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            CHAPTER ONE
      

         

         Sometimes they ran.

         Mostly they didn’t. She found that curious at first. That the majority would stand still, a lack of motivation overriding their survival instinct, holding them in place for her to kill them. Sometimes they wept when she killed them, sometimes they prayed. Some met her with defiant looks and heads held high, while some squeezed their eyes shut and held their last breath.

         Malley thought it might be relief. That looking over their shoulders, always waiting for their punishment, had taken its toll on them and that finally being caught allowed them the peace of knowing they were paying their debt. She knew that was naïve. It was much more likely, she reasoned, that this new and relentless world had simply ground them down until there was nothing left and hearing her Proclamation, hearing their own names, their old names, was simply one thing too much for them to take. So they gave up and let her kill them.

         But sometimes they ran.

         Broderick, tall and hard beside her, had a sort of sixth sense for which ones would run. He was coiled so tightly that when they bolted, he unsprung, and the movements seemed simultaneous.

         As she walked through the wide-open gate that was the main entrance to the Black Stair settlement, and along the wide dirt avenue that was its only road straight toward the solar-panelled ‘town square’ where the markets were held, she wondered if this one would run.

         She knew this settlement not only because she’d been here before but also because it was every settlement on the edge of civilisation. Rows and rows of small flatpack homes in tight squares of fours and sixteens, mostly built by companies in Dublin on government contracts, intersected by little dirt streets that all radiated from the town square, such as it was. In the small clear Perspex windows of the huts, she saw adornments and homemade curtains, knick-knacks to add some individuality and relieve the unrelenting bleakness of this boxed living.

         The town hall, the only building of substance in the town, stood above all others, towering at two storeys high, perched to look down the side of Black Stair Mountain across the bruised countryside of the lowlands.

         The uniformity of the new camps was a comfort to her in changing and troubling times. The layout and straight lines were imposed by the Government to bring order to the haphazard nature of what were once refugee camps. As if by ordering them they became something different, something better. It only half worked. Those young enough to be raised among the seasons of the storms had known nothing else but the older ones knew a shanty town when they saw one.

         Initially, no one noticed her or Broderick, despite their uniforms, but as they were recognised, the locals all stopped in their tracks, taking in the two agents – one short and sort of sad looking, the other tall and furious. She could feel their moods change as they looked at her. She could feel that shift, though she had never identified what they were shifting from, or indeed to.

         Those who still hadn’t noticed her remained engaged in their shopping, haggling over handmade toys and salvaged conveniences collected from what was left of the towns out west, soaking up the last of the pre-Storm Season fare and good nature. But their smiles and joviality seemed like brittle things, easily broken, and hard times were coming. Again.

         Those who did notice her stood upright. A mere scattering of faces. A scattering of BlueArmbands too. Brave to be wearing those in public, but less brave here where the Government’s long arm was less evident. In Dublin, a BlueArmband could get you killed, out here a BlueArmband could get her killed.

         She reached into the folds of the leather jerkin she wore under her wax coat and pulled out the envelope stashed inside. The uniform of an agent of the Department of Environmental Justice was a thing of concealment. Camouflage to conceal the wearer, pockets to conceal the weapons.

         Unfolding the paper in her scarred and ruined hands, she began to read:

         ‘The fucking globalists want you to believe this sham, but it’s fucking bullshit,’ she intoned loudly.

         Her words were a stone dropped into water, the silence rippling outwards through the packed square. It spread out from the ones who had already spotted her and stilled the ones who heard the words before they saw the agents. All faces turned toward them. All bar one.

         He was a runner.

         He took off as soon as she Proclaimed the very first word. He darted from the open market square into the cover of the flatpack ‘homes’ that sheltered the people of Black Stair from the coming storms. Broderick moved the very instant that the man did, bolting into a sprint.

         Malley did not. She moved without haste and spoke without haste.

         ‘The climate change hoax. Like the fucking vaccination hoax. Just another way for them to control us. And you fucking shills keep eating it up.’

         Her words travelled to most of their ears. The wind in the pre-Storm Season pulled it away from a few at the far edge of the market stalls. It was hardly important. They knew what she was, what Broderick was. What they were here for.

         They knew from the clothes. Layered browns and greens in linen and wax. Loose fitting around the legs and torso, but tight to the ankles and wrists and shoulders. The clothes must breathe but never encumber. They changed with the limited seasons. But in these days before the first of the storms would hit, when the wind pulled at things and the intermittent rain vied with intermittent sunshine in the otherwise unrelieved grey of the clouds, the uniform was made for weathering.

         She changed direction unhurriedly. Her eyes following Broderick as he appeared and disappeared behind the low buildings, hunting his prey. She didn’t need to follow the runner. Just track her partner in between reading from her Proclamation. They’d done this enough times already to know the drill.

