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Fight or flight? Take your pick, man. It’s an F-word either way.

—Skadz, 2278





Part One

Wave of Infection




Chapter One

ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT

13.APR.2278

The aircraft rested in a windswept field a few hundred meters up from the beach. Her crew, a pilot and co-pilot, sat nearby. Gulls wheeled overhead, their occasional calls as lazy as the Mediterranean whitecaps stretching north as far as Skyler could see.

Today he could see a long way. The clear sky, blue and even from one horizon to the other, was marred only by the blazing white disk of the sun directly above. On any other day, in any other circumstance, the afternoon would be among the most pleasant he’d ever experienced. That wasn’t saying a lot, of course. Other than a rail trip to Rome two summers back, for his twenty-fifth birthday, he’d kept mostly to the colder portions of Europe.

Until this week. The week from hell.

And it was only Wednesday.

“They’re late,” Finn said.

Skyler had thought the pilot asleep. He glanced at the man. Captain Finn Koopman lounged in a foldout chair, one of two he kept in the plane for just such “hurry up and wait” scenarios. Skyler sat in the other, perched on the rough fabric edge, hunched over a slate he had split between newsfeeds and a map of the continent.

Finn’s posture couldn’t be more different. Shoes and socks off, feet propped up on a sun-bleached rock. Hands folded across a belly a bit rounder than was really appropriate for a pilot of the Luchtmacht. Finn had earned that, though, Skyler supposed. The man had ten years and a few thousand sorties on Skyler. He didn’t need to pore over flight plans anymore. That’s what copilots were for. He’d said as much when they’d met.

“Maybe I should check in,” Skyler said. “They might have moved us again.”

Finn cracked a half grin. “Relax, Luiken. Can’t get any more north than this, assuming they’re trying to contain this thing to Africa. My guess? They’ll set up a naval blockade next and wait it out.”

“I just wish they’d tell us what’s happened.”

At that Finn shrugged. “Some kind of nasty flu, probably. Or, hell, maybe a clever new seed that fell into counterfeiters’ hands.”

“They’d shut down a whole continent over some engineered grass?”

Finn shrugged. “A flu, then.”

“Hmm,” Skyler said. He didn’t like the information on the newsfeed half of his slate. Or rather, the lack of information. If command wouldn’t tell them what all the medical supplies were for, surely someone in the quarantine zone could slip a note about it out through one of the HocNets. Something should have leaked by now. It’s not as if the informal networks could be locked down. Jammed, maybe, but surely not on this kind of scale. Skyler had connected to every one he could find, despite the violation of military procedure. Damn the protocols—he didn’t want to catch whatever bug had plunged half of Africa into a media dead zone in just four days.

They’d made their first flight in two days ago, a joint op at the UN’s request, dropping private corporate doctors plus a mountain of “unspecified” equipment into Chad. The orders were simple: Fly in, drop the goods off, speak to no one. Maintain silence on all channels and nets, no exceptions.

Sixty klicks from the landing site in Chad they’d been rerouted, told to turn east and land in a hastily erected staging area in the desert outside Nyala. There’d been soldiers there. Soldiers from many different places, looking just as confused as Skyler had felt. Finn took off ten minutes after landing, ordered to make haste for the port in Rotterdam. Another load of gear, though no doctors this time. They’d dropped that off a day later outside Aswan, another redirect. Another staging zone, this one massive, blanketed with white tents and people in bulky hazard suits. Skyler and Finn hadn’t even stepped out of the cockpit that time.

And now, Alexandria. The third mission, the third change of plans. They were supposed to land at a university in Cairo, only to be told to avoid Cairo’s airspace when they were already two kilometers inside it. The new coordinates brought them to this desolate strip of land with orders to wait. They’d be met by … someone. In the confusion no one seemed to know who.

The air controller, a woman with the Egyptian military, had started laughing then, just before the connection died. There’d been no humor in that laugh, nor much in the way of sanity, Skyler thought.

Beneath the sound of seagulls and the gently lapping sea, Skyler heard the crunch of soil beneath tires, then the distinct whine of ultracaps discharging.

“About time,” Finn said. He came upright and went to work putting his socks and shoes back on. “Open her up. I want to be off the ground the instant they’re done.”

“Sure.” When Skyler stood and turned, the sight of the approaching vehicle drove all such actions from his mind. Despite still being a half kilometer away, Skyler could see the flames licking out the back windows of the huge white vehicle. The smoke plume hid within a massive dust cloud being thrown up behind. It was some kind of mobile laboratory, moving fast. Careening as if driven by a child. Not slowing.

Skyler broke for the aircraft. In through the side hatch and forward to the cockpit in seconds. He palmed the unlock. “First Lieutenant Luiken,” he growled at the vocal sensor.

The controls lit up, recognizing him. Skyler flipped to systems-ready state and tapped the preflight warm-up sequence, urgent departure. The sound of turbofans whirring to life filled the cabin.

Through the window he saw the van storming toward them. It swerved off the dirt road and began to hop awkwardly over the uneven ground, then pivoted hard right back toward the road, almost rolling on its side in the process. Flames consumed the entire back half now. The nose dipped suddenly, sending a huge spray of tan dirt into the air almost in time to obscure the body being propelled through the front window.

Unable to look away, Skyler slipped into his co-pilot’s chair and pulled on his helmet. Finn came in. The captain did not sit. He just stood, hunched to see the spectacle outside.

“Stay put, Lieutenant,” he said.

“I thought they were going to ram us.”

“Me, too, but they’re not going anywhere now.” The captain’s voice sounded tight, strained.

Skyler chanced a glance over his shoulder in time to see Finn pinching the bridge of his nose, grimacing. “What’s wrong?”

“Migraine or something. Look, keep the fans hot. I’m going to see if I can help.”

Skyler watched as Finn jogged toward the stuck vehicle. The pilot hefted a fire extinguisher in one hand. Black smoke rose in a plume now as the fire ate its way toward the front of the mobile lab.

A man in a white jumpsuit climbed through the hole in the shattered driver’s window. He scrambled down into the dirt and began to run toward Finn. This was not a rush to greet a rescuer. Fear drove those steps. The person was looking back at the burning van, not at the pilot. When he finally turned and saw Finn he almost tripped over himself, turned ninety degrees, and ran off as if the pilot and the flames were equally dangerous. His face was contorted in a scream that seemed never-ending. Finn stopped and waved to no avail.

Skyler swallowed with difficulty. Without looking down he switched the aircraft into liftoff configuration. The engine note shifted higher.

Another man emerged from the crashed vehicle. His jumpsuit was white, too, or had been. Most of it was charred now, one sleeve completely black and in tatters, revealing a badly burned arm beneath. He sprinted away, too. Not simply following the first, Skyler thought, but chasing.

Finn was shouting.

“Get back in here, Captain,” Skyler said under his breath. “Let’s go.”

The burned man saw Finn. He halted, dropped to a crouch more animal than human. An unnatural pose that sent a cold chill up Skyler’s spine. The pause lasted barely a second before the man charged forward. Before Skyler could think to breathe, the white-clad figure had closed half the distance to Finn and showed no sign of slowing. This was not flight, like the other, but aggression. A snarl of pure hatred contorted the man’s face.

Finn saw it, too. He spun and raced back, dropping the fire extinguisher and raising his index finger in the air. He twirled it in a tight, fast circle.

“Way ahead of you,” Skyler said.

Compared to his pursuer, Finn’s pace might as well have been a jog. The burned man tore across the ground, feet pounding, that snarling face growing more terrible with each loping step. Finn disappeared from view below the hull of the aircraft. Skyler felt his gut twist as the thing that hurled after him vanished underneath the canopy only two seconds later, like a hunting dog closing on wounded prey.

“Finn!” Skyler shouted.

He heard a clang. Then a thud that vibrated through the craft.

“I’m in!” the pilot called back, breathless. “Get us off the ground!”

_

“Take the stick,” Finn commanded once they were out over open water.

The textured metal of the flight controls was cool to the touch and somehow reassuring, as if Skyler could draw reason and clarity from the emotionless machine after what he’d just witnessed.

He struggled with what it all meant. Africa, or at least North Africa, was lost. There could be no other explanation for the burning van and its two deranged inhabitants. Whatever calamity Finn and Skyler had flown equipment in to fight—disease or chemical weapon, it made little difference—had spread from southern Chad to Alexandria like the wind.

He glanced over his shoulder, east toward the massive city on the horizon. A blanket of smog marked its location—he’d seen that on the way in—but there were smoke plumes now as well. That meant fighting, or perhaps looting. A breakdown of society in a matter of hours. Skyler’s gaze drifted north to the blue waters of the sea below. He thought of Finn’s comment about a naval blockade. Even if such a tactic could contain whatever this was, Skyler knew it would be too late.

There were boats in the water below, all moving away from the coast, headed toward Italy, Greece, or Turkey. Spain. Christ, he thought, damn well anywhere but here. His stomach tightened at the thought that these may have been the last to flee. But surely there’d been smarter people who’d left earlier, who’d flown or driven.…

Beside him, Finn leaned back in his seat and pinched the bridge of his nose again, wincing. He’d said nothing since returning to the aircraft, except the order for Skyler to handle the controls. The veteran did not give up that task easily or often. The minimum required, in fact.

Skyler flew to Naples, only to receive an automated message that the airport had been placed on emergency lockdown. Terse orders from home compelled him toward Madrid instead. He landed there, without approval from local authorities, at the far end of a dark and empty landing grid.

Engines off, he left Finn in the cockpit and went outside. A warm breeze carried the smell of smoke. Skyler studied the windows of the distant terminal. There were bodies in some of the seats, unmoving. Someone ran from one side to the other, another chasing.

“No thanks,” he muttered.

Finn had barely moved. Skyler patted him on the shoulder and settled back in. He reported their status. The orders that came back instructed him to take off, get to cruising altitude, and circle while awaiting further instructions.

That, he thought, did not sound good at all. “They have no idea where to land us,” he said to Finn. The pilot just grunted.

At altitude, Skyler pulled the slate from his pocket and palmed it. The screen lit up with information. He eyed the connection status. An ad hoc link had been made, but with zero participants. Skyler swore inwardly. There were the usual slew of commercial options, and of course his military band, but he’d been trying those for two days only to find his access locked down. Not surprising given the nature of their mission.

HocNets were another matter. Their topography was transient, amorphous. Swarms of personal devices talking directly to one another without any underlying infrastructure or membership requirements. Silence there unnerved him even more than the deranged lab worker who’d charged Finn on that windswept field. Silent HocNets meant no one was talking. Not even in Madrid below. There should be hundreds of thousands in a city that size. Millions. Someone should—

Finn shrieked.

At first Skyler didn’t know what he’d heard, so shrill and high was the sound. Then the pilot started to kick wildly at something below the dashboard.

“What is it?” Skyler asked, unbuckling himself. “Snake? What?” Something nasty must have crept aboard while they’d been sitting outside, waiting.

The pilot kept screaming between desperate sucking breaths. His boots mashed frantically at the pedals in the footwell.

“Knock it off,” Skyler rasped. “You’re going to break something—” He placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. Finn recoiled so violently his head cracked into the low ceiling. The man thrashed now, clawing at his harness, pushing Skyler away. Kicking all the while at something in the darkness of the footwell. A kick grazed the rudder control, lurching the aircraft to the left and throwing Skyler off balance. He fell, caught himself on the armrest of his own seat.

“Captain, get ahold of yourself! Go in back, I’ll take care of whatever’s down there.”

A flicker of recognition in terrified eyes. The pilot had his legs fully outstretched now. He drew breaths like a man deprived of oxygen. Lurching heaves of the chest, followed by almost childish whimpering exhales.

“Go,” Skyler repeated, more forceful now despite talking to his superior officer. “I mean it.” He tried again for the shoulder. This time Finn only flinched at the grip. His breaths were coming easier now, too.

“My … my …,” the pilot said between rapid inhales. “My shoes …”

“A scorpion? Spider?”

“I, I … Please … help.”

A goddamn spider. Skyler fought the urge to slap the man. He activated the autopilot and leaned, awkwardly in the cramped space, to untie Finn’s boots. A bead of sweat dripped off his brow as he pulled the first one off. The pilot was holding his breath.

When the shoe came away Finn exhaled.

Skyler peered in. Held it upside down and shook. Nothing. He glanced at Finn. The man was pale. Sweating visibly, lip quivering. His gaze met Skyler’s, only for a second, but in it Skyler saw profound terror and something else, too. Embarrassment.

Grimacing, Skyler took the other boot in one hand and pulled, ready to drop his fist on whatever nightmare fell out. The boot resisted, then gave. A centimeter, no more, but Finn flew into hysterics unlike anything Skyler had ever witnessed before. He pulled away so fast the boot in Skyler’s hands flipped upward, spinning before it slammed into the ceiling.

Finn flailed as if fighting invisible restraints. Skyler just managed to keep focus on the falling shoe as the other man made a frantic scramble from his chair. He was out through the rear of the cockpit before the boot landed, slamming the door behind him.

Through it all Skyler had never taken his eyes from the shoe. Nothing had come out. He tipped it over, cautious until his patience ran dry. Finally Skyler lifted and shook it as he had the other, one fist raised and ready.

Nothing.

“Empty!” Skyler shouted toward the door.

No response came. Then something thudded against the door.

“Captain? The shoe was empty. Relax, okay?”

Skyler heard Finn speaking then, difficult to discern thanks to the door and the low, fractured voice. Skyler pressed his ear against the cool barricade.

“… don’t … want … to be like this. Like them. Like me. I will save you.”

Save me? Skyler turned the handle and pushed. The door didn’t budge. He put his shoulder into it and managed a few millimeters, just enough to get a crack of light through from the galley space and the cargo bay beyond. Not enough to see his pilot, or what blocked the door.

“Stay away!” Finn shrieked. “It’s all … falling.”

“Open the door, Captain. I’ll help you.” Sedate you, more likely. Skyler racked his mind, unable to recall the contents of the medkit on board. Surely there must be something suitable in there.

“The door,” Finn said. “The door.”

