play in. As a consequence, some of them were forced to sit on the threadbare carpet and the playmat had to balance on a coffee table.

      During the fourth session, their characters were ambushed by some displacer beasts. Based on the little miniature models that Ollie supplied, these were giant cats with four tentacles. Nicky wasn’t sure if they were meant to look like that, or if Ollie had been having a weird one when he made them.

      As Nicky’s druid was in the process of dying to one of them, Jill turned to her and said, ‘Listen, I know it’s none of my beeswax, but I could have told you Graham wasn’t right for you.’

      ‘I’ll clear all my potential shags with you in future, then,’ Nicky said, with slightly more bite than she intended. ‘Anyway,’ she added, making an effort to sound less snappy, ‘I’m not the one whose dating life you should be worried about. Ask Ollie why he hasn’t got in touch with that girl from Imphal he met at the party.’

      ‘Give over,’ he said. 

      ‘No actually I won’t. You liked her, I could tell.’

      ‘You did spend ages talking to her,’ Hannah said.

      Ollie frowned. ‘She was nice. Doesn’t mean she was the one.’

      ‘Firstly, you can’t possibly know that after a couple of hours,’ Nicky said. ‘And secondly, the whole idea of “the one” is complete rubbish. There are eight billion people in the world –’

      ‘Probably less than half a billion these days,’ Kester corrected, looking up from his rulebook. He was their dungeon master.

      Nicky shrugged. ‘OK, half a billion. That still means if there’s only one person out there for you, you’ve got a zero point zero zero zero –’ She caught Ollie’s glare and deliberately carried on ‘– zero zero zero zero one per cent chance of ever meeting them.’

      ‘Bollocks,’ Jill said. ‘Pardon my French. Sorry, Nicky, but there definitely is “the one”. Only there’s more than one one.’

      ‘I failed GCSE maths and even I know that doesn’t make sense.’

      Jill smiled at Kester. The pair of them had got together post-apocalypse. ‘You’ll know it when you feel it. And the new one doesn’t replace the old one. You don’t have to worry about that.’ She was looking at Ollie now. Everyone knew they were talking about Kate.

      Ollie’s mouth was set in a thin, stubborn line, and Nicky felt a bit bad about putting him on the spot, even if it was for his own good.

      ‘Once you’ve had perfect, how can you settle for less?’ he said.

      Nicky wanted to tell him that he’d only been with Kate for five months, that the reason she seemed so perfect was that they’d never got to the farting in bed stage of things. But she knew that would hurt him. Also, literally nothing about her own dating history suggested she should be giving relationship advice to anyone else.

      ‘I don’t want you to be single forever,’ she told him softly instead. 

      He folded his arms, in a gesture she recognised as signalling the end of the conversation. ‘It’s better to be single than with the wrong person.’ 

      ‘At least Nicky’s stopped making herself shag Chris,’ Hannah said. ‘He copped off with a lass from the urbans at the goodbye party. Beforehand, he was saying how he was going to ask if you wanted to move into Eastfields with him, Nic. Don’t blame you for clearing off early. You dodged a bullet there.’ 

      Nicky dropped her head so no one could possibly read her expression.

      She could feel Hannah’s eyes on her. ‘You’re not really upset about it, are you? Chris and this lass are much better suited. They share a mutual interest in being dead boring.’

      Then the displacer beasts turned out to have some goblin friends, and attention switched back to the game. Halfway through the fight, Ellis came in. He seemed to have given up on the hair gel and leather jacket. He was wearing new glasses instead, possibly in an effort to look intellectual. They made the general roundness of his features seem even rounder. Nicky wasn’t sure that was going to be any more successful with Beth than his bit-part-in-Grease look, but what did she know?

      ‘Ooh,’ Ellis said as he sat down, ‘it’s the squid-cat thingies, my favourites.’

      ‘They’re displacer beasts,’ Kester said stiffly. He took the game much more seriously than a grown man probably should.

      Nicky studied the miniature figures on the playmat. ‘They’re weirdly muscly for cats.’

      ‘Right?’ Ellis said. ‘They look like they should be on the cover of Men’s Health.’

      Ellis, Nicky thought gratefully, could always be trusted to bring the social environment to the level of unseriousness she felt comfortable with.

      Except half an hour later, Nicky suddenly remembered that Ellis had once had a thing with Meredith too. Considerably more of a thing than Nicky had, in fact. It sent a hot, crawling sensation through her that was impossible to parse, and she lost her ability to look Ellis in the face for the rest of the session.

      But when they were all packing up, Ellis said, ‘Can I have a word?’ and she was forced to loiter in the snug until they were alone. That made avoiding his eyes a lot harder and more obvious.

      ‘Nicky,’ he said, ‘did I do something that pissed you off?’

      ‘No!’ She forced herself to face him. ‘No, really. What makes you think that?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. Mostly the way you suddenly stopped talking to me. Or looking at me.’

      ‘I was concentrating on the game,’ she insisted.

      ‘OK.’ He didn’t look entirely satisfied, but he sighed and turned to go.

      ‘Ellis, do you think people can change?’ she found herself asking. ‘Bad people, I mean.’

      He turned back. ‘Yeah, I do and I should know. People can always start making better choices. Whether they get to be forgiven for the ones they made before? That’s a different question.’

      ‘But they have to want to change, right? Awful people don’t spontaneously become better for no particular reason.’

      ‘Nicky, are you sure I haven’t upset you somehow?’

      ‘No, absolutely not. We’re not talking about you at all.’

      ‘OK.’ He studied her thoughtfully. ‘Then what are we talking about?’

      ‘You know what, it doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything. Except the part about not being pissed off with you, because I’m really not. But forget all the rest of it.’ And she turned on her heel and fled before she could put her foot in it even more comprehensively.

      She could feel his eyes watching her all the way out.

      At least the Dungeons & Dragons, and now the worrying that she’d hurt Ellis’s feelings, distracted her from the whole wanking issue. Not that there was anything wrong with the masturbation itself. Nicky was finding it easier to come than ever before. It was what she was thinking about at the time that was the problem.

      Normally, she imagined some vaguely defined, faceless man doing the things to her that she liked, and that got her where she needed. But now every time she touched herself, she found that she was thinking about what she wanted to do, about what she’d done to Meredith and so unexpectedly loved. Imagining putting her mouth down there again got her from zero to sixty in about a second flat.

      Not that she was thinking about doing it to Meredith, of course. She tried to keep her fantasy female partner as determinedly faceless as her fantasy male partners had once been. But the woman she imagined pleasuring had the distressing tendency to develop auburn hair and a smug smile whenever Nicky took her eye off the ball.

      

      And then something even more interesting than Meredith happened. Well, maybe not more interesting to Nicky, who remained prone to start thinking about That Night every time she left her brain unoccupied. But definitely objectively more important.

      The Prime Minister agreed to be interviewed by her and Ollie. Barnaby Cade, the man none of them had voted for but who was still somehow in charge, was on a national good will tour. And he’d made time in his schedule to see the pair of them while he was in Leeds.

      ‘He’s bringing a bunch of his staff with him.’ Hannah told Nicky during a break in the next gaming session. ‘Beth’s asked if I can cadge a lift with you so I can sound them out. We’re hoping to arrange another airdrop.’

      ‘Yeah, of course,’ Nicky said. ‘I can’t get my head round it. My highest ambition used to be getting a few shifts on the Metro, and now I’m about to interview the Prime Minister. Who said the end of the world didn’t have an upside?’
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      Barnaby Cade would be sending a car to pick them up on Thursday. Nicky and Ollie spent the rest of the week going through the newspapers they’d collected for their v-strain investigation, this time looking for articles about Cade.

      Nicky remembered thinking how strikingly good-looking he was the first time she’d ever seen a picture of him: thick dark hair, extraordinarily green eyes, sculpted features. One of the tabloids described him as having ‘matinee idol good looks’, which was corny but also kind of true.

      She and Ollie found plenty of other pictures to confirm this initial impression. But there was something else, something Nicky hadn’t spotted when she did her initial trawl through the papers. She could see why she’d overlooked it. When she and Ollie had learned that many of the flu vaccine labs were sold a year or less before the Bloodletting, they’d focused on the shadowy company that bought them all.

      Now Nicky realised they should have been equally interested in who sold them. Because nearly every company that once owned the vaccine labs responsible for spreading the v-strain was a subsidiary of one controlled by Cade.

      ‘What does it mean, though?’ Ollie asked.

      Nicky shrugged. ‘No idea. But I think we should ask him.’

      She tried not to dwell on how useful it might have been to talk this over with Meredith, if Nicky had still been talking to her. Or vice versa.

      Meredith herself wasn’t coming on the trip. But on the Tuesday evening, when Nicky was packing for the overnight stay, Ravi knocked on the door. He was one half of the Bradford couple that Meredith had loaned to Mill Estate to sub for Nicky and Ollie. Nicky had barely exchanged two words with him.

      ‘Er, hello?’ she said as he continued to hover in the doorway. He could have come in. She’d moved into George and Den’s room when they left, and was now the proud owner of a double bed and actual floor space.

      ‘Sorry,’ Ravi said. ‘I’ve got something for you.’ He scratched the back of his neck, looking sheepish.

      ‘OK?’ she said after a moment’s awkward silence.

      ‘It’s from Meredith.’

      Nicky’s stomach lurched, not completely unpleasantly. ‘Is it arsenic?’

      ‘It’s this,’ he said, handing her a garment bag. There was a very dark green suit hanging inside along with a white shirt and a skinny velvet tie.

      ‘Meredith said to tell you…’ He bit his lip and his eyes darted away from Nicky’s.

      She smiled reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, it can’t possibly be worse than the stuff she’s already said to my face. Although, on second thoughts, with Meredith never say never.’

      Ravi shrugged. ‘She said to tell you it’s for you and Oliver, so you don’t embarrass the neighbourhood by turning up for an interview with the PM looking like a pair of scarecrows who tripped and fell into the remainder bin at Primark.’

      Minutes after Ravi left, Ollie came through the door holding his own garment bag.

      ‘Where did she even get them?’ he said. ‘And how does she know my collar size? Did she sneak in and measure us at night while we were sleeping?’

      He opened his bag to reveal a black suit, every bit as classy as Nicky’s.

      She stopped unwrapping her own when her fingers encountered something that felt very much like a jewellery box at the bottom. The clothes were bad enough, but what the hell did it mean that Meredith was sending her jewellery? Nothing that she wanted to reveal to Ollie, that was for sure.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Ollie said. ‘She’s even got me posh cufflinks. I think these are, what do you call it. Ebony or jet or summat.’

      They were jet. Nicky felt a confounding mixture of relief and disappointment that Ollie had been given something too. She opened her own jewellery box, which turned out to contain a sturdy gold necklace with a hoop pendant, also jet. Meredith had probably looted it in Whitby. It was the kind of thing Nicky might have bought for herself, if she’d been at all into buying jewellery. Also if shops had still existed.

      She hung the ridiculous suit on the door handle to inspect it. ‘We’re going to look like we took a wrong turn on the way to New York Fashion Week and stumbled into a press conference by mistake.’

      ‘We could just not wear them,’ Ollie said.

      But the trouble was, Nicky wanted to. After Ollie left, she tried the suit on. Den and George’s room also featured a wardrobe with a full-length mirror, and she spent an uncharacteristically long time inspecting herself in it.

      Until now, she’d never owned clothes that made her feel more confident. This outfit definitely did. The green made her fair hair look bright rather than washed-out like a lot of colours did, and the cut conformed to her curves without over-exaggerating them. With her short hair and height she looked boyish, but not in any way blokeish. She’d never worn a suit before, but looking at herself in the mirror, it was clear she should never wear anything else.

      It felt unsettlingly intimate, that Meredith had chosen this for her. That she’d paid so much attention to Nicky and how she looked. Although Meredith probably paid a lot of attention to fashion in general, and Ollie’s suit was perfect for him, too.

      Why, though? Meredith had basically ghosted Nicky for a month, and now this. An annoying, guilty inner voice reminded Nicky that if anyone had done the ghosting, it was her. But still, it was a very weird way for Meredith to re-establish contact. She wouldn’t even be seeing Nicky in the suit. And Nicky was ashamed to realise that she really wanted her to.

      ‘Good god,’ Simon said when she and Ollie emerged, besuited, the next afternoon. A Government car was waiting for them in the drive. Cade had only been able to make time for them in his busy schedule at 7pm, so they were travelling later than was generally wise.

      ‘Outfits courtesy of Meredith,’ Ollie told Simon.

      ‘Thank heavens for that,’ Hannah said. ‘I thought you were about to try selling me a house.’

      Everyone except Simon got into the car. It was weird travelling in it. Nicky had got so used to Meredith’s silent electric vehicles that the engine noise grated on her the whole hour-long drive to Leeds.

      ‘Remember, Cade’s not Meredith,’ Ollie said to her, when they reached the outskirts of the city.

      ‘It would be hard to get confused. Unless for some reason he turns up in high heels and a frock. And a ginger wig.’

      ‘I’m just saying, tread lightly. Not everyone finds you being really rude funny the way Meredith does.’

      ‘I won’t need to be rude to him,’ Nicky said. ‘He’s a lot less irritating than Meredith.’

      ‘How do you know? You haven’t even met him yet.’

      ‘Literally every human being on the planet is less irritating than Meredith.’

      ‘That,’ said Hannah, ‘is exactly the sort of thing Ollie’s talking about.’

      They were properly into Leeds by then. Nicky had heard that the place was a bit of a mess, but seeing it in person was something else. There’d been an early phage outbreak in Harehills, which the panicked military had responded to with incendiary bombs. It was little more than blackened rubble now. Nicky watched the dismal ruins pass by outside the car’s window and was incredibly grateful that York had been spared anything similar.

      And then, without any warning, it all went horribly wrong. They must have driven over something sharp. The tyre blew, and in a blur of fear and noise, the car skidded and rolled. Nicky’s mind resurfaced from a black moment of unconsciousness to the awful sound of Hannah whimpering in agony.

      There was another closer voice, she realised. Ollie was calling her name. He sounded frantic. 

      ‘I’m OK,’ she mumbled. ‘It’s alright, I’m OK.’

      She wasn’t sure how they got out of the upside-down car. It was a desperate scramble. Nicky kept thinking, over and over: it’s going to explode. And then, on a matching loop: no, don’t be silly, that’s in movies.

      Hannah had a very clearly broken arm. It made Nicky feel sick to look at it, bent the wrong way. The scream Hannah let out when they wrestled her out of her seatbelt and onto the pavement was even worse.

      Ollie looked into the front at the driver. Then he turned round and vomited. ‘She’s gone,’ he said.

      Hannah didn’t say anything. Nicky was worried she was going into shock. She thought she might be in a bit of pain herself. It was hard to say. She looked down and saw that the jacket and trousers of her suit were ripped. There were dark stains around a few of the holes that might have been blood.

      ‘I need to mend it,’ she said. ‘Has anyone got a needle and thread?’

      ‘You what?’ Ollie swiped his hand across his mouth, trying to wipe the vomit away. There was still a smear of it in the left-hand corner.

      ‘The suit’s torn,’ Nicky told him. ‘I’ve got to fix it.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. That doesn’t matter now.’

      Nicky couldn’t take her eyes off the tear in her left trouser leg and the stain around it. ‘But Meredith will be furious.’

      Ollie grabbed her arms and shook her very gently. ‘Snap out of it, Nic. I can’t bloody have you going into shock too. It’s nearly six thirty. We need to get out of here.’

      ‘Cade was supposed to meet us in the city centre,’ Hannah gasped. ‘There’s got to be a safe zone there.’

      Nicky finally managed to tear her eyes away from her ruined suit. ‘But how will we find it? We haven’t got satnav. We haven’t even got a map.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Ollie said grimy. ‘We can’t have more than an hour of daylight left. It’s either stay here and die or get walking and hope we start to recognise summat.’

      Even years after the firebombing, the smell of burning lingered over the wreckage. It made the breath catch in Nicky’s throat as they walked. Here and there, she saw blackened bones in the rubble. Some were recognisable as hands and rib cages and legs. But there was nothing resembling a landmark.

      There was a nightmarish quality to the experience that made it feel not quite real. Or maybe that was the state of Nicky’s head. Her brain, pretty sensibly, didn’t seem to want to deal with the reality of the situation. But after a while, she began to have the awful suspicion that they were going in circles.

      Hannah’s groans of pain were the constant, sapping soundtrack. Her pace was little more than a shuffle. And minute by minute, the bright blue of the sky darkened.

      ‘You’ve got to leave me,’ Hannah gasped when the first pale stars had started to glitter above them.

      ‘Yes, we’re definitely going to do that,’ Nicky said. As their situation worsened, her head had begun to clear. It was a mixed blessing. ‘I definitely want to leave Sophia motherless. No wait, I’ve got a better plan. Let’s throw you to the phages if they get too close.’

      ‘I mean it,’ Hannah said. ‘There’s no point all of us dying. Just promise me you’ll look out for Sophia. Promise me, Nicky.’

      ‘We’re not leaving you,’ Ollie told her. ‘Now shut up and save your energy.’

      It was too late, anyway. Nicky could hear them now: low, inhuman growls and the scrabbling of overlong nails against tarmac. The phages were rousing. Burning blue eyes appeared in the shadows, glowing unnaturally as if they were lit from within.

      ‘We need to run for it,’ Nicky said, immobilised by fear.

      ‘Run where?’ Ollie asked, equally frozen beside her.

      Nicky couldn’t look away from the phages. They were slinking closer now, moving on all fours like animals. ‘Anywhere. Anywhere that’s not here’

      And then, when all hope seemed lost, he appeared. The oppressive silence was broken by the roar of approaching vehicles, and Cade rode out of the darkness in an open-topped military jeep, machine gun in hand. He was firing as he came, pounding bullets into the surrounding phages.

      It was such a comedically dramatic entrance that Nicky almost laughed. There were soldiers with Cade, more vehicles and more guns. The last two jeeps had spotlights mounted on their backs. Wherever their beams hit the phages, they yelped and ran back into the darkness.

      Ollie somehow had the presence of mind to pull out his camera. He snapped pictures in the brief tableaus the spotlights illuminated as they swept round. They must be ultraviolet, Nicky realised. It was hard to think in the confusion of the battle that had suddenly materialised around them. There was so much noise: soldiers shouting orders, bullets being sprayed, and inhuman screams of pain when the phages were hit. The blood splattering from the phages smelt wrong. Not metallic, like a human’s. The scent was almost sweet.

      ‘Get in!’ Cade barked, as his jeep swerved to a stop in front of them.

      Nicky tried to lift Hannah onto the back, but the movement jolted her broken arm and she screamed in pain. ‘Help her, please,’ Nicky begged the soldiers behind Cade.

      Cade nodded at them, and they grabbed Hannah as Nicky and Ollie scrambled in behind her. There was a final burst of suppressing fire, the engines revved and they were off. Out of danger. Against all the odds, alive.

      

      Cade brought them to the centre-of-town hotel he must have taken over for the visit. It was old, maybe Victorian, with thick brick walls and security shutters over all the windows. There were crash barriers ringing it and a whole lot of armed people. It was clear they’d be safe there, but Nicky didn’t feel it. The terror of the last hour lingered like the smell of a rat rotting beneath the floorboards.

      Hannah was taken to have her arm set by an army medic. Nicky and Ollie were given mugs of sweet tea by another of Cade’s fifty-strong entourage, and left to sit in the hotel’s cavernous, dimly lit lobby.

      ‘That was ridiculous,’ Nicky said after about ten minutes, when the tea has started to perk her up.

      ‘That’s one way of putting it.’ Ollie’s voice was scratchy.

      ‘I mean Cade. He’s the Prime Minister, for god’s sake. Or anyway he says he is. He’s supposed to let other people do the whole “mounting a death-defying rescue” thing. Do you think he’s a big fan of Tom Clancy? Or Tropic Thunder. All he needed was a buzzcut and he could have gone the full Statham.’

      ‘I did consider a three-point superhero landing,’ a voice said from right behind her, ‘but that might have ruined the knees of my suit. Sorry about yours, by the way. Bottega Veneta, isn’t it? And that looks like a nasty cut on your thigh. You should definitely get that seen to.’

      It was Cade, of course, looking at her with laughing eyes.

      ‘Oh, heck,’ Ollie muttered.

      ‘That’s quite all right,’ Cade said. ‘If you can’t laugh at yourself, who can you laugh at?’

      He looked exactly like his photo, and also somehow completely different. In person the force of his charisma was so powerful, Nicky felt like she needed to lean into it, the way you would with a strong wind. His teeth were so blindingly white and perfectly straight that they must be veneers, and definitely not ones he’d got on the cheap in Turkey. There were laugh lines around his mouth and eyes and a fierce, contained energy to his body, as if he was constantly ready to spring into some kind of action.

      He wasn’t Meredith, Nicky reminded herself. Ollie was right. She needed to tread a lot more carefully here. ‘I’m sorry,’ she told him. ‘I think I’m still a bit shaken.’

      ‘Quite understandable.’ Cade hooked a chair leg with his foot and slid it beneath him. It meant he was sitting uncomfortably close. ‘I’m awfully sorry to do this to you, but would you mind if we did the interview now? Rescuing you from mortal peril has set back my schedule a smidge, and I’m going to be leaving before dawn tomorrow.’

      Ollie and Nicky exchanged a look. About the last thing she felt ready to do was conduct a serious interview. But what could they say?

      Nicky made herself smile at Cade. ‘That’s OK, we can do it now. I’ve got everything I need.’ Her notebook and pen had been in her jacket pocket when she scrambled out of the overturned car.

      ‘Admirably prepared,’ Cade said, in a tone that hovered somewhere between teasing and mocking.

      She asked him what she’d come to ask. The expected ones first: how exactly had he come to be Prime Minister? What resources did he have, and how did he get them? His answers all made perfect sense. Apparently, 22 MPs had made it through the Bloodletting and eventually been tracked down. They’d formalised Cade’s appointment to the House of Lords and then made him PM. It was irregular – a peer hadn’t been the Prime Minister for over a century – but it wasn’t strictly against the rules.

      ‘I was in the right place at the right time,’ Cade said with a self-deprecating shrug. ‘I had my own private security, a ginormous mansion and an embarrassing quantity of stockpiled goods. All unearned privileges of course, so what could I do but share them with the nation?’

      The entirety of Camden and Islington were now phage free, apparently. Westminster was a bomb crater and Parliament, such as it was, had relocated to Islington Town Hall. There was a rump of the army left, guarding the reclaimed boroughs of London and trying to clear out Southwark next.

      ‘And what about elections?’ Nicky asked.

      Cade raised an eyebrow, looking momentarily a lot like Meredith. ‘Elections? I love the spirit, but I think we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves, don’t you?’

      ‘Not really,’ Ollie said. ‘You’ve done the census, haven’t you? That means you know where everyone is. Shouldn’t be that hard to organise a ballot.’

      ‘Why, are you thinking of running against me?’ Cade asked. There was no edge to his voice, but there was that slight suggestion of mockery again.

      Ollie blushed.

      Then Cade smiled, all bonhomie. ‘No, you’re completely right to raise the issue of democratic legitimacy, of course. I promise you, it’s very much on my agenda.’

      And suddenly, not long after it had begun, it seemed like the interview was over. Cade was standing up, his security detail was stepping forward and in a second he’d be gone.

      ‘Prime Minister,’ Nicky said, in that final moment. ‘There was one more question. I’ve been doing some research into the origin of the v-strain.’

      ‘I’m not sure what benefit there is in looking back.’ He sounded less friendly now, a little impatient. ‘Our best option, surely, is to move forward?’

      ‘The thing is,’ Nicky said, ‘it turns out you used to own a lot of labs that produced flu vaccine. Not just in the UK, internationally. But you sold them, not long before the Bloodletting. So I wondered if you could tell me anything about the company you sold them to?’

      For one second his amiable expression flickered and she saw something far, far colder beneath. Then he smiled and she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it. ‘I’m afraid I took very little interest in the day-to-day running of my family’s businesses,’ he said. ‘There were so many of them, and I wanted to keep my focus on my philanthropic work. John Clark would know more about that. He was my chief executive officer.’

      ‘Can we talk to him?’ Ollie asked.

      ‘Probably not, he died a week before the Bloodletting. Heart attack, of all things. In the circumstances, it was probably a mercy.’ And then Cade and all his people were leaving and the interview was definitively over.

      

      The adrenalized energy that had kept Nicky going through the accident drained out of her the moment Cade was gone. His people had provided supper and she made herself eat it. Then she insisted on being taken to see Hannah, who was in a conference room that had been turned into a makeshift clinic. She was doped up to the eyeballs, but otherwise doing OK. While Nicky was there, a stern-faced medic insisted on washing and cleaning her own far more minor cuts and scrapes. And then all she wanted was a bed and several days to sleep in it.

      A cheerful young woman showed them to their rooms in the hotel. They were posh enough that they’d probably cost a fortune pre-apocalypse, all clean lines, Egyptian cotton and rainfall showers. Nicky wondered idly if the minibar was still stocked. She didn’t bother to find out. The last thing she felt like right then was a drink.

      By unspoken consent, Ollie came into her room for a talk the moment the woman left them alone.

      ‘It’s not just me, is it?’ Nicky asked when he sat down on her bed. Also by unspoken consent, they were sitting close and talking quietly. It was slightly silly to imagine anyone might be trying to listen in, and yet Nicky didn’t raise her voice.

      ‘It isn’t just you,’ Ollie said. ‘I don’t like him.’

      ‘God, right? And there’s no reason for it. He saved our lives, and if he’d left us to die, no one would have known. But I wish…’ She trailed into embarrassed silence when she realised what she’d been about to say.

      ‘You wish what?’ Ollie asked after a few seconds.

      Nicky shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I wish we’d had Meredith with us to get a read on him.’

      ‘Suppose it does take one wrong’un to spot another. Her lack of morals and basic human decency might as well have a use.’

      Nicky looked away. ‘Yeah, exactly.’

      ‘I got some champion photos of him riding to the rescue.’ He showed her on the small screen of the digital camera that Meredith had recently obtained for him. And he was right: the pictures of Cade were Iwo Jima level good.

      ‘Not sure we should use them, though,’ Ollie said. ‘They make him look right heroic. It’s free propaganda.’

      ‘We have to use them. They’re authentic and they’re news. We’re not real journalists if we try to suppress it.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right. But do you think we should spend a bit more time investigating Cade as well as the v-strain?’

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ she said.

      But hovering half-formed at the back of her mind was another question, one she wasn’t quite ready to vocalise. What if they’re the same investigation?

      She remembered what Meredith had said to her, when she first suggested that the v-strain was more than an accident. She’d told Nicky that whoever caused the apocalypse was probably still around, profiting from it. Cade certainly did seem to be doing very nicely for himself. And selling off all those labs, the ones that would soon be spreading the v-strain round the world? Nicky could think of a very good explanation for that, she just couldn’t think of a way to prove it.

      In the morning, the Government car took them back to Mill Estate. After that there was a debrief from Simon and another from Beth. Nicky didn’t pose the question to them either. She couldn’t justify it.

      And four weeks to the day after That Night, as Nicky was starting to think about going to bed, the door of her room flew open, and Meredith walked in.

      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Where were we?’
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      ‘Oh, that’s right,’ Meredith said. ‘You were creeping out of the room – your own room, in fact – and leaving me to wake up alone. Honestly, Nicky, a person with a less robust ego than me might have been hurt.’

      ‘Maybe you should have taken the hint,’ Nicky said. Her heart was already beating double-time. ‘Also, have you considered knocking?’

      ‘Not really.’

      Nicky was always surprised to notice that Meredith was shorter than her. Meredith was such a huge presence. She filled any room she was in. She was filling Nicky’s room right then, with her perfume and her glossy auburn hair and her general Meredith-ness.

      ‘When I informed Simon this would be an overnight visit, he tried to put me up in some hovel that used to be a larder, of all things,’ Meredith said.

      ‘That used to be my room!’ Nicky told her indignantly.

      ‘Yes, quite. But since you and I are going to be having sex anyway, I thought I might as well spend the night here.’

      ‘I haven’t said I’m going to sleep with you yet. Or at all!’

      Meredith sighed, as if she was finding all these preliminaries very tiresome. ‘I was rather taking that as a given.’

      Her mouth, that horribly memorable Cupid’s bow mouth, smirked at Nicky. It snapped something inside her. She took two strides to reach Meredith, crowding her up against the wall while she dipped her head to Meredith’s lips. It was sloppy and desperate, not at all like Meredith’s careful initial seduction. Meredith’s fingers worked at the buttons of Nicky’s jeans as they kissed.

      ‘Gosh, you are keen,’ Meredith said, when Nicky let her up for air. She’d got Nicky’s jeans open, and now she wriggled two fingers beneath her briefs and eased them into her.

      ‘Jesus Christ, Meredith!’ Nicky said. ‘Have you ever heard of foreplay?’

      ‘Why? Do you really feel you need some?’ Her fingers were already working inside Nicky, her thumb rubbing soft circles on her clit.

      ‘No,’ Nicky gritted. She’d been ready from pretty much the moment Meredith walked in.

      ‘That’s what I thought,’ Meredith said smugly. ‘Why don’t I give you one to take the edge off? And then we can take it from there.’

      It was extremely quick. Nicky held off as long as she could, to spite Meredith, but her fingers felt amazing. She seemed to know exactly the rhythm Nicky liked, and gave it to her relentlessly.

      ‘Have you washed your hair this time?’ she asked casually as Nicky teetered on the edge.

      ‘Yes,’ Nicky gasped. She’d actually washed it every morning since that fateful night, for reasons she didn’t want to examine. Then Meredith’s thumb pressed down on her clit and she came violently, biting Meredith’s shoulder to stifle her moan.

      Meredith stepped back, licking her fingers clean of Nicky in a way that sent a little after-shock of orgasm through her. She was wearing a form-fitting red dress this time. All her dresses were form-fitting. It had a row of tiny cloth buttons from neck to hip.

      Nicky flicked the top one open and rubbed her thumb in gentle circles on the skin she’d exposed. Then she opened the next one and did the same again. Her other hand explored the rest of Meredith’s body, running down the centre of her back, across the swell of her hips, round the curve of her buttocks. Without the urgent need for an orgasm, she wanted to take her time, to appreciate every bit of Meredith. Which had probably been Meredith’s plan, now she came to think about it.

      Meredith’s fingers combed through Nicky’s short, pale hair. ‘You need a haircut,’ she said, teasing a finger round the curve of her earlobe.

      ‘I like it the way it is,’ Nicky protested, shivering at Meredith’s delicate touch.

      ‘Do you? How extraordinary.’ Meredith moved her mouth to Nicky’s neck, brushing little kisses across it that were almost too soft to feel. Almost, but not quite. Then she lifted her head to look Nicky in the eye again. ‘I was rather hoping to see you in that suit I gave you, but I gather you’ve contrived to ruin it already.’

      Nicky got her own back by nibbling Meredith’s ear, a jolt of pleasure shooting through her at Meredith’s gasp. ‘Yes, it was very inconsiderate of me to be involved in a near-fatal car crash.’

      ‘Well, it was certainly rather careless.’ Meredith’s hands were busy as she spoke, the fingers of one slipped beneath Nicky’s loose jeans, tracing the sensitive skin at the very top of her thighs, the other trailing gently along Nicky’s collarbone. Her fingers stopped when they touched the metal of the necklace Nicky was wearing. It was the one Meredith had given her, the gold chain with the jet pendant.

      Meredith smiled. ‘I thought you might like it. It does suit you rather well.’

      ‘It’s not that I like it, it’s that it’s literally the only piece of jewellery I own.’ She hadn’t taken if off since she first put it on, but Meredith didn’t need to know that.

      Meredith’s dress was now open enough to expose the upper swell of her breasts. Nicky ran her nose along them, taking in the scent of her skin, frangipani and a hint of clean sweat. But she needed more. She backed Meredith to the bed, and forced her gently down onto it. The dress was in her way now, and she quickly undid the rest of the buttons and dragged it off.

      Meredith, it turned out, had decided to wear stockings and suspenders today. Nicky groaned, appalled at how Meredith seemed able to turn her into a teenage boy. She unhooked and peeled off the stockings with incredible ineptitude while Meredith watched in silent amusement and did nothing at all to help.

      Nicky wanted to touch her, all of her at once. She’d been thinking about this body – trying not to think about this body – for a month now.

      She started with Meredith’s left foot. It was small and elegantly arched, her toenails painted a glossy dark red, as if she’d had a pedicure that morning. She probably had a pedicure every morning. Nicky ran her tongue along the underside, making Meredith squirm in a way that did nothing to reduce Nicky’s arousal. She bit at the heel, then took each of the toes into her mouth in turn, sucking on them the way Meredith had suckled at her breast. She’d never put anyone’s foot in her mouth before. But then she’d never put anyone’s clitoris in her mouth before their initial bout, so clearly Meredith was going to be the cause of many firsts in her life.

      ‘This is very good, Nicky,’ Meredith said as Nicky began to work her way up her leg. ‘Has someone been hitting the textbooks?’

      Nicky might or might not have read the copy of The Joys of Lesbian Sex that someone, presumably Aiza, had left in the Eastfields library. But line drawings didn’t really prepare a person for the full Technicolor reality of Meredith. It was terrifying to Nicky, if she let herself think about it, how much she wanted Meredith, how much pleasure she got simply from touching her.

      Perhaps it was that there was an immense satisfaction in so visibly turning Meredith on. She was panting now, writhing as Nicky reached the soft flesh in the crook of her knee. It made Nicky feel powerful, like she’d got one over on her. Even if it was exactly what Meredith wanted.

      Nicky moved up again, to lick Meredith’s inner thighs, where her excitement was glistening. The skin was silk-smooth and, Nicky could tell, exquisitely sensitive. She lingered, testing every inch of it as Meredith’s breathing grew harsher and faster until there was a little noise on each exhale, a whimper that might have been the best thing Nicky had ever heard.

      Meredith had a hand tangled in Nicky’s hair, pressing her towards where Meredith wanted her. But she wasn’t done teasing her yet, paying Meredith back for making her want this so desperately.

      She started again on Meredith’s right foot, tracing the webbing between the toes with her tongue until Meredith groaned raggedly and Nicky knew she’d found another sensitive place, somewhere she could touch that Meredith would feel in the depths of her. She filed the knowledge away for future reference, although quite what future she intended to use it in, she wasn’t ready to contemplate.