         ‘Resist the climate hoax.’

         Some of the onlookers grumbled at that, their low growls heard over the whistling breeze. They wouldn’t have done this twenty years ago. They’d have agreed with the sentiment. Or perhaps just sneered at the man who had written it down. She would have ignored him. Young her. Stupid her. Naïve her. Former her. She knew better now, and so did they.

         Broderick turned sharply, ducking low as he darted through the gap between two flatpack shanties. In one hand his long-bladed knife; with the other he signalled to her which way to move.

         She pivoted at his direction and drew her knife casually. The handle, clad in wrapping that was now fourteen storm seasons old, seemed to fit, ridges and bumps, into the scars and the pitted contours of her hands, completing her. A jigsaw piece. A part of her. A thing that made her whole.

         Mostly.

         Lately she had begun to feel something else…

         The man became visible again as he doubled back. She could see the panic in his eyes. Broderick closing in over his shoulder. There was a light in Broderick’s eyes. A dangerous light. Something close to pleasure. He was a man who loved doing his duty.

         ‘The statistics are there. Why won’t any of you idiots read? There’s warm years and warm decades, that doesn’t mean the planet is doomed.’

         Outside of the town square, there were fewer people moving between the buildings, but she could feel the eyes of the locals behind her watching. Those with the BlueArmbands were likely statue-still, the rest moving in uneasy agitation. They knew what was coming for this panicked man they called neighbour.

         It was unlikely they held any sympathy for him. Not after what they’d been through.

         ‘David Sullivan, born Peter O’Sullivan, in Carlow Hospital in the year 2004,’ she called out.

         Thirty-nine years old. He wasn’t even forty yet.

         ‘These statements made in the year 2023 were made by you. Your location and identity have been a matter of investigation by the Department of Environmental Justice.’

         She was closer to him now as Broderick cut the escape routes with each new twist and turn. Herding him. Shepherding him to her. She could see him dead ahead at the end of a long row of market stalls, unattended as the people cleared the way for justice.

         ‘In the presence of the Minister for the Environment, you have been accused by two agents of Environmental Justice. The Minister pronounced your sentence.’

         He stopped and turned, frantically searching for a way out, gulping in deep panicked breaths. He could see her closing. Broderick was too close for him to turn back, and she herself now blocked his last avenue of escape. There was nowhere left to run. He turned and looked at the other members of the Black Stair community but met only hard-eyed stares.

         She wondered how many had lost their children to the storms. Or to the violence? Or to the deprivation that followed every Storm Season?

         He tried one last pathetic ploy, rushing at her, hoping his size and desperation would count.

         It didn’t.

         She pivoted on one heel as he charged, ducking low, spinning and slamming her foot into his midriff. He pitched to the floor.

         Slowly, she straightened. He did not.

         ‘Please,’ he implored, on his knees.

         The ones who ran always begged.

         ‘You have been deemed guilty of betraying humanity and condemning it to catastrophe,’ she told him. ‘You condemned humanity and the planet, thusly are you judged and condemned yourself.’

         Had he been standing he might have topped her height by half a foot, but crawling on his knees, she loomed over him, the regretful sadness on her face a contrast to the desperation on his.

         ‘Please,’ he implored again.

         Broderick moved to stand behind him, one hand clamping on the man’s shoulder, a vice grip. As usual he seemed to struggle to contain the furious energy that powered him. The energy visible in his fevered-looking eyes.

         The village was silent. All eyes were on them.

         ‘I have small children,’ the man whimpered.

         The words caught her. She didn’t want them to. For a long time, no words could have stayed her. But lately some feeling had taken root in her mind. Something tugging at her. She remembered an old man’s face. A face like her father’s. A face full of gratitude, with tears in his eyes. Involuntarily, she looked around for signs of the children. She didn’t see them. She saw no one who might now have to watch their father die.

         The ridges of her scarred hands shifted slightly against the grip of the handle as she adjusted her stance, ruining the nice feeling of jigsaw puzzle completeness that usually came with holding the weapon.

         ‘And how many don’t because of you and your kind?’ Broderick barked.

         A rare moment of speech from the man, but it wasn’t for Mr Sullivan, or O’Sullivan as he had been. It was for her. For her hesitation. He’d known her too long. Seen her do this too many times but had never seen her hesitate.

         She glared at him, clenching her jaw. He met her glare with one of his own.

         ‘Daughters,’ the man whispered, pleading.

         She returned her regard to the man on his knees before her, now furious. As if their gender might somehow alleviate his sentence. As if he might manipulate her because she had also been someone’s daughter once. No one knew better than her the sacrifices women had to make in the new world. Well, her sister Hilda did, but not this man.