“That’s right. Come on now, everything’s—”

Hydraulics hissed to life, then an incredible rush of air that sucked the cabin door open enough for Skyler to get his hand through. Frigid wind buffeted his hair and clothes. He should have acted more quickly. Should have known instantly what Finn intended. With all the shocks that afternoon the sudden loss of cabin pressure just left him numb, baffled. Frozen for precious seconds, tugged against the door by a violent sucking rush of air out through the back of the plane. By the time Skyler had the presence of mind to override the cargo door and seal the aircraft, Finn was long gone.

Skyler found himself standing alone in an empty cargo bay. The pilot and everything else had been yanked unceremoniously from the aircraft, four thousand meters above Madrid. All parachutes accounted for, still in their locker. Captain Finn Koopman had committed suicide. Skyler swayed on his feet, unable to concentrate. Nothing that had happened this day made sense.

And yet it did. The realization hit him so suddenly he felt his knees buckle. Seated on the floor, Skyler forced himself to say the words aloud. It was the only way he could believe it.

“It reached us. The disease. Finn … we both were exposed.”

I’m a dead man, Skyler thought over and over. The next few hours went by in an erratic blur. He took the co-pilot’s chair—couldn’t bring himself to sit where Finn had. The radio he turned off. To check in now, to report what had happened, would probably result in the aircraft’s immediate destruction. He wouldn’t blame them, either. He didn’t want to be the man who brought this ailment home. But he could see beyond that, could see himself differently. A sample, racing ahead of the infection, that could be studied.

He set to work.

_

Two hours later an aircraft set down in an empty field three kilometers outside Volkel air base. A message, automatically sent upon touchdown, brought swarms of soldiers in hazmat suits and a small armada of vans emblazoned with disease-control logos.

When the engines cooled sufficiently a huge tent was erected over the quiet vehicle. Quick-drying cement sealed the special structure to the ground.

The rear cargo door opened. Soldiers readied their weapons. Orders were to take the single occupant alive, if possible.

When the heavy door finished its rotation downward and crunched into the dirt, the warriors in yellow suits hesitated.

The man inside—a Lieutenant Luiken, co-pilot with a spotless service record, noted for his levelheaded conduct—crouched on the floor of the aircraft with his hands chained and locked to a tie-down. A set of keys lay a few meters away, well out of reach. He wore a full-face mask attached to a tank of air. When he spoke, his muffled voice sounded apologetic. “False alarm, perhaps,” he said. “I feel fine, but take all precautions.”

One of the suited people came forward, carrying a small tube instead of a rifle. “Sorry about this,” she said, and pressed the cylinder against Skyler’s neck.

The world melted away.

_

When his senses returned, Skyler found himself lying on a bed of white sheets in a white room. The air smelled like plastic. Brilliant LEDs on the ceiling brought tears he blinked away. His neck hurt, as if something had bitten him. The tube, he recalled. Sedated, then, which meant they’d taken him seriously. “Good,” he said aloud. More of a croak, really.

“What’s good?”

Skyler turned toward the woman’s voice. She stood nearby, wearing the white and blue uniform of the medical division. Unsuited, unmasked. He wanted to shout at her for her carelessness, until he realized what it meant. “I’m okay, then,” he said.

“Yes. How, exactly, we’ve no idea.”

He tried to touch the bruise on his neck only to find his hand, both hands, cuffed to the gurney. The chains rattled when he yanked. “I suppose these are unnecessary?”

The doctor stared at him. Karres, the name on her uniform read. “Are you one hundred percent sure you were exposed, Lieutenant?”

He’d explained what happened in his message. It dawned on him suddenly they might not believe it. They might think …“Ninety-nine,” he said. “I don’t know how it spreads. I was in the cockpit with him, though. We were both in Africa—shouldn’t you have your mask on?”

“The tent is sealed.”

“But you’re inside.”

The woman’s lips tightened. She came closer. Her voice fell to a whisper. “Not just Africa, Lieutenant. It’s … spread.”

He studied her face, saw fear and fatigue.

“They’re calling it SUBS,” she said.

“How far, dammit?”

Her lower lip quivered. She bit it, then stood and crossed the room. “I’ve maintained the seal on the tent because I don’t want it to get in.”

The weight of the words seemed to press him down on the bed. “Uncuff me.”

“Not yet,” she said.

“Why?”

She turned back to him, another tube in her hands. “Because I don’t want you to try to stop me.”

“What? What are you doing?”

She stepped closer, priming the syringe. “Listen to me carefully. You’re immune. You may be the only such person, so you must survive. You have to get to the WDC facility in Abu Dhabi. They’ve got the best chance of finding a cure for this thing.”

“Then release—”

“Be silent.”

Before he could speak again she jabbed the tube against the side of his neck.

_

He woke to an utterly silent room. The cuffs had been removed. A note waited for him on a rolling table beside the bed:


The worst may be over, but now there’s little time. I’m sorry for that. I had to keep you from leaving too soon.

Survive. Remember the World Disease Control offices in Abu Dhabi. They can study you. It might help.

Please, Skyler. Hurry.

—Lotte Karres



She lay on the floor a few meters away, head propped against the wall, chin resting on an unmoving chest. Her lips were blue, her face unnaturally pale beneath the splay of blond hair that hung across her cheeks. She’d cuffed herself to a cabinet rung on the wall, and an open bottle of pills lay on the floor beside her.

Skyler lay still for a long moment, letting a wave of nausea and grief pass.

On a chair opposite the doctor’s body lay Skyler’s neatly folded uniform, boots on top. He swung off the bed and lifted the footwear away. Beneath lay a set of keys and a hand-drawn map of the nearby air base with one hangar circled.

Skyler dressed in silence, trying not to look at the dead body. She’d killed herself rather than breathe air from the outside. The idea made his gut twist.

Clothed, he lifted the first boot and paused just before inserting his foot. The memory of Finn, of the panic attack he’d suffered, rushed in. He’d leapt from the plane because of some imagined terror in his goddamn boots. The disease, SUBS, had turned the most casually confident man Skyler had ever met into a gibbering maniac in mere hours.

Whatever was happening outside, this woman had judged it so dangerous that she’d sedated Skyler to prevent him from rushing outside to help. He would have, too. She’d seen it in him.

Mind reeling, he left the room, which turned out to be a portable unit mounted on a flatbed truck. His aircraft still rested where he’d landed it, under a massive white tent just like those he’d seen in Africa days earlier. They’d sprayed it with something, leaving a milky residue on every surface.

He left it there. The airlock at the edge of the tent lay open, unguarded.

Outside he found bodies. The sun had just risen, and the air was cold. Soldiers and doctors alike lay in the grass. Many had pressed their hands to their heads before succumbing. Those with their necks exposed showed signs of a rash on either side of the spine.

Skyler went to the nearest soldier and took the man’s assault rifle.

Lotte’s note rattled in his head. He should listen to her. Fly to Abu Dhabi and help if he could.

His eyes were drawn north, though, toward Amsterdam, where his family lived. He couldn’t just flee. He had to know if they were like him. Immune, a genetic trait. It was possible, wasn’t it?

Somewhere in the darkness a person screamed with inhuman terror. Another sound answered. It could only have been called a roar, yet he knew this to be a human as well. Both sounds ended abruptly. Then a third, farther off, just at the edge of hearing. Laughter.

If his family shared the immunity, and they were stuck in a city with sixteen million diseased …

Skyler stole the nearest truck and drove toward Amsterdam.

_

The world had fractured.

Fires dotted the landscape. Flames no one fought. Bodies were everywhere. Splayed out on the road or still in the seats of smashed cars run astray.

Not everyone had died, though. The dead outnumbered the living, but the survivors … something was horribly wrong with them. Most that Skyler glimpsed were either fleeing, terrified at the sight of his truck, or rushing toward him with snarled features and blood on their clothes.

He swerved away from the aggressive ones at first. But their numbers were too great, and the roads were already crammed with the crumpled husks of vehicles. Eventually he just focused on avoiding the cars.

Each thud of a body against his truck drained a little more of his compassion until he felt cold, almost robotic, in his quest to reach home.

On the outskirts of Amsterdam the expressway became too clogged. He left the truck and moved on foot along a canal. Away from the hellish landscape of the road, his numbness began to fade. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. The weight of the calamity lurked behind it, anxious to crush his determination. He paused at the bank of a canal and stared at the gentle current.

You may be the only such person …

He had no idea what he would do if that were true. It was not, he found, something he wanted to consider. Not something he would accept until he’d searched every corner of the globe for another like him.

A splash in the narrow canal focused his attention. An elderly man crouched on the opposite bank, one hand thrust into the murky water. He had filthy gray hair matched by an unkempt beard. Sores dotted his face and arms. As their eyes met, the ragged man pulled his fist from the water, drew it high over his head, and slammed it down again. The water that splashed into his face did not break his intense, icy gaze.

“It’s leaving me!” the old man cried.

“What is?” Skyler asked.

“Everything …”

He toppled forward into the lazy current, emerging a heartbeat later in a dog-paddle swim, steel gaze utterly locked on Skyler. The man’s lips curled back in a snarl, revealing crooked yellow teeth.

Skyler raised his rifle, then stopped. Despite the malice in the old man’s eyes, he swam slowly. He might not even make it across. “Forgive me,” Skyler said, and ran north along the bank.

He kept to the canal, relying on his mental map of the city to guide him. The sloped embankments became concrete walls, with a narrow walkway just above the waterline and the occasional stairwell leading up to the streets above.

A riverboat floated by, its lone occupant sprawled facedown on the foredeck. Closer to the city he began to see corpses drifting along in the current, too. At one bridge he saw a city bus, nose in the canal and tail end resting against the concrete span above, clasped by the twisted wreckage of the railing.

Skyler couldn’t bring himself to look inside the vehicle. Doing so might force him to acknowledge what his heart already knew: The scope of this, the scale of death and destruction, was absolute. He focused on the narrow passage between the bus and the canal wall, turning sideways to squeeze through.

As he passed the bus a mewing sound came from inside, barely audible, like a wounded animal. Skyler sidled past. Shards of broken glass crunched under his feet. In the shadow of the bridge, darkness enveloped him. He kept going until the sound of glass beneath his boots ended, and then rushed to the far end of the underpass.

The mewing turned into a feral cry. Skyler surged forward, turning back only at the edge of the bridge’s shadow. Behind him, a body slid out one of the shattered windows and fell to the concrete with a grunt. He could see only a silhouette. It looked—

Another body slid from the bus, then a third. The trio stood in unison. They all faced him, waiting as if sizing up their prey. There was something primal in the way these diseased behaved. The old man’s words came to him then. It’s leaving me! Everything … Everything that made him human?

The trio rushed Skyler together. One ran low, using its hands like two extra legs, an odd way for a person to move, yet somehow it looked natural.

Skyler raised his gun, but thought better of it once again. He’d never shot anyone before. So he turned and fled, racing along the walkway, the sound of baying savages closing behind him. A stairwell ahead. He sidestepped into it and bolted up the steps three at a time. At the top he turned, intending to shoot the lead pursuer and hopefully trip up the other two. A better use of ammo. But his foot caught on a crack in the pavement as he spun, sending his right leg slapping against his left, his body twisting as he fell to the ground in an awkward roll. The gun clattered away, sliding beneath a van.

Skyler crawled to the vehicle. Lying on the asphalt, he reached into the darkness underneath, toward the rifle. The people chasing him were close. He glanced toward the stairs in time to see the leader’s head appear above street level. Panic gripped him. His fingers probed for the weapon, his mind caught between the ancient instincts of fight or flight.

His fingers brushed the gun, and in his haste he only pushed it farther away. There were footsteps on the street now, and new grunting sounds coming from somewhere else. Abandoning the rifle, he stood and ran. Across the bridge, dodging slumped bodies, toppled bicycles, abandoned cars. At the end of the bridge he turned and bolted down a narrow walkway that lined the apartments along the canal. Footsteps followed him like unwanted applause. He slipped into an alley, glancing back as he ran. Six followed him. Seven.

At the end of the alley he leapt over a bike that lay on its side, limp rider still on it, hands clasped over the sides of a white helmet. A policewoman, Skyler realized. He skidded to a stop, rushed back, and looked for her holster. Her dead body covered it. Skyler heaved with one arm, grunting with the strain as he fumbled along her belt for the holster. The diseased were silhouettes in the dark alley, racing forward.

His fingers found the gun. Skyler stumbled backward as he hefted it, thumbing the safety as he did so, silently thanking his firearms training. He could barely see the approaching people in the alley, but the space was narrow. Whip-cracks echoed along the passage as he unloaded the clip. The lead pursuer tumbled and rolled, limp. The one behind it went down. The third leapt over the first two, landed in a crouch. It made no effort to dodge the gunfire, as if it had no understanding of the weapon. Skyler shot it in the throat, saw the life vanish from its eyes even before it hit the pavement just a meter away. The realization that he’d killed would only hit him later.

The gun clicked empty on his next trigger pull. In the alley the infected still barreled toward him. And there were more now. Skyler had emerged on a wide avenue, lined with restaurants and boutique shops. Dead bodies were everywhere, part of the landscape. Here and there, though, some moved. They emerged from below shady awnings or from the doors of smashed storefronts, glass crunching beneath their feet.

They’re not attacking their own kind, he realized suddenly. They know I’m different.

He heard the electric motorcycle before he saw it. The sleek bike burst into view on the sidewalk between Skyler and his pursuers just as the next one emerged from the alley. The rider leaned at the last second, rear tire skidding along the concrete until it slammed into the shin of the diseased person, who lurched backward from the impact, arms flailing, crashing into those behind.

“Get on!” the rider shouted as the skid ended, the bike facing back in the direction it had come from.

Skyler leapt on. He slipped one arm around the rider, his empty pistol pressed awkwardly between them.

The man twisted the accelerator, producing a shrill whine as electricity flowed from the caps to the motor. Skyler almost lost his grip as the motorcycle surged into motion. Immediately the rider swerved left, then hard right, dodging obstacles in the road. The motorcycle barreled through a thick plume of smoke that spilled from a burning shop. Beyond a baby stroller lay on its side, mother and father sprawled behind it. The sight hit Skyler like an enormous weight. Everything he’d seen up until now suddenly became very real. The scope of it all, crashing in. World’s end. Has to be. This is it, and I’m … I’m …

He focused on gripping the man’s torso as the nightmare blurred by.