      She worked her way upward quicker this time, her own eagerness getting the better of her. And then she’d reached Meredith’s centre and this time she didn’t hold back. Her fingers stroked Meredith’s hidden, complicated contours, memorising the shape and the texture of them. Then she slid them inside, while her mouth worked at Meredith’s clit. There had actually been some quite useful tips in that book.

      She searched for the place, that rough spot a little way in. Meredith let out a gasping groan that sent a shock straight to Nicky’s own core and she knew that she’d found it.

      Meredith came gratifyingly quickly, but Nicky didn’t stop. She wanted to make Meredith suffer. Was suffer the right word? All she knew was that she wanted it to be too much for Meredith, the way it was too much for her. Meredith was moaning almost continuously now, and Nicky had to press one arm across her stomach to keep her still enough to work on.

      Before Nicky had eaten her fill, Meredith came a second time, very hard, pushing Nicky’s head away from her as she gasped and shuddered, speechless for once.

      But not for long. ‘That was lovely, darling,’ she said, only slightly breathless. ‘You’ve vindicated my decision to let you do this.’

      It wasn’t even worth engaging with that. Nicky wriggled up the bed until her head was level with Meredith’s. Meredith was sleepy-eyed and looked about as pleased with herself as it was possible for a human being to look. She kissed Nicky languidly and then used her tongue to clean all traces of herself from around Nicky’s mouth. It was literally the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced.

      ‘I’m not sure why you’re still dressed,’ Meredith said. ‘I thought I’d already made it clear that I like to be able to see you.’

      Nicky didn’t have it in her to argue, not when she so badly wanted to feel her skin against Meredith’s. She rolled off the bed and stripped with record speed. But when she turned back, she saw that Meredith was inspecting her, frowning. She remembered for the first time that the car crash had left her scratched and bruised. Some of them were actually hurting a bit, but she’d been far too absorbed in Meredith to notice.

      ‘You have been in the wars, haven’t you?’ Meredith said.

      Nicky lay back down on the bed, feeling a little self-conscious as Meredith inspected her body. She trailed her fingers round the bruise on Nicky’s right bicep, circled the cut beneath her ribs. Her expression was more amused than caring, but the sensation was still unexpectedly soothing.

      Meredith raised her eyes to Nicky’s again. ‘I’ll need to be awfully gentle with you. Or would you rather I didn’t touch you at all?’

      ‘No,’ Nicky said, her voice thick. ‘No, I want you to.’

      ‘Hmm, yes. I imagine spending so much time on me has got you rather worked up. It certainly did the last time.’ She leaned closer to Nicky’s ear, her breath hot and ticklish. ‘You’re a natural at this, Nicky. I expect it’s because you enjoy it so much. I can tell how you adore using your mouth on me. I think you’d do that all night long, if I let you. But there’s so much more I’m planning to try with you. I wonder how easy it would be to make you beg. One day you’re going to let me tie you up and do exactly as I please with you, for hours and hours.’

      ‘I’d like to see you try,’ Nicky said, but her voice wasn’t as firm as she’d have preferred. Meredith’s fingers were wandering, carefully avoiding the cuts and bruises, tracing leisurely patterns on all the most sensitive parts of her body – all but the one where she most wanted them.

      ‘We’ll find out, won’t we?’ Meredith said. ‘One day soon I’m going to see how many times I can make you come before you’re begging me for mercy. By the time I’ve finished with you, I’ll be the only thing you can think about. I’d like to see what that looks like. Although I suspect I may already know, don’t you? I must make a mental note to play poker with you. Your face really does give everything away.’

      ‘I was right,’ Nicky moaned, ‘you are the worst.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve barely even started. I can do much worse than this. I do feel I’ve been rather shamefully neglecting your breasts, for example. I can tell how sensitive they are. Do you think I could make you come just from touching them?’ Meredith circled one of Nicky’s nipples with her finger, a maddeningly light touch. ‘I think I could. I’d certainly have a jolly old time trying…’

      She kept touching Nicky, kept on talking, because Meredith was a woman who loved the sound of her own voice. And Nicky, it was becoming agonisingly clear, loved it too. She was long past the point where she could answer Meredith back. She was barely even hearing the words any longer, just the husk of Meredith’s voice and her hands everywhere. When she finally relented and pinched Nicky’s clit between her thumb and forefinger, Nicky came so hard, it felt like she lost consciousness for a couple of seconds.

      She returned to herself to find Meredith leaning on an elbow and staring at her face, as if analysing the results of an experiment. ‘That was fun,’ she said, smiling her smug little smile, before her gaze slid downward to the nastiest cut on Nicky’s thigh. The smile slipped slightly. ‘But you really do need to be more careful.’

      ‘It wasn’t my fault we crashed.’ Nicky was too drugged with pleasure to muster any real indignation. ‘I wasn’t driving. And anyway it was an accident.’

      ‘Was it?’

      ‘What else could it have been?’

      ‘You haven’t exactly been subtle about your v-strain investigation, darling,’ Meredith said. ‘Rather a lot of people know about it. Including, quite probably, the ones you’re hunting.’

      ‘You think someone arranged for us to crash?’

      ‘I certainly think it’s a possibility.’

      ‘Meredith,’ Nicky said cautiously, ‘do you think it’s possible – I know this is silly – but do you think it’s possible Cade was involved with the v-strain somehow? Or actually responsible for it? I just… didn’t like him, at all. And he definitely benefited from it happening. He had money before, but not that much political power. Now he’s the Prime Minister.’

      Meredith frowned, and there was a brief hesitation before she said, ‘No. It doesn’t seem likely. The simplest explanation is usually the best, and in his case it’s that a billionaire with better resources than anyone else grabbed for power when he had the chance.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Nicky said, ‘except I found out he owned the flu vaccine labs that sent out the v-strain. He used to own them, but he sold them all about a year before the Bloodletting. Isn’t that weird? Almost like he knew it was coming. And I thought, if he did make the virus, wouldn’t it make sense to offload all the incriminating companies? Offload them but secretly buy them back himself, using a shell corporation that no one could connect to him.’

      Meredith was staring at her very intently now. ‘That’s rather a convoluted plan. But yes, I suppose it would make sense. It can’t hurt to look into it.’

      Nicky smiled with relief. Meredith’s endorsement of her theory felt unexpectedly important. ‘OK. I’ll do that.’

      ‘Well,’ Meredith said, ‘you had a trying day yesterday, and you’ve got a busy one tomorrow, so I think we’d better call this a night.’

      Nicky did have a busy day tomorrow. It was her turn to take a shift in the communal laundry again. She didn’t bother asking how Meredith knew that.

      Meredith kissed her cheek, then rolled onto her side, drawing Nicky’s arm around her. Nicky wondered what people would say if she told them that Meredith Hind liked to be the little spoon. Not that she was ever, ever going to be telling anyone about this, of course. Still, the thought of it made her smile as she snuggled her body tighter against Meredith’s. With the warmth and smell and softness of Meredith so close, she felt truly safe for the first time since the accident. Which was deeply weird, but she closed her eyes and decided to worry about it in the morning.
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      Nicky woke before Meredith, who seemed ironically to sleep the sleep of the just. She disentangled herself from her arms and got out of bed, but slouched to the chair this time, rather than fleeing the room entirely. So that was progress, she supposed.

      It was chilly this early in the morning, but her nightshirt was under the pillow beneath Meredith’s cheek. She pulled on her discarded t-shirt instead, which at some point she’d flung over the arm of the chair, and lit one of the oil lamps they often used to conserve power.

      It occurred to her, in thinking around the edges of it – it was too much for her to face head on – that this was actually George and Den’s room. If they ever came back, they’d be living in a room where she and Meredith had had sex. They’d be sleeping in a bed where she’d gone down on Meredith. She could already feel their spiritual presence in the room, judging her.

      Because once was a fluke, but twice, well twice was definitely a choice. Except it didn’t feel that way. It felt more like a compulsion.

      There was a track that used to be on her ‘cheesy retro songs I secretly like’ playlist: Hungry Eyes from Dirty Dancing. She’d liked the tune, but the lyrics had never really resonated. They did now. Hunger was the right kind of feeling, centred somewhere other than her head.

      She was trying to distract herself by thinking about what other songs she could put on her ‘I can’t stop having sex with Meredith Hind’ playlist when Meredith finally stirred and then quickly rose from the bed.

      For a moment she was standing there, naked, and Nicky saw the purple bruise on her shoulder where Nicky had clamped down with her teeth when she came. Meredith’s usually immaculate hair was mussed from where she’d grabbed it as Meredith tormented her. Then Meredith reached down for her dress and slithered straight into it. Her underwear remained scattered on the floor.

      ‘Do me up,’ Meredith said, studying herself in the dusty mirror.

      Nicky got up and did as she asked, button by button, while Meredith brushed her teeth at the room’s small sink, shuddering at the taste of their home-made toothpaste. She used Nicky’s toothbrush, which normally would have disgusted her, but didn’t seem like a big deal in the current scheme of things. When she’d finished, she handed it to Nicky.

      ‘Hairbrush,’ Meredith said when Nicky had done her own teeth.

      Nicky found that for her too, and Meredith ran it through her hair until it was in some semblance of her usual shoulder-length artful tumble.

      ‘I won’t bother asking if you have any make-up.’ Meredith’s own had worn off during the night, apart from a smudge of lipstick around her mouth and a blur of mascara beneath her eyes. She still looked stunning. ‘I suppose I shall have to endure the world bare-faced.’

      She turned away from the mirror and for the first time looked at Nicky. She tutted and took Nicky’s chin between her thumb and forefinger to wipe away a piece of sleep from the corner of her eye. ‘Time to love you and leave you, I’m afraid,’ she said, and then she angled Nicky’s chin downward and kissed her. It was the sort of long, detailed, wet kiss that Nicky was beginning to recognise as Meredith’s speciality. Halfway through, she reached beneath Nicky’s t-shirt to run delicate, teasing fingers over her breasts.

      Then she let Nicky go, stepped back, gave her hair one final pat and walked out of the door. Nicky hoped to god there was no one outside to witness her do it.

      She groaned and thumped her head against the wall. Meredith had done all that deliberately, of course. Nicky’s eyes were drawn irresistibly to Meredith’s bra, her stockings and garter belt. Her silk thong was probably under the bed. She’d left these deliberately too. Nicky hurriedly scooped them all up and put them in the bin.

      Then she lifted them out of the bin, laid them on the bed and stared at them. She was not, absolutely not, going to masturbate while looking at, or worse touching, Meredith’s underwear.

      She definitely did need to masturbate though.

      She couldn’t bear to do it in the room. That was exactly what Meredith wanted her to do, and her underwear would sit there, taunting Nicky. Unfortunately, that left the communal showers. She grabbed her wash bag and towel and headed out, hoping that she’d get the place to herself.

      No such luck, of course. Someone was already in the leftmost cubicle: Simon, to judge by the whistling. She took the rightmost and turned the taps on full, which made enough noise to cover up any other noise she might end up making. She thought of turning it on cold and trying to kill her lady boner that way, but she was afraid it wouldn’t work and she’d end up shivering and still massively horny.

      She’d never done this before. She usually kept any solo activity to her room, and the flimsy, semi-opaque curtain across the cubicle wasn’t providing much in the way of privacy.

      There was nothing for it, she’d have to be quick. She touched herself and yeah, it was definitely going to be very quick. There were so many memories to choose from, she let them play out in a sort of kaleidoscope behind her eyes. When she got to the feel of Meredith’s lips murmuring against her ear, she came, muffling the noise in her own arm.

      ‘Do you feel alright?’ Simon asked when she emerged from the cubicle wrapped in a towel. ‘You’re looking a bit flushed.’

      It pretty much set the tenor for the day.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Ollie asked, the instant she stepped into their tiny office.

      ‘Nothing’s the matter,’ she said. ‘Why would you think anything’s the matter?’

      He studied her face, frowning. ‘I don’t know. You look…’

      ‘What? I look what?’

      ‘Like something’s the matter.’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about Cade,’ she told him desperately and not entirely dishonestly. ‘About what we can do.’

      ‘Actually,’ Ollie said, suitably distracted, ‘I’ve had a notion. I reckon we should put out a big article, front page. Quote Cade saying he knows he hasn’t got democratic legitimacy and he’s promised to hold a proper election as soon as he can.’

      Nicky smiled, now a bit distracted from Meredith herself. ‘That’s a great idea. I think it’s going to make him pretty angry, but what can he say? He basically did tell us that.’

      Ollie looked touchingly pleased by her praise. ‘Exactly. And if he does react, that’ll tell us summat too. The News of the Wolds is reaching… how many people?’

      ‘It’s being distributed to at least two hundred survivor communities according to Meredith.’ Nicky regretted saying the name as soon as it passed her lips. It brought with it an instant flash of memory, the feeling of Meredith’s breasts pressed against her side.

      Thankfully Ollie was too caught up in his excitement to notice her blush. He nodded, satisfied. ‘Enough people that he can’t brush it off.’

      ‘Also, I want to look a bit more into his ownership of the flu labs,’ Nicky said. ‘I think – just to be clear, I’ve got no evidence whatsoever – but I think he might be connected to the v-strain somehow. There was something really, really off about him.’

      ‘Yeah, there was. I’ve been wondering about that too,’ Ollie said, to her relief. ‘We’ve been thinking it’s an organisation that did it, but it could be one person, if he’s rich enough. Or one person and the people working for him. And it’s not like we’ve got any other leads.’

      ‘We’ve got one,’ Nicky said. ‘There was the Intelligence Corps guy up in Lancaster, the one who got us looking into the whole thing.’

      ‘He disappeared, though. They said no one knew where he’d gone.’

      ‘But he’d already spoken to the others about it. I know he had, because when he talked about it in the bar that night, none of them acted surprised. To be fair, I was incredibly drunk at the time, but I’m pretty sure that’s true.’

      ‘OK,’ Ollie said. ‘Say it is true. What good does it do us? They’re all gone. The people they enslaved are running the place now.’

      ‘But apparently those guys were keen not to turn into the old lot mark two. So they’ve been having proper trials of all the soldiers they managed to capture.’

      ‘Oh yeah, I heard about that. Except aren’t they all getting found guilty and then hanged?’

      ‘The leader’s trial hasn’t started yet,’ Nicky said. ‘Colonel Dalton. There’s still time to talk to him. And we should probably be reporting on that anyway. Plus it gives us good cover. No one needs to know that we’re investigating the v-strain.’

      ‘Everyone knows we’re investigating the v-strain. We haven’t kept quiet about it. And why would we want to hide it, anyhow?’

      ‘It was something Meredith said. She thought what happened on the way to Cade might not have been an accident. That it might have been someone trying to get rid of us.’

      ‘Hold up, when did you talk to Meredith?’

      ‘Oh. Um.’ Her head filled with all those extremely intense, extremely recent memories. ‘I didn’t. Ravi passed on the message.’

      Ollie squinted at her suspiciously, and she was back to square one on the whole ‘covering up her shameful antics with Meredith’ front. She quickly changed the subject back to the article on Cade, and tried to stop dwelling on quite how soft the skin of Meredith’s thighs was.

      The trouble was, her self-indulgence in the shower hadn’t sorted anything out in a very permanent way. Every time she thought about Meredith, she got embarrassingly turned on, and she thought about Meredith a lot. She caught herself staring at her baked beans at lunch and being vividly reminded of the curve of Meredith’s breasts. She saw the shape of Meredith in everything.

      ‘Honestly, Nic,’ Ollie said. ‘I’m worried about you. Has summat happened and you’re not telling me?’

      It definitely had, but there was a reason she wasn’t telling him. Along with intrusive images of a naked Meredith, her brain had been hosting intrusive images of Ollie’s expression if he ever found out about her and a naked Meredith. In some of these he was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. In others there was nothing but contempt on his face. She couldn’t bear the thought of seeing either. Ollie’s opinion of her mattered. A lot. And she couldn’t face the prospect of him deciding that she wasn’t the person he’d always thought she was, the one he liked and respected.

      ‘You’ve drifted off again,’ Ollie said.

      She forced a smile. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Oh, you know, the investigation. All that.’

      ‘Oh yeah,’ he said. ‘Meant to tell you this morning, I saw Meredith earlier. There was an actual limousine came to pick her up from Imphal. Can you imagine? Where did she even find it?’

      ‘What do you think she was doing here?’ Nicky asked, as normally as she could manage.

      Ollie shrugged. ‘Had a late meeting with Simon. Too late to head back I suppose, so she had to slum it with us mortals. Bet she hated having to sleep in your old room.’

      ‘Yes, I bet she did,’ Nicky agreed, her voice a little too high. She stood up hurriedly, her chair squeaking against the tiled floor. ‘Sorry, I’ve remembered a call I need to make.’

      She went to the large shed behind the farmhouse where Simon kept their comms equipment. The door didn’t lock, so she jammed a chair under the handle and prayed that no one decided they needed to make a call.

      Then she hesitated, because this was a step. This was Nicky going to Meredith, not the other way round. It was her admitting that she wanted what Meredith had so far been the one offering.

      But what was the point of pretending? She did want it. And Meredith knew that, which was the whole reason she’d left Nicky in this state in the first place. This was Meredith’s problem, and Meredith was going to fix it.

      Nicky hadn’t really thought up an excuse for the Imphal VHF operator, but he must have been used to Meredith receiving lots of random, suspicious calls. After not very much bullshitting, he patched her through on Meredith’s private line.

      ‘Yes?’ Meredith said in that peremptory way of hers.

      ‘It’s me.’

      ‘Oh. Is everything alright?’

      ‘Yes,’ Nicky said. Then, ‘What are you wearing?’

      ‘Ah.’ She could hear the smile in Meredith’s voice, damn her. ‘It’s like that, is it?’

      ‘This is your fault,’ Nicky grumbled. ‘You left me like this.’

      ‘I did rather think you’d take care of things yourself.’

      ‘I tried! In the shower. It didn’t help.’

      ‘My poor baby.’ Meredith’s voice dripped with syrupy fake sympathy. ‘As it happens, I’ve taken the time to go and change. There were a few, I think one might call them “stains” on my dress. I’ll need to have it dry cleaned, and a good dry cleaner is hard to come by these days.’

      ‘I really don’t think that’s my fault?’

      ‘You were certainly a contributor, darling. So I’m wearing a turquoise Erdem number. And some lacy little under-things from La Perla. I’m afraid I seem to have forgotten my others in your room this morning. Did you happen to find them?’

      ‘You’re making me irritated, not horny,’ Nicky said.

      Meredith chuckled. ‘And what are you wearing?’

      Nicky hesitated. Yesterday’s t-shirt didn’t seem like a particularly sexy answer.

      ‘What are you really wearing?’ Meredith clarified.

      ‘A Ramones t-shirt. And my second-best pair of jeans. Well, to be honest, they’re my second pair of jeans full stop. I’ve only got two.’

      ‘I think we can start by removing the t-shirt, don’t you?’

      Nicky pulled it off and threw it into the corner, beside what appeared to be an old sock. ‘Now I’m cold,’ she complained.

      ‘Oh dear, I am sorry,’ Meredith said, very insincerely. ‘Are your nipples hard?’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I think I asked you a question.’ There was a hint of steel in Meredith’s voice that really got Nicky going.

      ‘They’re hard,’ she confirmed.

      ‘Good. That will make it easy for you to roll them between your fingers, won’t it?’

      Nicky made a sound that was somewhere in the region of ungh.

      ‘Be gentle with yourself,’ Meredith said. ‘I know you like it better that way.’

      There was a moment’s pause, filled with Nicky’s increasingly harsh breathing.

      Then Meredith asked, ‘Are you making a bit of a mess in one of your only two pairs of jeans?’

      ‘I hate you,’ Nicky said.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Yes, you complete monster.’

      She could absolutely picture Meredith’s smirk as she said, ‘Perhaps you’d like to rub yourself, then. Only over the material, please.’

      ‘But my other jeans are in the wash. I’ve got nothing to change into.’

      ‘Then you’re going to be feeling rather sticky for the rest of the day, aren’t you?’

      Nicky groaned and did as Meredith asked. Through the thick cloth of the jeans, the feeling was too muted, too unfocused. ‘I can’t believe you’ve made me do this,’ she said.

      Meredith tutted. ‘Honestly, you do a woman a favour.’

      Nicky choked out a laugh. ‘Yes, this is definitely completely altruistic and not something that’s also getting you off.’

      ‘Are you suggesting I find it arousing to listen to your inept fumblings?’

      ‘I’ve met you, Meredith.’

      ‘Had sex with me, in fact. Eight times, if you count by orgasm, and I generally do.’

      ‘Yes, I remember.’ Nicky was finding it increasingly hard to speak. What Meredith had her doing was, against the odds, starting to feel amazing.

      ‘I’m sure you do,’ Meredith said archly. ‘I’m sure you remember having sex with me very frequently and vividly, and hopefully at extremely inopportune moments. I really do need to get back to work, though, so perhaps we could start to wind this up?’

      Nicky was definitely non-verbal now. She moaned helplessly.

      ‘Come for me, Nicky,’ Meredith said.

      As seemed to have become usual, she did what Meredith told her to.

      They breathed together, until Nicky’s breaths started to even out.

      ‘Well, that’s given me something lovely to think about later, when I’m not in an office full of people,’ Meredith said after a while.

      ‘You what?!’ Nicky croaked.

      Meredith gave one of her throatiest laughs. ‘Ta-ta for now. I’ll see you soon, darling.’
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      That soon lodged in Nicky’s head and wouldn’t leave. She wasn’t sure if she was dreading it or looking forward to it. But she made sure it was Ollie who put in the call to Meredith about their plan to revisit Lancaster.

      ‘Meredith said she can send a car for us tomorrow,’ he told Nicky. ‘Asked if we wanted her to come with. Make it an overnighter.’

      ‘Definitely not,’ Nicky said a little too quickly.

      About halfway through the ride west, just the two of them and their driver, Nicky realised that she’d been paying almost no attention to the sheep-cropped grassy slopes and stone cottages of the Dales scenery they were passing. Because over the last few months, this kind of outing had become commonplace for her. No one, she thought, could say that Meredith hadn’t broadened her horizons.

      When they drove through the front gates of the community, they found one middle-aged woman waiting for them in front of the white-plastered mansion. And unlike last time, she was smiling and there were no weapons in sight.

      ‘You’re Meredith’s people,’ the woman said, holding out a hand.

      ‘I mean, not really,’ Nicky replied, taken aback.

      The woman’s smile dropped slightly. ‘But you came here with her, I recognise you. You were here when she saw what we were going through and decided to help us.’

      There was a tone in her voice when she spoke about Meredith that sounded almost like worship. Nicky wanted to tell her to cut it out, that Meredith could have helped a lot more if she’d chosen. But she decided, slightly guiltily, that if the people here thought she and Ollie were with Meredith, and if they thought Meredith was the second coming, they might be more inclined to help.

      ‘Meredith’s more like a… a patron for us,’ Nicky told the woman, ignoring Ollie’s startled look.

      The place looked pretty much the same as it had the last time, neat fields and rows of shabby accommodation blocks with the huge Georgian mansion overlooking them. But the whole atmosphere had changed. The workers in the field looked up and waved as they walked past, and Nicky saw that someone had started to paint the housing blocks in bright, primary colours.

      Then they passed the graveyard. That hadn’t been there the last time. There were at least two dozen graves with carved wooden markers and neatly trimmed grass around them. One of them had a teddy bear sitting on top of it, slightly mildewed.

      Nicky’s stomach clenched when the saw it. She’d known that children died during the rebellion. It hadn’t felt quite real until now.

      She and Ollie got a full, blood-drenched account during lunch with the community’s new leaders, and Nicky dutifully made notes. It was genuinely a story that deserved to be covered.

      Then, finally, they got a chance to conduct the interview that was the whole reason for their visit. Not that their hosts knew that. At Nicky’s insistence, Ollie hadn’t told them anything about the v-strain investigation, simply that he and Nicky wanted to talk to Colonel Dalton for their piece. Nicky knew she was probably being unnecessarily paranoid, but she couldn’t forget Meredith’s warning that they’d made themselves targets. The cut on Nicky’s leg from the crash still hadn’t completely healed.

      Dalton was being kept in the main house, in the cellar beneath the kitchen where he’d once eaten breakfast with Nicky and Ollie. He looked like a different man now. The military uniform was gone, the crew cut grown out and his hair was shot through with grey. Nicky remembered it as having been pure brown. His cheeks and chin were covered in stubble that was in the scruffy, ugly stage of turning into a beard. He probably wasn’t given access to a razor. He definitely smelled like he wasn’t being given much access to showers, either.

      ‘Colonel Dalton,’ Nicky said, as she and Ollie sat down.

      Dalton put his hands on the table between them. They were handcuffed and the nails bitten to the quick. His eyes flicked over both of them, but he didn’t speak.

      ‘It’s OK, you can leave us with him,’ Ollie told the man who’d shown them in. The man looked dubious, but then shrugged and left the room.

      There was a long, uncomfortable silence while Dalton stared them down and Nicky wondered how to break through to him.

      ‘Mind if I take your photo?’ Ollie asked.

      ‘I certainly do mind,’ Dalton said.

      He still had the supercilious drawl that put Nicky’s back right up. ‘We wondered if you could help us,’ she said, trying not to let that show in her voice. ‘We’re journalists, based out of York. We’ve got a few questions for you, if you’re willing to answer them.’

      He scowled. ‘Unless you’re my lawyers, I don’t have a single word to say to you.’ But then, as Nicky was wondering whether to give the whole thing up, he leaned forward, face suddenly animated with anger to add, ‘Those bastards haven’t given me a lawyer. And I know for a fact that two of them are qualified solicitors. I questioned them all when we took them in.’

      ‘Enslaved them, you mean,’ Ollie said. Nicky had never heard that much naked dislike in his voice before. She shot him a look, trying to convey that this probably wasn’t the best way to get Dalton to cooperate.

      Dalton sneered at Ollie. ‘Is that what they’re calling it? We kept them alive, guarded them, kept them fed. Not a one of them went to the phages. I lost six men. They’re no better than us. These are show trials and they’ve already decided the verdict. So I really don’t see why I should play along.’

      ‘To be fair,’ Nicky said, ‘they all personally saw you doing the stuff you did. You know, the beatings and the enslavement. So it’s not like there’s going to be much cross-examination of witnesses.’ This was obviously not a great way to butter him up either, but he was so hateful she couldn’t help herself.

      Dalton’s cold blue eyes turned on her. ‘Sitting in judgement on me too, are you? Do you think I don’t know who you are? I remember the pair of you, her tame journalists.’ There was a vicious hatred in the way he said ‘her’. It was clear he was talking about Meredith.

      ‘What do you know about Meredith?’ Nicky found herself asking, without having really intended to. ‘About her background, what she was up to before she came to Imphal. When I spoke to you before, you hinted at something.’

      He studied her. ‘Worried you’re in bed with the devil? I don’t know much. No one knows how she came to take over Libyca. It was a long time ago, well before the world went tits up. One day they’re a normal mercenary outfit, the next they’ve got some bitch in thousand pound dresses running the show. And suddenly they’re taking on a different class of work.’

      ‘Really? Different how?’ Ollie asked. Having seemed initially taken aback at this line of questioning, he was now looking intrigued.

      Dalton shrugged. ‘They went underground. Stopped taking government jobs and started concentrating on non-state actors.’

      ‘Is that better or worse?’ Nicky asked.

      He laughed. ‘Morally speaking, you mean?’

      She nodded reluctantly. She knew it was a stupid question. It wasn’t like Libyca under Meredith would have been feeding orphans and rescuing kittens.

      ‘Depends how you feel about helping one group of scum take out another,’ Dalton said. ‘She changed the way they worked though, slimmed them down. More focus on covert ops and less brute force. The sort of stuff that sets you right up for our current situation. The rules aren’t the same any more. She knows that. That’s why she used some convenient pawns to knock us off the board. Dog eat dog. We all do what we need to survive.’

      ‘Funny how the rest of us managed to get by all this time without using children as slave labour,’ Nicky said. She realised that her fingers were fiddling nervously with her jet pendant and made herself stop. It was a habit she’d picked up recently, probably because she wore it every day.

      Dalton really could sneer for England. He was doing it at Nicky now. ‘No, when you wanted something you just spread your legs, didn’t you? From each according to her abilities, I suppose. What’s it like, earning your keep with Meredith on your back? Does she make you do anything particularly degrading? I bet she does. She looks like a real goer.’

      ‘What the heck are you talking about?’ Ollie rose half out of his seat, leaning towards Dalton like he was thinking about decking him.

      Nicky put a hand on his arm and drew him back down, shaking her head. She made herself say as pleasantly as she could, ‘It doesn’t matter. We aren’t here to talk about any of that. We’re interested in the v-strain. We’ve been researching the start of the apocalypse. And you had someone here who seemed to know something about it.’

      ‘Everyone thought they knew something,’ Dalton said.

      ‘But this guy really did. He was former Intelligence Corps.’

      ‘You mean McGuigan. He wasn’t one of mine, just passing through.’

      ‘He must have talked, though,’ Ollie said. ‘Can you remember owt he said?’

      ‘Maybe. What would you give me in return?’

      ‘How about the knowledge that you helped uncover the greatest ever crime against humanity?’ Nicky suggested through gritted teeth.

      ‘McGuigan didn’t tell us anything,’ Dalton said after a long pause. ‘Oh, he dropped hints, but nothing substantial. I think he liked stringing us along. Made him feel important.’ His expression was hard to read, but Nicky had the bad feeling he was telling the truth.

      ‘What about BBD Genomics?’ she asked. ‘Did he ever say anything about them?’

      Ollie frowned at her, probably unhappy that she was letting so much slip, but it didn’t feel like they had much to lose.

      Dalton stared at her with narrowed eyes, then smiled. It was an extremely nasty smile. ‘Alright, why not?’ He switched his gaze to Ollie. ‘McGuigan didn’t tell us anything about BBD Genomics, but I’ve come across them before. What do you know about Porton Down?’

      ‘Military research facility, wasn’t it?’ Ollie said. ‘They did medical experiments there. Bioweapons, chemical weapons, all that stuff.’

      ‘Top marks,’ Dalton said. ‘But they were getting a bit too well known. Lots of rumours floating around about what they were doing to their test subjects. The brass didn’t like the scrutiny, so they started outsourcing.’

      ‘And BBD Genomics was one of the companies they outsourced to?’ Nicky asked.

      Dalton kept his attention fixed on Ollie as he answered. ‘Tain Airfield, up in northern Scotland. It was shut down years ago, turned into a bombing run supposedly, but I heard there was something else going on there. Very hush hush, and BBD Genomics were involved. They were carrying out phase three medical trials of an anthrax vaccine, that’s what we were told. I met a sergeant who’d volunteered for it. What he described, it didn’t sound much like a vaccine to me. He was given a medical discharge not long after.’

      ‘That’s… thank you. That’s very helpful,’ Nicky said and actually kind of meant it.

      ‘You know,’ Dalton said, ‘I really thought I was finished. Nothing left to do, no chance of payback for what that bitch did to us. But now here you are. So there is one thing I can take away from her.’

      Far too quickly for Nicky to react, he was across the table and on her. His hands were around her neck, handcuffed but still broad enough and strong enough to choke the air out of her. The weight of him toppled her chair and they landed on the floor with him pinning her down and all the wind knocked out of her.

      She couldn’t scream. She could barely move. She pushed against his chest with her hands and tried to kick at the legs that were sprawled on top of hers.

      Ollie was hitting Dalton too, shouting in panic, but Dalton barely seemed to notice. Nothing would make him release the hold around Nicky’s neck. And she could feel that her blows were already getting weaker. She was losing strength with terrifying speed. Darkness flowed inward from the edges of her vision.

      Then, as it was all starting to fade to black, she heard new voices yelling. And finally the pressure on her neck released as Dalton was flung away from her.

      She rolled onto her stomach, desperately drawing air through her bruised throat and trying not to either cry or vomit.

      

      Ollie was very quiet in the car on the way back. But he had Nicky’s hand clasped tightly in his the whole time, and she was incredibly grateful for it.

      When they were getting close to Harrogate, he said, ‘What did he mean, all that stuff about… about spreading your legs?’

      Nicky clenched her other fist, the one he couldn’t see. But there was an innocent explanation for this, if not exactly an innocent sequel. ‘It was Meredith. When we were up here, she told them we were together.’

      ‘What?’ He released her hand so he could turn around and stare at her. ‘In her bloody dreams. Even if you weren’t straight, you wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.’

      ‘I mean no, definitely not.’ Nicky couldn’t look at him as she said it.

      ‘She used to kill people for a living. No, worse than that. She used to make money off other people killing. And you won’t even kill a bloody spider. It’d be like Mother Teresa taking up with Vlad the Impaler.’

      ‘Right,’ Nicky said, her voice cracking. ‘But she was doing me a favour. That night in the bar, remember? A bunch of the soldiers were sort of hitting on me and it was a bit… it wasn’t very nice. Then Meredith came along and sat down next to me and, um, she called me darling and they all cleared off. I told you about it.’

      ‘You didn’t tell me the details!’

      ‘It didn’t seem like a big deal at the time. I didn’t foresee it was going to lead to this. But on the plus side,’ she said, extremely keen to change the subject, ‘at least we got something out of Dalton. A research facility for BBD Genomics. That’s really big.’

      ‘If he was telling the truth. If he wasn’t just trying to send us somewhere full of giant venomous snakes or radioactive cockroaches or summat. Somewhere he thinks we’ll get hurt.’

      ‘We have to follow it up,’ Nicky said. ‘It’s literally the only lead we’ve got.’

      

      In the fortnight it took her bruised neck to heal, they found out what they could about Tain Airfield. Apparently, it had opened in 1941 as an RAF base and weapons testing range. And Dalton was right, it had stopped operations decades ago. There seemed to be some mystery about who owned the land now, or at least who had before the apocalypse. But his claim that there was a secret training facility there proved impossible to verify. They’d need to visit the site if they wanted to find out more. Nicky was working on persuading Ollie it was a good idea, or at least not an outrageously terrible one.

      It would help if she wasn’t so distracted. It wasn’t Dalton’s assault that was haunting her. Well, she was having a few nightmares, but what kept her awake at night was the memory of what she’d said to Ollie in the car afterwards.

      It was the most blatantly she’d ever lied to him about her and Meredith. She’d definitely already been deceiving him, but this felt like she’d crossed a line. Ollie was important to her, more important than her stupid sex life. So why was she risking their friendship for it? And most of all, why was she having a… whatever the hell it was with Meredith, if she was so deeply ashamed of it that she couldn’t even bring herself to tell her best friend?

      At least Ollie himself wasn’t pressing the issue. When he noticed that her mind wasn’t on the ball, he assumed it was worry about the investigation. And deceiving him again, she allowed him to believe it.