         ‘Thusly are you judged,’ she said again, coldly, as she stepped forward and plunged her blade into his chest. It ran in smoothly. As it did every time.

         The blood that spurted from the wound wet her scarred hands.

         Broderick let a small sigh go through his nose. There was something in the sound it made. A type of satisfaction, though you’d never know from his face. The light of enjoyment that had burned in his eyes was gone. His duty done.

         He slipped his own knife into its sheath and nodded to her before he turned away. Off to set up camp. To resume his waiting. She turned to give the villagers a look. She always did.

         In every village, town, or city, there was always at least one who looked at her like she was the villain. In a town with too many BlueArmbands, there would be more than a few. She met that stare every single time she encountered it, though she had no idea why.

         She cleaned the blade with the soft red rag she kept, and then wiped her hands with it. She rolled her neck. The sharp popping sound as she cracked it seemed loud in the breezy silence. Scanning them slowly again as she ran the rag across her rough skin, she dared them to judge her, to resent her.

         For reasons she never understood, she was relieved when one or two of the faces did just that. They didn’t move though. They stood silently. They wouldn’t dare move. She waited another moment, to give them time to realise that they didn’t dare, and then she nodded and followed Broderick.

         David Sullivan or Peter O’Sullivan, or whatever it is he had been called before she executed him, lay unnoticed. Every community had different ways of dealing with corpses. She didn’t care to be around to find out what Black Stair did with theirs.

          
      

         She sat, cross-legged, at the small fire she shared with Broderick. They had camped just inside the walls of the settlement on a patch of hard rocky ground where the meagre handful of sheep and goats grazed. The palisade that surrounded the settlement loomed up by their campsite, double-layered rows of thick tree trunks lashed together with recycled plastic and caulked in mud-concrete.

         Inside the town hall, two hundred yards away across the jumble of huts where the locals sheltered, the evening meal was about to be Shared. She knew from the noise and the small congregation of Christians standing outside the building saying their grace before their meal. Always outside now, never inside.

         She reckoned that both she and Broderick would be tolerated at the meal, if not welcomed. The BlueArms weren’t numerous enough here to turn them away. Technically their job counted as Sharing for the purpose of community, but she’d have truly done her Sharing in the chores, preparing vegetables, laying plates, ladling out the food, or washing up. They remained outside because of Broderick.

         He’d frighten them.

         In the flickering firelight, all the angles of his face were shadowed and then revealed, and the effect added to his menacing visage. She used to be afraid of him. Not just him, but anyone like him. She used to fear that aura of violence they exuded. It was in their very movements and the way they stood, vibrating with violence.

         That was before she’d earned the scars on her hands, before her sister had made a dreadful deal for their survival. Back when some men had taken from her because they could.

         That fear had made her strong in the end. Training. Self-defence. Exercise. She did it all, so that she wouldn’t have to be afraid. She remembered the first moment that she caught someone looking at her the way she had once looked at men like Broderick. Trepidation and awe. It was thrilling and saddening simultaneously. She tried to crush the feeling of sadness. The world had no time for it anymore. The world rejected sadness. And it rejected fear. Things that feared or got sad were excised.

         Her sister’s eyes were sad the last time they had spoken. Pitying her. She resented that. There was much to resent in that last conversation. In almost every conversation since that first Storm Season.

         She tried not to sigh bitterly as she ate her rehydrated soup and thought about those inside. Sharing. Singing. Some places still allowed people to Share by singing. In the pre-Storm Season, it would be welcome. During Storm Season, Sharing had to be of significantly more value. Skills. Food. Shelter. Electricity. The tools and means of survival. Important things. In the aftermath of the storms, there would be little to sing about.

         She heard the voices drift over from the town hall.

         A song about a winding road to a bay, where communities shared in comfort and joy. She recognised it from Before. She never enjoyed recognising things from Before. They were a link to a soft woman, in a soft land, who had let things be taken from her. The cheerfulness of the song overrode her distaste, the warmth of it seeping into her, and she smiled across the fire at Broderick. If he noticed the smile, he showed no sign, stirring his small tin suspended over the fire. And she went back to examining the ridges and folds of her palms, idly tracing her thumbnail along the trenches where the knife had bitten them.

         She had a friend who was a singer once. She had no idea where the woman was now. Maybe dead. Maybe not.

         The song floated through the night, twisting occasionally on gusts of wind, making its way to them from the Black Stair’s town hall, the only building that felt real, solid. This close to the edge many of the settlements didn’t have town halls. They were too far from safety for such permanence. Out in the west of Ireland were the lands that Government couldn’t control where need was stronger than law. Black Stair itself sat right on that knife edge between the two.