The man wore no helmet. His hair, a mess of long dreadlocks, whipped in Skyler’s face and smelled of incense and pot. “Name’s Skadz!” the man shouted over the roar of wind. He spoke in English, London-accented.

“Skyler!”

“You a cop?”

“Air force. Pilot.”

“Good.” Skadz made a sharp left, tilting the bike low and accelerating out of the turn into a narrow alley. A stray dog snapped at Skyler’s knee as they roared past. The animal had blood on its jaw. Somewhere an alarm wailed.

The bike lurched, flew up a ramp. Darkness engulfed them. Skyler glanced back in time to see a metal gate rolling closed across the entrance to a parking garage before Skadz turned again. He slowed their pace now, rolling between rows of identical sedans parked over wireless charging units. The vehicles were all white, with blue and orange stripes on the side panels. Police cars.

Skadz rolled into an open elevator door, bringing the bike fully inside. He swiped a card through a reader on the wall, then tapped the button for the eighteenth floor. The compartment lurched to life. “I was here when all these blokes started acting strange,” he said. “Some were laughing or crying; most were screaming about the headache.”

“You’re a cop?” Skyler asked.

The man turned to him, an eyebrow raised. Then he chuckled and shook his head. “Never mind what I am. What madness made you enter the city?”

Skyler swung his leg over the seat and stood back as Skadz dismounted. “My parents live here. I thought they might be …”

“Like you?”

“I hoped maybe it was genetic. What about you? No symptoms?”

“Zilch. I feel fine. Well, as good as I can with all this shit going on.”

Skyler studied the man. “How’d you know I came from outside the city?”

A chime sounded their arrival. Instead of answering, Skadz rolled the bike out and left it leaning beside the elevator door. He led Skyler down a long hall between cubicles and offices. There were no bodies here, Skyler noted, but things were in disarray. Blood stained the carpet in many places.

At the end of a hall was a door propped open by a roll of toilet paper. A large biometric reader on the wall beside it had been smashed to pieces.

“Holed up here since the madness started,” Skadz said, leading the way inside. “Figured it’d be good to get a proper picture of what’s going on.”

The massive room contained row upon row of dual-screen monitors, laid out auditorium-style with desks in front of each. Again there were no bodies.

On the far wall, which rose ten meters from the floor of the room, was a series of huge sensory-quality displays, already adjusting to provide depth based on Skyler’s position in the room.

All of the screens displayed images from around the city. Security and traffic cameras, Skyler realized. “That was smart, coming here,” he said, genuinely impressed.

“I’d about given up hope until I saw you walking along that canal. I don’t know the city that well so it was something of a bitch to track your path.”

Skyler sat, leaned back. “You saved my life out there. Thanks.”

The man shrugged. “Had to. You’re the first sane person I’ve seen, Skyler, and I’ve been watching the city all bloody night.”

To that the pilot had no response. If true, and if the disease kept spreading at the rate Skyler had witnessed so far, then he may well be witnessing the world’s end. He told the man his story, from the encounter near Alexandria to the doctor who protected him from the initial wave of infection.

“You’re a lucky bastard,” Skadz said, “and that doctor was wise. The first few hours …” He fell silent, shuddered. “Almost everyone just died. Hands clasped around their heads, screaming like you can’t imagine. A right fucking mess. The rest, the survivors, are like animals. They flee or fight. Alone or in packs. I watched from here while I could stomach it.”

“One spoke to me.”

“Yeah,” Skadz said. He nodded sadly. “Some can still string a few words together, though that particular skill seems to fade pretty fast. Care for a pint?”

The question caught Skyler off guard. He mumbled agreement and studied the room’s monitors as the other man busied himself with a camping cooler stuffed below one of the desks. Every screen seemed to offer a window on death and chaos. Bodies were everywhere, so many the ground itself could barely be seen. The diseased moved among them. A pack perhaps fifty strong roamed the left side of one screen, picking their way through the dead. One pulled a half-eaten pastry from the hand of a woman, sniffing at it as if it had never seen such a thing before, then tentatively took a bite.

Without warning all of the diseased froze, dropping slightly. They glanced off to the right in eerie unison, toward a light-rail station. Then they started to move back.

An automated streetcar rolled into view, pushing aside bodies like a boat through water. The train powered through the corpses with relentless, mechanical drive.

He couldn’t look at it, this ocean of death, any longer. He let his eyes drift to the background, to the beloved skyline of the city. A skyline ablaze. He imagined the disease sweeping through, catching millions unaware, and millions more who tried desperately to flee. They’d left food cooking, fireplaces lit. Knocked candles from restaurant tables as they fell. Lost control of cars, spilled down stairwells or from balconies. Airplanes must have fallen like rocks.

Skadz walked over with two bottles of golden liquid, handed one to Skyler, then sat again. “What part of town are they in? Your parents.”

“Off Herenstraat.”

The man tapped some controls on one of the screens. A map appeared. “I don’t know the city well. Point it out?”

Skyler did. His new friend—possibly his only friend in the world—traced a circle around the area, and the screen zoomed inward. Little camera icons popped up all around the neighborhood. Skyler pointed at one.

While a connection was established, Skyler tried to picture his elderly parents sitting on their balcony or strolling in the garden square behind their simple apartment, oblivious to all this chaos and death. Then he tried to imagine them, immune, fleeing the city. Skyler’s gaze flicked to the horrors displayed on every other monitor in the room. He knew in his gut they would not have stood a chance.

An instant later the camera view from a traffic signal on Herenstraat appeared on the screen. Skyler leaned across Skadz, panned, and zoomed along the quaint block of retirement flats until he found the building his parents lived in. The door stood open. Bodies lay on the steps leading to it and on the sidewalk below. He scanned each but none looked like his parents.

After a few minutes of searching the street he found them. They were side by side in the end, in their car a hundred meters down the road, boxed in on all sides by others trying to flee. Skyler zoomed in, and the enlarged picture, though grainy, left no doubt. His father had pulled his mother’s face to his chest so she wouldn’t have to see. They’d died there, in a traffic jam.

Skyler slumped into a chair and stared at the high-resolution image for a long time. He waited for the grief to come. Craved it. Needed it after everything else. It never came. There was only emptiness. Eventually he reached up and flicked off the display.

“Sorry, man,” Skadz said. “Honestly.”

“At least they didn’t turn into those … animals.”

Skadz said nothing. The room became very quiet.

“What’s your plan?” Skyler asked.

The other man drained his bottle. “Survive,” he finally said. “Haven’t thought about it much beyond that. Why? Got a plan?”

Deciding he could trust this man, and not keen on being alone, Skyler told him of the disease-control facility in Abu Dhabi. “I intend to fly there. I think this doctor was right—there might be something about us they can study.”

“Us?”

Skyler nodded. “Come with me. You seem resourceful. And, Christ, there might not be anyone else.”

The other man stood abruptly. “There’s something else you need to see.”

_

He led Skyler to an office a few floors up. Inside he gestured to a wall display. On it, two news anchors sat across a table from Neil Platz, the famed business tycoon. All three looked at once tired and yet hyperalert. There was no sound.

“What’s this?” Skyler asked. Then, “Shit, you didn’t record them as the infection set in, did you?”

“Nah, man, this is live.”

Skyler glanced from the screen to Skadz, then slowly back. “Live? So it hasn’t spread that far—”

“It has. No need for sound to tell you what they’re talking about. They’re saying Darwin is safe. That bloody alien cord, the Elevator, is protecting the city.”

“What? You’re joking.”

“No, I am not.”

“But that means …,” Skyler said, and stopped, the words too ridiculous to voice.

“That means the disease and the space elevator are related,” Skadz said for him. “Fucking Builders, man. Mental, isn’t it?”

Neither spoke for a long time. The image shifted from the interview with Platz to live scenes shot around the Australian city. The streets were packed like Amsterdam’s, but not with the dead or infected. Skyler saw anxious crowds praying in front of a church, then a shaky shot of a running street battle. The camera cut to the now-famous sight of Nightcliff, where the Elevator connected to the ground. A line of riot police stood between the complex and a throng of citizens.

“It’s no picnic there, either, mind you,” Skadz said, “but if Abu Dhabi doesn’t work out you’ll want to head there.”

Skyler looked away from the screen and regarded the man standing beside him. They couldn’t be more different, yet they shared the immunity. “Come with me,” Skyler said. “It’s possible we can help.”

Skadz cracked an unexpected grin. White teeth in stark contrast to his dark skin. “Beats hanging around here, I suppose. But if they want to poke us with needles, I’ll volunteer you for the job.”



Part Two

Promise of Violence




Chapter One

HOWARD SPRINGS, AUSTRALIA

15.APR.2278

The rusted shell of the ancient Land Cruiser rang like an enormous bell when the bullet tore through. Another finger-sized hole among the thousands already there, the result of a century or more of target practice.

Samantha lowered the rifle, satisfied. She slipped the butt under her arm and rested the barrel across the crook of her elbow. With her free hand she plucked a bit of orange foam from her ear and looked at her student. “See? It’s pretty easy.”

The teen removed an earplug as well, copying her counselor. “Doesn’t it hurt your shoulder? You know, when it kicks?”

With a shrug Sam stepped behind the girl and, using slow, deliberate movements, helped her get the hunting rifle into a proper hold. With the sound of the gunshot receding into the bush, birds restarted their chatter in the trees around them, as if providing commentary on Sam’s aim and the shot to come. Beneath that conversation droned the constant hum of insects and other, nastier things. Sam knew that as long as they were shooting, the crocs would stay away, but that didn’t stop her from flinching at every movement in the shadows among the low zamia palms. Under the press of the noon sun, the waist-high trees glowed like jade-green torches below the much higher ironwood canopy.

A whip-crack Sam felt more than heard radiated through the forest, silencing the birds again. A few took flight. Ferns rustled as something small fled through the undergrowth.

“Wasn’t quite ready,” Sam said, using a pinky to dig at her ringing ear.

The kid, Marni, fifteen and already a dropout, lowered the barrel. “Did I hit it?”

“I didn’t see. I wasn’t ready.” Sam knew she’d missed, though. The Land Cruiser hadn’t rung.

“Sorry.” Marni spoke too loudly, ears plugged.

Sam stuffed her own plug back in and sighed. “Try again.”

The girl fired. Her shot sailed high, making a thin noise as it passed through foliage. “Fuck,” Marni said.

“Language.”

“Sorry.”

“And you don’t always have to apologize.”

“Sorry! I mean … shit. Sorry.” Her shoulders heaved as frustration built like a gathering storm.

Sam rested a hand on the girl’s back. “Just … relax, okay? It’s your first try. Take a deep breath this time. Fire at the end of your exhale.” Snipers did that, she’d read somewhere. Sam never bothered, but then, she’d never shot at something this big and missed.

Marni fired again. Missed again. She slumped her head forward, blond hair falling across her face. Sam, who had seen this posture before, swallowed. It was the reason they were out here, in the middle of the reserve, shooting things. Bonding. Trying desperately to find something the troubled child was good at. A skill she could wear like a badge. Apparently guns weren’t going to fill that void. Probably for the best, really.

Moreover, Sam had been tasked by the camp leaders to teach Marni how to avoid the kind of funk she’d just descended into. Sam knew the feeling well; she’d lived it at the same age, attended the same camp. Anger had been her problem. Violence. Three neighborhood boys ended up in the hospital for trying to get a peek up the only skirt she’d ever worn.

“I’m worthless,” Marni said with a tight voice.

Sam took the gun then. Gently, but she took it. She pulled the magazine and stuffed it in her pocket, then emptied the chamber and slung the weapon over one shoulder. Marni just stood there, head down, facing the carcass of the old truck.

Just like me at that age, Sam thought. Same attitude. Same blond hair and sky-blue eyes. A hint of freckles across the cheeks. They could be sisters, except for the difference in height. Marni was a few centimeters shorter than most of the girls at the camp. Sam towered over all of them—even the ranger, Kirk, who would be considered tall except when standing next to Samantha. She had him by half a head.

“Just …” Sam paused, considering her words. “We just need to figure out what you’re good at.”

“And then what?”

Sam shrugged. “Depends on what it is. If it’d been shooting—”

“I don’t own a gun.”

“If shooting was your thing,” Sam said, willing patience, “you’d join a team. Aim for the Olympics, or the police.”

Marni folded her arms. “I want to live in orbit.”

At that Sam had to suppress a snide reply. Every kid on the planet wanted to get off, and not in the colloquial sense. They wanted to live above, thanks to the constant barrage of info-sensories that Platz Industries released into the airwaves. Wanted to ride the vaunted Darwin Elevator up to gleaming space stations, perhaps see the alien craft firsthand. Such jobs were afforded to a very select few, and none of them were troubled fifteen-year-olds. “They have security guards up there,” Sam offered, vaguely remembering that. “They carry guns, I’ll bet.”

The girl dropped to her knees and curled up. She wrapped her hands around her head and weaved her fingers together, rocking back and forth slightly.

“Look,” Sam said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “So you’re not good at shooting. So what? There’s a million other things—”

Marni let out a soft cry. More of a moan, really.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Sam’s slate chirped from the car, a short distance behind them. She’d left it on the front seat and had ignored similar chirps all morning. It could be only one person: Ranger Kirk. He was the only one allowed to have a comm able to link to the outside nets. Sometimes he’d share news, big important stuff like rugby scores, but otherwise he kept quiet about the wider world. Camp policy. It seemed like a burden lately, too, Sam thought. The man had become withdrawn, even jittery, in recent days. Maybe there’d been a terrorist plot against the Elevator or something. Whatever. He’d refused to talk about it, and Sam didn’t much care.

Kirk should know not to interrupt a one-on-one like this. Sam sighed. Now seemed the perfect time to give Marni a little room. Saying nothing, she left the girl where she was and walked to the rugged, mud-splattered vehicle. Behind her Marni moaned again. Sam rolled her eyes and stuffed the rifle behind the driver’s seat before picking up her slate.

It vibrated in her hand as she read the screen. Ranger Kirk, who else. Sam answered, pressing the device to her ear for privacy. “In the middle of a tender moment here—”

“Sam! Jesus! Get back … fuck. Get back! Get—OH HELL!”