      No one at Eastfields seemed to pick up on anything either. Nicky had been popping in quite a lot to check on Hannah and her healing arm. They all thought Nicky was having a reaction to getting attacked.

      Or at least that’s what she thought they all thought, until Wednesday, two weeks after the visit to Lancaster. She was walking down the back hall of the main house when Ellis’s arm reached out of a room and pulled her into it.

      ‘Nicky,’ he said, ‘I really think we need to talk.’ He appeared to have given up on the intellectual look and now seemed to be aiming at hipster. The straggly beard he’d grown was fairly ridiculous, but despite that he looked as serious as Nicky had ever seen him.

      ‘I already told you I’m not cross with you,’ she said.

      ‘I know. I don’t think you are. Or at least I don’t know if you are, and if you are or not isn’t what this is about.’

      ‘Right.’ Nicky studied his face, but it wasn’t giving much away. ‘Then I don’t understand.’

      ‘I’ve been watching you,’ Ellis said.

      ‘I haven’t been doing anything!’ Her voice squeaked a little.

      ‘But you’re worried about something, I can tell.’

      ‘I did nearly get murdered.’

      He shook his head. ‘That’s not it. You don’t look shaken up, or angry, or in shock. You look like you’ve got something on your mind, something big. And it’s eating you up from the inside. I’ve done a lot of being eaten up from the inside myself, so I recognise it when I see it.’

      God, why did people have to be so empathetic? Life would be much easier if everyone was as self-absorbed and uninterested in other people’s feelings as Meredith. ‘Look, no offence,’ she said, ‘but if I did have something bothering me, I’d talk to Ollie about it. Not you.’

      ‘OK. Except Ollie’s a really good person, and sometimes good people aren’t the best ones to talk to about your guilty secrets. So as the resident reformed villain, I thought I could help.’

      ‘Because misery loves company?’

      ‘Because,’ he said, ‘I can’t undo any of the shit I did, but I can at least stop anyone else from making the same mistakes.’

      She hung her head. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. I only wanted to tell you that whatever’s bothering you, it’s going to be alright. You’re a good person, Nicky. You’re basically a marshmallow. Whatever the terrible thing is you think you’ve done, it can’t be as bad as all that. And even if it is, we’ll fix it. I promise.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘On no, that’s… that’s really not…’ She looked into his face, his surprisingly kind eyes. And suddenly she had to tell someone. ‘I’ve been sleeping with Meredith.’

      Ellis looked momentarily shocked. Then he laughed for approximately five solid minutes.

      ‘It’s not funny,’ she said huffily. Though really, hysterical laughter was about the best reaction she could hope for.

      ‘Sorry, sorry.’ He made a visible effort to rein himself in. ‘It’s just I thought you were going to confess that you’re secretly the Zodiac Killer or something. And instead it turns out you’re in an amour fou with Meredith Hind.’

      ‘There’s no amour about it. We’ve only ever had sex twice. Wait, does phone slash radio sex count?’

      Ellis laughed again. ‘I should say so.’

      ‘Then I’ve had sex with her three times. And I’m probably – no, realistically I’m definitely going to have sex with her again.’

      ‘You’ve always described yourself as straight,’ Ellis said.

      ‘I thought I was! It’s possible I am still mostly straight. Straight plus also Meredith-sexual, the worst sexual orientation of them all.’

      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘But this doesn’t explain why you’ve been moping around Eastfields looking like you’re about to be dragged off to a war crimes tribunal.’

      ‘You’re exaggerating. But also, yes it does. I’ve been lying to Ollie about it for weeks.’

      ‘Yeah, you should probably keep doing that.’

      ‘You see!’ she said. ‘You know he’d disapprove. Because he should disapprove. Because it’s wrong.’

      Ellis shook his head, smiling. ‘It’s not that. Ollie’s a bit of a romantic, isn’t he? I don’t think he’d understand you getting consumed by lust.’

      ‘Anyway,’ she said, blushing, ‘I shouldn’t be with her, it’s morally indefensible. She’s a monster.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s true. At least not unless I am too.’

      Nicky was shocked. ‘That’s totally different! You’re nothing like Meredith. She’s done much worse things than you. Forget what she’s been up to after the apocalypse. Actually don’t forget it, it’s awful. But even before the Bloodletting, she was in charge of a group of mercenaries. They basically killed people for money, didn’t they?’

      ‘Yeah, whereas I was the hired help for a bunch of thieves and murderers. If Beth hadn’t stopped me…’ His face twisted into an expression so personal and complicated that Nicky had to look away. ‘If I hadn’t got caught, who knows what I would have gone on to do. Meredith’s not worse than me, she’s more competent. Terrifyingly competent.’

      Nicky shook her head stubbornly. ‘You’re wrong. I remember what you were like when you first came to Eastfields. You were a mess. In the unlikely event Meredith suddenly decided to become a good person, she wouldn’t feel guilty about anything she’s done. She’s totally shameless. I mean I think she’s literally incapable of experiencing shame.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Ellis said. ‘But my guilt doesn’t do anyone else any good. The end result’s the same. Anyway, if you’re determined to think Meredith’s so irredeemable, why are you sleeping with her?’

      ‘Oh. Because the sex is incredibly good. Although, incredible isn’t really the right word. I’m not sure the English language has a word strong enough for it.’

      ‘Really?’ Ellis said, as if this came as some sort of surprise.

      ‘Oh, come on. We’ve both been there.’

      He shrugged. ‘No, honestly, me and her only lasted a couple of weeks and we were never anything to write home about. In Meredith’s defence, I was in a pretty bad way at the time. But in Meredith’s non-defence, I think if she could have replaced me with an animatronic doll, she’d have enjoyed herself just as much. The sex between us was very transactional.’

      There’d certainly been a lot of both give and take between Nicky and Meredith, but she wouldn’t really have called it transactional. If you were enjoying the give as much as the take, she thought there was probably a different name for it.

      ‘We each got what we needed out of the relationship,’ Ellis said, ‘and so can you. You need to stop overthinking it. You’re having fun and you’re not hurting anyone. Ollie’s a lovely guy, but he doesn’t get a say in who you sleep with. Take the good things while you can.’

      ‘Yeah. Yeah, I suppose you’re right. No, you are right. Thanks, Ellis.’ She smiled at him.

      He smiled back. ‘It’s really that good with her, huh?’

      ‘It’s amazing. I didn’t actually know sex could be that good. She’s just very thorough and weirdly perceptive. She seems to know what I like better than I do, and then be really smug about showing me.’

      ‘She never went to all that trouble with me,’ Ellis said.

      ‘I wouldn’t say she’s going to any trouble, per se. She does all that stuff because she enjoys it. Me enjoying it too is more of an auxiliary outcome.’

      ‘Oh, Nicky,’ he said, and shocked her by pulling her into a hug that was almost as good as one of Ollie’s bear hugs. ‘You deserve all the good things.’

      

      After that encounter, she still couldn’t say she was feeling positive about the whole Meredith madness. But that evening she told Ollie he was right, they ought to take advantage of the resources Meredith had on offer. They should ask her for lifts whenever they needed them. And maybe they should go back to their office in Imphal.

      Maybe sleeping over there some of the time would be OK too.
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      After their first day of work back in the Imphal office, Nicky discovered that Meredith had moved her – but not Ollie – to a new room. She discovered it by walking into the room she thought was hers to find its new resident reading at his desk and a message from Meredith about where she ought to go. She resented the high-handedness. She resented it right up until the moment she walked into her new room and discovered it had a private bathroom.

      The main room was carpeted in a thick, soft wool mix. There was a power point for a kettle, an enormous wardrobe in which the small collection of clothes Nicky had brought with her looked rather forlorn, and a king-sized bed. There was also a cat flap leading to the yard outside, which felt rather pointed. But if Meredith thought Nicky was going to move to Imphal full time, she had another think coming. Nicky had deputised Ravi to look after the cats on the nights when she was away, and had resolved to make an extra special fuss of them on the nights she wasn’t.

      Not that the bathroom wasn’t tempting. It was tiled in a blue-and-white Romanesque mosaic and had a shower cubicle in one corner, but was mostly taken up with an enormous bathtub. Nicky had her suspicions about that, and they were confirmed when, on her third day in Imphal, she came back to find Meredith sitting in it, surrounded by bubbles.

      Nicky stripped off her clothes as quickly as she could, because really, what was the point of pretending anymore? When she was naked, she slipped into the tub behind Meredith, her legs circling Meredith’s hips. She nuzzled into Meredith’s slightly damp neck, kissing it. ‘I suppose I do owe you one.’ She wasn’t talking about the room.

      ‘You do,’ Meredith said. ‘And I always balance the books. But I’d like you to wash my hair first, please.’

      She tipped her head back, and Nicky used her cupped hands to pour water over it, turning the auburn a richer and darker red. Meredith had brought her own argon oil shampoo. It smelled amazing as Nicky lathered it into her hair. Actually, it smelled like Meredith, which was doing things to Nicky. She scooted a little closer, pressing her groin into Meredith’s buttocks.’

      ‘Patience,’ Meredith scolded. ‘Wash the shampoo out, and then you’ll need to put in some conditioner.’

      Nicky washed off the shampoo, careful not to get any in Meredith’s eyes. She massaged the conditioner in, fingertips kneading Meredith’s head the way she remembered her hairdresser doing, back when hairdressers had been a thing. Then she washed that out too.

      Meredith sighed contentedly and leaned her head back against Nicky’s shoulder. ‘You can start the payback portion of proceedings now, if you like,’ she murmured, her eyes closed.

      Her breasts were conveniently close to hand. Nicky squeezed a dollop of Molton Brown shower gel – honestly, where did Meredith get this stuff? – into her palm, and then onto Meredith. Her hands glided over Meredith’s skin, mapping out the shape of her breasts, small but full, a lovely handful. She could feel Meredith’s growing excitement in the way she was shifting against Nicky. She concentrated her attention on Meredith’s nipples, working them into hard points.

      But there was so much more of her to touch. Nicky moved her hands across her flanks, up the pleasing arch of her back, down the muscular length of her thighs. Her fingertips gently traced the shape of the bullet scars on Meredith’s side. She wasn’t touching simply to arouse any more. It was its own satisfaction, experiencing Meredith this way.

      Christ, she was so touch-starved. Intermittent hugs from Ollie only got you so far. It felt amazing to be skin to skin with another person, with Meredith, who always saw straight through her, and came back anyway.

      And if she was touch-starved, how must Meredith be feeling? Not that Meredith would be caught dead using a phrase like ‘touch starved’. But did anyone ever hug her? It didn’t seem likely. She had no friends that Nicky knew of. All she really had were the other people she’d presumably seduced, like Nicky, on a whim.

      She turned her head on Nicky’s shoulder and opened her eyes. ‘If you don’t get down to business soon, I’ll have you assassinated.’

      Nicky laughed. She plunged her hands into the water to wash off the soap, then moved them to Meredith’s centre. Nicky already knew enough about her body to make it good for her, slow but not slow enough to be frustrating.

      The orgasm when it came was almost soft. Nicky felt Meredith clench beneath her palm and left it there, gently resting on her. She was still enormously turned on, but it was pleasant to lie back in the warm water with Meredith cuddled against her. It had been literal years since she’d last had a bath. And two decades since she’d had one with another person.

      Eventually the water cooled down, and they got out. And then Meredith went down on Nicky, kneeling at her feet while she sat spread-eagled in her brand-new leather armchair. So the next time Nicky had to take care of herself, she’d definitely have a favourite image to hand.

      After that they sat and talked about nothing in particular. Well, to be fair, Meredith did pump Nicky for information about the v-strain investigation. But they also chatted about Ravi falling in the Eastfields duck pond last week, and how much neither of them liked Amelie. And then they went to bed and had a lot more sex because Meredith was, apparently, insatiable.

      

      In the morning, Nicky woke tangled up with Meredith, and stayed that way. Ellis was right, she might as well enjoy it while it lasted. Meredith was snoring. Very, very softly, but still. It was nice to know she wasn’t perfect. After a while she twitched, like a cat dreaming, and woke up. Also very much like a cat, she stretched and smiled in self-satisfaction, eyes half-lidded. Then she slapped Nicky on the arse.

      ‘Go and get my breakfast, woman.’

      ‘I’m not your servant,’ Nicky said. ‘Go and get your own breakfast.’

      Meredith sighed and sat up. ‘Dear me, must you always be so difficult? My personal chef Pierre is in room S7. If you tell him to give you breakfast for two, on the Governor’s orders, we’ll both have a much nicer start to the morning.’

      Meredith pretty much had her at the words ‘personal chef’. For the last three years, the base of Nicky’s food pyramid had mostly consisted of expired tins. Pierre kept her waiting for 10 minutes and then produced a trolley with enough freshly cooked breakfast to feed a medium-sized army.

      Her new room included a small kitchen table, presumably supplied by Meredith precisely for this purpose. They sat at it to eat their breakfast using honest-to-God silver cutlery. Nicky didn’t even think it was silver plate. But who cared because the bacon was amazing, and so were the sausages.

      Meredith delicately picked at a kipper and two poached eggs. She speared a roasted cherry tomato on her fork and held it out to Nicky, saying, ‘Are you a complete stranger to vegetables?’

      ‘Tomato is a fruit,’ Nicky said, but she leaned forward to eat it off the fork anyway.

      When she looked up, she saw Meredith’s eyes flashing.

      Nicky stared at her. ‘Are you being turned on by the sight of me eating a tomato?’

      ‘I don’t know, shall we try again?’ Meredith held out another tomato, and then a sprig of samphire.

      It was as Meredith was offering her a fourth mouthful that Nicky pulled back, peering at her distrustfully. ‘Are you just trying to get me to eat my vegetables?’

      Meredith laughed.

      ‘Meredith,’ Nicky said. ‘Are we… are we having a fling?’

      ‘Why? Is it particularly important to you to define it?’

      ‘Yeah. I don’t know. Maybe. It makes it easier to think about if I have something to call it, mentally.’

      ‘Then I suppose you can call it a fling. Mentally. Now, I have a ten o’clock meeting with my head of fisheries, so if you’re going to give me my breakfast orgasm, you really do need to get started.’

      

      Everyone knew about Nicky and Ollie’s move to Imphal, of course. The internet and the mobile networks might be gone, but gossip still travelled at the speed of light.

      ‘You sure that’s a good idea, putting yourself in Meredith’s power like that?’ Hannah asked a couple of evenings later, looking up briefly from the knee-length socks she was knitting.

      Everyone was knitting. Three weeks ago, the continuing house-clearance project had uncovered a small wool shop, and Beth had decided not to let it go to waste. Whenever Nicky and Ollie went over to Eastfields now, they got roped into the group knit-ins. Nicky suspected it was the sort of thing Beth used to do with the Women’s Institute. They’d set up shop in the drawing room, which was a marvel of rose-print chintz and lacy antimacassars.

      ‘You should see the size of our rooms in Imphal,’ Ollie said. ‘I’ve got a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. I’d put up with Pol Pot for how comfortable the bed is.’

      ‘It is quite nice,’ Nicky said. She didn’t mention her private bathroom. Ollie didn’t know about that, and she’d avoided inviting him round to her room so he didn’t find out. ‘Anyway, we’re only there part time.’

      ‘Who’s Pol Pot?’ Sophia asked. She was knitting herself a jumper, which she was in danger of outgrowing before it was finished. She was shooting up like a bean.

      ‘He was a dictator in Cambodia who killed a lot of people,’ Ellis told her. He was rocking a sort of American frat bro look today. Although maybe rocking wasn’t the right word.

      ‘Bit like Meredith, but with more charm,’ Ollie added.

      ‘She’s not that bad,’ Nicky said uncomfortably. ‘She isn’t particularly into mass murder.’

      ‘Give her time,’ Hannah said darkly.

      Nicky looked down at her knitting. She was trying to do a stripy scarf, but she wasn’t sure she’d got the pattern right. It was coming out very peculiar, like someone had DNA sequenced the wool. She’d decided to call it a Doctor Who scarf and give it to Ollie for Christmas.

      Even with her head bent, she could feel Ellis’s eyes on her. ‘Nicky’s right,’ he said. ‘Meredith’s not a total psychopath.’

      ‘You mean like Ted Bundy or John Wayne Gacy?’ Sophia asked.

      Hannah sighed. ‘I’m going to kill whoever left those true crime books in the library.’

      ‘Meredith doesn’t really have principles,’ Ellis said. ‘At all. And she doesn’t give a shit about most people.’

      Ollie nodded. ‘I still have nightmares about her locking everyone out in the market.’

      This was news to Nicky. She hadn’t forgotten about that day, of course, but she didn’t think about it all that much. Maybe she should.

      ‘The thing is, though,’ Ellis said, ‘she does make exceptions. And if you are one of her people, she takes care of you.’

      Hannah scowled at him. ‘Suppose you’d know all about that.’

      ‘Oh, I was never one of hers.’ Ellis shot a sly look at Nicky. ‘I was the entertainment. But I’m not wrong, am I, Nicky?’

      She gave him a look meant to convey her urgent desire for him to shut the fuck up. He just grinned back at her.

      ‘It’s true,’ she said reluctantly. ‘There’s a reason her soldiers are so loyal to her. All the people at Imphal, actually. She looks after them pretty well.’

      ‘Because they help her live in the lap of luxury,’ Hannah said.

      Nicky shrugged. ‘Well, yeah. I’m not saying she’s a humanitarian or anything. But I don’t think she’s a sociopath. She’s just really, really, really ruthless.’

      ‘Basically the same thing, though, isn’t it?’ Ollie said.

      Hannah nodded. ‘Ellis is only defending her so it’ll make him sleeping with her seem less awful. Newsflash, mate: it doesn’t.’

      After that, any chance that Nicky was going to tell them what was going on with her and Meredith settled firmly at zero.
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      That conversation bothered Nicky. She couldn’t stop brooding about it. But she didn’t think Meredith really did belong in the same box as Ted Bundy or John Wayne Gacy. She wasn’t sure what box Meredith belonged in. Probably one marked ‘Handle with Extreme Caution’, not that Nicky was paying the blindest bit of notice.

      She and Ollie spent more nights at Imphal over the next couple of weeks, while they planned their trip north. Meredith had agreed to supply transport for them. She never asked about their comings and goings, but Nicky would sometimes return to her room to find Meredith in it.

      The first time, Meredith was in the bed, naked, reading a copy of Jane Eyre. She was wearing a pair of red reading glasses that fulfilled every sexy librarian fantasy Nicky hadn’t consciously been aware of having.

      ‘The madwoman in the attic is his wife,’ Nicky said.

      Meredith smiled, put down the book and held out her hand.

      Her fifth morning in Imphal, Nicky opened her bathroom cabinet to find it completely full of pill boxes. Boxes of her antidepressants, to be precise. There must have been at least five years’ supply in there. 

      She stared at them, feeling the sort of confusingly mixed emotions that had become par for the course recently. Gratitude was somewhere in there, but she did her best to suppress it. God knew how Meredith would use that against her.

      Meredith herself didn’t show up until the next evening. She knocked this time, but only because she needed Nicky to open the door for her. She came through it holding a tray with a jar of honey, a bowl of chocolate sauce and a punnet of fresh strawberries.

      ‘I’m not hungry,’ Nicky said.

      Meredith put the tray down on the bedside table. ‘That’s alright, darling. I'm planning to eat them off you, not with you.’

      Nicky’s heart rate abruptly doubled. ‘Oh.’ She wrenched her eyes away from the food to look at Meredith. ‘Thank you for, you know, the meds.’ 

      Meredith smiled. ‘Well, you were almost out.’

      ‘It’s sort of creepy that you know that.’

      ‘And,’ Meredith continued, as if Nicky hadn’t spoken, ‘I didn’t want to put you in the position of having to ask me.’

      ‘Oh. Thank you.’

      ‘I don’t want you to feel there’s any sort of quid pro quo going on here. I’m aware of your heroic talent for self-deception. This way you can’t tell yourself you’re sleeping with me for any reason other than that you very much want to.’

      ‘That makes giving me the pills much less nice,’ Nicky complained.

      ‘Precisely,’ Meredith said, advancing towards her with the jar of honey and a gleam in her eye.

      The third time, Nicky came through the door to find Meredith sitting at her desk, leafing through a stack of papers. She was wearing those red reading glasses again, but Nicky was distracted from her immediate desire to get Meredith naked when she noticed what exactly Meredith was doing. She had maps of Scotland spread across the desk and was marking them up in her small and very neat handwriting.

      ‘We won’t be able to do it all in one day,’ she said, without looking up.

      ‘Do what?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Travel up to Tain. Not with the roads in the state they’re currently in.’

      ‘We? I didn’t know you were coming. I don’t actually remember inviting you.’ Nicky wasn’t sure how she felt about the prospect of Meredith joining them. Mostly anxious that if Ollie saw the two of them in any kind of proximity, he’d immediately realise what had been going on between them in that weirdly intuitive way of his.

      Meredith finally looked up from the maps to frown at Nicky. ‘Of course I’m coming. This could be a major development in the investigation, which if you’ll recall, I was the one to initiate.’

      ‘You don’t need to be there, though. We’ll tell you anything we find.’

      ‘The same way you’ve been keeping me abreast of all your other findings?’ Meredith looked far too knowingly at her.

      There wasn’t much she could say to that. At her suggestion, she and Ollie had been keeping Meredith out of the loop as much as they could. ‘It could be dangerous,’ she said instead.

      Meredith took off her reading glasses and stood. ‘Quite. Those nasty sorts Ellis used to pall around with haven’t disappeared. Raiding groups are still a problem. And you’re precisely no use in a crisis. You’ll need me there to make sure you don’t get eaten by phages, or propositioned by inebriated squaddies. Or strangled by people you’ve somehow contrived to irritate to the point of homicide.’

      ‘I didn’t know you knew about that.’

      Meredith raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Anyway, it was your fault,’ Nicky said. ‘He did it to get back at you because he thought me and you are… you know.’

      ‘Having sex?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘We are having sex,’ Meredith said. ‘Very regularly. You’ve probably noticed.’

      ‘But we weren’t when you told them we were! That was a lie.’

      ‘Well then, I’ll do my best to disabuse anyone else of the notion, since you seem to find the whole idea so shameful. Really, Nicky, some people might view me as a catch.’

      ‘Yeah, the ones who haven’t met you. Anyway, if you’re worried about anything happening on the trip, you could lend us some of your security guys.’

      ‘They’ll be coming too,’ Meredith told her, slipping her arms around Nicky and beginning to pepper kisses on the most sensitive parts of her neck. So it was pretty clear that conversation was over.

      

      There was one last thing Nicky could do to prepare for the trip. There was one ex-military person she could talk to who wasn’t a former mercenary fanatically loyal to Meredith, or a homicidal maniac who fanatically hated her. Beth had been in the RAF, long before the apocalypse. If anyone knew what was going on at Tain Airfield, it would be her.

      Nicky cadged a lift from Imphal to Eastfields with one of Meredith’s drivers. She’d got rather embarrassingly used to having them at her beck and call, like her own personal post-apocalyptic Uber.

      It struck her, as they drove north through York, how different the city had started to look, now Meredith’s house-clearance project had reclaimed two whole suburbs from the phages. Parks and recreation grounds had been turned into allotments, and bay front windows revealed families clustered around dining room tables. The branch of Betty’s Tea Rooms that had recently reopened was absolutely heaving.

      It was a Saturday, and most people were off work. It was odd, the way the shape of the week had kept being important, even after the world ended.

      Most of the Eastfields mob, Nicky discovered when she arrived, where taking part in a giant Risk tournament. The downstairs common rooms were crowded with trestle tables and boards. Hannah and Ellis didn’t even look up as Nicky walked past, too engrossed in the game. Hannah was the most competitive human being Nicky had ever met. Nicky would never, ever play Monopoly with her again.

      Beth wasn’t taking part, though. Nicky found her in the big, open-plan kitchen, making finger sandwiches. Some of the sandwiches had cucumber in and Beth was carefully cutting the crusts off all of them. Eastfields definitely had a more middle-class vibe than Mill Estate. Knowing Beth, she was going to make bread pudding from the crusts, probably a very bland one.

      ‘Need a hand?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘That’s very kind of you.’ Beth handed Nicky a knife, a cucumber and three loafs. The bread, Nicky knew, was made from flour that Mill Estate supplied. Getting the mill working again had been the first job that Nicky ever helped Simon with. Even before Meredith turned up and lit a fire under everyone, they’d been doing pretty well. It was easy to forget that. 

      ‘I suppose you’ve come to pick my brains about Tain,’ Beth said. She caught Nicky’s startled look and added, ‘Ms Hind warned me you might.’

      ‘What, is she telepathic now?’ But of course, Beth and Meredith had been working together on all the Government stuff Meredith had asked her to help with. It was odd and slightly uncomfortable to think of Meredith talking about Nicky to anyone else. 

      Beth sliced one sandwich into perfectly equal triangles, then picked up the next. ‘To be quite honest with you, Ms Lester, I’m not sure how much help I can be. Although I did carry out some runs on the bombing range there.’

      ‘Right,’ Nicky said. ‘Um, what is a bombing range exactly?’

      Beth managed not to look too appalled at her ignorance. ‘A place to practise air to ground bombing and gunnery. Somewhat like a shooting range.’

      ‘Oh, yeah, that makes sense. I guess you don’t want your first time pushing all the buttons to be when you’re over a city in Iraq or something.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have described highly trained RAF pilots as button-pushers,’ Beth said, sounding pained.

      ‘No, no, of course not. But that doesn’t really sound like somewhere you’d put a secret lab.’

      ‘I certainly never saw anything untoward there. Although I suppose that is telling in its own right, isn’t it?’

      ‘You mean, if there’s anything there, it’s probably well hidden?’

      ‘Indeed,’ Beth said. ‘Tain is an airfield. It follows that if one had something to conceal, the top priority would be to ensure it was concealed from a person in the air. But I’m afraid that really is as much as I can tell you.’

      ‘That is actually helpful,’ Nicky said. ‘At least it’s more than the zero we already knew.’

      She was wondering how to politely excuse herself from making the rest of the sandwiches – judging by the mountain of bread, there were going to be a lot of them – when Beth put the knife down and turned to face her. If Nicky didn’t know better, she’d have said Beth looked nervous. 

      ‘I’m glad you came today, Ms Lester,’ she said. ‘I’ve been hoping for a chance to talk to you.’

      ‘About Meredith?’ Nicky asked cautiously. Generally speaking, questions about Meredith never led anywhere good.

      ‘No. I was hoping we could talk about Ellis.’

      ‘Why, what’s he told you?’ Nicky was probably sounding weirdly defensive if the odd look that Beth was giving her was anything to go by.

      ‘He hasn’t told me a thing,’ Beth said. ‘That’s somewhat the issue. I don’t like to ask anyone here about it. We’re a close-knit community and I don’t want to cause friction. But you and he seem close, so I thought you might be willing to help.’

      Nicky stopped slicing cucumber to look at her. This was starting to sound serious. ‘Help with what exactly?’

      ‘I don’t think I’m imagining his rather erratic behaviour recently. Am I? I know it sounds trivial, but he’s been dressing extremely peculiarly.’

      Nicky laughed. ‘I mean, yeah. But that’s just Ellis.’

      ‘Is it? His manner has been rather stilted too.’ Beth trailed a finger through the breadcrumbs, eyes avoiding Nicky’s. ‘I’m sure you’re aware of his history, the unsavoury group he was a part of before he came here. I’ve been concerned he may be… regressing.’

      ‘God no!’ Nicky said. ‘No, really definitely not.’

      Beth was shifting slightly from foot to foot, looking genuinely worried. And for god’s sake, someone had to say something, or the two of them would literally never get their act together.

      ‘He’s not up to anything,’ Nicky said. ‘He’s into you. That’s why he’s been wearing all those stupid clothes. He’s trying to impress you. Very unsuccessfully, obviously.’

      Beth’s already ruddy face blushed redder. ‘Oh, what nonsense! What on earth makes you think that?’

      ‘It’s not just me who thinks it. Ellis isn’t subtle. Literally everyone in the world knows he’s got a crush on you. Well, apart from you. There are probably people in China gossiping about it right now.’

      ‘We’ve grown close, of course,’ Beth said. She sounded charmingly flustered. ‘But that doesn’t mean –’

      ‘He likes you likes you,’ Nicky insisted. ‘Sorry, I don’t know why I’m suddenly talking like we’re both thirteen. He’s romantically interested in you, Beth. Only apparently he’s even worse at relationships than I am, which shouldn’t be humanly possible.’

      ‘I think you must be mistaken,’ Beth said, and they continued making the sandwiches in silence. But when they were done, Beth quickly excused herself, hopefully to go and throw herself at Ellis.

      So Nicky might not have got a huge amount of information about Tain, but at least she left feeling like she’d done Ellis a solid. Although possibly he was going to hunt her down and kill her for spilling the beans. It could go either way.

      

      After that, she went back to Mill Estate to make the final preparations for the trip. There wasn’t much to do, since Meredith was organising the whole thing in that terrifyingly competent way Ellis had talked about. Nicky basically just needed to pack. But on opening the wardrobe in her room, she was disturbed to realise she’d already moved half her clothes to Imphal. She definitely hadn’t intended to. 

      At least she’d stopped agonising about which t-shirt to pack, since Meredith had by now told her that she hated all of them. Nicky was agonising over which underwear to bring instead – ridiculously, because there was no way she was letting Meredith anywhere near her underwear on this trip. Not with Ollie along for the ride.

      When she was zipping up her bag, Simon poked his head round the door. ‘Nicky, can I have a word before you go? It’s important.’

      Her heart rate immediately sped up, and not in the somewhat pleasant way it had taken to doing around Meredith. ‘Alright?’

      ‘In my office,’ he told her, which didn’t do anything to diminish her nerves.

      ‘I feel like I’ve been called in to see the headmaster,’ she said, as he sat down behind the desk and she hovered awkwardly in front of it. ‘Not that I got called into the headmaster’s office a lot. I was actually sort of boring in school. It wasn’t that I was doing the work or anything – I wasn’t a nerd like Ollie. I had to resit my GCSEs.’ She realised Simon was looking increasingly exasperated. ‘Sorry. I talk a lot when I’m nervous.’

      Simon nodded at the other chair and she sat down gingerly.

      ‘There’s no need to be nervous,’ he said. ‘I’m not your headmaster or your boss. I’m not here to give you a bollocking.’

      ‘Right. Good.’ Nicky relaxed fractionally. ‘Then what’s the problem?’

      He reached into his desk, took out a handgun that Nicky had no idea he kept there, and placed it on the desk between them.

      She stared at it. It was quite small, for a gun. It still looked like it could kill someone.

      ‘I want you to take that,’ Simon said. ‘Protection for the trip.’

      She didn’t take it. Her hands didn’t want to go anywhere near it. ‘I can’t,’ she told him. ‘I wouldn’t even know what to do with it.’

      ‘Point and pull the trigger.’

      She folded her arms so there’d be no chance at all that they touched the gun. ‘It’s the people I’m with who’ll need protecting if I take that. I’ll probably shoot them by mistake instead of the phages. Or myself, in the foot.’

      Simon slid the gun over the desk towards her. ‘Wasn’t the phages I thought you’d need protecting from. Nicky, do you know what I used to do, before all this mess?’

      She shook her head. The conversation seemed to be bouncing around all over the place.

      ‘That’s right,’ Simon said. ‘You don’t know, because you never asked. Bet you had a guess or two, didn't you?’

      ‘Well yeah. But it’s not really my business, is it?’

      ‘See that’s your problem. Too trusting.’

      She was starting to get a bit annoyed. ‘I can quiz you about your dodgy past if you want me to?’ she said.

      ‘It’s not my dodgy past I’m worried about. I’ve been meaning to say something for a while now. About Meredith. Thought I’d better do it before this little jaunt you’re all going on.’

      Nicky shifted uncomfortably. ‘I know you don’t like her. But I mean, does anyone?’

      He scratched a hand through the tight silver coils of his hair, looking frustrated. ‘It’s not about liking her, it’s about trusting her.’

      ‘No one trusts her either.’

      ‘Don’t you? You’re putting your life in her hands.’

      ‘No I’m not!’ Nicky said, startled. 

      ‘What do you think happens out there, if she decides to abandon you?’

      Nicky frowned. ‘But why would she do that? It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘I don’t know, Nichola, that’s the point. But I tell you what I do know. When you defend her like that, it worries me.’

      ‘I’m not defending her!’ Nicky said indignantly. ‘I’m doing whatever the opposite of defending her is.’

      ‘Attacking her?’ Simon suggested dryly.

      ‘OK, not that either.’ With some effort, Nicky got her conversational feet under her. ‘Insulting her, that’s what I’m doing. That’s what I always do.’

      ‘I’ve noticed. Do you know who you insult?’ 

      ‘Meredith?’ she tried. ‘Also Ollie.’

      ‘People you like,’ Simon said, and Nicky had to look away because he was, of course, right.

      ‘You’ve been spending a lot of time with Meredith,’ he continued relentlessly. ‘Maybe you feel like you know her. But I’ve met people like her before, in that life you never ask me about. There’s always wheels within wheels.’

      ‘Yeah, I know that. Honestly, I do.’

      ‘Do you?’ His face as he studied her was hard to read. ‘She’s been consolidating her power these last few months. You must have noticed. There’s not a place east of Leeds that could take her on these days. And while she’s been doing it, she’s been all over you and Ollie. I don’t like it. Don’t know what her game is, but there’s got to be some reason she’s been paying so much attention to you.’

      And because he was looking at Nicky so intently, there was absolutely no way he could miss the vivid blush that lit up her face.

      ‘Oh. Oh, I see,’ he said.

      ‘No, that’s not, it’s not…’

      ‘What I think?’ he asked softly.

      Nicky dropped her head and didn’t reply, because it absolutely was and they both knew it. 

      ‘Nicky, it’s not my place to judge,’ he said. ‘Don’t take the gun if you don’t want to. But keep an eye on her. If she is up to no good, you’re the only one who can warn us. And please, be careful.’

      She forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘I think… I think it might already be too late for that.’
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      Simon didn’t come to see them off in the morning, for which Nicky was grateful. She couldn’t deal with the thought of him and Meredith interacting. It made her feel like a teenage girl agonising about introducing her prom date to her dad. Which was silly, since Simon already knew Meredith. That was the whole problem. Also, Nicky hadn’t ever known her dad, and she’d never even contemplated going to a prom.

      ‘I feel like we’re off on a school trip,’ she told Ollie when she joined him on the front lawn to wait for their lift. Her mind was clearly on a teenage track at the moment.