         It was the same as the last time she’d been here, nestled on top of its hill where flooding and shifting rivers couldn’t touch it. Where the hand of climate change wasn’t so destructive. Where they could see the threats coming before they were on top of them. The palisade walls and ditches offered a measure of protection to the small, tidy rows of flatpack homes with their low doors and single windows, as well as the workshops where people built, then rebuilt year after year. But she knew it was a sham. The uniformity and organisation were a trick. A means of convincing people to feel safe and comfortable between Storm Seasons.

         The reality was that here, like almost every place outside of the cities, the dangers were many and the protection flimsy. Clans who occupied the lowland towns raided, desperate bands of refugees with nothing left to lose came to claim for themselves, crops failed, the summer sun slowly baked the life out of people, or viruses ran rampant. And at the end always, always the storms returned.

         Thirteen Seasons so far, and the fourteenth not far off.

         She let her gaze linger on the little homes – she’d seen sheds bigger than these in Before – and wondered how safe these people really felt, and how many more times their strength would be tested before it snapped.

         Broderick finished his meal by rattling his spoon against the inside of his tin, loudly.

         Meaningfully.

         She looked at him across the flames and his eyes flickered, barely.

         We’re being watched.

         She narrowed her eyes at him, slightly in reply.

         He blinked at her, and his head tilted, a fraction of a fraction to indicate behind her, on her left-hand side.

         She twitched an eyebrow at him.

         How many? The gesture asked.

         He let that sharp nose-whistle go again. Not quite a sigh. Barely a noise.

         Unknown.

         That was the way of them. Side by side. Silently. Shoulder by shoulder. Silently.

         And in those silences, all the meaning they needed.

         That he hadn’t moved told her the danger wasn’t imminent, that he’d called her attention to it said it was a danger, nonetheless.

         She looked at him for a long moment, then nodded and as one they rose to their feet, not quickly. In a slow and deliberate action, they turned in the direction of the watcher, hidden in the shadows of the flatpack sheds that now passed for homes.

         For a moment nothing, and then a flash of movement as a young woman bolted away.

         In that flash, she weighed the little thing. Young. Dressed as the young people did now with form following the function of their storm-prepared clothes, decorated here and there. Her long, curly hair blowing out behind her as she darted away.

         Malley retook her seat calmly. Broderick was slow to follow, still tense.

         Are we doing something about that? His reluctance asked her.

         Malley let out a long sigh to show how little she thought of the possible threat.

         Broderick scowled back at her.

         Everyone’s a threat.

         Malley turned her hands over, letting the light from the dancing flames play across the scars as the sound of singing struggled to reach out from the town centre, struggled and eventually died on the quickening breeze.

         She nodded.

         Everyone’s a threat.

          
      

         Fionnuala had slipped out in the darkness, creeping through the town’s locked gate, held open by another BlueArm who would watch for the return of their compatriots. The memory of the agents’ cold eyes searching the darkness from their fireplace still chilling her every bit as much as the wind did.

         They hadn’t even spoken, the two agents. Not a word said between the man and the woman who had killed her neighbour only hours before. But somehow, they knew, and they moved as one, the air about them charging with violence.

         They frightened her. And the fright was slow to die in her chest.

         She thought of them as she crowded into the small building at the bottom of the eastern slope of Black Stair, fifteen people of varying ages, their BlueArmbands on display. Fionnuala wore hers too, but it felt stupid – a showy gesture of defiance that served no purpose in a room full of people who agreed with you.

         Her father would have called it ‘preaching to the converted’.

         She disliked the room. Disliked the swirling anger it contained that dissipated once all her fellow rebels walked back into the winds and the rains outside.

         She wanted more from them. More from herself.

         The BlueArms’ modest headquarters had been some kind of office for the forestry service once upon a time, before the first Chain of Storms fourteen years ago. It was a pathetic sort of a place for a meeting of rebels who jostled each other gently as they crammed into the musty-smelling space with its dirty windows and meagre furniture.

         The four outsiders in the room didn’t jostle. They didn’t wear armbands either. Why should they? They needed no proof of their loyalty. They ran with Gibson and Kelly. They were the Children of the Storms. The ‘military wing’ of the BlueArm movement, such as it was. Hard types who ventured out west, beyond the arm of Government, to gather supplies, to recruit, to coordinate with the BlueArms in what was left of Limerick, Cork, Galway, Sligo and Donegal.

         Their youthful features were marked by signs of premature ageing. The four of them were older than her, falling into the category of people who had real memories of Before, but only as children, who could look back on that time with the bitterness of knowing what the cost of losing it was. And that was the reason for their early grey hairs and the hard lines about their eyes. Too much asked of them when they were still too young to carry the weight; caring for smaller siblings as they moved from place to place seeking refuge, watching elderly relatives give up and die in the process. For the ones from the cities, they’d remember the riots. And the ones from the countryside would remember the desperate isolation as their tight-knit communities dissolved in the winds and the rains and the starvation.