Sounds popped and gargled through the slate, automatically switching to the external speaker when she yanked it away from her ear. The noise temporarily drowned out the queer, hollow moan that Marni was still making.

“Kirk!” Sam tried to shout above the scuffle coming through from his end. One of the kids must be having an episode, Sam thought, and if she wasn’t careful Marni might start one of her own any second now. “We’re on our way back. Try to—”

A roar came through the device. A sound so loud and savage that Sam jumped, dropping the little slab into the dirt between her feet.

She knelt. The fuck was that noise? A dog or something? It couldn’t have been one of the kids. No human being could make a sound like that. “Time to go, Marn!”

The slate had landed facedown, activating the passive screen that covered the back. She’d set the thing up to display a large clock and some other bits of info that might be worth knowing when her alarm went off each morning. The clock read 12:04 P.M. The information below read: 22 MISSED CALLS. 16 NEW MESSAGES.

“What the hell?”

Sam didn’t get sixteen messages in a week. Kirk must have really lost his marbles. Then she noticed the little globe in the lower right corner. The outside feed had been restored. Baffled, she plucked the thin slab between two fingers and brushed the mud from it. Then she walked to Marni and hauled the moping girl by her arm to the passenger’s seat. The kid never stopped holding her head, and she let out a fearful yelp as Sam thrust her into the vehicle.

Sam barely looked at the girl as they bounced down the dirt trail toward the campsite. Showers of brown water went up from both sides of the vehicle as Sam took the deep puddles without slowing. Marni cowered in her seat as if they might die at any second, a stark contrast to the eager delight she’d shown on the drive out at similar speeds.

“Maybe driving is your thing,” Sam said. “Tomorrow you take the wheel, huh?”

No reply. Ahead Sam could see the lodge between the trees.

“Look, we’ll find it. Something you’re good at, or you love to do. And we’ll figure out a plan for you. Okay? Everyone has a niche. You just have to find it and grab on. All right?”

Marni had her legs drawn up, knees touching her chin, arms still clamped around each side of her head.

“Jesus,” Sam said, reaching toward the shaking girl with her left hand.

She froze. Marni’s neck bore an angry, mottled rash. “Are you sick or something? I’ll slow—”

Something thudded against the hood of the car, rolling up and over the windshield, leaving a smear of blood on the glass. Sam stood on the brakes, capacitor-regen whining in response as the car skidded to a halt.

Sam’s heart hammered in her chest. “Stay here,” she said, and pushed her door open without waiting for the inconsolable girl’s response.

Outside Sam’s feet landed in an ankle-deep puddle. Mud sucked at her shoes as she worked her way toward the rear. The road was quiet. The birds, the wildlife, silent.

A body lay in the road, ten meters behind. Samantha’s hands went to her mouth as she recognized the uniform even under the dirt and mud. Ranger Kirk.

To her amazement he moved, groaning, and pushed himself up to a half stand. They stared at each other for a few seconds before Sam found the nerve to speak. “I’m so sorry! Are you … I mean, are you okay? Jesus Christ, man, what were you doing in the road? I …” Sam trailed off.

Kirk’s head had tilted to one side, as if he hadn’t understood a damn thing she said. And then he coiled, rocking back on his feet, his movements primal, more animal than human.

A car door closed. Sam jumped at the noise, turned. Through the window she could see the empty passenger seat. “Shit. Marni!”

The sound of rustling foliage caught her attention, a dozen meters into the underbrush. Sam raced around the back of the vehicle, half expecting to see a crocodile waddling across the open ground toward the sick teen.

What she saw instead was worse.

The girl was running.

Marni was fifty meters away already, racing between the low palms, oblivious to the fronds that whipped at her legs. And, Sam realized, she was screaming. A high, warbling sound born more of fear than pain.

Sam started after her, then remembered Kirk and turned to where he’d been.

The ranger was two steps away and closing, hands outstretched, face an ugly snarl.

There was no time to think, no time to try to make sense of anything—the spooked girl, the fact that Kirk had been hit by the car and now apparently wanted revenge. Sam just reacted. She ducked under Kirk’s hands and drove a shoulder into his midsection.

The older man grunted, whirled, and clawed—fucking clawed—at her face. A clumsy move from a bloke half dazed after getting thrown over the top of a vehicle. Still, one finger ripped across Sam’s nose and cheek before she could swing. Her fist took him full in the face. She felt the cheekbone give, heard the sick rattle of teeth grinding.

Kirk staggered, went down on his ass, and then came again. His arms, she realized, were covered in blood halfway up to the elbows.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Sam screamed, stepping back.

He kept at her, spitting blood. She could see redness around his neck for a brief instant, some kind of rash. Then he was on her, hands going for her face again.

“Enough!” Sam yelled, driving her knee up into his groin. He wailed but didn’t stop. She swung again, this time not holding back. Her fist lifted him off his feet and sent him down on his back.

He groaned once and went still, a trail of blood running from the corner of his mouth to the reddish brown dirt.

There was no sign of Marni.

Sam glanced ahead. She could see the camp a few hundred meters down the road. And she could hear more sounds. Screaming, a racking cry, and worse, laughter. Insane, maniacal laughter.

Though she couldn’t say why, Sam began to jog that way. The fact that she was leaving Kirk in the road never crossed her mind. Chasing Marni into the swamp did, but the girl was already out of sight, and the sonic horror show coming from the direction of camp refused to be ignored.

Ahead the main building came into view. The wooden structure had all the rustic charm one could expect from an Outback Survival School for Troubled Teens, nestled deep in an Australian reserve. Hand-carved driftwood signs served as a guide. Mess hall that way, cabins the other. Big Lodge in the center, an attached garage off to the left.

The normally quaint lodge now had its front door wide open with a body lying across the threshold, coils of intestines and gore trailing inside. One of the boys. The nerves in Sam’s gut tightened into a ball of dread. What if one of the kids got to the gun locker? Some kind of rampage? Oh God.

She was still a dozen meters from the door when a cold rush of adrenaline finally swept the fear and pain aside. Something terrible had happened, but she might still be able to help. Sam swallowed and tried to see the situation with fresh eyes.

The dirt road widened into an informal parking area in front of the structure, then branched off east, toward the river, and west, toward civilization. Sam glanced west. Thirty minutes to the highway, another ten to East Palmerston. That’s how long it would take for help to arrive. She fished the slate from her pocket and tapped the red emergency-call button. Without the boost of a HocNet her signal was weak, but she still managed to get a connection after a few dreadful seconds. Sam pressed the slab of metal to her ear and waited, feeling suddenly exposed and very, very alone.

A pleasant voice informed her that all addressable channels were in use, and said to try again later.

“Figures,” she said to herself, ready to toss the device aside, until she saw the reminder of sixteen messages, only now the count had reached twenty. She skimmed them:


    FROM: Mum

    MSG: Are you watching the news, dear? It’s so horrible.

    FROM: Mum

    MSG: Don’t worry about us. Your dad put up sheets on the windows.

    FROM: Mum

    MSG: Neighbors arrp4]



“What the fucking hell?” She skipped to the end.

    
        FROM: Chelsea

        MSG: Darren safe im driving there plz call



Sam tapped out a reply to the last one, only to get an error that no service was available. Who the hell is Darren?

Movement caught her eye, to the right. A girl had burst through the foliage and stopped in the middle of the uneven road. Despite the filth that covered the child, Sam could see the blond ponytail even from here. “Marni! Come to me!”

The teen stayed put. Unlike Kirk, she kept her face turned slightly away from Samantha and her eyes downcast. A submissive posture in stark contrast to the savagery the park ranger had shown. The rest of her body expressed it, too. Hands shaking at her sides, not raised to fight. The toes of one bare foot lightly pressed into the dirt as if she wanted to be able to flee at any moment.

“What happened to you?” Sam asked.

Slowly, achingly so, the girls eyes lifted to meet Sam’s. The contact lasted only an instant before the girl flinched and glanced toward the lodge. Sam forced herself to look there, too.

Two people were in the doorway, one hunkered down on all fours, the other standing with his hands grasping the empty frame of the opening. They both had the same expression Kirk wore. Narrow eyes and bared teeth. A simmering promise of violence. Sam swallowed hard. She vaguely recognized both of them as members of the camp. Two kids.

Just kids.

The crouched one moved first. She darted across the planks of the building’s front deck and raced toward Marni. The girl, Sam saw, was already running away at incredible speed. A rabbit being chased by a dingo.

Sam turned back. The one in the doorway hadn’t moved, but he’d coiled.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Sam said, voice wavering. “Please …”

The kid rushed forward, closing half the distance before Sam broke and ran for the car. She felt a weight clapping against her thigh as she ran and she remembered the magazine of ammunition in her pocket. The rifle behind the seat.

She’d never make it in time. The deranged teenager was closing fast. And if she did make it, what then? Shoot him?

“No.” Sam had to voice the denial to kill the thought. She couldn’t hurt one of the kids, no matter what drug or poison had driven them all crazy.

So she ran. She’d find help. If it was a drug they’d all taken, it would wear off.

Sam raced past the knobby-wheeled car and kept going. Tears were streaming from her eyes, and her lungs burned with the exertion. She darted between trees, down a hill, and across a neck-deep stream that on any other day she would have given a wide berth for fear of crocs. And she kept going.

Sometime later she realized she couldn’t hear footsteps behind her anymore. Sam slowed to a jog, then a walk. Finally, she collapsed.

Samantha lay in the lumpy mud for a long time, staring at the maze of branches and leaves above her and the blue sky beyond. Shadows crept across her face as the sun made its lazy migration, ever oblivious to the shit mankind got up to.

I have to go back. She mouthed the words to the sky. It must be tainted dope. One of the little snots must have snuck it in through the garage window, hidden it. They must have spiked Kirk’s food, too, before anyone realized it was a bad batch. Damn kids. Goddamn designer drugs.

“One tiny little flaw in that theory, Sam,” she said aloud. With a mighty effort she sat. Then she was up and walking through the bush, hands dangling at her sides as her mind sought answers.

Something had happened, something big or it wouldn’t have garnered messages from her mum down in Perth and Chelsea over in Sydney. What, though? “Marni,” Sam whispered to the swaying branches. “Marni was with me. She didn’t take any … and Mum said they put sheets over the windows. What in the …” A chemical spill, or germ warfare? Australia had had plenty of jealous neighbors since that alien cord arrived.

She needed information. Two weeks in the media-free camp had left her—everyone but Kirk, really—isolated. And Kirk had been a sour wreck the last few days. He’d known about this, the bastard. Known and said nothing.

Sam increased her pace despite having no idea what she’d do. At the car she paused. Of Kirk there was no sign. At least, she thought, she hadn’t killed him. Carefully Sam pulled the passenger door open. The rifle lay there, tempting, but the thought of shooting at any of the teens, even as a warning, made her stomach churn. She left it and grabbed a remote for the garage door instead, an idea forming.

At the lodge she ran at a crouch around the side to the garage. She removed the unlatched padlock that kept it closed at night and stuffed it in her pocket. No sign of the kids—of anyone—but she heard noises from the lodge. A moan, then a snap-jaw response that left the hair on her neck standing. These were bestial noises, yet she knew they came from human beings. Sam swallowed and went to the rear of the garage, using a conveniently placed log to shimmy into the small high window she knew the kids used to sneak in and out sometimes. She should have reported the broken latch, or moved the log, but hadn’t. The idea of catching one of the teens coming in or out seemed useful, another possibility to bond, perhaps. A huge mistake, in hindsight, if tainted pills had been smuggled in here.

As she landed, a jolt of pain shot up through her shins. She stayed on the ground, crouched and listening for ten seconds. Eventually her eyes adjusted. Sam crossed to the interior door that led into the lodge, then fished the key from her pocket and locked it, wincing as it clicked. Then she crept around the edge of the space to where a stepladder hung from a hook on the wall. Taking care not to jostle any of the tools hanging beside it, Sam took the ladder down and moved back to the space below the window. She set it up there and climbed back out the way she’d come.

Outside, the birds were singing. She stood at the edge of the garage for a long time. Listening, watching. Letting her nerves settle. Finally, she walked to the center of the dirt lane in front of the building and cupped her hands over her mouth.

“Is anyone in there?”

Instantly she heard scrambling footsteps, more than one person, and then a noise like a primate’s call. Something moved in the trees behind her, too. Sam glanced back and saw one of the boys crawling out from the underbrush, twigs in his hair and a deep cut across his forehead. His eyes were narrow, full of rage.

Sam turned back, swallowing her fear. Four more kids emerged from the front door of the lodge. Another from the far side, opposite the garage. The one who’d chased Marni, she thought.

Sam was surrounded. By all of them, save the girl who’d fled and the ranger she’d decked. Just as she’d hoped.

A moment passed. A pause of primal evaluation. Pack hunters evaluating their prey before some silent signal gives the order to strike.

They came with a ferocity she’d never witnessed, never thought possible, not from people. Sam held her ground, watched them come, reached into her pocket, and pressed the button on the garage remote.

Off to the side, the wide door rattled and squeaked as the old motor pulled it up into the ceiling.

When she could hear the rapid footfalls of the one behind her she took off, angling toward the garage. She pumped her legs until they burned as the six deranged teens fell in behind her, snarling like animals.

Sam ducked under the rising door. She made straight for the stepladder, leapt, and hit the top step as the fingers of her right hand grasped the window ledge. She shoved her left hand, still clutching the garage remote, through the open frame, curling her arm to gain purchase on the wall outside. She pressed the button with her thumb while she pulled, kicking at the same time. Her body slipped through the window as she heard the ladder crash to the ground, a shriek of frustration from one of the kids, and the rattle of the door as it started to close again.

Sam fell to the dirt behind the garage, landing badly on her shoulder and rolling. She bounced up, ignoring the pain. She tossed aside the remote and fetched the padlock from the dirt where she’d left it. She rushed back to the front of the garage just as the door reached the ground. With a grunt she slipped the padlock through the metal hasp at the side of the door and snapped it closed. Locked.

Sam backed away, heaving in breaths, ignoring the freakish howls of anger and frustration coming from behind the door.