      Ollie frowned. ‘Only with fewer brontosaurus skeletons and more phages. North Scotland's been a comms dead zone since the Bloodletting. No one knows what the heck’s going on up there. Apparently the Government sent a batch of civil servants to Inverness and they never came back. Don’t know about you, but my school trips didn’t involve a whole lot of mortal danger.’

      ‘I mean I did go to school in Penge,’ she said.

      Then their lift arrived. More accurately, their convoy. There were three cars, five jeeps and a couple of armoured vans. 

      ‘Planning an invasion?’ Nicky asked Meredith when she emerged from the second car. She was, as per usual, wearing a sheath dress that was entirely unsuitable for the occasion. If the neckline had been a little lower, it would have exposed the scattering of love bites Nicky had left on her skin two nights ago.

      Meredith quirked her familiar smile. It did things to Nicky. The last time she’d seen it, Meredith had been knuckle deep in her. She saw Ollie giving her an odd look, and concentrated very hard on thinking about what she’d had for dinner.

      The drive north was really quick at first, across the fluvial plain around York and the edge of the purple-dusted moors, and then through the soft hills of the Borders. Nicky began to wonder why Meredith had insisted on putting aside three days for the trip and bringing a small army.

      But then they hit the narrower roads between the towering, grass-blanketed mountains of the Highlands. She’d forgotten what the roads used to look like, back at the start of it all: pileups and abandoned cars and mutilated corpses slumped inside the cars, or scattered over the road as they tried to flee them. The corpses were skeletons now, but it didn’t look like anyone had done much reclamation in Scotland since the Bloodletting.

      ‘What happened up here?’ she asked the third time they stopped for Meredith’s soldiers to laboriously drag the broken-down, rusted cars from the road.

      ‘Unusual phage cluster. Raiders. Reversion to agrarian life. Invasion force from the Continent. Take your pick,’ Jules said. He was sharing the jeep with her and Meredith and Ollie.

      Nicky cut her eyes at him. ‘Thanks for clearing that up.’

      They’d just passed Ben Nevis by the time the sun was nearing the horizon.

      ‘We should make camp, Ms Hind,’ Jules said, scanning the rugged, empty landscape around them with a frown.

      ‘Like a Roman legion,’ Ollie said, watching Meredith’s people get to work. 

      It kind of was. Nicky saw now that they’d brought their own perimeter fence with them. That was what they’d needed the largest jeep for. They drove stakes into the ground with obviously practised efficiency and strung barbed wire between them.

      The tents took almost as long, probably because Meredith’s was approximately the size of a house. The rest weren’t exactly small. 

      ‘Tell me that isn’t a bed,’ Ollie said, watching the soldiers carrying something that did in fact look very much like a bed into one of the tents. 

      ‘That one’s yours,’ Jules told Nicky.

      Along with a bed, she discovered on poking her head inside, there was a chair and a full-size lamp. Also a writing desk and what might have been a make-up table. Nicky had never owned one so she wasn’t sure.

      ‘Of course you’d go glamping during the apocalypse,’ she said to Meredith. ‘Of course you would.’

      Meredith rolled her eyes. ‘I can get Jules to lend you a bivouac if you’d rather slum it.’

      Obviously, Nicky would not rather slum it. She put her bag inside the tent.

      Night fell slowly up here. The sky shaded from grey to navy as Meredith’s people set up the rest of the camp. Nicky felt very surplus to requirements. Every time she offered to help, she was politely but firmly brushed off. 

      After half an hour of her and Ollie hanging around like spare pricks at an orgy, Meredith stuck her head out of her own tent. ‘You two could give me a hand in here if you’re at a loose end.’

      Nicky reluctantly followed Ollie into the tent. 

      ‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘You’ve got everything bar the kitchen sink in here.’ He scanned the enormous clutter. ‘You haven’t got a kitchen sink, have you?’

      ‘Help me tidy up and you’ll find out,’ Meredith said.

      The first time Meredith touched Nicky, she assumed it was an accident. She was carrying a pile of throw cushions into the curtained-off sleeping area – it had a double bed – and she dropped all of them when she felt Meredith’s hip bump against hers. By the third time Meredith had casually brushed against her arse as she walked past, Nicky was quite sure she was doing it on purpose.

      ‘Stop it!’ she hissed.

      ‘Stop what?’ Meredith asked disingenuously and at full conversational volume.

      Ollie looked round the dividing curtain. ‘What are you doing to Nicky?’

      ‘Getting in my way,’ Nicky said, scowling at Meredith.

      Meredith made a very minor attempt to hide her smile.

      Nicky knew that she’d stop doing it if it didn’t get a rise out of her. She seemed to get as turned on by aggravating Nicky as Nicky was by insulting her. Nicky should definitely ignore her. 

      Shame she was totally incapable of doing that.

      Meredith turned her amused eyes from Nicky to Ollie. ‘I think I may have left my occasional table in the jeep. Would you mind awfully checking for me?’

      ‘Occasional table?’ Ollie said, but he went to do as she’d asked.

      The minute he was out of sight, Nicky advanced on Meredith. ‘You asked for this,’ she said, jostling her backwards.

      ‘I could say the same about you, darling.’ Meredith's voice was satisfyingly husky. ‘Do you have any idea how you look at me? I could feel your eyes on me all day. They were practically burning me.’

      Nicky was past responding. She forced Meredith back, hands on her shoulders, pinning her to the wall.

      Except, of course, there wasn’t a wall. They were in a tent. The canvas bulged outward, Meredith began to topple backwards and Nicky had to frantically grab her before they both fell through the side of the tent in front of everyone.

      Meredith’s laughter vibrated through Nicky as she held her in her arms. She should let go – Ollie would be coming back any moment – but she didn’t want to. Meredith’s laugh was the closest to a giggle that Nicky had ever heard from her. Something warm bloomed in her chest at the sound of it.

      Then she heard the rustle of the tent flap opening, and by the time Ollie came through it saying, ‘I’ve got your bloody table,’ there was a three-foot gap between her and Meredith.

      Things didn’t improve over supper. Jules and his people had used butane camping stoves to produce a heap of lamb rogan josh and an array of side dishes to go with it. Nicky wondered if Meredith recruited her soldiers on the basis of both their military training and their ability to see to her bodily comforts. They sat to eat round a half dozen folding tables that had, absurdly, been set with tablecloths and Meredith’s silver cutlery.

      It was full dark by then, a clear night with an astonishing glitter of stars spread across the sky. Nicky would have liked to take a moment to stop and admire them, but she was too busy trying to avoid sitting next to Meredith. 

      After some careful manoeuvring, she managed to nab a place between Ollie and Jules. But then Meredith sat down opposite her, which she really should have seen coming.

      Nicky bit her tongue very hard when she felt a foot slide from her ankle to her inner thigh. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been expecting it. Determined to ignore Meredith, she turned to Ollie and began a conversation she could barely focus on as Meredith’s toes crept higher. Nicky was forced to slide a hand under the table and push them away.

      Meredith gave up the battle on that front and opened a new one. ‘Could you pass me the salt?’ she asked Nicky.

      As Nicky reluctantly handed it to her, she felt Meredith’s little finger slide delicately over hers. It sent a shiver of desire through her that she couldn’t suppress.

      Meredith saw, of course. Her gaze locked with Nicky’s, not smiling now. Her eyes were as hot as she’d accused Nicky’s of being. They sent a spark of matching heat up Nicky’s spine. It was ridiculous. Such a small thing shouldn’t be able to affect her this much. It was just that every touch of Meredith’s reminded her of every other touch of Meredith’s, all the many ways and places she’d put her hands on Nicky these past weeks.

      The next time Meredith asked her to pass something, Nicky slid it over the table and snatched her hand back before Meredith’s could get anywhere near it. Meredith smiled her infuriating smile.

      Then the main course arrived. It really shouldn’t have been possible to eat lamb rogan josh sexily, but Meredith found a way. Her tongue curled round her fork so obscenely that Nicky was surprised no one else seemed to have noticed. She held Nicky’s eyes the entire time.

      ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ Nicky said.

      Ollie looked at her in alarm. ‘What’s the matter?’ 

      ‘Yes, are you all right?’ Meredith raised an eyebrow in extremely fake puzzlement.

      ‘I’ve got a cramp,’ Nicky lied.

      Meredith was barely suppressing a smirk as she said, ‘Really? Where?’

      ‘My calf,’ Nicky gritted, and belatedly remembered to grab it as she glared murderously at Meredith.

      They were eating a dessert of incredibly good carrot halwa when she noticed the first pair of blue eyes glinting beyond the barbed wire perimeter. She froze with the spoon halfway to her mouth.

      ‘They’ve been there a while,’ Jules said, watching her.

      And now that Nicky had noticed one pair of eyes, she saw all the rest. Dozens and dozens of them, burning with a blue fire, ringing their small encampment.

      ‘Drawn by the lights, probably,’ Meredith said.

      The chatter of the rest of the group continued around Nicky. They must have known the phages were there, but it didn’t seem to bother them.

      Nicky’s throat felt too tight as she swallowed.

      ‘What if they try to break in?’ Ollie asked. His voice was strained too.

      Jules shrugged. ‘They usually do.’

      As if he’d ordered it, a shot rang out from the far side of the camp, silencing conversation around the table for a second. 

      ‘The phages will see what happened to that one, and they won’t try again,’ Jules said.

      ‘But they’re not that clever, are they?’ Nicky heard her own voice shaking.

      ‘They’re cleverer than you might think,’ Meredith said. ‘No longer human, of course, but we believe they have about the same intelligence as a wolf. And they’re pack hunters.’

      Ollie fumbled under the table for Nicky’s hand. She squeezed his damp palm very tightly in hers. ‘How the heck are you so calm?’ he asked Meredith.

      ‘We grew rather used to it,’ Meredith said as the blue eyes continued to stare from the darkness. ‘We spent a while traveling around like this, before we came to Imphal.’

      Nicky looked at her, at her relaxed, faintly amused expression. She barely seemed to care that they were surrounded by monsters. Nicky couldn’t concentrate on anything else. She’d seen packs of phages before, but very rarely since the terrifying early months of the apocalypse. When she was safely holed up in Mill Estate, it was easy to pretend they didn’t exist, that the world was fundamentally unchanged. She closed her shutters at night and never saw what was waiting beyond them.

      But Meredith had spent months, maybe years like this. Looking the end of the world in the eye, and not flinching.

      I don’t really know this woman at all, Nicky thought. But instead of repelling her, the realisation made her want to draw closer. She felt a powerful urge to unravel Meredith, to pick her apart and see what she was made of.

      ‘Why did you do it?’ she asked. ‘It’s not like there isn’t a lot of vacant property these days. You could have found somewhere else to stay.’

      Meredith smiled. ‘Oh, we did. We had several bases of operation around the country. But I wanted to get the lie of the land, find somewhere suitable to settle down for good.’

      Ollie frowned thoughtfully at her. ‘So why did you pick York?’

      ‘Infrastructure, mainly. Some of the best agricultural land in the country. And of course there’s that enormous off-shore wind farm. That will be invaluable once I get it up and running again.’

      It all made sense. But Nicky had the very strong sense that there was something else Meredith wasn’t telling them, some other reason why she’d come to Imphal.

      The meal finished, and Nicky and Ollie helped with the washing up. Meredith didn’t join in, of course. Nicky had never seen her perform anything even in the region of manual labour. She kept her eyes resolutely on the job, but she could feel Meredith watching her as she scrubbed the dishes.

      She was still watching when Nicky carried the clean bone china plates and silver cutlery back to the truck. ‘Don’t even think about trying to sneak into my tent,’ Nicky whispered to her as she walked past.

      ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Meredith said, with an expression that suggested she definitely had been.

      When Nicky went to her tent, though, Meredith wasn’t there. It was still early, but there wasn’t much to do except go to sleep. The single lamp threw her shadow against the tent wall as she changed into her nightshirt, and she realised too late that she’d be visible in silhouette to anyone who was watching, a shadow puppet striptease she was quite sure Meredith would have enjoyed. She slid hurriedly beneath the duvet and switched off the lamp.

      The bed was comfortable and the duvet soft, but she struggled to sleep. She almost regretted warning off Meredith, who was at least warm and distracting and human-ish. Alone in the silence of the night, Nicky’s mind kept returning to the phages. She couldn’t stop picturing them, outside the flimsy protection of her tent. Watching and waiting in the darkness for the slightest break in their defences.
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      Nicky was red-eyed and headachy the next morning when they set out after dawn. They made better time as they moved further north. The population here had been so low, even before the apocalypse, it hadn’t left much wreckage behind to get in their way. There were only the mountains, mottled green and brown, and the ruffled waters of the occasional loch. By midday they were approaching the outskirts of Tain.

      The town was deserted. Nicky sensed it even before they reached the dark, crumbling stone houses of the high street, made even more gloomy by the relentless grey of the sky. There were no broken-down cars here and no corpses, only an eerie silence that was different from the quiet of the countryside. Tain felt somehow not simply empty but abandoned.

      The other side of Tain, they reached the boundary of the old airfield. If there’d ever been a fence here, it was long gone. Nicky could have mistaken it for more farmland gone to seed, if they hadn’t found its location on a map. But when she looked, she could see a few large buildings in the distance, and not that far ahead, the crumbling asphalt of a runway overgrown with grass.

      ‘This place is massive,’ Ollie said. ‘Where do we even start? Dalton didn’t tell us owt except there was some dodgy medical research going on here.’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘We could try those buildings. What do you think they are?’

      ‘One way to find out.’ But like her, he seemed reluctant to go forward. There might be phages here, hiding in the tall grass or the distant buildings, but it wasn’t only that. The place felt ominous in a way Nicky couldn’t quite explain. She was definitely regretting not taking Simon up on his offer of a gun.

      ‘I don’t like it,’ Jules said. ‘Could be mined, or an automated security system. If this place was a key asset, there’ll be countermeasures.’

      Nicky swallowed but made herself say, ‘There’s no point coming if we don’t go on.’

      ‘I agree,’ Meredith said.

      Nicky turned to Jules. ‘It’s not right asking you to take the risk, though. This is our investigation, mine and Ollie’s. We’re the ones who should go first.’

      Ollie stared at her. ‘What the heck, Nic? What are we going to do if there’s any phages?’

      ‘Actually, you should stay back too. It’s really all my fault we’re here. You said we shouldn’t trust Dalton and I insisted on coming anyway. I’ll be fine. I’ll take a gun. You can give me a gun, can’t you?’ Nicky looked at Jules. ‘You’d have to show me how to use it first.’

      Jules turned his expressionless face to Meredith.

      ‘Absolutely out of the question,’ she said.

      Nicky couldn’t help the intense relief she felt. She couldn’t leave it there, though. ‘OK, but anyone who comes with us should be a volunteer.’

      Meredith raised an eyebrow, then turned to her people. ‘Who volunteers? Show of hands, please.’

      After a moment, every single hand shot up.

      ‘That’s not fair!’ Nicky protested. ‘They didn’t really feel like they had a choice.’

      ‘Who,’ Meredith said, still to her people, ‘didn’t really feel like they had a choice?’

      After a slightly longer hesitation for everyone to work that out, they all put their hands down.

      ‘That’s decided then,’ Meredith said.

      Jules barked orders that contained lots of words like ‘flank’ and ‘perimeter’ and Meredith’s people spread out in that efficient military way of theirs. Nicky was slightly disappointed that no one asked anyone else to watch their six. All the first-person shooters she’d played when she should have been revising had clearly lied to her.

      Meredith was bright-eyed and alert as they moved forward. There was no hint of last night’s playful tease about her. She was all business.

      They headed to the buildings on the far side of the runway first. Close up, it was clear they’d once been hangars, but they were derelict now. There was a fair bit of waiting around while the soldiers cleared each building in turn, but they didn’t find anything, not even any phages.

      ‘OK,’ Nicky said to Ollie. ‘What do we know?’ She sensed Meredith's ears prick up.

      He ticked the points off on his fingers. ‘We know the RAF used this place as a bombing range. And there used to be summat dodgy going on, not just the bombing. Also, BBD Genomics were testing an anthrax vaccine here. We don't know if they’re connected.’

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Except we don’t really know any of that. We’ve just been told it second-hand by a man who tried to kill me.’

      ‘They hanged him last Tuesday,’ Jules said flatly. ‘The assault against you was added to the charges.’

      She tried not to visibly flinch. ‘Great! His death on my conscience was exactly what I wanted.’

      Jules shrugged.

      ‘There was definitely something rather hush hush going on in this part of Scotland,’ Meredith said unexpectedly. Then off Nicky’s look, ‘One heard things in my line of work.’

      Of course she’d only bother to mention this now. ‘And did one hear anything that would help us find it?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘Not that I can recall, no.’

      Nicky had the uncomfortable feeling of everyone’s eyes on her, waiting for her to come up with something. The wind whipped through the tall grass as she tried to think, bringing a fine spray and the salt smell of the nearby sea with it. What had Beth said? That whatever was here needed to be concealed from the air. That probably meant underground, didn’t it?

      She scanned the flat, featureless field. It really didn’t look like there was anything there. Except… that patch of grass, a hundred or so feet to the left, didn’t seem to be doing much whipping in the wind. It wasn’t moving at all, maybe because it was shorter than the rest. It looked, improbably, like it had just been mown.

      ‘Is it me,’ she said, ‘or is that grass over there not actually grass?’

      Ollie followed the line of her pointing finger. ‘It looks like AstroTurf. That’s right peculiar.’

      Jules smiled very, very slightly, for possibly the first time ever. ‘Good,’ he said.

      It was AstroTurf, weed-filled and rotting, covering a fifty-foot square area of what should have been real grass.

      ‘Tear it all off,’ Meredith ordered her soldiers. ‘Let’s see what’s underneath.’

      What was underneath was metal, a little rusted. Once the AstroTurf had all been cleared, Nicky realised what she was looking at: two vast hangar doors. Or whatever you called hangar doors when they were the wrong way up and buried in the ground beneath a fake lawn.

      ‘Flipping heck,’ Ollie said. ‘Do you think they’ve got Thunderbird Three under there?’

      Nicky couldn’t stop staring at those hidden doors into the ground. ‘This is incredible. I can’t believe it. How can this be here?’

      ‘We came all this way precisely because you thought it was,’ Meredith said in her most exasperated tone of voice.

      ‘Well yeah, but I didn’t expect a secret underground base!’ Nicky watched the soldiers start to pry open the huge doors. It was clearly going to take a while. ‘I feel like I’m in an action movie. Not John Wick or anything, it’s not that ridiculous. Bourne, maybe?’

      Meredith rolled her eyes.

      Half an hour later, the gap in the doors was wide enough for a person. A soldier was lowered through the opening on a rope. As the light of her headlamp flashed through the deep darkness, Nicky saw glimpses of what might be a helicopter, and in the far corner of the chamber, a pile of white cylinders.

      ‘No, I know what this is,’ she said. ‘Fallout. Which is the one where you go into the vault at the start?’

      ‘Fallout 4,’ one of the soldiers replied. Nicky thought it might be Mr Taco Tuesday himself. She really did need to start learning their names.

      It was also very much like an action movie when they were lowered inside one by one, harnessed to the rope. Nicky spent the time she was hanging there trying to remember if ‘rappelling’ was the word for it. It beat thinking about the discomfort of the harness digging into her legs and chest, or the very long, dark drop beneath her.

      Once she was down, the first things she went to look at were those big white cylinders. But close to, they were still just big and white and plain, with red-painted fins on one end. There was nothing written on them that might have helped to identify them.

      ‘These are bombs, right?’ she said to Jules. Her voice echoed in the vast underground chamber.

      He nodded. ‘Gravity bombs by the looks of them.’

      ‘But you wouldn’t need to hide them away in an underground base if they were just explosives. It wasn’t a secret that this place was a bombing range. So those are something else.’

      ‘Chemical or bio weapons.’ Jules shrugged. ‘Probably. Have to open them up to find out for sure.’

      ‘Let’s not do that,’ Ollie said.

      They spread out to search the place. They needed to. It was vast, a seemingly endless network of tunnels and dusty, mostly empty rooms. Jules had found a power switch and flat fluorescent lights showed the way. There must be a generator of some kind hidden away here, but no one had yet found it.

      Meredith stuck by Nicky’s side throughout, which for once she was grateful for. Meredith was a weirdly reassuring presence. It was probably because of her unshakeable self-confidence. She’d take something going wrong as a personal affront. 

      Ollie took photos of everything that seemed important, which wasn’t much at first. There were desk and chairs and filing cabinets in some of the rooms, but very little else.

      There were more stores of the mystery bombs, too. There were a lot of those.

      ‘God, maybe we deserved to get wiped out as a species,’ Nicky said, looking at their fourth collection of unmarked white cylinders.

      ‘There could be a more innocent explanation than the one you’re imagining,’ Meredith said. ‘The RAF weren’t necessarily interested in dropping chemical weapons themselves. They may have been working on ways to deal with other people dropping them. It would explain why BBD Genomics were carrying out research into an anthrax vaccine here.’

      ‘If that’s what they were doing,’ Nicky corrected.  

      And then they found the medical centre. There were beds, dusty but crisply made, cabinets of drugs and needles and bandages, and a short row of filing cabinets.

      Meredith pulled out the top drawer of the first and raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Don’t tell me,’ Nicky said. ‘Everything’s gone.’

      ‘Not at all. It’s about half full.’ Meredith began pulling out files and putting them on top of the nearest dusty bed.

      ‘That’s a bit weird, isn’t it?’ Ollie said. ‘The rest of the place has been cleared out.’

      ‘Quite.’ Meredith opened the next drawer and began emptying it onto one of the rusted examination tables. ‘The other rooms we passed had been very visibly stripped bare. By the armed forces, I imagine. It’s astonishing how committed people can be to cover-ups, even in the face of a looming apocalypse. But whoever ran this medical centre was rather cleverer. They knew that leaving it empty would invite questions. So they left enough to make it appear they took nothing. I suspect they pulled out quite a bit before the apocalypse.’

      ‘Are you saying they won’t have left anything important behind?’ Nicky asked.

      Meredith opened the first file. ‘Let’s find out, shall we?’

      The ones on the bed, Nicky soon realised, were patient files: medical records, many of them dozens of pages long. They’d need to take them back to Imphal to study, but she could already feel her heart sinking. Everything she saw looked very mundane: a burst appendix, sprains, lists of allergies. There was nothing resembling a vaccination record in any of the files, so whatever BBD Genomics had been giving these people, they’d taken the evidence away with them.

      It was as Nicky was looking through the sixth file that she noticed it. She quickly checked the first five, and the next ten. And yeah, she was definitely right.

      ‘There is something,’ she said. Her voice was tight with excitement. ‘All these patients, they were all blood type B.’

      ‘Could be a coincidence,’ Ollie said, but he sounded excited too. ‘Like a random statistical cluster.’

      She handed a batch of the files to him. ‘Help me check.’

      After five minutes of paging through them, Ollie looked at her again. ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘Right? Whatever they were testing here, they were only doing it on susceptibles. People who’d react to the v-strain when they were given it, who’d turn phage. It’s got to be that, hasn’t it? I can’t think of any other reason why all the test subjects would be blood type B.’

      ‘Me neither,’ Ollie said.

      ‘Maybe they were, I don’t know, testing a deactivated version of the virus to see if they’d managed to target it right.’

      ‘Why target it at all, though?’ Ollie asked.

      Nicky had already done a lot of thinking about this. ‘Because if everyone turned, that would be the end of humanity. And whoever did this wouldn’t have wanted that. Not if they wanted to grab power afterwards. This way you pretty much guarantee that society will break down and that there’ll be some survivors.’

      ‘Gosh,’ Meredith said, peering over Nicky’s shoulder. ‘You really have found something.’

      Nicky grinned. ‘We really have. The place where the v-strain was developed. Or tested, at least. Something that shows it wasn’t accidental.’

      ‘Can we call ourselves proper journalists now?’ Ollie asked.

      ‘Not until we bring the story home.’ But Nicky felt the excitement of it, the sense of a very old ambition finally being fulfilled. She was almost what she’d always wanted to be.

      Still, great as it was, it wasn’t proof and it certainly wasn’t a finger pointing at the culprit. Most of the information they wanted would probably have been stored electronically. There were several monitors and keyboards on desks, with cables snaking out of them into the floor, but no visible computers.

      Ollie saw where she was looking. ‘There’ll be a server room somewhere, won’t there? I know they’ll probably have wiped it, but it’s worth checking.’

      ‘It definitely is,’ Nicky said.

      There was another door at the far end of the room. It might lead to a store cupboard, but they had to start looking somewhere.

      She opened the door without thinking – without stopping to let Meredith’s soldier go first as she’d always done previously. And she didn’t see the phage until it was far too late.
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      The phage must have been poised to spring, waiting behind the door for the food it could hear and smell in the other room. Its needle-like teeth clamped down on Nicky’s forearm as she raised it to protect her face.

      She screamed with pain and terror – and then there was a gunshot, deafeningly loud beside her ear, and the phage’s jaws released. Rigid with shock, Nicky watched it slide to the floor, the bone and brains and blood of its head splattered on the wall behind it.

      Forcing her body into motion, she drew in a shuddering breath and turned away from the corpse of the thing that had almost killed her.

      Right behind her, the soldier who’d shot the phage now had his gun pointed at her head. She had a moment to register what this meant before there was a shout from Meredith, and the gun fired just as she knocked the soldier’s arm aside, sending the bullet into the wall.

      ‘She might not be susceptible, you fool!’ Meredith snapped. ‘You killed the phage before we could find out.’

      ‘Sorry, Guvnor,’ the soldier said, holstering his weapon. He nodded at Nicky, looking only slightly contrite that he’d nearly killed her in cold blood.

      The bite in her arm was bleeding freely. It was starting to hurt, too. It was hurting a lot. She clamped her other hand over it and looked up to see Ollie framed in the doorway. He was staring at her in horror.

      ‘Nicky?’ Meredith grabbed her by the shoulders when she didn’t respond. ‘Nicky, focus! Look at me. What’s your blood type?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Nicky said numbly.

      Meredith’s fingers tightened on her. ‘You don’t know? What do you mean, you don’t know?’

      ‘You couldn’t get hold of tests during the Bloodletting, don’t you remember?’ Ollie said. His voice sounded very far away. ‘Too many people wanted them. And then later, Simon said not to get tested. You know how it used to be, people getting turned away – getting killed if they had the wrong blood. So Simon said it was better not to know. Then we’d all treat each other the same.’

      ‘Idiotic!’ Meredith said savagely. She breathed in deeply through her nose, and when she breathed out again, she seemed to have regained her composure. ‘Alright. Nobody turns in the first few hours, we have at least that long to make a decision. We need to get out of this place. We’ll find somewhere safe to hole up, and then we’ll find a blood test.’ She turned to the soldier. ‘No one does anything precipitous until then, understood?’

      ‘Yes, Guv,’ he said, as Nicky stared at Meredith and the world spun around her.

      

      They found an isolated farmhouse somewhere near the airfield. Nicky wasn’t really paying attention. She sat passively as the unit’s medic bandaged her arm and gave her antibiotics and something for the pain. She knew it would all be futile if she did turn out to have blood type B. Jules gathered a squad of soldiers to accompany him to the nearest hospital and hunt for test kits.

      ‘You should lock her up, Ms Hind,’ he said before he left, his eyes on Nicky. ‘We could be a while.’

      ‘When it’s necessary,’ Meredith said calmly. ‘We have at least two hours yet before there’s any risk of – well, before there’s any need to be careful.’

      ‘No. No, please, lock me up,’ Nicky said. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone if… if I am infected.’

      Meredith studied her in silence for a moment, then nodded.

      They put her in the farmhouse’s damp cellar, the door padlocked shut and a soldier on guard outside. But Ollie wouldn’t be talked out of staying in there with her. He came to sit beside her on the ancient, sagging sofa in one corner of the room.

      ‘You’re not safe around me,’ she said. ‘What happens if I turn phage with you in here?’

      His hands were clenching and unclenching in his lap. ‘You won’t. You’re going to be fine, Nic. You’re white. Only one in ten white people are blood type B.’

      She nodded, trying not to shiver.

      ‘That’s champion odds. There’s barely any chance at all you’re going to turn.’

      ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I want you to carry on with the investigation. Even if I’m not around to help, I want you to finish it. We’re so close.’

      ‘Don’t talk like that. You’re not going anywhere.’

      She clamped her mouth shut to stop her teeth chattering before saying, ‘I’m serious. I don’t want this to have been for nothing.’

      ‘OK,’ he said, though probably more to shut her up than in agreement.

      The time crawled by. Ollie tried to distract her. She could see he was doing his best to keep up his usual chatter, the easy back-and-forth between them. But however hard they tried, the conversation seemed to circle back round to her and her future. Or the lack of it. After a while, even that dried up and they lapsed into a tense silence.

      An hour in, Ollie burst out with, ‘What the hell’s taking them so long?’

      Nicky shrugged. She wanted them to hurry up, but she also wanted the test never to arrive. Being afraid like this was still better than knowing for sure.

      She was hyper-vigilant of her own body. She knew it wasn’t helping, but she couldn’t seem to stop. Every slight thing, the light-headedness, her racing heart, the cold sweat on her skin, they all made her think: Is this it? Is this the beginning of the end?

      She wished she didn’t know what happened when someone turned, that she didn’t have a crystal-clear vision of what her future might be. But she’d been there, more than three years ago, when it happened to her friend Jenn: that horrifying, horrifyingly quick metamorphosis. Nicky had watched as Jenn’s eyes changed from brown to blue while all the humanity drained out of them. She’d seen that telltale trickle of drool seep from the corner of Jenn’s mouth a moment before she attacked. It was a fate that felt literally worse than death.

      When they heard a key in the padlock, Nicky’s heart pounded. She thought it must be Jules with the test and the answer – but it was Meredith.

      ‘Have they come back?’ Ollie asked. His voice sounded wrong, like it was stretched too thin.

      Meredith shook her head. ‘Not yet. Jules radioed in to say they’ve found a few tests. They should be back within half an hour.’

      ‘OK.’ He stared at Meredith when she didn’t move. ‘You can go now.’

      ‘In fact, Oliver, you should go. Take a lunch break. My people have made sandwiches.’

      ‘I’m not leaving her alone! I don’t need a break.’ He folded his arms and glared at Meredith.

      ‘Maybe she wants a break from you,’ Meredith said coolly. ‘Have you considered that?’

      Ollie looked at Nicky uncertainly and she managed a small, shaky smile. ‘It’s OK. I haven’t got any appetite, but you ought to eat something.’

      He got up, but hesitated in the doorway, looking back at Nicky.

      ‘She asked you to leave,’ Meredith said, and he finally did. Meredith sat in the spot on the sofa he’d vacated and looked at Nicky. ‘There, that’s better, isn’t it?’

      ‘What, now you’ve kicked out my best friend?’

      ‘Who is absolutely the last person you need to be with right now. He’s as frightened as you are.’

      ‘Whereas you don’t give a shit if I live or die.’

      Meredith smiled. ‘I wouldn’t say that. I’m actually rather annoyed with you. Getting bitten was extremely selfish of you.’

      ‘Selfish?’

      ‘Highly inconsiderate at the very least,’ Meredith sailed on, as indifferent as ever to Nicky’s tone. ‘Just when I was starting to get you properly trained up in bed.’

      ‘Trained up?!’

      ‘Are you planning to repeat everything I say? Yes, darling, trained up. And you’ve proven to be a commendably fast and dedicated learner, so I really don’t want to have to start someone else up from scratch.’

      ‘Unbelievable,’ Nicky said.

      For a moment, her irritation with Meredith managed to displace her fear. But it didn’t take long for the terror to start creeping back in.

      ‘I don’t want to be shot,’ she said abruptly. ‘If you need to finish me off, could it not be with a bullet?’ She’d never been able to forget that woman in the market in York all those months ago, the one Meredith’s soldier had so calmly executed. Rationally, Nicky knew that if she was dead she wouldn’t care about the state of her corpse. But she’d still rather it had something resembling a face. 

      ‘Don’t worry, we have medical supplies. A morphine overdose should be a reasonably pleasant way to go,’ Meredith said.

      ‘OK. Good.’ But now the brief respite from the fear was well and truly over. ‘Also, I don’t want Ollie to be there when you do it. He’ll feel like he has to be, and I don’t want him to see it. I don’t want him to be stuck with that memory.’

      ‘How about the funeral?’ Meredith asked. ‘Any particular songs you’d like played? I have a few suggestions for the reading, if you want to hear them. I’ve always been rather a fan of Ecclesiastes.’

      It took Nicky a second longer than normal to realise that Meredith was taking the piss. ‘I mean it!’ she said.

      ‘Nicky, you’re going to be fine.’

      ‘You don’t know that. You can’t know that.’

      Meredith sighed. ‘Well, no, I don’t. But the odds are in my favour.’

      Nicky looked at her, perfectly made up as usual, despite everything that had happened. Utterly composed. The maroon dress she was wearing today clung to every perfect curve and her perfume was all around, masking the musty smell of the basement. Even now, Nicky experienced a surge of desire for her. It would feel desperately good to be lost in her.

      Meredith’s eyes caught and held hers and her expression softened into something almost sincere. She was a terrible person. Totally irredeemable. And yet, Nicky couldn’t regret the time she’d spent with her, not in this moment when she might be almost out of it. She had, if nothing else, had quite a bit of fun recently. And fun had been in pretty short supply these last three years.

      ‘Meredith –’ she said.

      Meredith held up a hand. ‘Don’t. Don’t say something you’re going to regret the minute you realise you’re not really dying.’

      Nicky nodded jerkily. She wasn’t entirely sure what she’d been going to say, anyway. 

      ‘Come here, darling.’ Meredith patted her lap. ‘Lie down and try to rest.’

      Nicky hesitated a moment before curling up on the sofa, with her head cushioned on Meredith’s warm thighs. She shivered when Meredith’s hand began to comb through her short hair, not with fear this time. 

      She didn’t close her eyes. She was afraid of what she’d see behind her eyelids, but she began to relax all the same, a tiny bit. Having her hair stroked like this was comforting, even if it was Meredith. Or maybe because it was her.

      Meredith calmed her in a way Ollie couldn’t. Nicky didn’t really know why, except that Meredith never asked you to bear the weight of her emotions. Probably because she didn’t experience normal human emotions, but still. It made her easy for Nicky, who’d always found it enough of a struggle dealing with her own feelings. Other people’s often felt like more than she could handle.