         Hard folk. All of them.

         Douglas called for silence by raising two hands up in front of the group. It all felt so performative – his serious face on his youthful features, his dramatic gestures, his armband bigger by half than all of theirs.

         ‘They’ve Pronounced both Gibson and Kelly,’ he told the room.

         His theatricality had the desired effect as the room erupted with groans, complaints, and protests at the announcement.

         Fionnuala felt it too, like a ball of ice forming in her stomach. A tightening in her chest. Gibson and Kelly Pronounced.

         Douglas shushed them with his upraised arms again.

         ‘The Minister himself Pronounced him in the Dáil. Kelly and Gibson have both fled Dublin.’

         ‘Where are they going?’

         ‘They can’t expect us to believe that?’

         ‘What’s going to happen to the deal with Europe?’

         The voices talked over each other, the anger and indignation rising.

         This was what they loved. The same thing Fionnuala hated. They loved to gather and be angry. They loved to wear their armbands and swagger. They loved the appearance of action. For Fionnuala, it wasn’t enough.

         She’d spent her life moving, running from storms and from people. Three settlements before Black Stair. Including a filthy refugee camp in Dublin City Centre. Always running from one impermanent thing to another. But she was younger than the Children. She couldn’t remember the home they’d left behind on the northwest coast when the first Storm Season had destroyed the country, but knew it was bigger than the capsule she lived in now, and she could remember the feel of it. The feel of a home. Not a box.

         She ached for that feeling. Yearned for it in her soul. The feeling of permanence, of security. A place that gathered smells and memories that you could look back on when times were tough. She yearned for a thing she never remembered having. These were things all the BlueArms wanted.

         ‘It can’t be true,’ someone shouted behind her.

         ‘Of course, it’s not,’ Douglas snapped. ‘The Government falsified some newsletter they claimed was written by Gibson and Kelly. They printed it themselves two weeks ago. Now they’re circulating it to disgrace us.’

         ‘So, what do we do?’ Fionnuala asked loudly, cutting through the pointless denunciations.

         ‘We don’t do anything,’ Douglas told her. ‘They do.’

         He jerked one hand in the direction of the Children standing by.

         So, more nothing then.

         ‘Fine,’ she snapped. ‘What do they do then?’

         One of them stepped forward. Handsome in a sort of battered way, though his nose was slightly too long on his weathered face, patches of grey showing on his dark stubble.

         ‘The less you know the better,’ he told her in a low voice, ‘but to put it briefly, they can’t hide here anymore. Not with those two agents here. Gibson is gone to Galway. The evidence of the Government’s bullshit is there. Kelly is gone to Limerick. The BlueArms there are massing, getting ready.’

         ‘Ready for what?’ she asked.

         ‘We know what’s coming. The moment is any day now, but we have to wait. For orders,’ Douglas told her calmly.

         Of course. Wait for orders. Even more nothing.

         ‘What if they don’t make it out of Dublin?’ she pushed him.

         ‘They’re already clear. With luck, Kelly must be in Limerick already and Gibson is collecting the evidence of the Government conspiracy. They’re smart, resourceful men. You know that better than anyone.’

         Of course, she did. To everyone else in the room, they were Joe Kelly and Frank Gibson, political leaders and revolutionaries, but to her the former was simply Uncle Joe. Not that he was really her uncle. He had been friends with her father and mother. They’d been on the front lines of the protests against the Government since the movement started.

         Uncle Joe had built the BlueArms, unified the anger at the Government into a cohesive force determined to reject the abrogation of responsibility, fixed on the goal of a new government that built for the people, that didn’t use the storms as a means of dividing the country and pitting people against each other in the scrap for the meagre resources their leaders deemed to share with them. And more, Kelly and Gibson promised them Ireland again, and a reconnection with Europe and the rest of the world that they’d lost when Ireland had become an international pariah.

         ‘Then we have to help them,’ she demanded of the room.

         ‘How?’ Douglas asked, trying to inject a note of command in his voice.

         ‘Anything is better than the nothing we’ve done. If the Government are moving against us, we should move against them.’

         There was a murmur of agreement within the room.

         ‘Let’s hit the grid?’ she suggested. ‘We can disrupt supply to Dublin from one of the turbines or mills up the country?’

         The murmurs of agreement died down somewhat. Anger replaced by trepidation.

         Interfering with the electricity grid could get you killed as fast as denying climate change.

         ‘What about the Doejays?’ another voice challenged her.

         The Department of Environmental Justice agents, or Doejays as they were known, were the cause for concern. It seemed she wasn’t the only one thinking about the two cold-blooded monsters sitting by their fireplace inside the settlement.

         ‘You leave them to us,’ the leader of the Children told her. ‘We’ve got something in mind for them.’