These were not sounds people made.

“I’ll bring help,” she shouted, fighting tears. “I’ll come back. Try to … try to rest, okay? If you can understand me, sleep it off. I’ll find someone who knows what to do.”

Whether they could hear her over their wild, frustrated shrieks, Sam had no idea. She couldn’t stay and listen to that sound any longer.

The rugged car had enough cap to reach East Palmerston, just. Someone there could help. Paramedics. Police, too, though that stung.

There was no sign of Ranger Kirk on the road, or Marni. Sam had to force herself not to stop and search for them. The reserve was massive, and Marni at least had fled with shocking speed.

“At least we found your skill, little sprinter,” Sam said under her breath.



Part Three

Barrier of Sanity




Chapter One

SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA

15.APR.2278

At the twenty-eighth floor the elevator doors slid open and a handsome young couple entered.

Nigel Proctor flattened himself against the back wall to make room and smiled amicably, despite mild disgust in the woman’s gaze and a very obvious sizing-up from her man.

They stood with their backs to Nigel. The man said, “Lobby,” same as Nigel’s destination, and then slipped an arm protectively around the girl.

Ah, Nigel thought, the alpha male and his mate. Honeymooners? Perhaps a little tryst?

The car chimed in acknowledgment and slid quietly back into motion. A speaker on the ceiling doled out “The Girl from Ipanema,” as all elevators were apparently hardwired to do. Nigel grinned and hummed along. Idly he wondered if the climbers along Darwin’s space elevator followed that universal law and decided probably yes.

After a few seconds Nigel realized Alpha Male was staring at him. A poisonous glance over one shoulder. Nigel stopped humming and cleared his throat. “Here on holiday?”

“Yes,” the handsome wag replied, face forward again.

“I’m here to rob the hotel safe,” Nigel said.

They both turned their heads. His grip on her arm tightened. The woman’s eyes narrowed, jaw falling slightly open.

Nigel did a slight bow, nontrivial in the cramped confines for a man of his generous proportions. “Only joking! Your reaction is priceless, by the way. Lovely teeth.”

Her mouth snapped shut. In unison they turned back to the blank steel door.

“I am here to open a safe, but it’s not robbery,” Nigel explained. “All perfectly legal. I’m a locksmith.”

“Good for you,” the man said without looking.

“It is, isn’t it?”

The elevator chimed. Lobby. The couple dashed out the instant the opening widened enough to allow it. Nigel allowed himself a second and then, casually, entered the lobby.

He felt good. He was here to do a job, true. Not a tryst, no lovely young thing on his arm, but a job. One that came with obscene pay. Besides, there were worse places to be in the world on that particular day. Africa, for example, which had all but disappeared off the digital map the day before. Total media blackout. Whatever political clusterfuck had started there this time must be pretty nasty indeed. Nigel couldn’t bring himself to care much. The nets would return soon enough and there’d be a weeklong media shitstorm, but those were easy to ignore if one was so inclined.

A valet strode past, nose upturned and eyes forward.

“You there,” Nigel called. “Direct me to the manager’s office.”

The man pointed at a corridor off to one side where a bland hallway, almost invisible in the grand lobby of the InterContinental, jutted off. Just then the young couple came back in from the street, she chastising him about forgetting his comm yet again. They stepped back into the elevator. Her eyes settled on Nigel as the door slid shut.

Straightening the lapels of his duster, Nigel crossed the lobby and ducked into the dark hallway. The long leather coat did little to conceal his bulk—if anything it accentuated it—but there was a certain confidence it gave him, the sensation addictive to the point that he wore the heavy thing all the time now, even on a balmy Sydney evening.

A security guard waited at the second-to-last door. The man, South Asian so far as Nigel could tell, inspected Nigel’s offered passport with more scrutiny than airport customs had and, finally, opened the door.

Nigel found himself standing in an empty conference room. The walls were windowless. A huge monitor screen, currently off, made up the entire wall opposite him. Resting on the gaudy patterned carpet were six high-backed leather chairs and a large oval table with a green faux-marble texture.

On the table sat a safe. It was square, seventy centimeters on a side and jet-black in coloration save for the large tumbler dial and handle in brass. An antique. Nigel hadn’t seen one like it in years.

“He’s here,” the guard said.

For a moment Nigel thought the man was talking to the safe, of all things, but then another voice emerged from a speaker concealed somewhere in the ceiling.

“Mr. Proctor,” the voice said. It was gruff, Australian-accented with a hint of Indian upbringing.

“At your service,” replied Nigel. “You must be Mr. Narwan.”

“Indeed.”

“I thought we’d meet in person. In fact it’s a standard procedure—”

“You came here to convince us to upgrade our safe. I happen to be fond of this old mechanical kind and told your boss so. But he assures me you can prove such devices are easily bypassed.”

“That’s true, but—”

Narwan cut him off. “Open that safe inside ten minutes and we’ll talk.”

“Why ten minutes?” Nigel asked.

“Any safe can be opened given enough time,” the man said. “However, if some nefarious cocksucker had access to my safe for longer than ten minutes, I’ve got other problems. I’d rather an intruder never made it that far, and fund my security precautions accordingly.”

“Fair enough.”

“So. Can you do it?”

“Yes,” Nigel said.

“Without damaging the safe? Or leaving any evidence of tampering?”

“Yes. But your man has to wait outside, and any cameras or other surveillance gear in here must be turned off. Trade secrets and all that.”

A slight pause. “The guard stays, but he’ll face the wall. That okay with you, Jimmy?”

“Fine with me,” the guard said.

“Mr. Proctor?”

Nigel grimaced but decided not to argue. A secondhand account might actually help add to the mystique his company enjoyed.

“The clock starts now.”

Nigel slid his comm from his pocket and glanced at it. “There’s still the matter of payment.”

“Your fee,” Mr. Narwan said, “waits within.”

There was a click as the man cut the connection from wherever he was. Probably the office across the hall, Nigel thought, but it mattered little.

“Is he always so dramatic?” Nigel asked the guard.

“Most of the time, yes,” Jimmy replied. He wheeled one of the chairs to the corner of the room, plopped into it, and turned himself to face the wall.

“You’re going to hear some strange sounds,” Nigel said, opening his case.

Jimmy raised one hand and gave a thumbs-up. “No problem, I’ve got the cricket test on.”

Nigel grinned. Everyone had it on. Australia versus New Zealand, first round of the World Cup, live from Pakistan. Nigel didn’t care much for sport, but given that he was a Kiwi on enemy turf, so to speak, he hoped the Aussies would do well today and be crushed later on, after Nigel had flown back to Wellington.

Focus, he told himself. Nigel set his heavy case on the conference table and opened it. Opening a safe like this was usually best solved with social engineering, unless one had the proper tool for the job. It just so happened Nigel did.

From his large brown leather case he removed a smaller one with a hard, red plastic shell. He set this to one side and removed his slate, propping it up next to the safe and powering it on. Then he opened the red case and surveyed the contents.

“How’s the test?” Nigel asked the guard.

Without turning the man said, “We bowled a naught. Bad start. Wait, are you a Kiwi?”

“I am.”

“Your boys are batting now. I think you might have us today.”

A silvery bag lay nestled in a foam cavity on one side, barely large enough to hold a sandwich. Attached to one end was a nozzle and a one-meter length of surgical tube, which in turn was capped with a syringe. In another cavity rested a black cylinder that resembled a fountain pen. Nigel removed it and slid it behind one ear. Then he twisted the nozzle at the top of the bag and lifted the syringe.

Now, standing in front of the safe, he loaded the medical imaging software on his slate and prepped it to receive. When the green status came up he delicately slid the syringe into the tiny gap between the combination tumbler and the door of the safe. Nigel slowly plunged the stopper of the syringe down. A thick silvery foam began to flow down the tube and then into the lock mechanism. It was thick stuff and not easy to squeeze through the needlelike apparatus, but after a minute or so a few bubbles began to froth out from the bottom part of the circular gap. Nigel slid the syringe out, set it in the case, and plucked the black pen from behind his ear. He glanced at his slate, confirmed a ready state, and clicked the cap of the “pen.” A thin, stiff wire protruded from the tip, barely a centimeter long. Nigel pressed it into the drop of silver goo that clung to the bottom of the lock tumbler and glanced at his slate.

“No!” the guard shouted. “Meat-pie bowling motherfu …” He trailed off, remembering himself.

“I need to concentrate here,” Nigel said evenly.

“Sorry, mate.”

A current in the wire activated the goo. The stuff, made for advanced medical imaging, was filled with thousands of tiny sensor packs. Each had a unique ID, and could sense the IDs of those around them in six directions. When the proper current was applied, they transmitted this information over microscopic near-field antennae, which the fluid conducted back into the “pen.” The pen then repeated these signals over to the program on the slate. This was Nigel’s understanding, anyway. It had been his boss’s idea to procure such advanced medical gear for this purpose. Whatever was actually going on inside, within a few seconds the slate translated all this data into a three-dimensional model of the interior of the lock mechanism. Coarse and wobbly, the image nevertheless appeared on the screen. Nigel felt a bead of sweat drip down his brow. He wiped it away. This part was always the hardest. The simple act of understanding just what the hell he was looking at. There were perhaps five thousand sensors in the fluid, but even that quantity resulted only in a model that looked like some kind of avant-garde artwork made of wax drippings. Worse, the image was not of the lock, but of the empty spaces within it. Nigel forced his mind to imagine the inverse of what he was seeing. He spun the blob around slowly by tracing his finger across the screen, then stopped when its orientation matched the physical thing. Up was up, down was down. Good.

“Fucking hell,” the guard muttered.

Nigel froze. “What’s wrong?”

“Rumble on the pitch. Both teams are at it, plus a bunch of idiots from the stands. Sounds like a real piss-up. God. Even the announcers are at it. Wish I had video.”

Rumble on the pitch. Nigel turned the phrase over and over in his head while urging the distraction into one distant corner of his mind and refocused. He gently rolled the tumbler counterclockwise, just one digit over on the dial. On the screen, a second passed without anything happening. He knew that, inside, medical goo had been stirred by that tiny motion. New positional data flowed in and the image updated. The bits that changed were highlighted in red by the software. He went three numbers clockwise and watched the update again, repeating this tiny back-and-forth motion a few times until he had what he wanted: a true mental picture of the mechanism inside.

Four wheels, so only four numbers to the combination. Easy. Nigel did a little jig and set to work.

The guard in the corner whispered, “What the fuck?”

Nigel turned, ready to kill the screen of his slate to preserve secrecy. But the man still faced the wall, engrossed in the cricket test. “Now what?” Nigel asked, his desire to ignore the man suddenly outweighed by the sheer astonishment behind the words.

“The damn feed’s been cut. I mean, it was totally incomprehensible anyway, just shouts and shit banging into the microphone. But now? Dead air.”

“Power loss, probably.”

The guard had his own slate out now. He poked at it frantically. Probably tapping into the HocNets for news from people at the pitch.

Not my problem, Nigel reminded himself, and focused once again. Hardly anyone used mechanical locks like this anymore. The manager of the hotel probably thought this worked to his advantage. Nigel readied his usual diatribe against the flawed theory of “security through obscurity” as he rolled the wheel slowly to the right. Each second or so the model on the screen updated. Being able to see the interior of the lock made cracking it something even a child could do. He rolled the tumbler until the notch on wheel one caught that of wheel two, then went clockwise until he had wheels three and four. The fence fell into place then. Silently. He doubted even with an earpiece he could have heard it. And that was a good thing. He didn’t want the guard to turn around expectantly. Nigel tapped in the combination on his slate, then inserted a different syringe into the lock. A new signal coursed through the foam, forcing it to slacken. Nigel pulled the plunger back and sucked the modeling fluid out. Vaguely he wondered what the guard would make of the slurping sound. He glanced the man’s way just to make sure he wasn’t looking, but he was too busy with his slate. “Anything on the Hocs?”

“I don’t … they seem to be offline. Pakistan, I mean. The whole goddamn place. Just like Africa yesterday.”

That gave Nigel serious pause. There’d been no shortage of theories on what was happening in Africa. And yesterday parts of southern Europe had gone dark. And now Pakistan? Whatever it was, it was spreading, and fast. Some kind of computer virus, that was the theory Nigel subscribed to. “Well,” he said, “worry about it later. Take me to your boss.”

The guard turned in his seat, and goggled when he saw Nigel brandishing the single envelope that had been inside the safe.

_

An hour later Nigel was in the bar, keen to drink to his success. Novak & Sons would soon have a contract to supply the hotel—indeed all eighteen locations in the chain—with modern safes and the procedures that dictated their proper use.

“Martini,” he said to the bartender. “Shaken or stirred, I don’t give a shit. Very dirty is my only requirement.”

The woman leaned against the inside edge of the bar, her back to the customers, face tilted up and blue-lit by the sensory screen she stared at. She and everyone else, Nigel realized.

He followed her gaze. Three screens were mounted high on the wall behind the bar. They all showed the same thing: the wretched scene from Pakistan. The guard had been right, it was an epic piss-up. RUMBLE ON THE PITCH scrolled by in big block letters at the bottom of the sensory as perfect, vivid images of the melee were streamed one after a-gut-wrenching-nother. Nigel looked away as a fist caught one of the players on an already bloodied mouth.

“Amazing what people are capable of,” Nigel said to no one in particular. “I mean, it’s supposed to be a civilized sport, isn’t it? Rumble on the pitch, indeed. Drink, barkeep!”

The woman didn’t move. The people sitting on either side of him were still. Nigel glanced back up at the screen. A trio of evening newscasters was discussing the footage. He’d not gestured for sound to be beamed his way and heard nothing, so subtitles appeared in cartoonish bubbles. He caught only snippets. Things like “… mystery ailment sweeps through Pakistan …” and “… total information lockdown.”

The last, “outbreak of biblical proportions,” seemed excessive to the point of irresponsibility.

Nigel’s comm bleeped. Not the fancy sensory-grade model he used for legitimate business, but the throwaway he’d bought upon arrival in case a special assignment arose. The sort of work that required discretion. A little tingle ran up his spine. He fished the thin plastic slab from his duster’s inner pocket and pressed it to his ear. No need to check the caller’s name; only one person had the number. It took a few seconds for the encrypted link to complete its handshake, then came the sound of labored breathing on the other end. Nigel lowered his voice to a sort of whispered shout. “Boss man! Are you watching this atrocity?”