      For ten minutes, with Meredith’s fingers keeping up their slow, steady rhythm against her scalp, Nicky was almost content. And then she heard the rattle of the padlock chain outside, and all that good work was undone in a moment. She sat up abruptly, smoothing her hair with her hands to erase any evidence of what Meredith had been doing for her.

      Jules came through the door first, with Ollie behind him. They were carrying what looked like half a dozen different brands of blood test between them. Two soldiers brought in a trestle table and Jules began to open and lay out the tests on it.

      Nicky hung her head and concentrated very hard on not being sick. At some point Meredith must have stood up, because now Ollie sat beside her on the ancient sofa. He put his arm around her shoulders and rested his head against hers.

      ‘Give me your hand,’ Jules said.

      ‘Let’s do three tests to start off with,’ Meredith said tightly. ‘To be quite sure.’

      Nicky barely felt the prick of the lancet going into her index finger, or any pain as Jules massaged it to extract the blood. She kept her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She didn’t want to watch the blood drops being put onto the test cards. She definitely didn’t want to stare at the cards as she waited the agonising seconds for them to resolve. This, she thought, must be what it was like waiting for a pregnancy test. Except a positive result would mean the end of a life and not its beginning.

      ‘Nicky,’ Meredith said, ‘open your eyes.’ Her voice was different now. All the tension had gone out of it.

      Ollie’s arm tightened around her almost painfully hard, but she didn’t mind because he was saying, ‘It’s OK, Nic, you’re OK – you’re A negative,’ and she finally opened her eyes to see the four little droplets of blood on the white card.

      Only one of them was speckled with a positive reaction, and not the one that was above the big black letter B.

      ‘Do the next test,’ Meredith said.

      Nicky gladly endured another pinprick to watch the second test resolve into A negative, and the one after that. She couldn’t stop staring at the test cards.

      ‘I’m not infected,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to turn.’
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      They gathered up everything there was to find in the huge complex over the course of the afternoon. Well, the rest of them did. Nicky wasn’t feeling up to much of anything except sitting down and enjoying being alive. Still, as the soldiers traipsed past her to put their discoveries in the jeeps, she saw that it was a good haul. There was even a server rack, carried between four burly men, though it was impossible to know if it still held any useable data.

      A couple of hours before sunset, they drove away, putting some distance between themselves and the airfield before they made camp. Nicky was glad. She didn’t much fancy sleeping within sight of that place, even sheltered behind their perimeter fence.

      She didn’t waste her time offering to help with the set-up of the camp. The medic had given her another shot of painkiller and she was feeling pleasantly floaty. She used the field shower, surprisingly warm, to wash off the day’s grime, then sat on a folding chair outside her tent and watched the world go by. Except, she realised, part of the world was striding directly towards her. It was the soldier who’d almost shot her.

      She hadn’t really noticed at the time what a strapping lad he was, six foot four if he was an inch. His thick neck was corded with muscles. Despite that, he was looking less like a trained killer and more like a small child who knew he was about to get a telling-off. He shuffled from foot to foot, not quite meeting her eye as he said, ‘Sorry about before, ma’am.’

      Because Nicky was always much too aware of Meredith, and where she was, and what she was doing, she noticed her watching them now. Jules was too. It occurred to her that this soldier might be in quite a lot of trouble for almost killing her when there had, it turned out, been no need.

      ‘You don’t have to apologise,’ she said loudly enough for Meredith and Jules to hear. ‘You saved my life. That phage would have ripped my throat out if it wasn’t for you. Also, could you maybe try calling me Nicky? Ma’am makes me feel like the Queen.’

      He smiled, suddenly looking like a real human and not just another of Meredith’s faceless, interchangeable minions. ‘I’m afraid not, ma’am.’

      She at least managed to get this name out of him: Ian. She learned quite a few names from all the soldiers who kept coming up to offer her water, or crisps, or – because these were Meredith’s people – a tray of canapés. There was a bit of a party atmosphere in the camp that night. A lot of beer was being consumed and there was a lot of laughter. It helped distract Nicky from the blue eyes glinting in the darkness beyond the perimeter fence. The phages had once again congregated. Being bitten by one certainly hadn’t made her less afraid of them.

      She didn’t join in the drinking. She didn’t think booze would mix terribly well with her painkillers. She also kept picturing Meredith’s face when she’d found her half cut in the bar in that Lancaster community. She could imagine what Meredith would say this time, and it was highly unlikely to be something she wanted said in front of Ollie.

      She sat beside him after supper, watching the soldiers chugging their beers. Every so often one of them would look over at Nicky and raise his or her bottle in a toast, and she’d smile awkwardly back.

      ‘Guess they’re happy we didn’t come all this way for nothing,’ she said.

      Ollie glanced at the nearest soldiers, who were engaged in a drunken arm-wrestling match that probably looked more homoerotic than they intended. ‘Who, those two?’

      ‘All of them.’

      ‘Nic,’ he said, ‘they’re happy because you’re not dead.’

      ‘No they’re not. I mean, I don’t think they’re sorry I’m not dead. I don’t think they’re really anything I’m not dead.’

      Ollie shook his head at her. ‘You’re an idiot. Everyone was right worried about you. Even Meredith looked like she cared a detectable amount. A barely detectable amount.’

      Meredith herself was sitting at a table with Jules, poring over what looked like a map, probably their route home. She wasn’t joining in the drinking either. Now Nicky came to think of it, the solitary time she’d ever seen Meredith drink was that night she’d tried to pick Nicky up in the pub in York. And even then, she’d only taken a few sips. It was impossible to imagine Meredith drunk. She’d never allow herself to be that out of control.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Ollie asked, peering at her. ‘You’re not having a flashback or anything? You’ve got a weird look on your face.’

      Nicky was having a flashback, to the last time she’d seen Meredith out of control. Meredith had been in the throes of orgasm at the time.

      ‘Just an intrusive memory,’ she said.

      Across the camp, Meredith seemed to sense she was being talked about in that uncanny way of hers. Her gaze found Nicky’s and she raised an eyebrow. Nicky didn’t respond to the implied question. She wasn’t a hundred per cent sure what it was.

      She had a fair idea, though.

      Not long after that, she and Ollie turned in for the night. The medic had given Nicky another shot for the pain, and she didn’t have any trouble getting to sleep, but she didn’t sleep for long. She’d been in bed for about an hour when something woke her. Maybe it was the noise of the tent flap opening. Or maybe it was the torch that Meredith was waving around.

      ‘Turn that off!’ Nicky whispered. ‘Anyone could see you.’ She remembered her own shadow cast against the canvas last night. She could picture the kind of shadow puppet show Meredith would put on.

      ‘Then how am I supposed to see?’ Meredith turned the torch on Nicky, forcing her to squint against the light. She was speaking at a normal conversational volume that sounded horribly loud in this dead hour of the night.

      Nicky winced. ‘Keep your voice down,’ she hissed.

      Meredith huffed in irritation, but turned off the torch. ‘Really, you’d think you didn’t want me here,’ she said, slightly more quietly.

      Nicky felt a weight against her legs as Meredith sat on the far end of the bed. She couldn’t see her. Beneath the canvas, without the torch, the darkness was impenetrable. ‘I didn’t actually say you could come,’ Nicky pointed out.

      ‘You didn’t tell me not to, so I thought that was probably good enough.’

      ‘Absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence.’

      Meredith shifted against Nicky’s legs and she had to suppress a cry of alarm as she felt something brush against her face.

      ‘It’s me, darling,’ Meredith said. ‘Trying to get my bearings. Help me out of this dress, would you?’

      ‘I can’t see anything!’

      ‘Then you’ll have to do it by touch.’ Meredith trailed her fingers down Nicky’s cheek and into the hollow of her neck, pausing for a second to stroke the gold of her necklace. Then she reached beneath the covers to clasp Nicky’s hand. ‘Sit up, you won’t be able to manage it from there.’

      Nicky struggled out of the duvet, which wasn’t easy with Meredith sitting on top of it. Then she reached out a hand in what she thought might be the direction of Meredith’s shoulders.

      ‘That,’ Meredith said, ‘is my eye.’

      ‘Oh god, sorry.’ Nicky tried to pull her hand away, but Meredith took it and placed it on what was her shoulder.

      ‘There you go. That should give you a head start on getting me undone.’

      Nicky wanted something else first, though. She’d been desperate to kiss Meredith for two days now. The whole ‘thinking she was dying’ interlude had distracted her a bit, but the realisation that she wasn’t had brought the desire back with a vengeance.

      She didn’t judge the distance or the angle quite right. Their noses mashed together rather than their lips. Meredith laughed and that finally gave Nicky a good read on where her mouth was. She rubbed her nose softly against Meredith’s, then slid lower.

      Meredith sighed into her mouth as they kissed. Nicky ran her hand up Meredith’s arm and across her shoulder, until she could clasp the back of her head and hold her steady, right there where Nicky needed her. They kissed for a long time. It felt different, in the dark. More intimate somehow.

      When she’d had enough, for now, Nicky fumbled with the buttons at the back of Meredith’s dress. She struggled to pull the skirt up Meredith’s legs without her rising from the bed, which Meredith seemed reluctant to do, possibly because she was so busy lavishing attention on Nicky’s breasts. She’d been far more adept at getting Nicky out of her nightshirt, gently easing it past the bandage on her arm.

      Eventually, they were both naked. Nicky hadn’t realised before how integral sight was to her enjoyment of Meredith. She loved looking at her, this outlandishly beautiful woman who’d for some reason decided to show Nicky a thing or two about herself. She contemplated, briefly and insanely, switching the lamp back on. But she definitely didn’t want anyone else to see Meredith, or her, or what they were doing together.

      She’d have to make do with touch. She stroked the softness of Meredith’s breasts, fingered her nipples, the hard evidence of Meredith’s desire for her. Meredith squirmed against her as her touch grew firmer, and suddenly that wasn’t enough anymore. She pushed Meredith back against the pillow to cover all of her body with her own.

      Nicky liked to be on top. That was one of the things she’d learned about herself, thanks to Meredith. She took Meredith’s arms and lifted them above her head, holding them down by their wrists as she bit and sucked at Meredith’s neck. Meredith liked it when Nicky was a little rough with her, she’d learned that too. She let her body hold Meredith’s down as Meredith hooked her legs around her hips, and she felt the wet press of Meredith’s centre against her stomach.

      Previously, when she’d been with men, Nicky had very much belonged to the ‘lie back and think of England’ school of things. It was weird to discover how much she enjoyed taking the lead. It was just one of many aspects of her sexuality that Meredith had dragged struggling into the light of day.

      She shifted herself back and forth, rubbing her stomach against Meredith. The bite on Nicky’s forearm ached where it touched the bed, but she didn’t care. The friction was working for Meredith, she could tell. Meredith let out a wrenching groan that was far too loud and Nicky was forced to pull her lips away from her neck to say, ‘Shh!’

      The position wasn’t hitting Nicky in the right place, but she didn’t care about that either. Meredith’s orgasm, when she finally earned it, was as satisfying to her as her own would have been.

      She held herself away from Meredith, knowing that she was too sensitive to be stimulated in the aftermath of her climax. But Nicky wanted to. She wasn’t nearly done yet. She was alive, when a few hours ago she hadn’t thought she would be, and there was nothing she wanted to be doing more than this.

      God, she wanted to fuck Meredith. She desperately needed to be in her. Nicky had never felt this way about anyone before. It was another of those struggling-into-the-light-of-day things.

      She brushed her lips along Meredith’s cheek until she could whisper in her ear, ‘If I go down on you, can you be quiet?’

      Meredith chuckled, low and breathless. ‘Not generally, no, but I’ll do my best.’

      Nicky slid down the bed, her hands guiding her along the contours of Meredith’s body in the absolute darkness of the tent. Her mouth followed in their tracks, stopping to nip and lick. She nuzzled blindly into the softness between Meredith’s legs and Meredith moaned luxuriously.

      ‘Shh!’ Nicky said. The brush of her breath on Meredith’s centre drew a sound out of her that Nicky had never heard before and very much wanted to hear again. The sound was muffled, though. She guessed that Meredith had covered her mouth with her own hand to stifle the noise. It was fiercely gratifying to know that she’d needed to, that the pleasure Nicky gave her was so intense. After that, Nicky couldn’t be happy until she’d licked and kissed two more orgasms out of her.

      When she was done, she slid back up the bed to lie beside Meredith, breast to breast. Even this close, she couldn’t see the faintest silhouette of her face, and she laughed at the sudden intrusion of a memory.

      ‘What?’ Meredith said.

      ‘I was thinking about those restaurants they used to have. The ones where they made you eat with the lights out so you could appreciate the taste of the food more.’

      ‘You certainly have been dining in the dark tonight.’ Nicky heard the smile in her voice. ‘But those places were an awful gimmick.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know. They were much too expensive for me.’ Nicky used her thumb to trace the curve of Meredith’s cheek, the proud, straight line of her nose, trying to match the shapes beneath her fingers to the face in her memory. ‘I bet you went to lots of Michelin starred restaurants.’

      ‘Some,’ Meredith admitted. ‘Although there weren’t a great many in Kandahar. Or Mogadishu, or the Central American jungles.’

      There it was, the past that Nicky knew nothing about. ‘What were you doing before all this started?’ she asked. ‘Who were you?’ The questions finally felt possible in the dark, where Meredith’s superior, amused expression couldn’t put her off.

      Meredith’s hands began to explore, too. Her fingers traced the curve of Nicky’s eyebrows, the whirls of her earlobe. ‘Running Libyca,’ she said. ‘You know that, darling.’

      ‘Yeah, but how? Normal people don’t suddenly end up running a group of mercenaries. Not that you’re normal, but the point stands.’

      There was a pause, and Nicky thought Meredith wasn’t going to answer. But then she laughed softly and said, ‘I stole them.’

      ‘How does someone steal a bunch of soldiers?’

      ‘Well, I suppose it would be more accurate to say I led a mutiny.’

      ‘Normal people don’t do that either,’ Nicky said.

      ‘The troops simply preferred me to the alternative. Libyca’s owner was home in the UK, having a rather high old time of it. And I was out there, looking after them. Sharing their living conditions and their danger.’

      ‘Bet you wore stilettos and designer frocks while you were doing it, though.’

      Meredith laughed again. ‘Yes, I did. They liked to show me off. I suppose I was a sort of daughter to them. And then later a sister.’

      ‘A daughter? How young were you?’

      There was another brief pause before Meredith said, ‘Younger than you.’ Her fingers moved lower, tracing gentle spirals on the skin of Nicky’s stomach, and she sensed that this window for conversation was closing.

      ‘Why were you there in the first place?’ Nicky asked before it could.

      Meredith’s wandering fingers had found the bandage on Nicky’s forearm. They stilled. ‘Really, Nicky, you are terribly accident prone.’

      ‘I never used to be. Not until I met you.’

      Pressed up so closely to Meredith, Nicky felt the way her muscles stiffened. Her fingers crept up again to cup Nicky’s cheek.

      Nicky leaned into the touch. ‘It’s OK. It’s not actually your fault.’

      ‘Despite what you might think,’ Meredith said, ‘I would be irked if you came to harm because of the course I set you on.’

      This was literally the nicest thing she’d ever said to Nicky. Which didn’t say very good things about their relationship, obviously.

      ‘You didn’t set me on anything,’ Nicky told her. ‘I chose this. I want to find out who’s behind the v-strain. It’s the single most important thing I could ever do.’

      ‘If you say so.’ Meredith shifted closer to slide her leg between Nicky’s, her thigh pressed to Nicky’s centre. ‘Now,’ she said. ‘I believe I owe you three orgasms, and I did promise that I’d always balance the books.’

      After she’d made her first downpayment on the debt, Nicky had to take her turn again. The remnants of the adrenaline surge from the phage attack had left her with an excess of energy, and Meredith seemed more than happy to reap the rewards. Nicky wasn’t sure how long they went on, in the peace of the darkness, but by the end, Meredith’s muscles were softening into sleep.

      Finally having managed to exhaust her was definitely one of the highlights of Nicky’s last few months. Of course, she’d exhausted herself too. Meredith had slipped into unconsciousness sprawled on top of her, and she felt no need to move her. She wrapped an arm around Meredith’s waist, rested her cheek against Meredith’s hair and drifted off as well.

      And because she was so exhausted, she woke – unusually for her – groggy and late. Too late to hear the scratching on the tent flap, or Ollie’s raised voice outside it. Her eyes didn’t open until the sunlight hit her lids, and by then Ollie was already inside the tent. He’d already seen her, and Meredith sprawled on top of her.

      And, of course, the fact that they were both completely naked.
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      Ollie stared at her in horror for one long moment. Then he blushed scarlet-brown, and fled. He didn’t shut the tent flap behind him. This left Meredith and Nicky entirely exposed to the rest of the camp, and soldiers were early risers. Nicky rolled out of bed and made a desperate grab for her clothes while Meredith’s eyes blinked sleepily open.

      ‘Ah,’ Meredith said.

      ‘You should have left!’ Nicky hissed as she pulled her t-shirt on inside out. ‘Why didn’t you leave?!’

      Meredith stretched, still completely naked and seemingly oblivious – or indifferent – to the interested observers outside the tent. ‘You wore me out, darling.’

      The fact that this was precisely what Nicky had been so proud of a few hours ago didn’t make her feel even the tiniest bit better about the situation.

      The crucial thing was that she absolutely could not let Ollie anywhere near her. She could imagine, had in fact spent several months imagining exactly what he’d say to her. And she didn’t want to hear any of it.

      Fortunately, he seemed equally keen to avoid her, so she ate her breakfast alone in one corner of the camp and tried to ignore the covert looks and whispered comments of Meredith’s soldiers. The throbbing pain from her bite was an almost welcome distraction.

      She hid behind a dry stone wall while they broke camp, then manoeuvred to get in a vehicle with neither Meredith nor Ollie. This landed her in a car with Jules, but he seemed the least likely of all Meredith’s people to make any remarks about that morning’s revelation. At least the journey back would only take half a day, since they’d already cleared the roads on the way up.

      The drive passed in a deeply uncomfortable silence. When they were approaching the outskirts of Darlington, Nicky said, ‘Can you take me back to Mill Estate, please? Not Imphal.’

      Jules nodded.

      ‘Also,’ she said ten minutes later, ‘can you maybe not say anything to anyone about, you know, this morning?’

      ‘The Guvnor’s business is the Guvnor’s business,’ the soldier in the front passenger seat said, and Jules nodded.

      Nicky wasn’t wildly keen on being referred to as Meredith’s business, but still, that was promising. Now she just had to make sure Ollie didn’t blab. But since that would involve having to see Ollie, she decided to risk putting off that particular conversation for the moment.

      God, why couldn’t she control herself? Why couldn’t she stay away from Meredith? And why did she want so urgently to have sex with her again, even now? These were among the thoughts that occupied her over the next fraught day of avoiding Ollie.

      Of course, she couldn’t avoid him forever. Mill Estate wasn’t large, and if Nicky made dodging Ollie too obvious, that would itself invite questions she didn’t want to answer. The crunch came two mornings later, when they were both put on the rota to pick that year’s apples, finally ripe on their gnarled trees. It was only the two of them, so there was no way the conversation she didn’t want to happen wasn’t happening.

      Ollie was already in the orchard when she got there, being lightly drizzled on. He was holding a Granny Smith in one hand as he turned towards her, looking very much like a Biblical allegory. Something about sin and temptation.

      As he took a step towards her, she held up her hands to ward him off. ‘It’s all right. You can’t possibly be judging me as much as I’m judging myself.’

      ‘I’m not judging you, Nic,’ he said stiffly.

      ‘Why not? You ought to be judging me. I deserve to be judged.’

      ‘No, listen, I’ve been thinking about it.’ He blushed and looked away. ‘Not like that. I’ve been trying not to think about that. But it’s her fault, not yours. You’d had a horrible day. You nearly died. You were feeling vulnerable and she took advantage.’

      It was so tempting to let him believe that, to brush off what had happened and let their friendship continue on the same foundation. But it was a foundation made of sand. ‘Meredith didn’t take advantage,’ she said miserably. ‘I mean, yeah, she did. But it wasn’t the first time.’

      She couldn’t quite look him in the eye, but she still saw him flinch. ‘Then how long have you been seeing her?’

      ‘The first time was at the big leaving party,’ Nicky admitted.

      ‘That long ago? And you didn’t tell me?’

      ‘But then it was ages till we did it again. And it’s not, you know, it’s not regular. It’s only been…’ She mentally totted it up. ‘It’s only been seven times. Well I suppose eight times if you count – no, never mind. Also times is probably the wrong word. Occasions. Meredith counts in – never mind that either. We’ve just had sex on a few occasions, is what I’m saying. That’s all it is. Sex.’

      She felt herself blush hotly on the last word at a flashback from that eighth occasion, Meredith squirming beneath her mouth.

      Ollie scowled. ‘Why are you having sex with her at all? If you’re so ashamed of it you’re hiding it from all your friends, why are you even doing it?’

      ‘That’s what I said!’

      He squinted at her, taken aback. ‘What?’

      ‘To myself,’ she mumbled. ‘That’s what I said to myself. The stuff about not hiding it if I wasn’t ashamed of it. I can’t help it – it’s like an addiction. You wouldn’t be horrible to me if I was a heroin addict, would you?’

      ‘If you were a heroin addict, I’d tell you to stop taking heroin!’ He’d raised his voice and she saw him make an effort to calm down. ‘You’ve always told me you’re straight,’ he added more softly.

      ‘Yes, people keep reminding me. Obviously I was wrong, or wrong about one very specific, awful woman.’

      ‘But why her?’

      ‘I wish I knew. Maybe if I knew, I could find a way to stop doing it. To stop wanting to do it.’

      He looked at her like he didn’t know her at all. It was unbearable. She picked up her basket and went to the far end of the orchard to prevent any further conversation.

      Simon noticed the tension between them, of course. ‘Found out about Meredith, did he?’ he said to Nicky quietly on the way to supper the next day.

      ‘Yep,’ she said, and sat at the far end of the kitchen table from both him and Ollie.

      And then there was Imphal, and Meredith. Nicky hadn’t been back since the trip. She couldn’t even think about being with Meredith without imagining Ollie’s disapproving look, which was a definite passion killer. But the trouble was, Meredith had taken their haul of data from Tain Airfield back with her. It was almost certainly sitting in their office, in Imphal, waiting for them.

      ‘We’re going back there,’ Ollie told Nicky firmly, after five more days of her avoiding him, and the issue.

      ‘Do you want me to see Meredith?’ she asked.

      He folded his arms. ‘I want to do my bloody work. You know, the job you thought was so important you told me to carry on with it even if you died. It’s bad enough you’ve been doing whatever with Meredith, I’m not going to let it interfere with the investigation.’

      She couldn’t argue with him. He was right. And besides, there was a part of her that wanted to go back to Imphal. To see Meredith.

      The first day in the office passed without incident, as well as without any conversation between Nicky and Ollie. She started going through the medical files, making detailed notes of everything, not just blood types. He was working on a printout of the data that some tech whizz of Meredith’s had retrieved from the server rack they found.

      They worked late, too late to go back to Mill Estate afterwards, with the Autumn nights drawing in. Nicky went to her room in Imphal instead, not sure if Meredith would be there and not sure if she wanted her to be, but the room was completely Meredith-free.

      Even though Nicky was quite hungry, she decided not to go to the canteen. There was too much chance of running into some of the soldiers from the camping trip there. So she went to bed.

      She woke to the cold draft as Meredith lifted the duvet off her, and then the warmth of Meredith’s body, climbing on top of hers.

      ‘Mouth with fingers, please,’ Meredith said, which made Nicky feel like a waitress taking an order in a restaurant. But since she very much wanted to get her mouth on Meredith, she kept quiet and did her best to satisfy the customer.

      

      She got up the next morning to find Meredith sitting at her desk, frowning at a sheaf of papers. And without looking up, Meredith said, ‘We won’t be seeing each other for a while. I think it’s best after our little camping mishap.’

      Nicky froze in her tracks, then forced herself to carry on to the armchair, although she could feel how jerky and unnatural her steps were. ‘Oh. Right.’

      Meredith glanced up over her glasses. ‘For goodness’ sake, Nicky, stop looking like a kicked puppy. You were the one who wanted to keep this a secret. Or are you planning to announce our sexual relationship to the world?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ Nicky said.

      ‘That’s what I thought. And I’m finally making progress on the wind farm. I’ll be busy and I need to focus. It’s nothing personal.’

      It felt pretty bloody personal though. And more than that, ‘You must have known you were going to say this last night. But what, you thought you’d get a final shag in under the wire?’

      ‘Yes,’ Meredith said.

      It was so cold that Nicky didn’t have a comeback. She wanted to say something that would hurt Meredith, but she knew she didn’t have that power. Meredith barely seemed to be registering Nicky’s presence in the room any more. In a typically inconsiderate way, she’d settled in to work at Nicky’s desk.

      All Nicky could do was pull on her clothes as quickly as possible. The chain of her jet pendant caught in her t-shirt when she wriggled into it. She was incredibly tempted to take the necklace off and throw it at Meredith. But returning the gift now would suggest it had meant something previously, and she knew it never had.

      So she packed her bags and left with as much dignity as she had available to her.

      Ollie knew something was up the moment he saw her. ‘Nic, what’s wrong?’ he asked, but she didn’t want to tell him. It felt humiliating. She knew he’d be either pitying or secretly pleased, and she couldn’t stand either.

      ‘Why do you care?’ she said, and stalked off. It was extremely unfair to him, she knew that. But he made a softer target for her anger than Meredith.

      What did it matter, anyway? Her relationship with Meredith had only ever been a physical thing. Meredith was awful, so Nicky couldn’t possibly be missing her. That would be ridiculous. But Meredith had got her used to having a lot of top-quality sex, and she was missing that.

      She couldn’t stop asking herself why, though. What had she done wrong? Had the sex not been that good for Meredith? Or maybe Nicky had started to bore her. Meredith, for all her many faults, was one of the most interesting people she’d ever met. Nicky probably seemed very dull by comparison.

      Asking herself these unanswerable questions kept her from sleeping at night. She buried herself in the investigation instead, working into the small hours on the documents from Tain. Ollie didn’t comment when she took them back to her room with her. But then they basically weren’t talking any more.

      Nicky was angry with him. He didn’t have the right to be this upset that she hadn’t told him about Meredith, not when the way he was acting confirmed all her worst fears about how he’d react. She suspected there might be some circular logic in there somewhere, but she chose not to examine it too closely. Feeling angry was a nice distraction from all the other stuff she didn’t want to admit she was feeling.

      Then, on her second trawl through the document stack, she spotted it. It was just an address that an unspecified package had been sent to from the medical centre at Tain, one in a long list. But when Nicky looked again, she saw that at least a dozen packages had come from or gone to that address. And she recognised it.

      Sunny Vistas. It was the name of one of Cade’s charities, the one that was supposed to help people with type 1 albinism. It was, she couldn’t help thinking, an incredibly inappropriate name for an albinism charity, but that wasn’t the point.

      Finally, after all this work, she had a concrete link between Cade and the v-strain.
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      Nicky decided to write up everything they’d discovered in their investigation so far: all the research and all the evidence. Meredith had found them an old Adobe Creative Suite disk somewhere, so the resulting article looked very professional.

      By the time she’d finished it was three o’clock in the morning, and she had the office to herself. She knew she should probably share what she’d written with Ollie – it was his investigation as much as hers – but she told herself he wouldn’t be much use here anyway. Both he and she were much too close to it now. They needed someone who was coming to the material fresh to tell them if it genuinely held together.

      She had the very strong instinct to keep it hidden, though, until it was complete. But there were a few people she did trust, and that she was still talking to.

      She had to wait a frustratingly long time for the sun to rise, and then for a car to be available before she could hitch a ride to Eastfields with a printout of the article in her bag. She tracked Hannah down to the outdoor pigpen, where she was dishing out what looked like last night’s leftovers. The pigs seemed to be enjoying it, if the excited grunts and squeals were anything to go by.

      ‘Bloody hell, are you alright?’ Hannah asked as soon as she saw her.

      Nicky remembered for the first time that she hadn’t showered that morning, or possibly the day before. She also might not have brushed her hair. ‘I’m fine,’ she said.

      Hannah’s eyes scanned her. ‘Really? How’s the arm?’

      ‘Not bad.’ She rolled up her sleeve to show Hannah. She’d never understood the impulse to show people your scars until she had some of her own. ‘How’s yours?’

      Hannah grimaced. Her cast had come off two days ago. ‘Hairy. Yours is cooler.’

      Nicky looked at her own scabs. They were disappointingly small. The puncture wounds had been deep but not broad. ‘The doctors at Imphal have been doing loads of tests on me,’ she told Hannah. ‘Apparently it’s really rare to survive a phage bite. Most people either turn or get shot or, you know, eaten. Meredith said me getting bitten was a service to science. And now we know that phages can hibernate for years if they haven’t got any food.’

      ‘Meredith is the absolute worst,’ Hannah said.

      ‘She a hundred per cent is.’ Although Nicky had laughed when Meredith said it to her. But then they’d been in bed at the time, and Meredith had just given her a spectacularly good orgasm.

      ‘So what are you doing here so early?’ Hannah asked.

      It was actually past seven o’clock. Nicky didn’t like to tell her she’d been up all night. ‘There’s something I want you to read,’ she said instead. ‘The article about the v-strain, the one we’ve been working on for ages.’

      ‘You’ve finished it?’

      Nicky shook her head. ‘Close though. And I really need someone else to take a look. I’ve read the thing so many times, the words are just gibberish to me.’ She handed it over, all twelve pages.

      Hannah perched on a hay bale to read it, while Nicky took over feeding the pigs. They didn’t have any at Mill Estate, and she was always surprised by how big the adults were, real barrel-chested bruisers that must have outweighed her several times over. The little pink piglets were adorable, though, twitching their snouts up at her. Beth had promised to give them a litter this year. Nicky was in two minds about it. She wanted to cuddle them, not eat them, which Simon would definitely insist on doing.

      Hannah looked up at her when she’d finished reading. ‘This is…’ She seemed to run out of words. 

      ‘Silly?’ Nicky suggested. ‘Incomprehensible? The ludicrous fantasies of a diseased mind?’

      ‘Awful,’ Hannah said. ‘It’s… I don’t even know what to say. Someone did this. It wasn’t an accident. All these people are dead because some bastard wanted them to be.’

      ‘Oh, yeah. Yeah, it’s horrible.’ Over the months of the investigation, Nicky had become so used to the idea that the apocalypse had been deliberate that she’d forgotten how shocking it really was. ‘So you think it all makes sense? It’s plausible?’

      ‘Well…’ Hannah said cautiously, and Nicky’s heart sunk. ‘What you’ve got about the v-strain, that seems solid. Bit circumstantial, maybe, but it all adds up. You’ve convinced me it was done on purpose. I think it’d convince anyone.’

      ‘But?’

      ‘Cade,’ Hannah said. ‘You really think it was him? I know you found those packages from Sunny Vistas. Bloody hell that’s a terrible name.’

      ‘I know, right?’

      ‘But that doesn’t really prove anything. What’s a charity for people with albinism got to do with the price of fish?’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Nicky said. ‘I didn’t put it in the piece because it’s really speculative. Obviously people with type 1 albinism aren’t anything like phages, but they’re very photosensitive. It can cause them real problems, and Cade’s charity was supposedly developing a gene therapy. That gave them an excuse to take lots of DNA samples. Maybe they were trying to isolate the genetic markers for melanin deficiency so they could include them in the v-strain, a way to make the virus more survivable. I don’t mean for individual people – for humanity as a whole. If the phages weren’t nocturnal, I’m not sure we’d have made it as a species. Same reason it was targeted at B-type blood.’

      ‘OK,’ Hannah said dubiously. ‘But even if it did prove a connection, it’d only be between Sunny Vistas and the v-strain. It could be anyone at the charity who was involved. There’s nothing to say it was Cade.’

      Nicky felt herself deflate somewhat. ‘You’re right.’

      ‘Buck up,’ Hannah said. ‘Even if it’s not Cade –’ She saw Nicky’s mulish expression and amended it to, ‘Even if you haven’t proved it’s Cade, this is amazing. It’s the scoop of the bloody century. The millennium!’

      A part of Nicky wanted to bask in that. Back before the apocalypse, when she’d sat there writing profiles of I’m a Celebrity contestants and dreaming of doing something more meaningful, this was exactly what she’d been imagining. But another part of her remained unsatisfied. Maybe that was what being a real journalist meant: not stopping until you’d found the whole story.

      And then it all suddenly became a lot more urgent. Cade called an election. He’d already unilaterally revised the electoral map. With only five per cent of the population left alive, the constituencies were bigger. There would be fifty seats in the new Parliament, and Cade seemed to have fielded candidates for every single one of them. The photos that Ollie had taken of him riding to their rescue were featuring very heavily in his campaign material.

      ‘What party even are they?’ Ellis asked.

      ‘The Shutting Up and Doing Whatever Cade Says Party?’ Nicky suggested.

      There were alternative candidates, at least in some of the seats. Some of them might even win. But no one else had Cade’s resources. No one had the time or the energy to spare for campaigning, when they mostly had to concentrate on staying alive.

      There was no one standing against his candidate in the North Yorkshire constituency. Meredith could have. She’d become strangely popular recently. Possibly it had something to do with the sewage works she’d got going again. It was amazing how grateful it made people not to have to poo in a bucket. But Meredith seemed to have zero interest in the election, and Nicky was no longer in a position to ask her why.

      Cade himself had surrendered his lordship. He was standing for the Central London seat whose constituents seemed to mostly consist of his own civil servants. There was no question that he’d get elected.

      ‘Why do you think he’s done it?’ Nicky asked at the next Dungeons & Dragons session in Eastfields. Once again in need of a distraction from thinking about Meredith, she’d gone back to playing. Also, her druid had almost reached sixth level, and she really wanted to get that new Druid Circle feature.

      Ollie had concocted an excuse to drop out, which was making her feel incredibly guilty whenever she let herself think about it.

      ‘Cade didn’t have a choice, not after what you and Ollie wrote about him back when we had our accident,’ Hannah said. ‘He was going to have to hold an election sooner or later.’

      ‘No, I mean, why is he doing it now?’ Nicky asked.

      Jill shrugged, not looking very interested. She’d been hit by a psychic spell and was one saving throw away from death. ‘Good a time as any, I suppose.’

      ‘Or maybe there’s something he’s planning to do,’ Nicky said. ‘Something that needs a democratic seal of approval to get away with.’

      ‘Like what?’ Hannah asked, clearly unconvinced, but Nicky didn’t know. That was the whole problem.