         There was about him a supreme confidence. Arrogance even. She’d seen the agents at work. Fast and cold and brutal. This man with his handsome features and long nose seemed soft by comparison. They all did.

         She recalled them again, standing in unison, not quickly, but slowly, as though there was no threat powerful enough to move them to alacrity. That their slow, measured turning, achieved in complete silence, would be sufficient to cow whatever was waiting for them.

         She nearly shuddered at the thought. The silent terribleness of them.

         These four Children would be mere appetisers to the wolves she’d seen by that fireplace.

         ‘There’s only four of you,’ she told them. ‘You have to let us help.’

         That was the end of their shared anger.

         The room became quiet as all the other BlueArms shifted uncomfortably. Taking on the Doejays was not something they were prepared to contemplate. Talking and shouting and agreeing with one another was one thing, opposing this terrible arm of the Government… well, that was something else entirely.

         The smile the leader of the Children shot her was amused. And patronising.

         ‘We know where they’re going,’ he told her conspiratorially. ‘And when they leave, we’ll be waiting for them.’

         The others nodded together. Their confidence all consuming.

         But they hadn’t seen the two wolves by the fire. They hadn’t witnessed the terrible quietness of them. They had no idea what they were getting into.

         ‘We wait for orders,’ Douglas insisted, his word the final word. ‘The day is coming. When it finally happens, we’re finally going to be free.’

         She heard the note of hope in his voice, and the fear that underlay it.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      CHAPTER TWO
     

    

    
     Malley woke early as she always did now. It had been a long time since she would wake at noon and spend hours in bed scrolling on her phone before she rose. It was, she always reminded herself whenever she recalled the embarrassing excess of her previous life, a different time. Nowadays, she rolled from her bed, whether it was in the apartment block in Dublin, or in this pokey little tent, and began moving. Always moving.
    

    
     Outside, a bright, windy day had already dawned. Pre-Storm Season at the heights of the hills that wind was ubiquitous, but it pushed small puffy clouds across the sky rather than the dark ones that threatened something terrible. There was a freshness to this air that everyone enjoyed. Not the relentless heat of the summer that wilted people and hammered them into the ground, nor the implacable heaving and battering of winter when the storms came.
    

    
     A perfectly peaceful freshness that renewed a body.
    

    
     The sun poured across the fields below. In the distance, small towns could be seen, too far away for their destruction to be visible and spoil the stunning view. You could almost have tricked yourself into thinking that you were looking at Before, and those towns would be carrying on their existences, some bustling, some sleepy, blissfully unaware of what was coming.
    

    
     She watched the people of Black Stair make their way to their Sharing. Burlier types, stripped of their heavier layers ambled alongside one another, axe handles slung across their shoulders. Smaller, slimmer ones moved in groups – some would fish, some would gather, some would be off to pull the last of the vegetables from the ground, the hardier types that grew late, for storing and dehydrating, and making soup. BlueArmbands were visible here and there, symbols of something Malley didn’t fully understand. A movement that demanded something that could no longer be given to them. They demanded the past. For these people, her sister had left her. She scanned them one by one and wondered what they were like. Strong? Violent? Soft? Enduring? They just looked like people.
    

    
     Among them a young woman walked. Something about her marked her out, or perhaps it was simply Malley’s instincts, sharpened to a fine edge. Though the young woman moved among her neighbours, she didn’t move with them. She glanced Malley’s way as she walked, her face serious, trying not to be noticed, watching Malley as she moved, so slight among the broad, muscled types, but her head swivelled to look back as she followed, the wind whipping her long, curly hair.
    

    
     Malley remembered the blur of movement at their fireplace the night before. A watcher. This watcher, she now assumed. Still spying? Or on her way to the Sharing?
    

    
     The Sharing was important for them all now. Within days, the first storm of the season would be observed swelling in the Atlantic, shaping for the west coasts of Europe. As soon they spotted it, they would name it, and that name would hound and torment the country until the Storm Season ended. Preparation was everything in these moments before the storms.
    

    
     Every settlement would Share as one: stacking, collecting, building, fixing, making themselves as prepared as they could be for the violent weather that was to come.
    

    
     In the cities, it was different. In Dublin, Belfast, and Waterford, employment counted as Sharing, the unemployed had to Share in other ways, their tasks issued on a day-to-day basis. Industry still ruled in its warped capacity. Manufacturing for a changed landscape, jobs a symbol of status so that the lives of those in the cities were far removed from those in the settlements and towns of the countryside.
    

    
     Broderick might object to Sharing, but as far as she was concerned, if there was one – only one – thing that might be worth celebrating in the relentless battering of the modern world, it was the Sharing.
    

    
     A small part of her yearned to join them. To chop the wood, to fish, to hunt, to skin the animals, and prep the meals. The part of her she considered soft.
    