“Of course I am.” This came as a surprise. Novak cared little for sport. The business was his life. “Everyone is. Was. It’s unbelievable.”

“At least you’re not among Aussies.” Nigel cast a sidelong glance at the other patrons. “I thought they’d be happier.”

Novak spoke again. His breaths came in quick rasps. “Look. Something’s come up. Are you in your room?”

“I’m at the bar. Untended!”

“Well get back to your room. Someone will be along to collect you.”

Without a drink to finish, Nigel shrugged. “What about the job? We got it, by the way. Just paperwork now.”

“Forget it. This one is more important.”

_

In the elevator “The Girl from Ipanema” had given way to a horrendous interpretation of ~/funk’s latest megahit, “Orgasm Organism.” Even rendered by soulless piano the beat set Nigel shuffling from foot to heavy foot.

The door opened.

A man stood just outside, back to the elevator as if he’d not been waiting, but standing guard. His posture, the suspicious glance backward, his dark comfortable clothes … all of it put Nigel on instant alert.

“Mr. Proctor?” the man asked.

A myriad of clever replies flittered through his head. He chose “Yes?”

The man looked him up and down, then tilted his head and pressed one finger against a small black disk adhered to his neck just below the ear. “He’s here. Yeah. Understood.”

Nigel glanced past the man. Down the hall, standing in a patch of yellow light that spilled from the door of his own room, were two more stiff-backed gentlemen in dark clothing. Presently another pair emerged. The first, a woman, had Nigel’s briefcase in one hand and dragged his overnight roller with the other. She looked vaguely familiar, as did the man who emerged behind her. He carried two black trash bags.

The group made their way toward the elevator.

On instinct Nigel moved back into the corner. He watched the approaching people closely, finally realizing where he knew the man and woman from. “Some holiday, eh?”

The woman swept into the waiting elevator first, pressing his briefcase into his chest. He clutched it. Her hand went to her pocket, came back out with a hotel keycard. “Thanks for allowing us into your room, Mr. Proctor.”

He took the offered card, realizing belatedly it had been in his front left duster pocket when he’d ridden down. “I have an open-door policy,” he said lamely.

The others filed in, cramming the small car. The woman selected the top floor, 83, and within seconds the chime began to count their progress.

Nigel glanced around. “I assume you’ll explain who you are and where we’re going?”

The woman turned her head slightly. “Were you not contacted?”

“Boss said to wait in my room. That a new job had come up and someone would be by to collect me.”

“Which we’ve just done.” She flashed a half smile. “Search him.”

Nigel ignored the hands pawing at his duster and pant legs. “Penthouse suite safe, I’m to gather? The jewels of some wealthy dignitary? An executive’s datacube, perhaps?”

Her smile ticked wider.

They examined the two locksmithing kits he carried in his coat, showing them to the woman, who gave the slightest of nods at each. Both comms were studied, thumbed alive for a few seconds, then returned along with the kits. “He’s clean,” one of the men said.

When the doors slid open the woman exited first. She turned left at the penthouse doors and continued down the hallway to a door marked ROOF ACCESS, where she paused and stared up at a discreet bubble camera mounted just above. Nothing happened for a few seconds, then an audible click from somewhere within the wall broke the silence. The woman pushed the door open and powered up a flight of stairs. Nigel followed.

A stiff, chaotic wind brought faint smells of the streets far below. He followed the woman out onto a landing pad. A clunker of an aircraft waited, white surface worn to bare metal in places. Little streams of black scarring trailed from every rivet, and the porthole windows were scratched and yellowed.

Five minutes later the cabin door hissed shut and they were airborne, powering into the sky on the wail of vertical thrusters. Out the window the pin-light jungle of Sydney slid by to the south and east, falling away with every passing second. Nigel shifted in his seat. They’d guided him to the middle row of three. The handsome wag sat in front of him, the woman across the aisle. Neither had spoken since entering the aircraft, their attention held rapt by the glowing screens of their pocket comms. Every now and then they’d glance at each other simultaneously, concerned.

Nigel checked his own devices. The cheap one simply demanded more credit to continue working. He stuffed it into the seatback pocket in front of him, happy to be rid of it. His other device, the high-end model, showed the usual steady connection of the state-run network, plus thirty-seven HocNets. These he unified into a single river of information and dipped in.

Garbage. Chatter. Kids, speaking a cryptic language anyone over twenty would struggle to understand. As a rule Nigel avoided this kind of shit. Anyone could say anything with as much anonymity as they desired. Information sloshed about, leaked, dried up in a frenetic unreliability that the youth mistook as energy. But in certain situations—an election, a catastrophe—the Hocs were useful. Nigel forced his brain to follow the flow rather than the individual ripples, hoping trends would emerge. The information drifted by, networks falling away as the plane gained altitude and distance, replaced by new ones almost as fast. Almost, but not quite. Steadily the counter dropped until, at cruising altitude and a hundred kilometers from Sydney, the river dried up.

In the blur of messages he’d spotted a few recurring themes that left him cold.

Gone dark.

Lockdown.

Lethal.

Flu?

His mouth tasted faintly of bile. He swallowed with an effort and let his gaze drift to the lone woman in the plane. She sat still. Relaxed, he could even believe, until his eyes slid down to the one hand he could see. Her white-knuckle grip on the end of the armrest painted a different picture.

Nigel became suddenly aware of the handsome wag leaning over him from the forward row, outstretched palmed turned up.

“Your comm,” he said.

“What’s your name?” Nigel asked.

“Call me Bruce.”

Nigel glanced sidelong. “And that’s Sheila, I presume?”

“If you like.”

He grunted. “What I like is Rebecca, if we’re pulling names out of thin air.”

“Fine. The comm.”

He handed over the device. Bruce passed it to Rebecca, who initiated the shutdown sequence. The man kept his gaze on Nigel, looking him up and down now. “Where’s the other? I thought you had two.”

“I ditched it. Only good for one use, you know?”

“Okay then.” He glanced around at the others in the cabin. “Offline, everybody.”

An hour later the aircraft banked. Out the window Nigel’s view shifted from horizon to sky, and for a few seconds he saw the strand of winking lights that stretched up until they mingled with the stars. The grandiose sight of the Darwin Elevator eased his frayed nerves somehow.

The window shade came down with a plastic smack. Bruce’s hand lifted away from it, moving to the one immediately forward. Around the cabin, the other shades were drawn closed as the team busied itself with preparations to land.

Going in dark. Comms off. What has Novak gotten me into this time?

A whine started to tickle the edges of his hearing as thrust transferred from cruising vents to those pointed at the ground. Outside the metropolis of Darwin rose up to meet them. The city had a sloppy, haphazard layout born of centuries as a second-rate tourist stop before the explosion of development that followed the arrival of the space elevator. Beach town to metropolis in twelve years flat.

Rebecca turned and looked back at him. “The others will exit first and secure transport.”

“You’d think that would soothe me.”

She ignored him. “How much time will you need?”

“Somewhere between ten seconds and infinity, given I have no idea what I’ll be opening.”

The skin between her eyes creased. “Kastensauer. Mark 8.”

Nigel’s energy drained like air from a birthday balloon. He eased back into his seat and closed his eyes.

“Familiar with it?” Rebecca asked.

He nodded slowly. He knew everything now. “You’re here to rob Neil Platz.”

Someone in the cabin inhaled sharply.

Nigel sank farther into his chair, as if the gravity of this admission carried with it a physical force.

A few seconds later Rebecca spoke. “How did you—”

“There’s only one Mark 8 in Darwin. I know because I installed it. Even if I hadn’t, it would not be hard to figure out. Few other than Platz could afford such a … capable deterrent.”

“How …” She faltered. For the first time he heard a crack in her confidence. “How much time?”

Her question barely registered as Nigel thought through the angles. The Mark 8, top of the line, installed at Nightcliff Secure Storage by Novak & Sons out of Wellington, the only authorized installer in this part of the world and one of five worldwide. The Mark 8, requested and paid for by Platz Industries.

The fucking Mark 8, impenetrable.

Not a single recorded breach since first introduced because it could not be breached save for one method: Get someone with access to open it for you.

Which is exactly what these grifters had done. Only …

Connections slid into place like the wheels of the safe he’d just cracked, each more quickly than the last until finally he arrived at the obvious conclusion.

This would be his final job.

Try to back out and Rebecca would have him killed. He’d seen their faces. No loose ends on a job of this magnitude. Failure would of course mean arrest, punishment. Perhaps he could claim he’d been coerced, but even if that worked he’d still never get another job in the field.

Success … would be just as bad. Once the theft was reported all evidence would point to him, again ending his career. Surely Novak knew this, and yet he’d agreed. Why?

Nigel glanced down at his massive round belly, his long leather duster. He was not the type of man who could vanish. Even if he succeeded and managed to leave the scene alive, he couldn’t hide. Not for long.

“How much time?” Rebecca insisted.

Nigel cleared his throat. “To open it? Eight seconds.”

She blinked, exchanged glances with her team. Eventually her gaze swiveled back to him, expression fixed somewhere between surprise and skepticism. “Eight seconds?”

“Correct.” Eight bloody seconds, followed by an end to this life. Either a bullet to the head or a new career as a yak herder on the Mongolian steppe. No more luxury hotels, triple-diamond sushi restaurants, or Thai masseurs walking on his knotted spine …

The aircraft settled onto a landing pad, signaled by a brief chirp as the skids met concrete.

Bruce donned a pair of tactical glasses and moved, the other toughs right on his heels. They leapt out, avoiding the flimsy metal ladder, and disappeared into dim moonlight and a patter of lazy rain.

The cabin became uncomfortably quiet. Rebecca had barely moved, her gaze on the comm held in both hands. Nigel saw motion on the screen. Sensory feed from Bruce’s glasses, no doubt, though he couldn’t make out specifics beyond the vague impression of dark hallways and then a stairwell.

Nigel coughed politely. The woman turned her head slightly, waiting. “What’s going on, Rebecca?”

“They’re securing transport. Once—”

“No,” he said. “I mean out there, in the world. The HocNets … that cricket match in Pakistan.”

“Haven’t you been watching the news?”

“I had work to do.”

She flinched, amused. The half grin returned.

Nigel squirmed under it. “I’m concerned.”

“Why?”

“At best this job will end with me unemployed and on the run. My boss would know this, yet he sent me anyway, which puts him in a sticky situation. Something I know he would avoid unless …”

“Unless it was the end of the world,” she said, voice flat and suddenly very cold.

Their eyes met and she held the gaze like a mirror.

Nigel faltered first. He glanced down at his hands, at the seatback, at anything other than the truth on her face. “God,” he whispered. “What is it? No, don’t tell me.”

What could be in Neil Platz’s safe that was so important it was worth stealing as the world ended?

Rebecca’s comm chirped, shattering the moment. She focused on it, muttering commands and acknowledgments in rapid succession. Then she stood. “Come on. Showtime.”

_

She led him down to a maintenance room in the basement. Through a double door, along an unpainted hall laced with exposed pipes, out into a fenced loading area. A large silver van waited, caps whispering readiness. SELBY SYSTEMS was stenciled on the side in large red letters. Nigel had no idea what the outfit did. Infotech, maybe. Rebecca ushered him into the back, where the men from the aircraft waited, dressed now in blue overalls with the same company logo. Before the door swung shut Nigel glimpsed dark, low buildings and an empty skyline. A warehouse district on Darwin’s outskirts, facing away from Nightcliff and the gleaming office towers that surrounded it.

He sat cross-legged on the floor. In the windowless space he felt the vehicle lurch, turn, turn again, then settle into traffic. Even at this hour the city bustled, judging from the sounds. Horns bleated. Foam tires whispered against wet asphalt as cars passed or were passed. Rain drummed on the roof like a thousand nervous fingers.

The van gained speed. The sound outside changed, somehow closer. An alley, perhaps, taken fast. Nigel sensed a sudden tension. He glanced about, found Rebecca staring intently forward. A sharp turn pressed Nigel into the wall. The woman had to thrust her hand to the ceiling to brace against the sudden, clumsy move.

“What’s going on up there?” someone shouted.

Ultracapacitors below the van’s floor sang to life as power surged into the motors. The van hummed along. Every little bump and pothole sent a jarring thud through the cabin.

“Something’s wrong,” one of the men said to Rebecca.

“I know.”

Another sharp turn, one that dragged on and on, marked by squeals of complaint from the tires. Sudden deceleration threw everyone forward. An elbow dug into Nigel’s rib cage.

Somewhere ahead the driver’s door opened and slammed shut. Footsteps, someone running. A muffled gunshot, then silence.

Nigel held his breath. Three seconds passed without a noise. “ ‘Fish in a barrel’ mean anything to you blokes?” he asked, jerking his head toward the door.

They glanced at each other, logic beating out surprise. Someone pulled the side door open and the occupants spilled out into some sort of vacant warehouse. People were shouting. There was no coordination to it, no grace. Just panic and adrenaline. Sensing what would happen next Nigel threw himself to the floor.

Gunfire filled the vast room outside.

He pressed his arms over his ears as concussion waves of sound assaulted them. Hundreds of shots in the span of ten seconds. So many they almost drowned the shouts of rage and extinguished cries of pain. Bullets thudded against the vehicle and clattered around on the floor by his head.

When the shooting stopped he looked up.

Bodies littered the concrete floor outside. Bruce lay among them, faceup, vacant blue eyes staring at the ceiling above. A smoky haze clung to the scene and filled the van with the smell of burned gunpowder. A bit of glass fell and shattered.

Someone in the distance moaned softly like a homesick dog. A single gunshot ended the sound.

“Check the van!” someone shouted. Footsteps followed.

Movement in the van yanked Nigel from his shocked numbness. Rebecca unfolded herself from the far corner of the dark space. She met his gaze and raised a finger to her lips as she moved, quiet as a whisper, to the open door.

Two men in street clothes appeared at the opening, guns trained on Nigel.