      Something did occur to her though, during another sleepless night. She and Ollie had been following the trail of the v-strain from the v-strain outward. But if she was sure Cade was behind it, and she was, then there was another investigative route she could follow: from Cade, back towards the v-strain.

      What if she could show that he knew the apocalypse was coming? That was why he’d come out of it so well, wasn’t it? Because he knew to stock up on everything that would be needed in a post-apocalyptic world. He’d been more prepared for what happened than anyone innocent should have been. She just needed to prove it. And if he didn’t expect anyone to come looking – if he knew that he’d destroyed any link between himself and the v-strain – then he might not have thought to cover up that particular aspect of his plan.

      It was a very thin thread, but she decided to pull on it. She contacted Aiza and asked for another favour, a bigger one this time. Nicky told her that, with an election coming, she wanted to do a comprehensive piece on Cade, a proper journalistic profile. Then all she could really do was wait.

      By becoming basically nocturnal, she’d mostly avoided running into Ollie, and made awkward, stilted conversation on the few occasions she did. Meredith was a different matter. She seemed to keep hours that were as irregular as Nicky’s currently were.

      She passed Nicky in an Imphal corridor the night after the game. Her eyes scanned Nicky and her eyebrow rose. ‘Good lord,’ she said.

      Nicky folded her arms and glared at her. ‘What?’

      ‘You look terrible.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Nicky snapped, and strode off.

      Alone in her room, in front of her mirror, she had to admit that Meredith had a point. She had shadows under her eyes so deep they were more like bruises, and hair as short as hers shouldn’t be able to get that tangled. She probably did need to brush it a bit more. She hoped Meredith didn’t think it was because Nicky was pining for her. She definitely wasn’t. She was worried about nailing Cade before Cade could put himself permanently out of reach.

      And then, remarkably, Cade said yes to her interview request. The message came through Simon.

      ‘I don’t like that man,’ Simon told her when he passed it on.

      ‘You and me neither,’ Nicky said, but of course she accepted the invitation. It would involve a trip down to London, probably several days long.

      She didn’t accept Cade’s offer of a lift, not after her last ride in a Government car. Beth promised to arrange transport for her instead. Meredith had recently shared a few of her electric cars with favoured communities, and with her and Beth working so closely together on the wind farm, Eastfields had bagged one.

      Nicky didn’t tell Ollie about the trip. The invitation hadn’t included him, but she knew that if she told him, he’d insist on coming anyway, and she didn’t want to put him in danger too. She’d had a word with herself the night before, to make sure this really was her motivation, and she was pretty sure it was. Ollie and she might have fallen out, but she couldn’t stand to think of any harm coming to him, especially if it was her fault.

      Hannah tried to talk her out of it too, the evening before Nicky was due to leave for the interview. She’d come to Mill Estate specially.

      ‘What if you’re right, Nic?’ she said. ‘You’re going into the lion’s den.’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘The lion’s den is the only place left where there might be some evidence. I have to go.’

      ‘At least take some security,’ Hannah persisted. ‘Meredith must have goons to spare.’

      But Nicky knew that wouldn’t be a good idea, even if she hadn’t been trying to avoid Meredith like the plague. If she gave Cade any hint that she suspected him, her chance of finding anything incriminating would be basically zero.

      So the next morning, she got in the loaned car for the long trip down to London. Ellis was driving her. It was the first time she’d been alone with him since she told Beth about his feelings for her. Worrying about his reaction to her indiscretion was a nice distraction from worrying about Cade.

      She kept trying to surreptitiously study Ellis’s very round face to see if he looked noticeably angry, but as far as she could tell, he didn’t. She thought he might actually be looking noticeably more happy. And he was dressed perfectly normally, for once, in jeans and a plaid shirt.

      ‘Have I got something in my teeth?’ he asked after about an hour of this, when they were skirting the blackened, derelict outer suburbs of Leeds.

      She flushed. ‘No, no. I was. Um.’

      ‘Wondering how I feel about you telling Beth stuff you had no business telling her?’ he asked.

      Her blush deepened. ‘God, I’m really sorry. It was just she asked, and I didn’t know what to say. Also I was worried you were going to start wearing kaftans or lederhosen or something if it carried on the way it was.’

      ‘And after I’ve been so discreet about you and Meredith,’ he said. ‘Do you know what an amazing piece of gossip that is? Instant social capital, and I never cashed it in.’

      ‘That’s over. There’s nothing to gossip about.’

      He glanced at her sharply before looking back at the road. She didn’t know what her expression was doing, but now he was the one saying, ‘I’m sorry.’

      She shrugged. ‘It was always expiration dating, right?’

      He drummed his fingers on the wheel, looking like he was trying to figure out what to say.

      ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘But please tell me I didn’t fuck it up for you and Beth.’

      He smiled more widely than she’d ever seen him do before. ‘You didn’t fuck it up at all.’

      So at least she’d done one thing right. Well, two things if bringing Cade down panned out. After that had cleared the air, she and Ellis chatted easily. But they were, she realised, chatting for quite a long time. They seemed to be taking a very circuitous route, through the stony hills of the Peak District.

      ‘The Government’s sent out a map showing which roads have been cleared,’ Ellis said.

      She didn’t like to think of them having that much information. Of Cade having it. But then his civil servants had gathered a lot of intel about everyone while they’d all been grieving for lost family and friends. Meredith had asked at the time about the motivation for making that database of fatalities public, and Nicky had shrugged it off. She thought now that Meredith, probably because of her own deviousness, had been right after all. The Government – Cade – had wanted everyone to be too shaken and preoccupied to notice that he was making a power grab.

      Then she and Ellis were driving past the M25 into London, and all Nicky wanted to do was look at it. This place had been her home, back before the world ended. The skyline was unchanged, the Shard and St Paul’s and Canary Wharf all visible when they topped the rise at Alexandra Palace, but it hadn’t been so dirty and decrepit then. Or maybe it had and she hadn’t noticed. There had definitely been fewer skeletons and burned-out cars pre-Bloodletting, except possibly in Wood Green.

      After an hour spent weaving through London’s maze of roads from the mock Tudor semis of the suburbs to the mishmash of Victorian terraces and high-rise estates further in, they passed a sequence of three military checkpoints. And then, finally, they reached their destination: Islington Town Hall, the new seat of government. Despite its grand neoclassical façade and very tall windows, it seemed like a bit of a step down from the Houses of Parliament. Shame those were currently a bomb site.

      As soon as Nicky got out of the car, a security guard ushered her towards another one, a black Mercedes with tinted windows. One of the back ones lowered a few inches and she saw that Cade was sitting inside with an empty seat beside him. She hadn’t expected him to come and meet her and it made her stomach lurch. She thought she’d have some time to mentally brace for him. She hadn’t figured out yet what she wanted to say.

      The driver hopped out to open the back door for her, and she had no choice but to slide in.

      Cade smiled jovially at her. ‘So pleased to see you again!’

      ‘Thank you for agreeing to the interview,’ she said, fumbling with her seatbelt.

      She saw through the tinted window that Ellis had stayed in his car, watching them. Maybe Hannah had said something about keeping an eye on her. But then some of Cade’s security waved him off, and he was forced to drive away. The plan had been for him to visit Aiza, who’d offered to put them both up for the night. He was supposed to come back and pick Nicky up later. She felt extremely alone once he’d left.

      ‘I’m delighted to have another chance to chat,’ Cade said. ‘I was very impressed with your previous piece.’

      Given what it had said about him, Nicky highly doubted that. ‘I was hoping to do something more in-depth this time,’ she said.

      ‘That’s why I’m taking you there, so you can get a fuller picture of, well, everything that’s wonderful about me.’ He winked, presumably to let her know this was meant to be self-deprecating.

      ‘Taking me where?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh, didn’t my people say? You’ll be coming to my country house. I was thinking you could stay the weekend, really get to know me and mine.’

      Then the engine started, and the car drove off, with Nicky still none the wiser about where they were headed. And without a single person back home knowing where she’d gone.
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      Cade’s ‘country house’ turned out to be a mansion on the edge of Epping Forest. The journey there took less than an hour and Cade spent all of it on a radio call with a person who seemed to be his chief of staff. As far as Nicky could tell, they were discussing Cade’s plans to get some kind of rail network up and running again. It was exactly the sort of thing a potential Prime Minister should be talking about. He’d probably arranged the call specifically so Nicky could overhear it.

      It was twilight by the time they reached the house, which was absolutely enormous. There was an Elizabethan core, red-bricked and small-windowed, with a far larger Georgian wing attached, and then an accretion of mismatched buildings from the next two centuries. They’d passed through an entire village – presumably for the servants – inside the two-layered security walls. The sturdy oak trees of Epping Forest made a dark and somewhat gloomy border to the west.

      ‘Fruits of my family’s ill-gotten gains, I’m afraid,’ Cade said. ‘Ancestors involved in the slave trade. Dreadful stuff.’

      ‘And the arms trade,’ Nicky said neutrally.

      He looked sharply at her, but then smiled. ‘Spot on. Although I divested myself of all that when I took over the family business. And I’ve been attempting to put my wealth to better use, share it around a bit. I like to say this house belongs to the nation now, a sort of communal asset. Come inside and let me show you.’

      Nicky hadn’t actually been thinking about the obscenity of one family owning a place so vast, although it was obscene. She’d been wondering how on earth she could even start searching it.

      The front door opened before they got there. Nicky had been expecting a butler, ridiculous though that would be. But instead a stream of about thirty children poured out. They rushed to surround Cade, all talking at once.

      ‘My kids,’ Cade said.

      But Nicky had researched an article on him a few months before the apocalypse, and he definitely hadn’t had any children then. An ex-wife, but no offspring.

      He must have read her expression because he laughed and said, ‘Adopted, of course. The Bloodletting created a lot of orphans and people weren’t always keen to take them in, so I did. The adoptions are official, or at least as official as anything is these days. I can see you trying to tot them up for your article, Nicky. There are 34 of them, aren’t there, you little scamps?’

      Some of the kids must have been at least sixteen, so ‘scamps’ felt like a weird way to describe them. But they didn’t seem to mind. They were all looking at Cade in an adoring way that set Nicky’s teeth on edge. Several of them were shouting ‘Uncle Barnaby! Uncle Barnaby!’ to get his attention. Competing for it.

      ‘I’d like to interview some of them, if I could,’ she told Cade.

      He shook his head. ‘No dice, I’m afraid. I’m a firm believer in keeping children out of the spotlight. But you’re very welcome to have a chat with my oldest, if you like. Cassie, can you show Nicky to her room? I imagine she’d like to freshen up.’

      This might have been a dig at Nicky’s second-best jeans and scruffy hoodie, but she didn’t respond. She was staring at the woman who’d stepped forward at Cade’s words. She was incredibly tall and solid. Nicky would have said hulking, except there was a sort of sleek grace to the way she moved as she stepped up and took Nicky’s bag. Her long brown hair could have competed with Meredith’s for The Post Apocalypse’s Most Salon Perfect award.

      ‘This way,’ she said, and led Nicky inside. It was very dark, lots of over-polished wood and thick, forest-green carpet.

      ‘Cassie –’ Nicky began.

      ‘Cassiopeia. Like the constellation.’

      ‘Oh, right. Because that’s where you were conceived?’

      ‘You’re funny,’ she said flatly. ‘Call me Cassie if you like.’

      ‘Did Cade – I mean the Prime Minister – say you were his oldest adoptee?’ Nicky asked. It seemed improbable. Cassie looked to be in her early twenties, a bit younger than Nicky but not a kid, not even when the apocalypse started.

      ‘Yes, in a way,’ Cassie said. ‘My dad was his older brother. Him and mum died in a helicopter crash when I was seven. Side of a mountain, no survivors. Uncle Barnaby says the helicopter looked like a squashed fly.’ She laughed, very inappropriately in Nicky’s opinion. ‘So he took me in.’

      ‘He’s your real uncle, then?’ Nicky could sort of see the family resemblance now, something in the arch of the nose.

      ‘I’m the OG waif and stray. Uncle Barnaby calls me his prototype.’

      ‘Were you involved in any of his charity work?’ Nicky asked as they finished their trek down at least a mile of corridors to reach Nicky’s room.

      Cassie stopped in the doorway to face her. ‘Why would I be?’

      ‘I thought you might have wanted to get into the family business. The family’s new business, not weapons of mass destruction or, you know, slavery. Charity was Cade’s main focus, right? He talked about it all the time in interviews. I know he did some amazing work with muscular dystrophy. And he worked with albinism too, didn’t he?’ Nicky said, as casually as she could possibly manage.

      Cassie’s eyes narrowed. ‘You know a lot about him.’

      Nicky shrugged. ‘I’m a journalist. I do my research.’

      ‘That’s good. Then you must know how amazing he is.’ For the first time there was real animation in her face.

      ‘Um,’ Nicky said.

      ‘The world fell apart and now he’s pulling it together again. He’s building back better. We’d be nowhere if it wasn’t for him.’

      ‘Well,’ Nicky said carefully, ‘I can see he helped some people. But the rest of us were doing OK without him. We were handling the apocalypse in a fairly non-Mad Max sort of way.’

      Cassie studied her, then smiled. ‘It’s OK. You’ll find out.’ She probably hadn’t meant it to sound as sinister as it did. Her eyes bored into Nicky for one more long moment, then she turned and left her alone in the room with her bag, a four-poster bed, some over-pink wallpaper and no idea where to even start.

      After twenty minutes, Nicky began to wonder if Cade meant to see her at all. She really, really wished she’d brought Ollie with her. He’d be someone to talk to, if nothing else. A small part of her wished Meredith was there too. She’d have known exactly what questions to ask. But Nicky only had herself to blame that she was alone. So she needed to pull herself together and start doing some actual investigating.

      She’d finally mustered the courage to go exploring when there was a knock on the door. She opened it cautiously to see a man in what looked very much like a butler’s uniform.

      ‘Dinner is served,’ he said.

      She laughed before she could stop herself.

      She expected to be looked at down the butler’s broad nose, but he laughed too. ‘Sorry, I know it’s a bit poncey. But I went to school to learn how to do it proper, so I might as well.’

      He had a surprisingly London, wide-boy accent and Nicky immediately warmed to him. He looked to be in his fifties with corn-rowed hair and a nice smile. ‘You’re going to have to show me the way,’ she said. ‘I’ve got no idea where everything is. Or where I am.’

      ‘Not to worry, I’ve got you covered. I’ve brought a floor plan for you.’ He pulled it out of his pocket, very neat and hand-drawn, and smiled at her startled expression. ‘You’re not the first guest that couldn’t find their way, this place is stupid big. For now, follow me. You won’t want to miss this – Mr Cade knows how to treat himself. Bet you won’t have had a meal like this since before the apocalypse.’

      Nicky had actually had some very good meals recently, thanks to Meredith, but she decided not to tell him that.

      To match his butler costume, he led her to a dining hall out of a BBC period drama. There were French windows all down one side, looking out over the twilit garden. And there was a very long, very highly polished table running its length, with Cade seated at one end and one other place setting next to him.

      ‘I’m going for a sort of “man of the people” vibe in my campaign,’ Cade said as Nicky took her seat.

      She couldn’t help laughing, despite everything she believed about him. ‘I’d score you a D-minus.’

      ‘Reasonable, reasonable,’ he said.

      The food began to arrive, and it was every bit as good as the butler had suggested. Cade was charm itself over the meal. He was full of amusing anecdotes about himself and his eccentric family. If Nicky actually had been writing a profile, all of this would have been gold.

      There were plenty of questions she wanted to ask him, about Sunny Vistas and BBD Genomics and what the hell kind of man could he be, to have done what he’d done? But she didn’t ask any of them. If he thought for one second that she suspected him, he’d probably put a guard outside her door to stop her finding any of the evidence she needed. Or he’d do something much worse.

      And then, over a dessert of blood orange sorbet, Cade leaned back in his chair and said, ‘I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a few questions? Turnaround being fair play and all that.’

      Nicky was suddenly extremely conscious of her own heartbeat. ‘Of course not,’ she said.

      He smiled. ‘No need to look so alarmed. I’m simply intrigued by your local situation. I’d like to know a tad more about how things are going up in the distant North.’

      ‘I don’t think we’re really that different from the rest of the country,’ Nicky said cautiously. ‘The bits of it I’ve seen, anyway. For all I know they’ve started worshipping shrews or something in Wales.’

      His eyes on her were very probing. ‘But that’s not entirely true, is it? You’ve got a bit of a local centre of power in Yorkshire, I’ve heard. A woman called Meredith, wasn’t it?’

      He sounded completely casual, but Nicky saw the way his hand was clenched around his knife. A visible pulse beat in the vein on his forehead. She realised, with an unpleasant jolt, that this question was extremely important to him. It might even be the whole reason for his invitation, the only reason he’d been willing to countenance an interview with her.

      ‘Meredith’s in charge of one of the local survivor communities, yeah,’ she said. There didn’t seem any point denying it.

      ‘And what can you tell me about her?’ he asked, still in that mock casual way. ‘She’s been rather shy about introducing herself.’ 

      Nicky shrugged. ‘She’s good at running things? Thanks to her we’ve got a lot of infrastructure working again.’ It was stupid how protective she felt of Meredith. If there was any human being on the planet who needed protecting less than her, Nicky hadn’t met them.

      Cade frowned. ‘Infrastructure? How very dry and impersonal. I’d been told you and this Meredith are rather close.’

      She wasn’t sure if she was imagining the insinuation in that statement. She hoped her calm expression was more convincing than his casual one as she said, ‘I’ve reported on her a lot, but we’re not friends.’ Which was definitely true.

      ‘I see. So when did she move into your neighbourhood? I gather it was quite recent.’

      ‘Um. About nine months ago, I think.’

      ‘And where was she before that?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Nicky said, ‘but why do you care about this? She isn’t running for election. You don’t have to worry about her standing against you.’

      ‘Oh, idle curiosity really. I think I may have stumbled across her before, you see.’

      And now Nicky was interested, despite herself. ‘Really? Where?’

      ‘I can’t quite recall. But I do have a photo I managed to dig up. Would you mind having a gander and telling me if it’s the same woman?’

      She realised that the photo had been beside his plate all along, upside down. Now he turned it over and slid it across the table to her.

      It was Meredith. Nicky couldn’t stop staring at it. It wasn’t a recent picture. Meredith looked to be around Nicky’s age. She was standing in the desert, beside three men in military uniform, one of whom Nicky recognised as Jules. Amazingly, Meredith was also wearing fatigues. It was literally the first time Nicky had ever seen her in trousers. She looked as good as ever in them.

      ‘Where did you get this?’ Nicky asked.

      ‘So it is her, then?’ Cade pressed.

      It was clear she’d already given away the answer. ‘Yeah, it definitely looks like her.’

      ‘Excellent!’ Cade took the photo and stood, his sorbet half-finished. ‘Thank you, Nicky. It’s been a very productive talk.’ And then he smiled cheerfully and left the room without a backward glance.

      

      A different servant led her back to her room. When she got there, she found that someone had unpacked her bags for her. They’d found her old smartphone and put it on the bedside table. That was alarming. She’d brought the phone for the camera, in case she found any evidence worth photographing. But they wouldn’t know that, right? They’d assume she brought it to take pictures of Cade for the interview.

      It wasn’t like it could make her any more nervous than she already was. Looking at the floor plan the butler had given her didn’t help. She could see that if anything, she’d underestimated the size of the place.

      There must have been close to a hundred rooms, but at least he’d labelled most of them in his neat handwriting. So thanks to him, Nicky knew where Cade’s office was. It was obvious she should start the search there, but she decided to wait until 3am, not just to put it off as long as possible. She vaguely remembered reading somewhere that this was the time when people were most sleepy.

      She didn’t want to risk setting an alarm that could be heard by someone else, which meant she needed to stay awake for the duration of the wait. Not that there was much danger of her falling asleep. Her head was noisy with questions. One in particular wouldn’t leave her alone. It was a very obvious one, given what Cade had shown her: was he the person that Meredith had stolen Libyca from?

      It made sense. His family had been in the arms trade, and it would certainly explain his interest in her. Meredith hadn’t told Nicky the connection, but then Meredith wouldn’t. She was an information miser: she loved collecting it and hated giving it away.

      If it was true, Cade was almost certainly bearing a grudge against Meredith. Nicky regretted everything she’d told him about her. She’d tried to say as little as possible, but she’d probably given away more than she meant to. Meredith wasn’t wrong that she had a very readable face.

      At quarter to three, her stomach was so sour and twisted up that she couldn’t stand to wait another minute. Cade’s office, inconveniently, was in a completely different wing of the house. It was a long, tense walk to get there and she was incredibly jumpy, constantly flinching away from the blacker-on-black shadows of furniture cast by the full moon. This darkness felt a lot less friendly than the one in which Meredith had come to her while they were camping. The night Meredith had, for the first and probably last time, revealed a tiny bit about herself. 

      As Nicky crept through Cade’s house, heart thumping at every tiniest sound, it occurred to her that this might be the real explanation for Meredith’s abrupt termination of their fling. Perhaps that night, she’d opened the door to Nicky a fraction wider than she intended. And once she realised what she’d done, she’d slammed it permanently shut.

      The thought was comforting, in a way. At least it meant it wasn’t Nicky’s fault. If nothing else, it helped distract her from the nightmare tension of sneaking through the house of a man who might have killed ninety-five per cent of humanity.

      Imagined eyes prickled at her back. After the fourth time of spinning around to see nothing, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep moving. Until, at long, long last, she arrived at Cade’s office. When she tried the handle, the door opened with barely a sound.

      Inside, she chanced a torch. She didn’t really have a choice. The blinds must have been closed, because the darkness was total. Even the torch only showed her disjointed strips that it took a while to piece together into a coherent picture of a room.

      Cade had done it up in a sort of faux Edwardian style, all leather and dark wood. The drawers in the desk were locked, but there was a filing cabinet that wasn’t. Its upper drawer contained what seemed to be detailed files on Cade’s adopted children. That was creepy, but not what Nicky was after.

      The next drawer was full of documents she found almost completely incomprehensible. She thought they might be property deeds.

      And in the third drawer there were accounts. Her heart started working harder, with excitement rather than fear. This really could be it. There were folders for household accounts and others that seemed to belong to his various charities. 

      There was even one marked ‘Sunny Vistas’, his albinism charity. Hands shaking, Nicky took out her smartphone and started taking pictures of everything.
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      The evidence, when Nicky found it, wasn’t even subtle. Actually, it was an embarrassment of evidence. She looked through everything she’d photographed once she was back in her room, hiding under the covers so the light from her phone screen wouldn’t reveal that she was still awake.

      There were all sorts of accounts linking Cade to BBD Genomics and BBD Genomics to Sunny Vistas. And all three of them to some clearly very secret and very illegal research. No one directly talked about the v-strain, that would have been too much to hope for. But there were a lot of references to ‘the product’ and ‘the event’ that weren’t very challenging to interpret.

      Nicky had also thought to look at Cade’s diaries: big leather volumes lined up on one shelf. They went back 27 years and she wondered why the hell he’d kept them. But then, Richard Nixon had kept the Watergate tapes, and maybe Cade was saving the diaries for posterity, or a future biographer. He definitely seemed like that sort of person.

      He probably didn’t intend to show anyone the diary from three years ago, though.

      It wasn’t that he’d scheduled any meetings with his ‘chief plague scientist’ or whatever. In a way, it was worse. All his other diaries were full: board meetings, meetings with MPs and Lords and Senators and MEPs, trips abroad for his charities. And ordinary human stuff too. Haircuts. Meals out.

      But in that one diary, about a week after the Bloodletting, it all just stopped. Obviously there was nothing weird about stopping keeping a diary while the world was ending. The thing was, there was nothing scheduled. Not a single thing. As if, knowing what was coming, Cade hadn’t seen the point of arranging meetings that he alone in the world knew were never going to happen.

      The diary was written in his sprawling handwriting. Nicky checked it against all the other documents. And quite a lot of the incriminating letters were addressed to him personally. Short of a signed confession, it was about as conclusive as anything she could hope to find. It was extraordinary, really, that it existed at all. The arrogance it must have taken, not to expect anyone to come looking. But then he seemed like that sort of person, too.

      She couldn’t sleep in the hour of the night that was left after she’d finished going through it all. She wished, desperately, that the Internet still existed, or 5G. Some way she could pass the information on for safekeeping. But all she could do was bury her phone at the bottom of her bag and try to get back to York as quickly as possible.

      At six o’clock, she went to find breakfast. She’d debated trying to leave immediately, but she needed to behave as normally as possible to avoid tipping Cade off. Also, she was starving. She’d burned off about half her body weight in nervous energy during the night.

      At that time of the morning, she expected the kitchen to be empty. But when she walked in, she saw Cassie sitting on a stall at the central marble-topped island, halfway through demolishing a huge pile of sausages and scrambled eggs.

      ‘You’re up early,’ Cassie said.

      Nicky shrugged. ‘Now I’ve got the material for the profile, I wanted to get a head start on the journey home.’

      ‘You won’t be going home,’ Cassie said, without looking up from her plate.

      Nicky stared at the top of her sleek brown head. ‘Excuse me?’ Her heart rate was at it again. She was also having a bit of trouble breathing. Did Cade know? Had she been seen last night?

      Cassie looked up, her face blank. ‘Uncle Barnaby wants you to stay here for a while.’

      ‘Oh.’ Nicky worked very hard on not letting her voice shake. ‘Is he going to give me another interview?’

      ‘Yes, that’s probably why.’ Cassie’s tone of voice suggested that it very definitely wasn’t.

      There was a silence long enough for Nicky to realise that she didn’t mean to say anything else. But they couldn’t have seen her last night, could they? If Cade knew she knew, he’d kill her. He’d have to.

      ‘The thing is,’ Nicky said, ‘I think I really have got enough material already. We talked for ages over dinner. And with the election so close, it’s important to get the piece out soon.’

      ‘The election is in two weeks.’

      ‘Exactly! So I need to start writing if I’m going to get it distributed in time.’

      Cassie stood up abruptly, and Nicky couldn’t help taking a nervous step back. She would have loomed over Nicky even if she hadn’t been trying to be intimidating, and she really seemed to be. She smiled, also somehow intimidatingly. ‘If you want to write, you can do that.’

      ‘OK,’ Nicky said cautiously. ‘I didn’t bring a laptop with me.’

      ‘Do you really think Uncle Barnaby doesn’t have any computers?’

      Uncle Barnaby did, it turned out, have computers. A whole room of them in fact, that Cassie led Nicky to, somewhere in the Georgian wing of the mansion. Its windows looked out over the extensive, manicured grounds. But it was on the second floor, so there was no way that Nicky was jumping out and making a run for it, even if that had been in any way a sensible thing to do.

      Cassie had settled into an armchair right next to the door, so there was no prospect of Nicky making a run for it that way, either. She was left with no choice but to fire up the computer and start writing an article she had no intention of ever publishing.

      It wasn’t easy. Her first instinct was to make it gushing, but Cade would instantly realise that was fake. She knew he knew she didn’t like him. As many people had told her, she was incapable of disguising her feelings. So she made the article snide instead. He was a very easy man to be snide about.

      After she’d written four paragraphs, though, she began to wonder why she was doing it at all. Why was she playing along with his game? It was daylight and Cade’s place wasn’t that far from civilisation. They’d passed a couple of fenced-in farms on the way in, and people working in the fields. Those were people Nicky could go to for help, if she could get away from the house.

      There were the perimeter walls to cross, but at least she’d be doing something. Sitting there typing obediently was making her feel horribly claustrophobic, despite the size of the room. This was probably what people meant when they said they could feel the walls closing in. Nicky’s inability to slow either her heart or her breathing was probably what they meant when they said they were having a panic attack, too.

      ‘I need the loo,’ she told Cassie.

      Cassie eyed her up and down, then said, ‘Third door on the left.’

      Nicky realised she was tiptoeing as she walked to the door, as if that would prevent Cassie from noticing she was going rather than just make Nicky look super shady. She made herself stop.

      Cassie shifted in her chair, and for a nasty moment Nicky thought she was going to follow her out. But then she settled back down and Nicky was out of the room and on her own.

      She turned left, in case Cassie could somehow tell whether she was heading the right way. She did seem like the kind of person who might have superhuman hearing. The toilet was three doors down, like she’d said. Nicky went in and made sure to shut the door loudly enough for Cassie to hear.

      She stared at her own face in the gilt mirror over the Victorian porcelain sink. She looked pale and scared. She was scared. Because she’d thought of one possible reason why Cade might be keeping her there. As with so many other things in her life recently, it involved Meredith. And thanks to Nicky, Cade now knew for certain who and where she was. So probably the last thing he wanted was for Nicky to go back to Imphal and tell her that.

      She remembered something else Cade had said too, about her and Meredith being close. He’d insinuated they were more than that. Did he think that keeping Nicky here would lure Meredith to him? And if so, what would he do to Nicky when he realised that Meredith had zero interest in riding to her rescue?

      She had to get out of there. She opened the bathroom door, easing the handle down so it wouldn’t make a sound. Her heart lurched when she saw movement in the corridor outside, but it was her own shadow, cast by the tasteless chandelier light fitting.

      It took her two wrong turnings before she found the stairs down and she didn’t recognise the part of the house she ended up in. It was shabbier than the bits she’d been in before and probably older. The brickwork looked like it was thinking about crumbling back into clay. But at the end of the corridor, there was a window looking out over the sort of ornamental garden with foot-high hedges and chequerboard flowerbeds that you only got in stately homes and municipal parks.

      Nicky made sure no one was watching, then tried to push the window open.

      It didn’t move. There was a lock on it, much more modern than the bricks. The next window she found was locked too, and the one after. Why? Why would you lock your windows in the middle of an apocalypse? Who did they think was going to burgle them?

      Or were the locks all there to keep someone in? Did Cade hold people captive on a regular basis? It didn’t seem that improbable. If you were prepared to slaughter most of the human race, you probably didn’t draw the line at wrongful imprisonment. And Nicky might not have been the first person to come sniffing around.

      She wondered if she should break the window. It would make a noise, but she couldn’t see anyone outside who was in a position to hear it. She snatched another quick look over her shoulder to see if anyone was watching – and let out a helpless yelp of fear when she saw Cassie, standing barely two feet behind her, smiling.

      ‘Thought you’d got lost on the way to the toilet,’ she said. ‘If you needed fresh air, I could have turned on the aircon.’

      ‘Did you follow me?’ Nicky asked. She tried not to make it sound like an accusation.

      Cassie laughed. ‘Didn’t need to.’ She pointed, and Nicky realised for the first time that there was a security camera on the ceiling, very small and hidden in the shadows in one corner.

      For a second, Nicky thought about demanding to be let out. But she didn’t want to force Cassie to say no. Because right now, Cade could still claim complete innocence. All he’d done was kindly invite a guest to stay a little longer. He could let Nicky go, and she wouldn’t be able to tell the world anything incriminating about him. Well, apart from all the incredibly incriminating things she’d found in his office, but she was still clinging to the hope that he didn’t know about that.

      If Cassie took her out of here and locked her in her room, or worse, then the story changed. Then Cade couldn’t ever let Nicky go, not without risking a PR disaster.

      So she said, ‘I suppose I’d better get on with the article.’

      ‘I suppose you had,’ Cassie said. Nicky hated the look of cool amusement on her face.

      When they got back to the room, Cassie turned on the aircon, much too high. Nicky was only wearing a thin Henley shirt and she couldn’t stop shivering. The weather outside darkened as she typed, as if to match her mood, until after an hour it was almost as gloomy as that terrible day in York market.

      Nicky had one paragraph of the article left to write, but she didn’t finish it. She didn’t want to know what came next.

      Cassie looked across at her, frowning. ‘Are you done yet?’

      Of course she’d noticed that Nicky had stopped typing. ‘I still need to edit –’ Nicky said, and then stopped, as she heard a voice she couldn’t possibly have expected talking to Cade outside the door.

      Cassie jumped up, like a private standing to attention in the presence of an officer, the door opened and Cade walked in. And behind him, unbelievably, was Ollie.

      ‘It looks like your lift has shown up, Nicky,’ Cade said, smiling with too many teeth.

      Ollie’s face was strained. ‘Yeah, sorry. Everyone’s been missing Nicky, so they sent me to come and fetch her. They’re all waiting for us to get back. And they know where I am.’

      Nicky stared at him incredulously. The warning in his words was clear. It was barely even hidden.

      Cade clearly thought so too. His smile got even more toothy. ‘Of course, of course. It’s quite a long journey back, isn’t it? Would you like me to refuel you before you go?’

      ‘Don’t bother yourself,’ Ollie said. ‘I brought a backup battery.’

      The look Cassie gave him was burning, but she stepped aside to let him and Nicky through. They went back to Nicky’s room to pick up her bags, neither of them saying a word to the other on the way there or back. There was every chance those security cameras of Cade’s transmitted sound too. And besides, Nicky didn’t know what to say.

      And then there was the long, long walk to the car. For every second of it, she thought Cade was going to step out of the door and say, ‘Oh, did you really think I was going to let you get away with all that damning evidence against me?’ But he didn’t, and then they were in the car.

      The security gates opened for them, and they were out and free.

      The first thing Nicky did was rifle frantically through her bag. And yes, thank god, her smartphone was right where she’d left it. Cade hadn’t found it.

      Ollie’s expression was set and grim. He didn’t say a word as she flicked through the photos on the phone, checking that every single one of them was still there. His eyes remained on the road, squinting through the spitting rain.

      Nicky stole sideways glances at him, trying to figure out what was going on, how on earth he’d even found her. But she didn’t know how to ask. Too much of the last few weeks’ anger was still standing between them.

      Eventually he said, through gritted teeth, ‘You’re an idiot. What the heck did you think you were doing?’

      ‘It was the investigation,’ she said in a small voice. ‘I had a lead.’

      ‘Yeah, Hannah told me.’ He sounded angrier than she’d ever heard him. ‘You found a link between Cade and the v-strain. So you thought you’d go off and investigate without bothering to tell anyone what you were up to. Like for example me, the person you’re supposed to be doing the bloody investigation with in the first place.’

      ‘I didn’t want to put you in danger,’ she said in an even smaller voice.

      ‘But you didn’t mind flinging yourself into it, did you? How do you think I’d have felt, if you’d gone charging off and got yourself killed?’

      ‘Really cross?’ she tried.

      He was gripping the steering wheel so tightly, his knuckles were white. ‘Really bloody upset, Nic. It would have destroyed me.’

      It was actually sort of comforting that he still cared, but she knew it wouldn’t be helpful to tell him that.