    
     She pulled on her stout boots, adjusting the clasps until they were almost too snug around her calves. She smoothed the front of her lightweight T-shirt, salvaged from some pile of communal clothes a long time ago as she tucked it into her combat trousers. The fabric, as always, too smooth against her scarred palms.
    

    
     For a moment she considered her knife.
    

    
     That was a new thing for her.
    

    
     Like the feelings she’d felt stirring before she’d executed the man yesterday. The knife was a part of her. A symbol of her work. A totem of the office that she held to anyone who still obeyed the laws of the Irish Government. More than that, it was a symbol to her, a hard thing, with sharp edges, like herself. A thing she once feared, but no longer did. She often played with the handle, running her rough, ruined hands over it, feeling it slide into her grip, the oneness.
    

    
     Sometimes, when she was on her own, she’d even hold it gently by the blade. These were her most private moments. There was no more perfect sensation of oneness than the feeling of the blade finding the ridges and valleys in her skin that had been caused by its kin. That still frightened her a bit. Then sometimes it would make her think of her sister Hilda, and that would sometimes even make her cry a little.
    

    
     These days though, these days she felt more and more like there might be a different her. A her without the knife. The same soft part of herself that she tried so hard to ignore.
    

    
     Only sometimes she didn’t. And so, when she was safely in community in Dublin, or feeling adventurous in the field, she’d leave it behind her. And the feeling of that was liberation. An incompleteness that was somehow fulfilling. She didn’t know why.
    

    
     If Broderick saw her, he’d make a face. Or give that snort he was so fond of. A fool he’d call her, without saying a word. She was older than him. Eight years older. Yet his almost impenetrable silence gave him an exaggerated ‘wisdom’ that seemed to level the playing field.
    

    
     She looked at the handle of the knife, protruding from under her pillow where it stayed while she slept and chose to leave it behind her.
    

    
     She looked across the campfire at Broderick’s curiously empty tent. Already up and about.
    

    
     Down the hill the people kept moving, snatches of chatter floating on the breeze that moved clouds quickly by them in the otherwise steely blue morning sky.
    

    
     She let them walk away. There was work to be done.
    

    
    

    
     Across the town square where the solar panelling caused her footfalls to echo as dull thuds, two men stood at the door to the town square. Younger men than her, with hard-looking faces that showed signs of ageing too early. They had speckles of grey in their hair and the kind of hardness about the eyes that added years to them.
    

    
     One stood indolently against the door frame, casually picking at his fingernails, the other, like a pointer dog, long nose thrust forward, scanning the town. Scanning her.
    

    
     Security for the town council, she assumed. They had to have some kind of status not to be out Sharing with the others. Whatever their jobs were, she outranked them.
    

    
     She almost smiled at their attempt at looking grim.
    

    
     ‘Cummins, Malley,’ she introduced herself pleasantly to the long-nosed one. An imposing man, six foot two or more.
    

    
     She had to look up at him as she said it, her hand briefly missing the feeling of her long blade. The oneness of the wrapping and her scars soothed her when she was confronted with men like this one.
    

    
     His glance brushed by her empty sheath, and the scars all over her hand.
    

    
     ‘Lynch,’ he grunted at her.
    

    
     His recalcitrance immediately bothered her. This was the way with security types and men she’d met during Before and since. They didn’t like her authority. They resented her. She didn’t much care usually. Their resentment was their business and it only bothered her if it got in her way.
    

    
     ‘I have business here. If you don’t mind…’ She gestured for him to step aside.
    

    
     The look he returned her was pugnacious, and for just a second, she thought she might have to beat him around the square to put manners on him. Big men, with big egos and big muscles, often mistook their bigness for dominance. She once did herself. But the time when that was something that concerned her was long gone. She no longer feared that bigness. In fact, she welcomed the notion of disabusing him. He knew only the half of what violence really was and would only go half as far as she would to exercise her authority, so he’d lose. And maybe die in the process. For a long moment, the words hung in the air, and his life in the balance.
    

    
     It floated there between them, him staring down his long nose belligerently, her offering him her most withering look.
    

    
     He thought better of the exchange before it became a problem, and reluctantly stood to one side.
    

    
     She held his gaze, so that he’d know how close he’d come.
    

    
     Until he looked away.
    

    
     As she walked into the town hall building, she let the feeling of anger slide off her, just as she had done the day before when she’d murdered a man whose name she could no longer remember.
    

    
     Remembering those who had destroyed the world was as pointless as regret for the world they’d never see again.
    

    
     Inside, the building gave a lie to the rustic nature of the settlement outside. The feeling of electricity and comfort reflected from the walls. It felt like buildings used to feel. Automated and warm and firm. Substantial things made of permanence in a way that few things felt like anymore. Through this building, the town got its rations of electricity and charged their batteries, cooked their meals, taught their children, watched their movies, and navigated what remained of the internet that the Government permitted them to access.
    