Rebecca swung herself out, landing in front of one. Her knee met his groin as a swipe from her arm knocked the barrel of his gun aside. The man fired, bullets spraying high.

Nigel pushed himself to one knee. The second thug had forgotten him, surprised by Rebecca’s appearance. Nigel pushed off the back wall of the cabin and launched himself into the man, roaring like a bear. The thug tried to dodge, shifting back on his feet as Nigel’s massive frame collided with him. They toppled over, Nigel groping for the gun even as they fell, but the man’s grip held. They hit the ground and the man rolled away, coming to a knee in the same motion, raising the gun.

Nigel had no time to dodge or flee. He raised his hands like an idiot and clenched his eyes closed.

The gun clicked. Empty.

“Fuck,” the thug said.

Nigel rose, advanced. The thug had time to flip the gun around and swing it like a club. Nigel danced to the side as best he could, taking the blow on his thigh with a meaty smack, so solid was the impact that the gun wrenched free from the bastard’s hands.

On equal footing now Nigel had the advantage. Fists raised he stepped in, blocked a poorly aimed punch, threw one of his own. It took the man on the chin, not solid but enough to tip the scales. Nigel followed up with two more strikes on the same spot, each more powerful than the last. The third blow put the man down. Nigel kicked him in the side of the head for good measure, then wheeled about.

Rebecca stood over the other man’s body. She was breathing hard and shaking her hands. Nigel glanced at her opponent and saw red marks around his neck where her fingers had dug in. She held a pistol in her hands.

“Job’s off?” Nigel asked.

She shook her head and leveled her pistol at him. “Let’s get going.”

“You can’t be serious.”

She tilted her head to one side, one eyebrow arched. “Move, now.”

“Listen, dear, we only do this sort of work when the money is right and the risk is minimal.”

“The money is more than you can imagine. The risk? I’ll find somewhere for you to hole up until I can identify another way in.”

He grunted. “One that doesn’t involve a car wash in bullets?”

“Ideally. Now move, before the backup arrives.”

He hobbled along behind her, one hand absently rubbing at the growing bruise on his thigh. Near the exit he detoured to a coatrack. A cane leaned against the side. It had a dark wooden shaft, a brass plug on the bottom, and a fake ivory dragon’s head for a top.

Nigel tested it, his fingers wrapping around the serpentine sculpture. He headed for the exit.

Rebecca met him outside the door. Her gaze traveled down to the ornate cane, then back to his face. “You look like a pimp.”

He jerked his head toward the murky, warm underbelly of Darwin. “I’ll fit right in.”


Chapter Two

DARWIN, AUSTRALIA

16.APR.2278

The decorated officer across the desk threw his slate down in frustration. He ran a hand from brow to chin, normally implacable features contorted in a mixture of fatigue and anger.

An old analog clock on the wall ticked the seconds away. Russell Blackfield kept his hands below the desk, his face carefully controlled. He knew enough to be silent here. No need to remind the lieutenant of the transgressions detailed on the slate’s screen.

Disturbing the peace.

Disorderly conduct.

Indecent exposure.

Activity unbecoming an officer.

Best damned round of golf ever, Russell thought. He reined in the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Lieutenant Rockne ground his teeth. A vein at his temple pulsed. The man was career military and looked it: buzzed head, gray at the temples and flat on top. Uniform trim and fit on a thin, muscled body. “I really don’t need this right now, Sergeant. I really fucking don’t.”

“Yes, sir,” Russell said.

Rockne leaned in, frowned. “You have no idea. There are things … there is something happening in the world, Blackfield, something major, and we’re going to get caught up in it soon enough. A week, maybe sooner. I could have orders any minute.”

Blackfield said nothing. He’d heard the rumors. A disease or something. Flu. There might be panic in the streets when news leaks out, and the need for some restoration of calm.

The lieutenant went on. “And, honestly, you do this on the eve of the moon festival? What the fuck were you thinking?”

I was thinking a drunken round of golf cart jousting sounded like a lot more fun than slapping that damn white ball around and pretending to be civilized. Russell shifted in his chair. “I just wanted to entertain our guests. Um, sir.”

“It’s a miracle none of you ended up in jail. Thankfully I have some pull there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Shut up. I don’t know why I bothered to intervene. Get out of my sight.”

“Yes, sir.” Russell stood. The chair scraped on worn hardwood. He made it as far as the door before his superior spoke again.

“If you want any hope of R-and-R for the festival,” Rockne began, “then at dawn you’re going to take that group of fuckups you call a platoon back to the course, clean it up as best you can, and then march around it until noon. If any of you so much as make a goddamn sound, if I get a single complaint from anyone about noise or exposed genitalia or whatever else, I’ll hold you and only you responsible. Don’t think for a second you’ll get leniency twice from me. Is that clear?”

“What about the staff meeting, sir?”

“Oh, right! Your presence will be sorely fucking missed, believe me. I’ll send you minutes. Now, are we clear?”

“Very much so.”

“I could strip you of your rank for this shit, Blackfield,” he said, tapping the discarded slate on the desk. “If that’s what you’re trying to accomplish, as your behavior lately suggests to me, just say it and it’s done. Otherwise, clean up your bloody act. I liked you a lot more when I’d never had reason to see or hear from you.”

To this Russell only nodded. He slipped into the hallway and pulled the door closed behind him. He let his feet drag in the hallway and on out into the yard beyond. A cool evening breeze chased the day’s heat away. A light rain had left a shine on the ground, a little polish before tomorrow’s big party. By the time Russell reached his own barracks he had a spring in his step. Tomorrow. A bit of marching in the sun, a chance to discipline his own troops, then, later, the festivities. Weather reports called for clear skies. The girls would be out in tank tops and shorts, dancing under a full moon hanging directly above the Darwin Elevator. It hardly seemed like punishment at all.

Perhaps best of all, he’d done it. He’d lowered the bar. “A low bar is easily leapt,” an old con man had once told him. For a professional liar that old bastard sure was a fountain of truth. He’d show Rockne, show them all, that he was a man who could take responsibility for his mistakes. And then, more important, transcend them. His turnaround would be the talk of the officer lounge for a year, and grumpy old Rockne would bask in the praise. “I stuck with him early on. I saw the potential within him, sure I did,” he’d say. Asshole.

Russell’s soldiers tensed when he walked in. Their eyes searched for signs of the verdict on his face and Russell took care to look coddled, even afraid, as he broke the news.

_

At dawn Blackfield roused his troops and led them back to the scene of yesterday’s debauchery. They marched in full combat gear, faces painted camouflage and everything, and they had an audience.

Blackfield expected this. Soldiers from all the other platoons of First Brigade lined the sidewalks around the property. They’d been given leave to taunt, albeit silently, to their heart’s content. This was not an opportunity soldiers passed up, and they’d turned out in force despite the hour and the festivities scheduled for the evening to come.

They pointed, laughed, and snickered behind hands held up to shield the sound of taking glee at someone else’s punishment. They made rude gestures, pretended to copulate with each other and the trees—really anything, though they were careful not to show any skin. Orders were orders.

Blackfield moved up and down the line as his twenty-four grunts made their first circuit around the perimeter of the course at a brisk, curt march. He called a halt at the seventh green and set them about fixing divots and patching up churned ground where golf carts had made turns entirely too fast the day before. The watchers lining the street threw bits of trash onto the course. Russell would have, too, had he been among them. He wasn’t, though, and so he kept his instinctual anger in check. When one of his own shouted an insult at the tormenters, Russell grabbed him by the earlobe and, with nothing more than a glare, set him to the task of fifty push-ups and instructions to catch up once finished.

By the time the sun rose there were citizens along the sidewalks, too. Most were watching; bemused, intrigued. Kids joined in the taunts and shook the perimeter chain-link fence with white-knuckled fists. There were so many now that they formed a human wall around the small course.

For the second circuit Russell drove his soldiers into a jog. Marching chants were only mouthed, as silent as the mocking versions coming from the line of observers. By the third circuit the novelty had worn off, though. The shenanigans of the day before were the stuff of legend by now and all of these bastards had missed it. They wanted a response to their jeers. They wanted a train wreck.

It finally happened when they reached the seventh green again. A group of privates at the rear of Blackfield’s line stopped in unison and unleashed a barrage of thrown objects—rocks, clods of dirt, whatever they’d managed to pick up. It might have gone unnoticed, too. Russell had been focused trancelike on the backside of the female soldier he’d put on point. One of the rock throwers slipped, though. Wheeled his arms and flopped backward into the wet grass. A roar of laughter went up from the watchers and the watched alike.

Russell stormed to the back of the line. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

The soldier slipped again before coming to his feet, eliciting another round of muffled laughs from the onlookers along the sidewalk, ten meters away.

“Couldn’t take it anymore,” the kid said. Briar, by the name on his uniform. Russell barely recognized the spotty turd under the grass and mud splayed across his face.

“You’ll take a lot more than that if you don’t get your shit together.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That goes for the lot of you,” Russell said. They’d huddled around to hear him. “Push-ups and sit-ups until we’re back around.”

They mumbled agreement.

“Now!” Blackfield roared. Action, then. They formed a line out of habit and dropped into a series of push-ups. He watched for a few seconds. Kicked a few boot bottoms to correct form.

Satisfied, Russell Blackfield turned away. The others had continued the circuit and were almost to the north side of the property now. It was a shitty course as golf courses went. Nine holes, all short and flat. Easy for the retirees. The course’s proximity to the army base made it a likely spot for all sorts of shenanigans when the young recruits mustered up the courage to sneak onto it in the dead of night. Russell strolled across the gently undulating fairways, angling to meet his soldiers directly across from those being punished.

Mushy grass slurped at his boots. Each step left more blades of cut grass on the leather. Flecks of green on polished black. Behind him the crowd noise grew, as if following him, taking on a more and more riotous tone. The sound made his gut feel hollow, despite himself. He tried and failed to laugh the edge of danger away. Something felt wrong.

He glanced back. His troops were still at their push-ups, save one who just lay in the grass.

The crowd behind the fence had swelled, and now churned. Most, he realized with instinctual dread, were not looking at his punished soldiers anymore.

They were turned south, toward the base. He saw fists raised, though in triumph or anger he had no idea. He saw something else then, too. People running, soldiers from the base among them. Lots of soldiers.

“What the hell?”

Kids leapt onto the flimsy fence and climbed desperately for the top. A pair of legs cartwheeled above the heads of those near the back of the crowd.

Whole bodies, then, thrown into the air.

And then he saw the van.

The vehicle cut a path through the crowd at high speed. Even from here Russell could hear the high whine of the strained caps. The van forced its way forward, shoving bodies aside, bouncing as it undoubtedly rolled over others. Some of the onlookers had managed to hold on to the sides. One was even on the roof. A woman in business dress, screaming and clinging to a luggage rack for dear life.

The van slammed into the perimeter fence of the golf course at high speed, bodies sandwiched between. Russell’s mouth went dry, positive the damn thing would smash straight through and run right over his exercising soldiers.

Amazingly the fence held. It flexed and then rebounded like a bowstring, throwing the wayward van back a few meters. Lifeless bodies between remained plastered to the fence. Bloody ribbons in diamonds of wire. People were screaming now. Everyone was fucking screaming.

A riot—that was the only word for it—rippled through the onlookers like a shock wave with the van as the epicenter. Some focused on pulling the driver out of the vehicle, presumably to beat the idiot senseless. At least half of them—and there were hundreds now, thousands perhaps—were doubled over in obvious pain, hands clasped around their skulls as if under a barrage of earsplitting sound. Some sort of anti-riot weapon? That was fast.

A gate flung open to Russell’s left and people poured through like water through a burst dam. Soldiers from the base made up almost half of the throng.

Blackfield shifted on his feet. He’d been too stunned to move before. Now he just felt trapped. A hundred meters away, his exercising warriors had finally stopped their push-ups. Now most were kneeling in the wet grass, arms clasped about their skulls, anguish visible on their faces even from here. Many of those rushing in through the gate had stopped and taken up the same pose. They were trampled by those crowding in behind. A soldier’s boot crushed the head of an old man who writhed in the churned earth.

Russell glanced over his shoulder and felt a chill course down his back and arms.

The chaos along the southern fence of the golf course was contrasted inexplicably by the shocked, frozen reaction of those on the north side. The onlookers there just stared in naked horror. His own troops had stopped, too. Watching. Baffled.

“To me!” Russell shouted at them.

A few raced forward, the fear and confusion on their faces held in check by a more powerful sense of duty. Or, perhaps a sense that some shit was about to go down and they were going to be a part of it. The others hesitated. Most would join when the shock wore off, Russell thought. They’d better.

He swung back toward the chaos to the south. Insanity had pushed through Old Downtown like typhoon floodwater.

“Must be that disease,” a breathless voice beside him said.

Russell glanced to his right. Schmidt, his second in command, stood there gulping air, rifle held combat-ready.

“Heard it was a flu,” Schmidt said. “But, holy fucking hell, look at ’em.”

“Get your shit together,” Russell snapped. “Can’t be a disease. A disease doesn’t stop in a line. Look: South side, riot. North side, fine.”

“Sir …,” the younger man whispered.

“What?”

“Look.” Schmidt jerked his chin toward the mass of people pouring in through the south gate of the golf course.

Blackfield followed the man’s gaze. Many of those rushing through the gate were fleeing the violence. Citizens and soldiers in almost equal number. Some of those in uniform had spotted Russell and angled toward him.

Behind them were others. These weren’t fleeing, they were giving chase. Their faces, every last man and woman and even child, were twisted in a rage so primal they looked like caricatures. One among them stood tall, walking instead of running though his face shared the same anger. Russell knew that face.

Lieutenant Rockne.

Their eyes met and the lieutenant’s lips curled back in a snarl. Despite the writhing violence all around he walked in a straight line toward Russell. The city behind was nothing more than a seething mass of death and pain now. Russell heard cars crashing, saw a body burst through a third-story window and fall into the sea of animals below. Animals, yes. “They’re all animals,” he muttered aloud.

Those fleeing rushed straight past the line formed by Russell and his men. Most kept going, but many of the soldiers among them slowed, stopped, and fell into a loose formation.

Lieutenant Rockne came on, leading the pack like a wave toward the north side of the fairway.