      ‘I didn’t really think about that,’ she admitted. ‘But it was him, I can prove it now. I’ve found all sorts. Letters. Stuff in his diary that’s really incriminating. We’ve got him. I know what I did was stupid, I know I should have told you, but it was worth it. It was totally worth it.’

      ‘Only if we manage to make it home with the evidence.’

      They drove in silence for about a quarter of an hour, round the M25. When they hit the junction for the M1, Nicky screwed up her courage and asked, ‘How did you find me?’

      ‘Given how you didn’t bother to tell me where you were going?’ he said bitingly.

      ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Given that.’

      He sighed. ‘Ellis was worried about you. He got Aiza to radio and tell Hannah about it, and Hannah told me and Simon. And all of us came looking for you.’

      ‘All of you?’ In a moment of stupidity she looked into the back of the car, as if the rest of them might have been hiding in there.

      ‘Aiza knew you’d gone off to stay with Cade,’ Ollie said. ‘But she didn’t know where exactly. She reckoned it could be one of three places he owned, so we had to split up. Guess I drew the short straw.’ He almost smiled.

      ‘God. Thank you. I don’t… I don’t know if I would have got out of there without you. Like, ever.’

      ‘I asked Meredith for help first off,’ he said, still not looking at her. ‘She said she knew and to leave it with her. Leave it with her! Like you were an item on the agenda she’d get round to eventually.’

      Nicky swallowed. It was exactly what she’d expected, so it shouldn’t have hurt. ‘Me and her are over,’ she told him. ‘She ended it after, you know, the camping thing.’

      ‘Oh.’ Now he did snatch a brief glance at her. ‘I’m sorry.’

      She managed a small smile. ‘No you’re not.’

      His lips twitched in a tiny smile of his own. ‘Not even slightly.’

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I know I should have.’

      ‘Yeah, you should.’

      She didn’t know how to make this better, and she desperately wanted to. Nothing felt right when the two of them were fighting. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she said again.

      His face softened a little. ‘So you bloody should be. I thought you trusted me, Nic.’

      ‘I do. Really. More than anyone else in the world. It’s just…’ She didn’t know how to explain it to him in a way that would make it alright. ‘I didn’t think you’d be this bothered by it.’

      ‘It’s not you sleeping with her that bothers me,’ he said.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘No, OK, it does bother me quite a lot. Meredith bloody Hind, for god’s sake. That’s not why I’m vexed, though. It was you hiding it.’

      ‘I wasn’t hiding it from you,’ she said. ‘I was hiding it from everyone.’

      ‘But I’m not everyone. That’s the point.’ He sighed. ‘When this all started, when the world fell apart and Kate and everything, having you there was what got me through. You were my rock, Nic.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Yeah, you. A very annoying, stupid rock. I thought I knew everything about you. And then it turned out you’d been keeping this massive secret from me, and I had no idea. All those trips we’d been on, all those conversations we’d had about Meredith, and you never let on. I felt like you and Meredith had been laughing about me all that time behind my back.’

      She stared at him in horror. ‘God, no. If anyone’s the butt of the joke here, it’s me.’

      ‘But it made me feel like I didn’t know you as well as I thought. Maybe I didn’t know you at all.’

      She looked away, all her worst fears confirmed.

      He took one hand off the wheel to reach out and clasp hers. ‘Then I realised. Falling for the worst person in the world? And then hiding it instead of talking about it like a grown-up? That was completely in character. That was the most Nicky possible way of handling things you could find.’

      ‘I mean, that’s a bit harsh,’ she said. But she was grinning. She felt light-headed with relief. If Ollie still liked her, if he was still her friend, then nothing else really mattered. Not even Meredith.

      He grinned back. But then, a second later, his hand clenched around hers, so suddenly and tightly she let out a small cry.

      ‘What is it? What have I done?’ she asked.

      ‘Nothing.’ His voice was incredibly tense. ‘Look behind us, Nic.’

      She did. It took her a moment to spot it, quite a long way back. ‘OK, I can see a car. But that’s no big deal. There are still other people who drive. Especially since Cade got that oil well started again.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘But it’s been there a while. It might have been there since we left Epping. I think we’re being followed.’
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      ‘Turn off the road,’ Nicky said. ‘That’ll show us if the car’s really following. Then we can call for help if it is. You’ve got a radio, right?’

      ‘Wouldn’t have the range. But I nabbed one of Meredith’s satellite phones.’ Ollie veered the car towards the approaching slip road. He indicated as he did it, which even in the current circumstances made Nicky smile. That was as in character for him as royally screwing up her sex life was for her. Aside from their possible pursuer, there wasn’t a single other car on the road, nothing but a few abandoned, rusting old wrecks.

      She kept looking backward, even though it made her feel sick. But the slip road curved left and she lost sight of the car behind.

      ‘Are they following?’ Ollie asked.

      ‘I can’t tell. Keep going, we need a longer, straighter bit of road. I’m going to call home anyway. I don’t think it counts as crying wolf if there absolutely definitely is a wolf nearby.’

      ‘Phone’s in the back,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘OK, but try not to crash or put the brakes on suddenly or anything. That would be a really stupid way to die.’ She unclipped her belt, tilted the seat as far as it would go and began the undignified process of scrambling into the back.

      As she finally slithered through the gap between the seats, Ollie said tightly, ‘They’re still following.’

      They were approaching a roundabout by then, a big one with a flyover. Ollie didn’t indicate this time. He didn’t bother going the correct way round, either, swerving the car right and accelerating at the same time. The wheels screamed in protest but kept their grip.

      ‘I’ve got the phone,’ she said. ‘What’s the number for Imphal?’

      ‘It’s on the back. Shit! Nic, there’s another car in front of us. I don’t know if it’s with them.’ He turned sharply to take the nearest exit from the roundabout. This time the tyres did skid for a nauseating moment before straightening.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Nicky asked. She was trying to dial, clumsy with haste and not helped by the wild swings the car was making as Ollie took more turnings far too quickly.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘I didn’t read the sign. I don’t know where we are.’

      Nicky glanced out of the window. A green road sign sped past too quickly for her to read, but hadn’t that been the outline of a plane beside the writing? ‘Luton, I think. That’s a proper town, right? We should be able to lose them in there.’

      ‘I bloody hope so, cause there’s three of them now. One of them’s a jeep. Oh god, did you hear that? I think someone fired a gun at us. Hurry up with that phone!’

      Neither of them said what they were probably both thinking: that home was four hours’ drive away and no help they could call was likely to get to them in time. But it might. It might. Nicky finally finished dialling and turned the phone onto speaker.

      There was nothing but static.

      The car whizzed past a peeling poster, an advert for some kind of cereal. A smiling blond child was eating it, but the paper had torn at the corner of his smile, turning it into a grimace.

      ‘You must have got the number wrong,’ Ollie said. He was driving like a lunatic now.

      ‘I didn’t!’ But she tried again, one painstaking digit at a time. It was still just static. ‘I think they’re jamming it. Can they do that?’

      ‘Maybe?’ The words turned into a yell when something struck the windscreen at incredible velocity.

      Nicky ducked instinctively. ‘Was that a bullet?’ she asked shakily. ‘Jesus, did it hit you? Are you hurt?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Whatever it was had left a mosaic of cracks on the windscreen that he was squinting to see through.

      ‘Right. OK.’ She drew in a deep breath, trying to centre herself. ‘We need to find somewhere to hide. If we can wait them out until nighttime, they’ll have to find somewhere to go to ground too. Maybe we’ll be able to get through to someone then.’

      ‘How does he know, Nic?’ Ollie slowed to inch the car between two rusting wrecks. ‘I’m guessing you didn’t nick all that stuff when he was watching. How did he find out?’

      ‘I don’t think he did. This isn’t about us.’

      ‘He’s trying to bloody murder us!’

      ‘Yeah, but I think that’s because of Meredith. I’m pretty sure she stole Libyca from Cade, years ago, and he’s bearing a grudge. He was quizzing me about her over dinner, and then as soon as he’d confirmed who she was, he walked away. He’s trying to kill us so we won’t warn her.’

      Ollie slammed his foot back hard on the accelerator the second they were past the obstacle. ‘But he’s not even trying to hide it. He’s sending his people after us, right out in the open. How does he think he’ll get away with it? He knows our friends know where we are.’

      ‘He’ll say it was raiders. There’s still some around, right? He’ll say we rushed off without an escort and they caught us on the road. He’ll probably pick some people he can arrest for it – real raiders, even. He could give them a trial and everything. By the time he’s done, it will look totally convincing.’ Nicky could imagine exactly how he’d handle it. All she had to do was think about how Meredith would handle a similar problem.

      She looked behind. The road was empty. They’d managed to lose their pursuers, at least for now. But with no other vehicles on the streets, they were horribly easy to spot. ‘We need to ditch the car,’ she said.

      ‘Then how will we get home?’ He took another turning, into an even smaller side street.

      ‘We’ll get a lift. Simon or Hannah or Beth or someone will come to pick us up. We need to find a house or, I don’t know, a shed or somewhere we can hide from them. Ollie, this is our only chance.’

      She nearly fell into the front again when he braked abruptly. Then, ridiculously, he started trying to parallel park between a rusting Ford and a half-wrecked Toyota.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she asked.

      ‘Hiding the car.’ He bit his lip in concentration as he eased into the gap. ‘They’ll see it if I leave it in the road. Then they’ll know we’re close. Maybe this way they’ll drive past.’

      The minute he took to finish parking was agonising. But he was right. She waited him out, then grabbed her bag and threw open the door.

      Ollie caught her arm before she could start running. ‘Wait,’ he said, fiddling with a catch under the dashboard. ‘We need to get what’s in the boot.’

      He’d parked so close to the car behind, Nicky had to suck in her stomach to squeeze into the gap between them. She fumbled along the edge of the boot until she found the handle and yanked it open.

      Inside, there was a big black bag, what looked like a crowbar, and the gun Simon had offered her once before.

      ‘Simon reckoned we might need it,’ Ollie said. ‘You take it, you’re a better shot than me.’

      ‘I’m not sure beating you at darts once counts as being a better shot.’ But this time she did take the gun.

      Ollie grabbed the crowbar, slung the black bag over his shoulder and shut the boot. ‘Come on.’

      Nicky jogged after him, the gun pointed loosely down. She hated the weight of it in her hand. It didn’t make her feel safe. It just reminded her of the danger she was in.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked as they turned the corner into a small high street. Every one of the shop windows had been smashed and the contents taken.

      ‘Away from the car,’ he said tightly.

      She followed him as he cut down the alley to the side of an off-licence. It was very dark between the houses. It was nearly noon, but overcast, the sky full of rainclouds. She thought again of that day in York market. Was this as dark as that? She wasn’t sure, but she was afraid it might be. ‘We need to find shelter, somewhere we can wait out the night if we need to.’

       God knew there were enough empty houses. Luton seemed to be one of those places that had been completely depopulated during the Bloodletting. The trouble was, any building that could shelter them against phages might also be a place that contained phages.

      ‘I don’t know what to do. Nic, what are we going to do?’ Ollie asked.

      She heard, very faintly, the sound of a car engine. It was impossible to tell from which direction it was coming. ‘We pick a house,’ she said grimly. ‘We roll the dice. Less than half the places in York were infested, right? And I’ve already been bitten by a phage once. How unlucky would I have to be to get attacked twice?’

      ‘Exactly as unlucky as you are.’ Ollie smiled briefly at her, then turned up the path to the nearest house and reached for the door.

      ‘Not that one!’ Nicky said.

      He turned to look at her, still holding the handle. ‘Why? What can you see?’

      ‘Nothing. It’s just a stupid feeling. Ignore me.’

      But he walked back down the short path and stopped at the gate of the next house.

      ‘Not that one either,’ she told him. They were literally trusting their lives to her woman’s fucking intuition. But it wasn’t like they had a better option.

      ‘In there,’ she said at the fourth attempt, a shabby Victorian terraced house exactly the same as all the others.

      ‘I should go in first,’ Ollie said.

      ‘Bollocks. We go in together.’

      Still they both hesitated outside the door, fruitlessly trying to peer through the net-curtained windows. 

      ‘For God’s sake,’ Nicky said, and because the waiting was worse than the just doing it, she reached for the handle and tried to turn it.

      It was locked, of course. She thumped it with her fist. ‘Fuck.’

      ‘It’s alright, Simon thought there might be a bit of breaking and entering.’ Ollie reached into the black bag and pulled out what looked like a locksmith’s bump key. Which seemed like exactly the sort of thing Simon would have.

      After a second of Ollie fiddling with the lock, the door swung open. Nicky swallowed hard, once, then stepped through with him right behind.

      There was absolute silence inside the house, but that didn’t mean anything. As she’d already discovered, phages could hibernate until food became available.

      Ollie eased the door shut, plunging the interior into a deeper gloom. She’d walked halfway down the hall before she realised he wasn’t following. He was still at the door.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. I think I might’ve seen someone turn the corner when I went in the door.’

      ‘You think, or you know?’

      He shrugged helplessly.

      ‘This is OK. We can deal with this,’ she said. ‘Let’s go upstairs. We can take a look out of the window and see if there’s anyone there.’

      ‘But they’ll see us!’

      ‘I don’t think they will.’ She cast an uneasy glance into the sliver of sitting room visible through a half open door. Had that been movement in there? But she couldn’t see anything now. She made herself look away and back at Ollie. ‘It’s brighter outside than it is in here. A bit brighter. That should hide us. Plus I saw the windows from the outside. They’re filthy.’

      He swallowed, then nodded. They both eyed the stairs, darker even than the hallway. But there hadn’t been a phage yet, and they hadn’t been talking all that quietly.

      Nicky swallowed too, then took the stairs to the navy-carpeted landing.

      The door to the front bedroom was shut and she hesitated with her hand on the knob. The last time she’d opened a locked door in a long-abandoned building, she’d nearly had her throat ripped out. Her heart was pounding and there was a cold sweat on her forehead, but she didn’t know if it was fear of phages, or fear of the people chasing them. It was definitely fear. She ignored it, and opened the door.

      Her eyes took in the room in one quick sweep. There was a bed, unmade and thick with dust, a wooden wardrobe with its doors hanging open and a string of fairy lights along one wall, but no sign that anyone had been in there, phage or human, since the Bloodletting. She let out her breath in a rush of relief.

      When she sidled up to the window, it was as grubby as she’d anticipated. She had to chance using her sleeve to clear a small patch on one pane of the bay to peer through.

      Unlike the room, the street outside wasn’t empty.

      ‘Shit,’ Ollie said. ‘Shit shit shit.’

      There was a man peering through the window of the house two doors down. Nicky couldn’t see his face at that angle, just the small bald patch on top of his head. He didn’t seem to be wearing a military uniform, but the thing he had on a strap around his shoulders looked very much like a rifle.

      ‘He must have been too far away to see which house we went into,’ she said. She could hear how high and thin her own voice sounded.

      ‘And there’s only one of him. Maybe they split up to look for us. Suppose they don’t think we’re much of a threat.’

      ‘We aren’t much of a threat.’ But even as she said it, she was hyper-aware of the gun in her hand, the cold weight of it. The man wasn’t more than twenty feet away. She might be able to hit him at that distance. ‘Can you shoot through glass?’ she asked.

      Ollie looked out of the window at the man, then at her. ‘Probably. Might throw off the aim though. I could break the window for you first.’

      ‘He’ll hear it.’

      Ollie shrugged, the movement stiff, as if all his muscles were tensed up. ‘Yeah, but he’ll probably look round to see where it came from. He’s not expecting us to fight back, is he? There’s no way he’d guess we’ve got the gun.’

      Nicky nodded and raised it, trying to hold it the way she’d seen people do in movies. It felt absolutely nothing like all the games she’d played when she was a teenager. There was something too inescapably real about the piece of metal in her hands. She adjusted her aim, until the man’s head was right in the centre of the gunsight.

      ‘Tell me when you’re ready,’ Ollie said. He had the crowbar poised to take out the window. She saw it shaking as his hand shook.

      Below, the man rattled the front door of the neighbouring house. Then he looked at the ground-floor window and frowned. The angle revealed his face to Nicky, quite young with a very unfortunate ginger beard. The window he was looking at was in small square panes and even if he broke it, he’d probably be too big to squeeze through. She could see him thinking that. She could see his mind working, a mind she was about to silence, forever.

      She lowered the gun. ‘I can’t just kill him.’

      ‘We have to, Nic. They’re trying to kill us.’ But he lowered the crowbar too.

      ‘I know. I know you’re right. But I… I can’t.’ She held the gun out to Ollie. ‘You do it.’

      He backed away from her. ‘I’d probably miss.’

      If Meredith were here, she’d take the shot. Nicky was absolutely certain of it. She wouldn’t hesitate even for a second. But Nicky wasn’t Meredith, and neither was Ollie.

      ‘OK,’ she said, as below them the man began to kick the front door of the neighbouring house. ‘Then we’ll have to run.’
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      ‘We’ll go out the back,’ Nicky said. ‘Cross over a few gardens then go in another house. That way they won’t know which one we’re in.’

      Ollie nodded, gaze still on the man outside the window. He’d nearly broken the neighbouring door down. ‘But they’ll still know the general area.’

      ‘That’s better odds than we’ve got right now.’

      He followed her down the stairs and into the sitting room. There was a horrible smell of decay in the air there, and two dark humps on the floor near the gas fireplace, from which Nicky very quickly looked away. They weren’t moving, which was all that mattered right then.

      There were also, thankfully, patio doors at the back. Whoever had lived here, those two huddled shapes by the fireplace, must have died very early in the Bloodletting. Most people had learned to board up all their entrances pretty quickly.

      The garden outside was grown wild. It had once been half patio, half lawn, but bindweed had crawled out to cover the paving slabs and the grass was knee-high. All the other gardens were the same, some tangled with brambles and others filled with ferns. It was possible to see all of them because most of the fences were down.

      ‘Bet it was that storm two years ago,’ Ollie said. ‘Do you remember? Nearly blew the cow shed away.’

      There was a sound behind them, abrupt and frightening, of the front door handle being rattled. They hadn’t thought to double-lock it. One good kick would take it down. Nicky exchanged a desperate look with Ollie, then led the way into the garden.

      It was hard going through the grass and the brambles and the ferns. Harder still because they were trying not to leave any kind of trail. By the time they’d made it across two gardens, Nicky’s hands were scored with scratches and her jeans were covered in burrs.

      ‘In there?’ Ollie asked, looking at another near-identical Victorian house at the top of the third or fourth garden down.

      ‘We should get further away,’ she said.

      He shook his head. ‘He’ll expect that. He won’t expect us to pick a place so close.’

      ‘Or he’ll search the closest houses first,’ Nicky countered, but when Ollie made for the back door, she followed him. It was all guesswork and hope and the longer they stayed outdoors, the greater chance they had of being seen.

      She could see why Ollie had chosen this particular house. The back door was hanging open, half off its hinges. Through it she saw a galley kitchen, very eighties, and a dark corridor beyond.

      Her heart lurched again at the sight of that shadowed, unsafe space, but she told it to cut that rubbish out. There was only so long you could exist in a state of abject terror.

      ‘We should find a room and barricade ourselves in it,’ she said. ‘If he searches the other houses first, he might find a phage and get eaten before he gets to us.’

      Ollie frowned as she led the way through the kitchen. ‘So we’re hoping he dies, it’s just we don’t want to personally kill him?’

      ‘Kind of,’ Nicky said –

      – and as she turned the corner from the hallway to the sitting room, the attack she’d stopped expecting came.

      The phage was on her so quickly, she didn’t even have time to register its face, just the press of its body, inhumanly strong, bearing her to the ground.

      The stink of stale blood and rank sweat nearly overpowered her as she twisted frantically away. The needle-sharp teeth that had been aiming for her neck snapped on empty air. And without conscious thought, the finger of her right hand convulsed on the trigger of the gun she barely remembered she was holding.

      The sound was deafening and the effect instant. The phage became a dead weight, its face falling to rest against her neck. Its overlong teeth pricked her skin and the panic she’d been too shocked to feel in the moment of the attack took hold. She let out a sound that was close to a sob as she pushed the corpse off her with a desperate heave.

      Ollie was looking down at her with wide, terrified eyes.

      ‘It’s OK,’ she gasped. ‘It didn’t bite me.’ But she had to wait a minute for the shaking to stop before she was able to climb to her feet. And as soon as she did, she realised that it wasn’t OK at all. ‘Oh god. The gunshot. It was really loud. We need to get out of here.’

      Except, before they could take two steps towards the front door, they heard the engine. A car driving slowly past – and then stopping, somewhere in the street outside.

      Ollie’s eyes widened even further. ‘But they can’t have heard it, can they? Not if they were driving.’

      ‘I don’t know. But the guy who was following us probably heard. And he’s probably got a radio.’

      ‘They might not know which house it came from. We need to hide.’

      She saw from his face that he knew it was futile. She knew it was futile too. Their pursuers were bound to search more than one house, the whole street probably.

      ‘We need to hide the phage,’ she said. ‘If they see it, they’ll know for sure we’re here.’

      Ollie nodded. ‘Cupboard under the stairs is closest.’

      She cringed away from the thought of touching that pale, dead flesh, but she made herself take one arm while Ollie took the other.

      The phage was very heavy, even heavier than it had felt on top of her. They were both panting by the time they’d dragged it the ten feet along the hallway to the cupboard, then wrestled with its lifeless arms and legs so they could close the door.

      Nicky saw that they’d left behind a long smear of blood on the carpet from the gaping exit wound in its back.

      ‘They might think that’s an old blood stain,’ she said hopelessly. ‘The light’s dim in here.’

      ‘We’d best get upstairs. Hide in the bathroom maybe – that’ll have a lock, won’t it?’

      ‘He’ll kick that down quicker than the front door.’ But she followed him upstairs anyway.

      The landing was very dark. It took Nicky longer than it should have to find the torch in her bag. It felt like several years since she’d used it in Cade’s house, not less than a day. But when she flicked it on, she saw what she’d been hoping to see: a hatch in the hallway ceiling with a metal ring in it.

      ‘Oh,’ Ollie said. ‘Yeah. The attic. That’s a grand idea.’

      It really wasn’t. It wasn’t even a good idea, but it was definitely a less awful one than all their other options.

      It took another two minutes they didn’t have to find the rod to open the hatch, hidden in a corner of the airing cupboard, and even longer to figure out how to pull the stepladder back up once they’d both scrambled up it into the attic.

      When the hatch slammed shut they were left with darkness. The light from Nicky’s torch illuminated only Ollie’s scared face, the broken rocking chair they’d sat down next to, and the grey silhouettes of the cardboard boxes that seemed to be filling up the rest of the cold and dusty space. It was too big for them to see into its furthest corners.

      ‘We’re in the start of every horror movie ever,’ Nicky said. Talking probably wasn’t very sensible, but it was better than the oppressive silence.

      Ollie managed a shaky smile. ‘Think we already had our horror movie moment downstairs.’

      His smile dropped when they heard the voices, coming from the street outside. They were too distant to make out the words. But they weren’t that distant.

      ‘Sounds like at least four of them,’ Ollie said.

      She nodded, swallowing through a thick throat. She shuffled closer to Ollie, until he could put his arm around her shoulders. ‘I don’t want to die,’ she said. ‘Not when I’ve finally discovered the point of sex.’

      He let out a startled laugh and hugged her closer. ‘You really didn’t know you’re into women before?’

      ‘Not a clue.’

      The voices were getting closer. She could almost make out the words now. The darkness felt like it was pressing in around them.

      ‘How could you not know?’ Ollie asked. His voice was wobbly.

      She shrugged beneath his arm. ‘I’ve been asking myself the same thing. It shouldn’t have been that hard – there was an LGBT club at school and everything. But kids still got bullied for being gay. It would still have made me different, and all I wanted when I was a kid was to fit in.’

      He frowned at her. ‘You’ve never cared about that. That’s not what you’re like.’

      ‘It’s not what I’m like now. Did I ever tell you I was born in the Greenham Common Peace Camp?’

      ‘The anti-nuclear place? Didn’t that shut down in the eighties?’

      The voices sounded like they were on the pavement outside. She was pretty sure she heard someone say, ‘Get the dogs.’

      ‘Much later than that,’ she said. They were both whispering now. ‘Mum stuck it out to the bitter end. She loved a lost cause. She loved causes in general. Ollie, you know you need to start dating again, right?’

      ‘I know. What about your dad?’ he asked.

      There was a banging, a short distance away. She thought it might be the door of a nearby house being kicked in. ‘Never knew him,’ she said. ‘Never even knew his name. Mum used to call him the Inseminator. I’m not saying you should replace Kate. I know you can’t. But –’

      ‘She’d want me to move on?’

      Nicky shook her head. ‘I wasn’t going to say that.’

      ‘You’ve been thinking it, though. It’s OK. What does your mum have to do with not knowing you’re gay.’

      ‘We moved around a lot when I was young. A commune in Wales one year, a squat in St Agnes Place the next. I was always the new kid at school, the weird one, because of mum. Kate would though, Ollie. Want you to move on. I know she would because that’s what you’d want for her.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘She would. I’ve just never been able to figure out how.’

      Dogs were barking, right outside the house.

      ‘I still don’t get it,’ he said, snapping her focus back to him. She knew he was trying to distract her, to distract both of them. ‘How didn’t you notice you liked girls?’

      ‘I don’t think I wanted to notice.’ Her voice was reedy but that was OK. If she was talking, she didn’t need to think about what was approaching them. ‘When I was fifteen, one of the cool boys asked me out. And going out with him suddenly made everything better. It made me normal. I never asked myself if I actually wanted to be with him. And the sex wasn’t very good, but I thought sex just wasn’t very good, in general. Not for women, anyway.’

      Ollie’s arm around her was shaking. ‘But that’s horrible. You shouldn’t be having sex you don’t want to have.’

      ‘No one made me. It wasn’t like the guys forced me or anything. I wanted to have sex with them. OK, I didn’t really want to, but I wanted to want to. It wasn’t their fault.’

      ‘They should have noticed you weren’t into it,’ Ollie said.

      She looked at his face, so indignant on her behalf, and had to swallow back a tear. ‘No, it’s alright. It was fine. It was totally fine. And so I never really questioned that I was straight, until I met Meredith.’

      ‘Of all the people…’

      She managed a very small smile. ‘I thought that too.’

      Somewhere close by, there were gunshots. She flinched instinctively, but they couldn’t possibly be shooting at her and Ollie. There must have been phages in some of the other houses. She felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, if they were incredibly lucky, the phages would take out all the people who were chasing them, and they could wait out the night up there.

      There was another burst of gunfire, closer this time, and a man’s scream – very quickly cut off. Then, for a long, tense moment, nothing at all.

      ‘Do you think –’ Ollie snapped his mouth shut at the thud of something hard striking something wooden. It sounded like it was right below them. Could it be the house next door?

      Then the sound came again, followed by the crash of the door falling inward, and this time Nicky could tell that it was their own house, and however many of their pursuers the phages had killed, they hadn’t killed them all.

      She took Ollie’s hand in hers and squeezed, probably too tight. ‘I love you. I love you loads.’

      ‘I love you too,’ he said. ‘You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.’

      Feet pounded on the stairs and they stopped talking. It was possible the people hunting them wouldn’t notice the hatch to the attic. It was possible they’d think the house was empty.

      Below them, the footsteps turned left. Nicky could visualise the path they were taking perfectly. She knew they were heading into the master bedroom. Very faintly, she heard a squeak that might have been the wardrobe door being opened. A muffled thump could have been one of the men kneeling to peer under the bed.

      After that the feet moved briefly forward – the bathroom, but there was nowhere to hide in there – and afterwards right, into the smaller bedroom. They didn’t stay in there very long either, and now more footsteps were climbing the stairs to join them. All of them seemed to be clustered on the small landing, right below Nicky and Ollie. Could they be deciding which house to search next?

      Then a male voice said, very clearly, ‘Get that hatch open,’ and she knew that it really was over.

      ‘Get behind me,’ she whispered to Ollie, and raised the gun she was still holding. She thought she probably could shoot someone, this time. Even if it would only buy them a few more seconds. Every second felt precious now.

      There was a metallic clattering below them, and then the hatch started to drop and the stepladder along with it.

      She pointed the gun, her finger shaking on the trigger. A head rose above the lip of the hatch, her finger tightened – and in the millisecond before she fired, she realised that the head had a face she recognised, and not because she’d seen it at Cade’s.

      She dropped the gun and stared in shocked disbelief.

      ‘There you are,’ Jules said, and turned to shout down the stairs, ‘Ms Hind, I’ve found them.’
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      Jules and another soldier helped Nicky and Ollie climb back down the stepladder. They weren’t in much of a state to do it unaided. And a few seconds after their feet hit the landing, Meredith strode up the stairs wearing four-inch heels, a knee-length green velvet dress and an expression of extreme annoyance.

      ‘You absolute idiot,’ she said to Nicky.

      Nicky’s legs were still ridiculously wobbly and she had to lean against the wall to support herself. ‘Everyone keeps calling me that.’

      ‘I wonder why that could be,’ Meredith snapped. ‘Jules, get them out of here and into the transport. Carry them if you need to. Cade’s people are bound to have called for reinforcements before we took them out.’

      ‘I can walk,’ Nicky told Jules, although she had to lean on his arm going down the stairs. Ollie clung to the banister.

      ‘You can sleep with Meredith if you want to,’ Ollie said as they climbed into the back of one of the jeeps. ‘I kind of want to sleep with her myself right now, if I’m honest.’

      Nicky laughed in a possibly slightly deranged way. She was experiencing such severe emotional whiplash from the events of the last two days that she barely felt in control of herself.

      Before they drove off, Meredith climbed into their jeep. She sat on the bench seat opposite Nicky and glared at her. ‘Well?’ she said.

      ‘Well what? If it’s a Cade-related well, I got the evidence. Loads of evidence. Once we print it and distribute it, Cade’s toast. Oh god, unless he can stop us. Can he stop us? Does he have the power?’

      Meredith shook her head. ‘He doesn’t. I’ve set up a rather extensive and robust distribution network for your little paper. It goes out to around half the country these days.’

      ‘It does?’ Ollie stared at her, shocked.

      ‘Yes. And your friend Aiza can help circulate it among the civil service in London. I doubt any of those people have the first idea about who they’re really working for. Of course, it would have been easier if you hadn’t tipped him off. Exactly how did you manage to do that?’ Meredith’s eyes bored into Nicky’s.

      ‘I didn’t. At all. He was asking about you.’

      ‘I see,’ Meredith said, and then didn’t say anything else. Her face was completely unreadable. It was like a shutter had come down over it.

      Somewhere in the Midlands, Nicky thought to ask, ‘How did you even find us?’

      Meredith’s face remained expressionless as she said, ‘Radio chatter from Cade’s people. Their encryption barely warrants the name. Very careless.’

      After that, utterly exhausted, Nicky fell asleep and stayed asleep until they were drawing up inside Imphal’s central quad.

      When they climbed out, there was a brief moment when she and Meredith were alone.

      ‘You really are a thorn in my side,’ Meredith said.

      ‘I’m not the thorn! You’re the thorn! I’m the…’ Nicky realised she didn’t quite know how to finish that sentence.

      ‘Side?’ Meredith suggested.

      ‘Innocent victim!’ Nicky snapped.

      Meredith rolled her eyes, then strode off.

      

      Nicky didn’t see her over the next couple of days. But then she didn’t see much of anything except Ollie, the inside of their office and the exposé of Cade she was checking and double-checking and rewriting, until there wasn’t a single thing in it they couldn’t vouch for. Ollie was very strict with her. This wasn’t an opinion piece. Nothing could go in that wasn’t pure fact.

      ‘I think he called the albinism charity Sunny Vistas on purpose,’ she said when she got to that bit. ‘Because he knew it was a front and he was laughing at them all behind their backs. He deliberately called it a stupid name to show how little of a shit he really gave about them.’

      Ollie nodded. ‘Probably. Now take it out. It’ll look like you’re sticking the knife in.’

      ‘Also, I don’t buy that he did it to make a power grab. That still doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘Maybe he did it because he’s a complete psycho.’

      She didn’t buy that either, but she couldn’t find a better explanation. And there came a point where they had to stop. They had to release it. And they had to do it soon, before Cade made a move against them. So Ollie called Meredith and told her it was ready.

      Then Nicky went to bed and slept fitfully for fourteen hours.

      It was mid-morning when she got up, and everything seemed to be happening all at once. Meredith had done as she’d promised, and the exposé had been distributed nationally.

      A lot of calls were coming in from a lot of different communities, asking questions. Ollie had been fielding most of them, but Nicky took her turn once she’d had enough coffee substitute to feel sufficiently on the ball.

      She thought she’d have to deal with incredulity, maybe even hostility from people who’d read the piece. But, amazingly, most of the questions were simply for clarification, or – more than once – asking Nicky what she thought they should do about Cade.

      She felt like the least qualified person in the world to give that sort of advice. She told everyone that probably they shouldn’t elect him to be Prime Minister.

      Some enterprising souls from a community in Cumbria made the trip to Tain Airfield to see what was there. Meredith had, apparently, given them a map of the cleared roads. And the fact that what they found was exactly what Nicky and Ollie said they’d find went a long way to establishing their credibility.

      People made noises about wanting to hear Cade’s side of things, of course, but attempts to contact him went nowhere.

      Another group of people started to talk about having Cade arrested. When what sounded like an angry, torch-wielding mob descended on his house, they found it empty. Cade, it became increasingly clear, had done a runner.

      By the time the calls began to slow down, it was nearly eight o’clock in the evening. Ollie said some people were having celebratory drinks in one of Imphal’s seven bars, but Nicky didn’t have the energy. She bolted a late supper in the canteen and then went back to her room, where she sat in her nice leather armchair and just let herself be.

      She felt like she’d flushed out her head with clean water. So much stuff that has been clogging it up for so long was out in the world now. She was, finally,  free of it.

       But without the investigation to keep it occupied, her mind inevitably returned to Meredith. Meredith, who’d ridden to Nicky’s rescue, who’d undeniably saved her life. Nicky had been trying very hard not to think about what it could mean.

      It probably didn’t help that she was sitting on an armchair where Meredith had gone down on her. Although, to be fair, there wasn’t a piece of furniture in the room on or in which she and Meredith hadn’t shagged. Meredith had wanted to try them all out. She was nothing if not thorough. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? Meredith had wanted to eat Nicky out on the chair, and Nicky had obligingly spread her legs. Of course, sex with Meredith was never anything approaching a chore, but it was always Meredith’s choice.