    
     Here they learned about what was happening in the rest of the world, when they could bring themselves to watch it collapse around them. But they also learned about how to care for themselves. They learned cooking and sewing and horticulture and relearned skills that they had thought lost.
    

    
     It was almost enough to make her sentimental again.
    

    
     At least it might have been if not for the presence of Broderick in front of a monitor, in the ‘chambers’ room of the local council, glowering at the Minister for the Environment, Garrett O’Neill, who in turn glared right back.
    

    
     A confrontation of some sort then, though the fact that they’d started the meeting without her was a cause for more than annoyance.
    

    
     She cocked an eyebrow at Broderick as she crossed the room to the end of the long table where he stood, tightly wound as ever, as if on the verge of movement at all times.
    

    
     
      What’s going on?
     
    

    
     His reply, in the form of his tension and furious glare, was something she’d never encountered before. An unknowable reply. And in keeping something from her, he cracked the wall that was their joint resolve, marring the years of solidarity and solidity between them.
    

    
     She narrowed her eyes at him a smidge and bit her teeth.
     
      What aren’t you telling me?
     
    

    
     He blinked at her in reply.
     
      Nothing
     
    

    
     She held his gaze for a long second. Angry all over again at the lie.
    

    
     ‘Agent Cummins,’ the monitor interrupted her. ‘I’m glad you’re here. There’s news.’
    

    
    

    
     Fionnuala watched, from behind a wall, as the woman faced down the Children outside the town hall. It was mesmerising. She hadn’t done anything. She hadn’t changed her stance, or drawn a weapon or even frowned, but somehow, something in her body language went from a casual, smiling, pleasant woman to something different and terrifying. In an instant, she’d transformed. And what she had turned into frightened anyone who looked at her.
    

    
     Fionnuala enjoyed watching the Child drop his eyes and the agent hold her ground for a moment or two after he’d spoken. Salt in his wounds. And proof of what she already suspected; these Children would be less than useless at protecting Uncle Joe and Frank Gibson. The agents would eat them without salt.
    

    
     As the woman left to go inside the hall, Fionnuala scurried forward, hoping that no one noticed her – a small woman, hardly more than a child, off on an errand somewhere.
    

    
     She had doubled back to the town on her way to the Sharing, determined to prevent the Children from getting slaughtered pointlessly. If they let the rest of the BlueArms help, they might stand some chance. Perhaps all of them together…
    

    
     But now a fresh chance presented itself.
    

    
     She tried to look casual, but busy. A woman with somewhere to go who was not to be bothered. Striding across the square, she imagined she could feel the Children watching her, following her. As if some part of her radiated the words ‘rebel’ or ‘traitor’.
    

    
     She held her head until just out of sight, when she gave a furtive glance and was annoyed, somehow, to find that they’d ignored her. It always annoyed her when people underestimated her.
    

    
     Hoping no one would notice her absence at the Sharing, she unlocked the boiler room door and slipped inside. The little passageway that led into the main building was just large enough to fit her. If she was careful, she could position herself in the public gallery, behind the partition, and hear everything that was being said. It was risky, she knew, but she’d accepted those risks when she joined. And whatever was being discussed inside, it might well involve the lies that might get the BlueArms’ leaders killed.
    

    
     On silent feet, she crept through the corridors.
    

    
    

    
     The headache crawled up from the base of Broderick’s skull, enveloping his entire head and squeezing him. It started the minute the man on the monitor started talking. It always happened every time he felt the need to wrap his hands around someone’s throat and squeeze.
    

    
     O’Neill had that effect on him. A hypocritical rat. A career politician. Broderick could picture him as a teenager in his button-up shirt grinning like an idiot at some young political party conference next to the leadership that let the world burn, standing by and letting it all happen. Now they preached ‘sustainability’ and ‘justice’ as if those words weren’t ashes in their mouths.
    

    
     He was about to tell the little weasel to go fuck himself when she walked in.
    

    
     He bit off the words, clamping his jaw shut around the throbbing in his head.
    

    
     ‘What news?’ she asked.
    

    
     Her voice was deceptively mild. Almost pleasant even. Her entire persona was deceptively mild. At first glance she was by no means imposing. But her shoulders were broader than her frame should have allowed, and her forearms rippled whenever she dry-washed her hands, betraying the hardness of the ropey muscle beneath. That hardness went to the core of her, however soft she appeared.
    

    
     They’d been paired together for six years now. At first, he resented her, hated her a little even. She was old enough to have been part of the problem, as he saw it: a generation of lazy, entitled, selfish, narcissistic scum, all of them, who’d
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