      When Meredith called, Nicky came. When Meredith knocked, Nicky let her in. Not that Meredith ever bothered to knock, but that was exactly it. Meredith had initiated the relationship, and maybe because of that, Nicky had been acting like she was in charge of it.

      Well, she wasn’t. And she didn’t get to say it was over and walk away without explaining herself, not when she was the one who’d set out to seduce Nicky in the first place. The whole sorry mess was Meredith’s fault.

      It was nine o’clock by then. Nicky had no idea where Meredith was, but she eventually managed to track down Jules in the East Quadrant rec room.

      ‘I’m looking for Meredith,’ she told him. She didn’t bother to explain. It wasn’t like Meredith ever did.

      ‘Ms Hind will still be at work,’ he said.

      ‘OK. And where’s that?’ It was slightly absurd that Nicky didn’t know, given the much more intimate stuff she did know about Meredith. But Meredith had always come to Nicky’s room when she wanted her, invading Nicky’s privacy without giving up any of her own. It was more of the same problem.

      It turned out Meredith didn’t have an office, she had a whole suite of them. All the other desks were empty, though. Her presumable army of secretaries and PAs must have knocked off for the night. The big, high-ceilinged space was dimly lit, so Nicky could see the light shining beneath a door at the far end.

      Meredith looked up when Nicky entered. She was quite a long way away. Her office was unsurprisingly huge. It contained a lot of very nice G Plan furniture that would once have cost a bomb on eBay.

      ‘Have you come to explain yourself?’ Meredith asked.

      ‘Explain myself?’ Nicky said indignantly. ‘I’m not the one who’s got anything to explain!’

      ‘Haven’t you?’ Meredith stood. Despite being shorter and slighter than Nicky, she somehow managed to look intimidating as she stalked across the parquet floor towards her. ‘How about what on earth you thought you were doing haring off without any backup? Without even bothering to tell Oliver where you were going!’

      ‘I thought Cade was more likely to let down his guard if it was only me,’ Nicky said uncomfortably. But it was true. It genuinely was.

      ‘And how did that work out for you?’ Meredith was close enough now for Nicky to smell her perfume. Her auburn curls were a little disordered, as if she’d been running her hands through them.

      ‘Really well!’ Nicky said. ‘We got him.’

      ‘And very nearly died in the process.’

      ‘What do you care anyway?’

      Meredith ignored that, as Nicky had known she would. ‘Why are you here, Nicky?’ she asked.

      ‘Because I’ve got something to say, and for once you’re going to listen. I know you stole Libyca from Cade.’

      Meredith frowned. ‘He told you that, did he? And you believed him?’

      ‘Don’t bullshit me. He didn’t have to tell me, I worked it out for myself. So now I know one more thing about your past, so what? It doesn’t even matter anymore. Cade’s gone, and anyway that’s a stupid reason to walk away from… from whatever the hell it was we were doing. Can you really not bear to be known even that tiny amount?’

      For a moment there was an expression of unmasked surprise on Meredith’s face. ‘You think that’s why I broke things off?’

      ‘It definitely wasn’t because you respected the fact that I wanted to keep it secret. Because you’ve never given a single damn about what I want.’

      There was a brief pause while Meredith studied her, her mouth a flat line. Then she sighed. ‘You’re right, it wasn’t because of that. Is that it, or was there some other reason you’ve come to see me at this hour of the night? Is there something else you want?’

      ‘No. Nothing.’

      Meredith stepped closer, until there was an inch between their bodies. ‘I don’t believe you.’

      Nicky’s heart quickened at her proximity, the promise of it. She couldn’t help herself. ‘What else is there to say? I’m not going to beg you to take me back.’

      ‘No, you never have known how to ask for what you need, have you?’ Meredith put her hands on the wall, to either side of Nicky’s shoulders, trapping her in place. ‘That’s why you need me.’

      ‘Yeah, I know.’ It felt both freeing and mortifying to finally concede that. ‘I really hate it.’

      ‘Do you? I haven’t enjoyed being apart, darling. I’ve grown rather used to having you around.’ Meredith’s voice had changed to the low, intimate tone she only used in bed. The length of her body was pressed to Nicky’s. ‘I’m not entirely indifferent to your desires, but you have to be clear about what they are.’

      She couldn’t help the surge of warmth in her chest at Meredith’s words. And her face always gave her away.

      Meredith smiled her private little smile. ‘Tell me what you want, Nicky.’

      ‘Everything,’ Nicky said, because it wasn’t like Meredith didn’t already know.
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      Meredith pulled away so that their bodies were no longer quite touching. ‘You’ll need to be more specific than that, I’m afraid.’

      ‘I want you naked,’ Nicky admitted.

      ‘I thought you might.’ Meredith stepped back and began to undress, much more slowly than she needed to. Making a deliberate taunt of it.

      ‘Quicker,’ Nicky said, and Meredith smiled and did as she was asked.

      ‘Now you,’ Meredith said.

      ‘I thought I was in charge here?’

      ‘Did you?’ Meredith’s fingers began picking at the buttons of Nicky’s shirt. ‘Tell me this isn’t what you want.’

      But of course it was. When they were both naked, Meredith led Nicky to her big swivel chair and pushed her down into it.

      In the heat of the moment, Nicky had kind of forgotten they were in Meredith’s office. She hadn’t even thought to lock the door when she walked in. She wasn’t particularly into exhibitionism, but the outer office had been deserted, hadn’t it? And she didn’t have the strength of will to stand up and walk away from Meredith at that point.

      ‘What now?’ Meredith asked. She was standing in front of Nicky, close but not touching. Her skin was flushed and her breathing a little fast, but nothing like as fast as Nicky’s.

      ‘I want to kiss your breasts,’ Nicky said. ‘Is that specific enough for you?’

      Meredith laughed. ‘You are rather fond of them, aren’t you?’ She climbed onto the chair, kneeling astride Nicky’s thighs.

      Nicky ran her lips from Meredith’s slender neck downward. ‘Like you aren’t obsessed with mine.’

      ‘I can’t help myself, darling. They’re lovely.’

      Meredith gasped as Nicky sucked a kiss into her skin. She softened her mouth, placing a delicate little ring of kisses around each nipple until Meredith tangled her hands in Nicky’s hair and encouraged her to latch on.

      God, why did her body have to be so perfect? There wasn’t a single part of it that Nicky didn’t find attractive.

      When she finally looked up, Meredith was breathing as hard as her.

      ‘I’d like to kiss you now,’ Meredith said. ‘Would that be alright?’

      That infuriating Cupid’s bow mouth of hers had never stopped being a source of temptation to Nicky. And Meredith did like it when Nicky kissed her. Of course she did, she’d taught Nicky to do it exactly the way she enjoyed. She’d taught Nicky everything she needed to know about pleasing her.

      After a while, Meredith leaned back to look at her. ‘I can kiss you somewhere else, if you like. Or I can use my fingers. Which do you think would be nicer?’

      Nicky made a helpless, inarticulate noise.

      ‘You can always have both,’ Meredith said. ‘That’s your favourite, isn’t it? I can tell. You’re awfully easy to rev up, when you’re with a woman who knows what she’s doing. Or do you come that quickly for everyone?’

      ‘You are the worst human being I’ve ever met,’ Nicky gasped. ‘And I’ve met the man who ended the world.’

      Meredith smiled. ‘I expect not. I expect it’s just me, isn’t it? You really have been wasted on other people, Nicky.’

      ‘I want both,’ Nicky told her, because the embarrassment was worth it to get Meredith to shut up. And, of course, for the other reason.

      Meredith slid to the floor to kneel at Nicky’s feet. She hooked Nicky’s leg over her shoulders, so at least Nicky couldn’t see her intensely self-satisfied expression any more. But Meredith hadn’t quite finished teasing her. She took one long lick and then looked up. ‘Soft,’ she asked, ‘or hard?’

      There was nothing even slightly soft about the way Nicky was feeling. ‘Hard,’ she said, then shut her eyes and allowed herself to get lost in the sensations.

      

      They went back to Nicky’s room for rounds two to approximately a million. There was quite a bit of lost time to be made up for. Then they curled up together on the bed for what remained of the night. Nicky slept more soundly than she had in weeks. It was easier when she was holding Meredith.

      Even so, she woke first. She went to take a much-needed shower and when she came out, Meredith was up too, brushing her teeth at the sink. She hadn’t bothered to put any clothes on. Nicky dried herself, then left her towel on the rail.

      She couldn’t understand how comfortable she was around Meredith. Comfortable with Meredith’s nudity and her own, comfortable touching and being touched. She was barely self-conscious at all any more. She’d always been awkward in her physicality with other people, all elbows and knees. Why was Meredith, of all the people in the world, the only one she could be at ease with?

      Meredith turned from the mirror towards her. She raised a quizzical eyebrow at whatever expression she saw on Nicky’s face. ‘What’s the matter?’

      Nicky smiled wryly. ‘Just wondering why I can’t quit you.’

      Meredith offered a hand to lead her back to the bed and Nicky didn’t resist. There was no particular reason she had to get up yet, not with the investigation over.

      ‘It’s because you have an extraordinarily good time in bed with me, I should imagine,’ Meredith said, settling under the duvet and tangling her legs with Nicky’s.

      ‘But I’d never have known that if you hadn’t kept…’ Pushing didn’t seem quite the right word. Meredith had barely pushed at all. She’d just constantly been there, forcing Nicky to look at her, forcing Nicky to face how very much she wanted her. ‘If you’d never come along, I could have spent the rest of my life believing I was straight and having perfectly OK sex with people who didn’t make me question the entire foundation of my existence.’

      ‘Is it really that difficult for you? You’ve never struck me as a person who’d have a problem with being gay.’

      ‘It would have been nice if I’d had the slightest inkling before I met you,’ Nicky said. ‘But of course I don’t mind being lesbian or bi or pan or whatever I actually am. It’s being gay for you that’s the issue.’

      ‘We can stop if you aren’t enjoying yourself.’

      ‘My inability to do that is the whole problem.’

      Meredith smiled, and grazed her knuckles across Nicky’s cheek. ‘Your sleeping with me doesn’t indicate an endorsement of my actions, you know.’

      Nicky leaned into the touch. ‘It will seem like it does if anyone else finds out.’

      ‘No it won’t. They’ll think I overcame you with my evil feminine wiles.’

      ‘You did overcome me with your evil feminine wiles.’

      Meredith tutted. ‘I haven’t been the one making all the running, darling. You’ve been a rather eager participant yourself.’

      Nicky turned her head into Meredith’s shoulder so she wouldn’t have to look in her eyes. Taking comfort, paradoxically, from the woman who was the entire reason she needed it. Meredith ran her fingers through the short hairs at the back of Nicky’s neck. It was extremely soothing. 

      ‘It would help if you weren’t so awful,’ Nicky told her.

      Meredith laughed softly. ‘I expect it would. Nicky, being attracted to me isn’t some terrible moral failing on your part. It’s simply your body knowing what it wants. You’ve starved it of real pleasure for so long, is it any wonder it’s absolutely ravenous for me?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say ravenous.’

      ‘Wouldn’t you? Then what would you say?’

      Since Nicky couldn’t in fact think of a better word, she let it go. With Meredith’s fingers keeping up their gentle rhythm against her neck, her mind drifted into a pleasant place between waking and sleeping.

      But there was, she realised, something in that place, niggling at her. Her mind kept wanting to show her Meredith’s face, when Nicky had accused her of breaking off their relationship because she’d revealed too much about herself. Meredith had looked surprised but not, Nicky now thought, in a caught-out sort of way. So maybe the surprise had been that Nicky could arrive at that conclusion, when the truth was something completely different.

      If Meredith hadn’t ended their fling for that reason, though, why had she ended it? It couldn’t be that she was sick of Nicky, not with how enthusiastic she’d been about resuming things last night. She definitely wasn’t sick of the sex. So what was it?

      It seemed like such a stupid question. Did it even really matter? Except a part of Nicky’s brain told her that it really did.

      It had other things it wanted her to think about too, like the last-minute rescue from Cade’s goons. Nicky had been far too grateful at the time to question it. Meredith claimed that she’d been listening in to Cade’s comms, that this was how she knew where Nicky and Ollie were, but did that make sense? Cade almost certainly knew that Meredith had taken Libyca from him. He’d clearly been preparing to make a move against her. It was the reason he’d been hunting Nicky and Ollie in the first place. So why the hell wouldn’t he use state-of-the-art encryption on his comms?

      Nicky sat up abruptly. Her head was swimming, but not with the sedating pleasure that had filled it a few moments ago. Now it was buzzing with more and more questions. And hovering behind them, the outline of an answer whose shape filled Nicky with an awful, nauseous dread.

      ‘What’s up?’ Meredith asked, blinking sleepily at her.

      ‘I’ve got to go.’ Nicky pulled on the first clothes she could grab. She didn’t look back at Meredith as she went through the door. Right then she couldn’t bear to.

      

      She found Ollie having breakfast in the central brick-and-glass canteen. He looked startled when she sat down opposite him, especially when she spread a map of the UK on the table between them.

      ‘What’s happened?’ he asked. ‘Is it Cade? Has he made a move?’

      Nicky shook her head. ‘I need to know where the other places were, the ones Aiza said that Cade might have taken me.’

      He stared at her rather than at the map. ‘Why?

      ‘Humour me.’

      ‘OK,’ he said dubiously. ‘I think one of them was in Richmond. Cade’s pied-à-terre.’ He drew a vague circle on the map. ‘And he had a holiday home in the Cotswolds.’ He drew an even vaguer circle somewhere in the vicinity of Cheltenham.

      ‘So quite far apart. And you didn’t know which place he’d taken me to? None of you had any idea. Not until you found me.’

      ‘No. Nic, what’s this about?’

      ‘Meredith,’ she said. ‘She told me she found us because she was tapped into Cade’s radio system.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember. It makes sense.’

      ‘Does it, though? If you didn’t know where we were, Meredith shouldn’t have either. There’d have been no reason for Cade’s people to say anything about us on the radio until they were hunting us down. And then from the moment we drove into Luton to the moment Jules came into the attic – it felt like half my life, but it can’t have been much longer than half an hour, can it? Probably less than that. There’s no way Meredith could have got there in time unless she was already near the right house.’

      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘You’re saying she knew where we were ahead of time. How? Person on the inside with Cade, I suppose.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I think. So why lie about it?’

      He shrugged. ‘Because it’s like second nature to her?’

      ‘Except it isn’t. I don’t think she ever lies, apart from that one time.’

      ‘Flipping heck, you’ve changed your tune.’

      She shook her head impatiently. ‘I’m not saying she’s honest. I’m saying she doesn’t usually lie, not directly. She’s cleverer than that. She uses the truth to deceive people. And so I made the really stupid mistake of believing her.’

      ‘Nic, did summat happen between you and her?’

      Something had, of course. The thought of it was making Nicky feel sick.

      ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain later, I promise.’

      She knew, she already knew, that she was right. And yet she kept hoping, despite herself, that she’d find something to disprove her theory. But everywhere she looked, now she knew she should be looking, she found things that confirmed what she suspected.

      When she checked the v-strain files on her computer, she discovered they’d been opened dozens of times that didn’t correspond to any occasion she herself had been looking at them. And Ollie would never have signed into her account without telling her. Which left Meredith.

      Meredith, who’d made sure she knew where Nicky was with the investigation at every stage of it. Who’d given them this office so helpfully close to hand, and invited herself along on nearly every trip they took. Who’d been the one, all those months ago, who got Nicky interested in the v-strain in the first place.

      Even now, Nicky didn’t want to believe it. But she had to stop deceiving herself. So she took out her smartphone, the one with the documents from Cade’s house, and read through them all again.

      For fuck’s sake, she’d known at the time. She’d thought it was all a bit too much, a bit too conclusive and convenient. She’d tried to justify to herself why Cade might have kept so much damning material when she knew, she knew the truth was that it didn’t make any sense for him to have done it. Even with all his arrogance, he had to know it was madness to keep hold of the evidence that could destroy him.

      That diary too, so ridiculously incriminating. It definitely had looked like it was in Cade’s handwriting, but then Meredith had known Cade. She almost certainly owned some samples of his writing. And if anyone could get hold of a good forger, it would be her.

      Then, of course, there was that crucially useful floor plan that the butler had produced for Nicky with no prompting. He’d even marked Cade’s office on it, when he knew she should have no reason at all to go there. And there were a dozen other things too. Little troubling questions she’d always had about Meredith and chosen to ignore. But she couldn’t ignore them any more.

      

      Meredith was back at work when Nicky found her. The secretaries and PAs were all there this time, but no one tried to stop her when she walked straight through Meredith’s door. And this time she did lock it behind her.

      Meredith looked up, frowning.

      ‘OK,’ Nicky said. ‘Tell me if I’ve got this right. You knew about Cade before any of the rest of us. That first Government airdrop, your people were taking photos of the crates. They had a logo that said BC on them, I remember. I didn’t know what it meant at the time, but you did. Actually, I bet you knew about him even before you came here. That was why you came here, right? Far enough away from him for you to hide while you built up your power base.’

      Meredith stood, taking off her glasses. ‘You knew all this already, darling. Why are you –’

      ‘Shut up!’ Nicky said fiercely. ‘Shut up and let me finish! You knew about Cade, and you knew about us, didn’t you? Me and Ollie. You said you’d read the News of the Wolds before you ever met us. God, you’ve been planning it that long. We must have seemed perfect to you. These two wet-behind-the-ears, yokel journalists you could manipulate into doing your dirty work for you. You couldn’t smear Cade yourself. Who’d believe you? Especially once they found out about the connection between you, which Cade would be bound to tell everyone, if you became a threat. So you needed someone else to do it. Us. All you had to do was plant the evidence.’

      There was silence when Nicky finished. Meredith’s face was utterly expressionless.

      ‘Is that right?’ Nicky asked, her voice shaking. Because still, even now, a part of her wanted Meredith to deny it.

      ‘Yes,’ Meredith said, ‘that’s a reasonable summary.’
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      Even knowing it was coming, it staggered Nicky. She had to put a hand against the wall to steady herself. She looked at Meredith, expecting… she didn’t know exactly what. A mask-off moment, maybe. For Meredith to finally show her true face. But she looked exactly the same as she always had.

      ‘How did you work it out?’ Meredith asked, as if it was a matter of minor academic interest.

      ‘You rescuing us. There was only one way you could have known where we were, and that was if you had a person inside Cade’s operation. The butler, I’m guessing.’

      Meredith smiled slightly. ‘Roger, yes. He’s always been my man.’

      ‘Right. So why lie about it? And then I thought, if you had someone on the inside, why didn’t they give you the information on Cade? You knew I suspected him because I told you, and anyway you’d been reading all my notes. There was only really one explanation.’ Nicky didn’t know what her expression was doing. Her face felt numb.

      ‘I did think riding to your rescue might be a bit of a risk,’ Meredith said.

      ‘Yeah, but you had to, right? Or the story would never have got written.’

      Meredith’s mouth thinned. ‘Do you really think that’s why I did it?’

      ‘Why else would you?’

      Meredith looked at her and didn’t answer, and Nicky worked extremely hard on keeping her voice steady as she said, ‘Was any of it true? Anything at all?’

      ‘Nearly all of it was true, Nicky. My original intention was to supply you with a fabricated story myself, drip by drip, starting with the man I’d planted over in Lancaster.’

      ‘Yeah, of course,’ Nicky said. ‘Of course. Why didn’t I think of that? The really convenient Intelligence Corps guy who happened to set me going on exactly the course you wanted.’

      ‘Well, not quite. I wasn’t anticipating you getting so drunk I’d have to do most of the course-setting myself.’

      ‘Sorry not to behave entirely according to your plan,’ Nicky said bitterly.

      As usual, Meredith paid no attention to either Nicky’s words or her tone. ‘You’re right that I didn’t expect much of you. Not after seeing that silly newsletter of yours. But you and Oliver surprised me. I’d intended for my Lancaster plant to give you the first clue on the clever little trail I’d set. But then I realised you really were investigating. You’d already discovered things I didn’t know. So I decided to leave you to it.’

      ‘And you told me the guy in Lancaster had disappeared.’

      ‘I didn’t want to risk you questioning him,’ Meredith said. ‘Not when you’d turned out to be quite a lot sharper than I anticipated. I found out all sorts of fascinating things, thanks to you. Tain Airfield was a real discovery. I’d been planning to lead you by the nose to Barnaby, too, but you went straight there all by yourself. Rather too quickly, in fact. I had to pretend not to believe it, or you might have realised I wanted you looking into him. It turns out you’re a rather good judge of character.’

      ‘Except when it comes to you.’ Nicky felt like she’d swallowed glass.

      ‘Darling –’ Meredith said.

      ‘Don’t call me that!’ she snapped. ‘Don’t ever call me that again.’

      ‘Well, alright, if you insist. Nicky, I never for one moment pretended to be other than I am. You took my measure the very first time we met. You just didn’t quite want to believe it, because then you might have felt obliged to stop sleeping with me. And you were enjoying the sex so very much.’

      Nicky sat down. She had to. Her legs didn’t want to support her any more. ‘God, I made it so easy for you.’

      ‘Yes, you did,’ Meredith said.

      ‘I get it now, all of it. You kept telling me I’m completely transparent. You told me and I didn’t listen. Because that was what made me so perfect for your plan, right? You paraded me around in front of all these communities, so they could all see how bloody honest I am. So when I eventually wrote about Cade, they’d be bound to believe me. And you circulated the News of the Wolds to all of them. Me saying all those horrible things about you was exactly what you wanted. It proved I wasn’t corruptible and I wasn’t in your pocket. No wonder you stopped seeing me when you thought other people might find out. When the exposé came out you needed me to seem totally impartial.’

      Meredith wasn’t looking smug. Nicky didn’t think she could have borne it if she was. But she wasn’t looking sorry either.

      ‘Quite,’ she said. ‘Oliver bursting in on us was a terrible nuisance. But if you understand all that, you must understand that sleeping with you was rather unwise of me. It would have been far simpler to do all this without taking you to bed.’

      Nicky looked at her, this woman who’d so completely undone her. ‘Yeah, but it was so much crueller this way.’

      For the first time Meredith’s face showed a flicker of reaction, the slightest flinch. ‘I’m many things, but I’m not cruel. I think you know that isn’t why I did it.’

      ‘Then why the hell did you?’

      Meredith’s eyes were very intense on her. ‘I should have thought that was obvious. On very rare occasions, I do things for exactly the reason I seem to be doing them.’

      But Nicky wasn’t going to let Meredith get inside her head. Not again. ‘I can’t even tell people what you’ve done, can I? Not without destroying my own reputation.’

      ‘I certainly wouldn’t advise it. Anyway, I’d simply have it spread around that Barnaby put the frighteners on you. But if it’s any consolation, I’m as certain as I can be that he genuinely did start all this. Even if I still can’t explain why.’

      ‘It’s alright, you can stop lying to me now,’ Nicky said.

      ‘I’m not. You found plenty of pointers in his direction yourself, if you recall. But you were never going to find a smoking gun. He’s far too careful to leave that kind of evidence, and with the election approaching, time was rather running out for me. So I did what I did. Roger and I had already concocted the evidence. I was intending to help you break into the place when Barnaby wasn’t there. I didn’t imagine you’d be stupid enough to go on your own as his guest.’

      And there was something in the set of Meredith’s face, or the way she said ‘Barnaby’, that finally snapped the last puzzle piece into place. The one Nicky had possessed right from the start and hadn’t even known that she was holding.

      She realised now that there’d always been something very slightly familiar about Meredith, about her smile. Nicky had seen it before, but it had been so briefly and such a long time ago. And Meredith had been extremely careful to stay out of Cade’s way. She could never have risked seeing him in public, where he’d be in a position to reveal exactly who she was to him.

      ‘You were his wife,’ Nicky said. ‘You’re Eddie. I wrote an article about you once, when I worked on the magazine. Of course you’re Eddie – it’s the same name. I’m so incredibly stupid. Caught in the middle of a lovers’ spat.’

      ‘It was hardly that.’ Meredith wasn’t smiling now. Her expression was unusually serious. But Nicky didn’t want to see it any more. She didn’t want to see her any more, or ever again. 

      ‘Nicky,’ Meredith said, when Nicky unlocked the door. ‘Wait. Barnaby has a vindictive streak a mile wide. He’ll be out to get you after what you’ve done to him. You and Oliver need to stay in Imphal where I can protect you.’

      ‘I’d rather die,’ Nicky said, and slammed the door behind her.

      

      She had to tell Ollie, of course. How could she not? He’d gone back to Mill Estate by then. Nicky packed up her room in Imphal, quickly but thoroughly, so she’d never have a reason to come back. She thought for a moment about leaving her antidepressants behind, the huge stock of them that Meredith had supplied her. But that would be cutting off her nose to spite her face. And there might as well be one good thing to come out of her horrible mistake.

      She left the necklace behind, though, the jet pendant she hadn’t taken off in three months. Then she called Hannah and asked for a lift home.

      Back at Mill Estate, she went straight to Ollie’s room. She sat beside him on the bed as she went through all of it with him. She couldn’t look him in the eye. She felt utterly humiliated. But worse, she knew how badly she’d let him down. He’d been caught up in all this because of her, made a liar because of her, and unlike her he’d done nothing to deserve it.

      ‘What are we going to do?’ he asked quietly when she’d finished.

      ‘What Meredith wants us to,’ she said bleakly. ‘She’s right. We can’t undo what we’ve done. And anyway, we already thought he was the one, even without the evidence she planted.’

      ‘But what if she planted all of it? What if none of it was true?’

      Nicky thought about Meredith, the look on her face when she’d confronted her. It was absurd for Nicky to have any faith in her ability to read Meredith after all this, but she did. Meredith hadn’t been lying.

      ‘She had no reason to lie to me,’ Nicky said. ‘It wasn’t like she could make me any angrier with her than I already was. Plus why did Cade run away if he wasn’t guilty? And even if it’s not true, he definitely did try to kill us to get at Meredith. He shouldn’t be Prime Minister. But if we tell everyone what happened, he will be. We’ll never get another shot at taking him down, even if we find actual, real evidence that he did it.’

      Ollie was silent for a long minute. Then he nodded. ‘Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. He’s dangerous. It’s good he’s out of the picture.’ He turned on the bed to looked at her, his expression very gentle. ‘But are you OK, Nic?’

      ‘No,’ she said, and he held her while she sobbed into his shoulder.
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      Life, inevitably, continued. Nicky put on a brave face, or at least a ‘trying not to give anything away about her terrible mistake’ face. People noticed that she was subdued, but Ollie told them she was recharging after all her work on the article, because Ollie was a far better friend than she deserved.

      They didn’t go back to Imphal. With the exposé written, they didn’t really need to. The News of the Wolds started containing more than a few articles about livestock again. It all felt a bit flat and pointless, but maybe that was the way Nicky was feeling in general.

      Cade didn’t resurface. And slowly, more evidence began to emerge that he had in fact been responsible for the creation of the v-strain. Nothing conclusive, of course. Meredith had been right about that. But Nicky began to feel a little better, not about what Meredith had done, but about what she and Ollie had. She hated that she’d put her name to a lie, but she wasn’t sorry Cade was gone.

      The country was sort of falling apart without him, or at least the attempt to recreate a centralised government was. Trust in democratic institutions was definitely down, now that the most important one had been shown to be led by a mass murderer.

      The planned election looked highly unlikely to happen. Nicky wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad thing, but she didn’t spend terribly long thinking about it.

      She did spend a lot of time thinking about Meredith, of course. In moments of weakness, she looked through every press clipping they had, trying to find information about Eddie. She paid a couple of visits to a community in Manchester that owned a microfiche archive of the Guardian going back nearly two hundred years. But there really wasn’t anything more than she’d found on the internet, back before all this had started.

      When Cade had been married to Eddie – to Meredith – he hadn’t been a public figure. There was hardly any press coverage of him from that time. And whoever Meredith had really been back then, she clearly hadn’t been fond of the limelight.

      Nicky couldn’t stop thinking about that one photo of her she’d found, when she’d been working on the magazine. About how very young Meredith had looked. She thought a lot, too, about the way Meredith had arranged for Beth to deal with the Government so she could stay hidden from Cade, and the lengths she’d gone to in order to take Cade down. But when Nicky thought about that, and what it might reveal about their marriage, she started almost feeling sorry for Meredith. And she absolutely refused to do that.

      Most of all, she thought about how she’d allowed herself to be taken in by Meredith. More than that, about what sort of behaviour Nicky had been willing to tolerate from her.

      Meredith had been using her, and not simply to take down Cade. Nicky had let herself be treated like a convenience and not a person, and told herself it was OK because it was just sex. But even purely physical relationships needed to have a foundation of trust and consideration. She’d know better next time, if by some miracle there was a next time, and York was hiding a second woman who was as spectacular in bed as Meredith.

      After a couple of weeks she began to feel, if not better, at least within sight of OK. But of course this was a situation involving Meredith, so it couldn’t possibly stay that way.

      Nicky didn’t know very much about it until it was basically over. She’d gone to bed around ten, because she’d been making an effort to get her sleep schedule back to something healthy. Then she spent her usual two hours trying to shut her head up so she could actually nod off.

      At four in the morning, she was woken by a noise that she only later realised must have been gunfire.

      She sat up, gasping and afraid without knowing why. She could hear raised voices nearby, as flashes of light shone through the narrow slats of her shutter. And moments after she’d woken, someone opened that shutter and smashed her window from the outside.

      Adrenaline washed all the sleepiness out of her. Heart thundering, she scrambled desperately towards the door. But the duvet tangled around her and she tripped, landing painfully on her knees.

      A footstep crunched on broken glass behind her. She spun to see a figure dressed all in black standing inside the window. He was holding a gun. He was pointing it at her, but for one insane moment all she could think was how much he looked like a ninja in one of the stupider games she used to play.

      There was a gunshot, shatteringly loud. Nicky braced for the moment of pain to follow. She watched, wide-eyed, as the figure in black begun to fall, first to his knees and then to lie prone and groaning on the ground. And only then did she understand that he was the one who’d been shot, and not her.

      A face peered in through the window. It was a soldier in normal combat fatigues. ‘You alright, ma’am?’ he asked, and Nicky realised that she knew him. He’d been on their trip to Scotland. She thought he might be called Anwar.

      ‘I’m OK,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’

      The soldier nodded, unsmiling. ‘Stay there while we sanitise the area.’ And then he was gone.

      Nicky did as she’d been told, wrapping the duvet back around herself because she was shivering so badly. And after an incredibly tense half an hour, another soldier came into her room, through the door this time, and told her it was over and would she mind going to the lounge because the Guvnor would like to see her.

      She didn’t go to see Meredith, because why should she? She went to check on Ollie instead. He hugged her incredibly tight the moment she walked through his door, but he was fine. His room was upstairs and the attackers hadn’t made it that far.

      Pretty much everyone else was in the kitchen, since a gun battle wasn’t the sort of thing you could sleep through. Most of them were fine, too, but Tom had been shot in the arm. Kester, who as well as being an exhibitionist and a dungeon master was also a doctor, was in the process of bandaging Tom’s bicep when she and Ollie walked in.

      ‘They broke through the perimeter wall,’ Simon said. ‘We’ll have to repair it in the morning. Meredith’s got people guarding it for now.’

      Jill stopping fussing around Kester to look at Nicky. ‘They asked me where you were. You and Ollie.’ She had a very nasty red mark on her cheek. Nicky had the horrible suspicion she’d been hit with the butt of a gun.

      ‘It was Cade,’ Ollie said, ‘wasn’t it? Looking for some payback.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ Nicky said helplessly.

      ‘Not your fault,’ Simon told her firmly. ‘And all’s well, thanks to Meredith. You’d better go and talk to her, Nichola. You know her – she’ll want her say.’

      Nicky desperately didn’t want to, but she also didn’t want Meredith to come looking for her. She didn’t know how she’d handle seeing Meredith again, and she didn’t want to do it in front of other people.

      She paused at the door to the lounge, bracing herself. And when she’d got her breathing as under control as it was going to get, she walked in.

      Meredith was sitting in an armchair, reading a book. She’d moved on from Jane Eyre to The Tenant of Wildfell Hall.

      For one moment, Nicky could study her while she was oblivious to Nicky’s presence. She clearly hadn’t stopped to put her make-up on before she came to Mill Estate, and she looked extremely tired. Nicky had to firmly suppress a twinge of concern for her.

      Then Meredith looked up. ‘I make that three times now I’ve saved your life,’ she said. ‘Oh no, wait. I stopped one of my men from shooting you in the head, didn’t I? So that adds up to four. I don’t suppose a little gratitude would be in order?’

      ‘I told you to leave me alone.’ Nicky’s voice was shaking, but that was because of the shock she’d had.

      Meredith sighed. ‘Apparently not. I know you told me you’d rather die, Nicky, but I somewhat foolishly assumed you were speaking metaphorically. My people have been keeping a covert watch on you just in case.’

      ‘Did you know?’ Nicky asked. Because this was the question that had been eating at her for a month now, underneath all the others. ‘You were so much better prepared for the apocalypse than the rest of us. Was that because you knew what Cade was planning? And you didn’t stop him.’

      Meredith looked at her in silence for a moment, her lips pursed. Then she shook her head. ‘I knew he was up to something rather big and unpleasant. I’d been keeping tabs on him. But I had no idea quite how big and how unpleasant.’

      ‘So you say.’ But how could Nicky believe her? She was done trusting Meredith.

      ‘I hope you realise it would have served my ends far better to let Barnaby turn you and Oliver into martyrs. No more risk of you spilling the beans to everyone else.’

      ‘Except you always act in your own self-interest, right?’ Nicky couldn’t keep the bitterness and hurt out of her voice.

      ‘Well,’ Meredith said, ‘sometimes my interests are complicated.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Nicky asked wearily. She was desperate for this conversation to be over.

      ‘I want you to pack your bags. You and Oliver will be coming to live in Imphal. I don’t care how angry you are with me, Nicky. I refuse to watch you die a needless death.’

      ‘You refuse?’

      ‘Yes. I won’t countenance it. So unless you mean to continue endangering everyone here with your presence, you’re coming with me.’

      Nicky would have given everything she had to turn Meredith down. But how could she? Because of her, Tom had been shot. Jill had been beaten up. And it could have been a lot worse. ‘OK. I’ll move to Imphal. But it doesn’t mean anything about you and me. I don’t want you coming anywhere near me, not ever again.’

      ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Meredith said. But she was smiling her private little smile, so Nicky thought she probably didn’t mean it.

      

      
        
        Nicky and Meredith will return in The Last Place on Earth, released 14th February 2026
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    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