“That’s far enough!” Russell shouted. The words changed nothing. “I mean it! Don’t make us—”

Rockne dropped into a low run. Sort of a half gallop. Those at his back surged along with him. There were so many now, and still they poured from buildings. Bodies lay everywhere, trampled like garbage. Far more dead than alive, Russell thought.

And all south of this spot. It was like he stood at a glass wall, safety on this side and hell on that. Only there was no wall, and when the monsters came …

“Move back,” Russell said. “Back! Back! Now!”

He turned with his men and ran, the throng of diseased fifty meters behind and closing. A crowd ten-deep had formed along the north edge of the course. Many broke and fled when they saw the soldiers doing so, but a lot of them remained. Frozen by fear or perhaps, perhaps, ready to fight. Maybe they thought they could actually help. Those directly in Russell’s path broke and ran when they realized he wasn’t stopping. He ignored them all and made for an office complex across the wide street. The front doors of the building were open wide, two janitors standing just within watching the carnage with stunned expressions.

“What are we doing?” Schmidt asked over haggard breaths.

“Moving to a defensible position, what do you think?”

The janitors turned and fled inside as Russell reached the doors. Inside was a bare-bones lobby. Two desks on either side of a hallway leading back. He went behind one desk and flipped it on its side, crouching behind it. His men took up similar positions around him and in the hallway. To his surprise their numbers had swelled. Many of the soldiers fleeing the madness had found their wits, apparently, and fallen in with his squad. Fifty or more to go with his meager eight.

They filled the lobby, pushing back behind the overturned desks or in the hall. Only Russell’s men had weapons; the others were all dressed simply. Olive tees and camo pants. Base garb.

A deep rumble began to build from outside the glass doors. Not a second later the stampede hit, smashing into the front of the building like a rogue wave. Floor-to-ceiling panes of glass along the building’s façade shattered with the press of bodies, spraying shards across the black tile floor.

Lieutenant Rockne was first through the doors.

Russell Blackfield didn’t hesitate. He’d already raised his gun, subconsciously, and now he dipped his head to the sight and fired twice. His superior officer took both rounds to the chest and kept coming. Someone else fired now, clipping him in the shoulder and sending him spinning, sprawling.

Rockne tried to rise, failed, and died.

The room erupted. It was as if the killing had finally made it all real, finally broken through some collective fog within which rules still applied.

Russell shot two more of the less-than-human creatures before the crowd became a confused mess. A writhing sea of clawing fingers and thrown fists. Behavior proved the only way to tell the sides apart. The infected were vicious. Utterly rabid in their desire to inflict damage on those still sane, most of whom were unarmed and cornered. They fought without a shred of dignity or even apprehension, and they were winning.

“Schmidt!” he shouted without looking.

“Sir?”

Russell whirled on him. “See if there’s a way out the back.”

“What? Leave?”

“Yes.”

“But … defensible—”

“Fucking go.”

The man nodded once and bolted down the hallway, staying close to the wall.

Blackfield rose from his crouch and took aim at the nearest savage combatant, firing a bullet into the thing’s side just below the armpit. It toppled awkwardly, trampled almost instantly by a replacement. There were too many, and still more poured in.

“Schmidt!”

No response. Russell took aim again, stilled his finger just before shooting as a plain-clothed man tackled the diseased one he’d been about to kill. All around people were screaming and shouting. Some howled, a high, baying sound Russell didn’t think could come from human lips.

One of the creatures barreled low into the midsection of the soldier at Russell’s right, driving him into the lobby wall. Air rushed from the man in a muffled hoof and he went down, screaming. Russell lifted his rifle only for the movement to catch the creature’s attention. It leapt off the fallen man and onto Russell in a single motion, driving him backward as they fell together. Its knee met Russell’s groin when they hit the floor, filling him with an electric, all-consuming pain. Somehow he’d kept the gun and raised it enough to fire. The earsplitting crack drowned out all other sound for several seconds. His bullet hit the diseased animal in the leg just above the knee, exploding out the back in a splatter of blood that reached the ceiling above. It cried out and took a wild swing at him. Russell turned with the punch, using the momentum to his advantage, throwing his attacker into the shins of someone standing nearby. Russell sat and fired at it again, riddling the thing’s back with small red circles.

His balls felt at once on fire and frozen solid. “Fuck this,” Blackfield growled. “To the roof!”

Most of his soldiers and a few civilians heeded the call for retreat. By now bodies clogged the entrance to the building, stemming the tide of murderous freaks.

In the middle hallway Russell found a pair of elevator doors closing, the car full of terrified faces staring at him before the two barriers slid together. He kept moving, aware of a growing entourage behind him. The stairwell door pulled open easily. He took the steps two at a time, ignoring the pain from his groin, for three flights. At the end he vaulted a waist-high bar meant to prevent unauthorized wags from reaching the roof.

Outside the sun shone brightly on a gravel-covered roof. Plumes of oily black smoke rose from a dozen fires in Old Downtown. A few people stood about the perimeter, watching the calamity below. They whirled in white-faced terror when Russell pushed through the door, then relaxed upon seeing him.

_

By evening all the easy prey had fallen to the grinding, animalistic machine of the diseased. The streets below, while still rife with violence, nonetheless became preferable to cowering on a rooftop devoid of resources. “Time to move,” Russell said, and ordered the surviving soldiers back down the stairs. They’d march, he decided, until they found answers.

_

If Russell Blackfield allowed his eyes to defocus, to look beyond the immediate dangers, the city resembled a volcano.

Still distant, the glorious space elevator could just be seen, marked by a few climbers visible between the tiny gap that separated skyscrapers from the clouds they reached for. The huge buildings were tallest near the alien cord’s base, and tapered away rapidly. Fires small and large dotted the scene, like the glowing embers spat out by an eruption. Only this eruption was happening in reverse. Violence and destruction had begun at the edges and were creeping ever inward toward the peak.

A long row of sulfur-yellow streetlights marked the road to Nightcliff, wrapped in glowing orbs of smoke from the scattered flames. Flames that no one fought. The two-kilometer stretch of road, when he viewed it at the exclusion of all else, resembled a carnival. Vague human forms gyrating and dancing around the flames, the crackle-chatter of fireworks and celebratory gunfire. Except the people weren’t dancing, they were killing each other. They were robbing newcomers and neighbors alike, they were banding together for mutual reasons and turning on each other when those reasons became nothing but well-intentioned dreams.

The sporadic gunfire was anything but celebratory.

Cars clogged the wide street. Every make and model imaginable. Most pointed straight along the path of lights, as every idiot in the north apparently thought when they arrived in Darwin they could just drive up to the Platz mansion and ask for a lift to the safe haven above. They were moths, Russell mused, drawn to a long, thin flame that stretched all the way to the moon.

Not literally, he knew enough to know that. But the moon indeed loomed large above them. That little astronomical event was supposed to have been cause for a party, something the city had been promoting for weeks. “See the great Darwin Elevator silhouetted against the full moon,” the Hoc-casts said. Nothing quite like having your big party canceled due to the end of the fucking world.

A crash of metal on stone whipped his attention back to the immediate surroundings. Somewhere ahead a delivery truck had barreled out of a side street and slammed into an abandoned city bus. Russell didn’t need to see the driver to know he’d lost consciousness in the impact, if not more, for even from here the sound of the horn could be heard above the riot.

Twenty people swarmed out of the same side street and converged on the vehicle, tearing open the back doors. When they swung open Russell saw half of the logo for a popular grocery chain on the door facing him, and understood.

“They’re finally getting it,” he said, to no one in particular.

All around him the uniformed men who made up the vanguard of the column voiced their agreement. During the first few kilometers of their march they’d all been stunned by the moronic things citizens pulled from shattered store windows.

The food truck drew more looters from the crowd at large, and as the contents began to dwindle the people began to take from each other. A melee ensued. Russell had thought he’d seen everything already on this march, but the surprises kept coming. He saw an elderly man punch a teenage girl in the face as she clawed at the bag of fruit in his arms. He saw a couple work together to wrest an armful of cereal boxes from a terrified woman, only to then run off in separate directions as they fled with their prizes. The man noticed the separation first, turned to look for his wife, or whatever she was to him, and subsequently never saw the pipe that hit him in the back of the head. Three others fell on his limp body and tore at the cereal, sending a spray of golden brown flakes into the air like confetti.

Russell laughed, then, wondering if this mob was really any better than the savages at the rear of the column.

There were differences, to be sure. The infected didn’t flee at the sound of a gunshot, and they tore for arteries rather than crunchy bran flakes. What they didn’t do—ever, apparently—was come to their senses.

“Keep moving!” he shouted. “All the way to Nightcliff, mates!”

Then men hooted their agreement with uncanny unison, producing a sound the crowd ahead could not ignore. The deranged mob stopped their street battle and stared at the approaching soldiers. Russell saw fear first, but then something else. Something more like hope.

They parted. Stood in silence as the column made its way down the street. The infantry filtered around and over the abandoned vehicles, not stopping to enforce law or restore order, but marching with unwavering focus on the brightly lit tower ahead, and the impossibly long cable that stretched out from its peak all the way to the sky and beyond.

Russell’s radio chirped. “Report,” he said into it.

“Starting to quiet down back here,” the reply came. Schmidt, his second, at the back of the line.

“Good, because I need you at the front before we reach Ryland.”

“Copy that. On my way.”

Blackfield holstered the radio and glanced ahead. The forest of buildings grew like a stepped pyramid toward the main attraction. Many of the glass structures, especially those without their own reactors, were dark. Plumes of smoke rose from dozens of small fires that licked out from broken windows or seeped up from the streets where vehicles, trash cans, and even bodies burned.

He soaked it all in. The whole city reverberated with an energy he’d never dreamed possible. Every last person pushed to one limit or another. Except for his men. They were an ice cube in a pot of boiling water, and Russell knew he needed to reach Nightcliff before it all melted away.

Schmidt arrived a few minutes later. Bags under his eyes matched the color of his buzz-cut black hair. Dots of blood were splattered across his cheeks, brilliant against the pale skin. “You look like shit,” Russell said.

The man’s eyes were huge saucers, unblinking. “We’ve developed a following back there.”

“How many?”

Schmidt shrugged. “A thousand. More are joining.”

Blackfield considered dispersing them, but on second thought decided they’d only make the arrival at Nightcliff seem that much more impressive. “Tell the men to ignore them. We need to keep moving, above all else.”

“I did already. Anyway the clingers add a nice buffer between us and the crazies, so no one minds.”

Russell nodded. “Casualties?”

The taller man blinked now, one heavy drop and lift of the eyelids. “Lee, Pickens, and Smith. Smith deserted, actually. Said something about finding his girl and ran off.”

“He took his equipment?”

“Yeah.”

Russell clenched his teeth. “Fucking prick. If he comes back he’s shoot-on-sight, understood?”

Schmidt rubbed at his neck before nodding. “Yeah, of course. We all know the rules, sir.”

“Good.”


Chapter Three

DARWIN, AUSTRALIA

17.APR.2278

The crowd in Ryland Square parted in almost biblical fashion at the arrival of one thousand bloodied, battered, angry soldiers.

Despite all the death, despite the waves of infected still worming in through the bizarre safe zone that supposedly circled Darwin, Russell felt his heart swell at the sea of eyes around him. In those stares he saw hope, admiration, fear, and, simplest of all, resignation. A thousand soldiers had drained the fight out of the crowd like a plug pulled from a bath.

Blackfield took care to meet none of those gazes. He kept his eyes locked on the entrance to Nightcliff. There a line of riot police stood, shields covering their bodies from chin to groin. Some held automatic weapons. Most held black truncheons. None held the expressions Blackfield had basked in from the crowd. No, these people were exhausted, hardened, soaked in bloodlust.

Russell aimed for the one in the center and walked right toward her. She was a short woman, a bit plump. A splash of blood across her riot mask hid most of her face from view.

“That’s far enough,” she said. There was no authority in her voice. She was parroting orders, nothing more.

“Who’s in charge?” Russell asked.

“Braithwaite,” she said.

“Which one of you is Braithwaite?” Russell barked, glancing left and right along the line of police.

The woman spoke. “He’s in the tower.”

“Why? He a coward or something?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed for an instant. “He’s trying to keep the peace.”

“He’s doing a hell of a job. What’s his title?”

“Head of security, and he’s ordered that no one enter Nightcliff without his express permission.”

“Well go and fucking get permission, sweetcakes.”

She ignored the endearment. “Who should I say is asking?”

“The army, you blind cow!” He’d shouted louder than he’d intended. The woman jumped as if slapped. “Lieutenant Russell Blackfield in command. That should be enough to get the wag’s ear. In fact I want him to come out here and chat. Tell him. Hurry along, love. Double time.”

She stumbled back, turned, and ran for the enormous cylindrical tower in the distance.

The crowd, silenced when the troops had arrived, began to whisper among themselves. The whispers grew to conversations. Talk was fine, as long as they weren’t rioting.

Russell turned to Schmidt. He grabbed the man by the collar and hauled him close. “Pass word along to the men. Whatever food or booze they looted on the way here, share it. Smile and nod, be friendly. I want this crowd on our side when this bloke arrives. I want it clear that we made ’em settle.”

“Gave yourself a field promotion, eh?” Schmidt said.

“And why the hell not? You get one, too, come to think of it. Now zip that shit up and spread the orders.”

“Understood,” Schmidt replied, and turned away. He couldn’t have hid his half smile if he’d wanted to.

By the time the thin gray-haired man came up behind the line of riot police, the mood of the crowd had become almost like a celebration. They quieted as if compelled by some sixth sense when Braithwaite reached the perimeter.

Russell looked him up and down. Old, flabby. Tufts of white hair poking out from nostrils and ears. The type of man who liked to sip tea and complain about progress.

“Who are you?” the man demanded.

“I’m your bloody salvation, mate,” Russell said.

_

They chatted under sulfur-yellow light in the recessed loading dock of a nearby warehouse. Out of sight of the crowd and the soldiers, Russell felt naked. Braithwaite must feel the same, and with his flabby old bag-of-bones body Russell figured he still had the upper hand.

“Right, so what’s the score?” Russell asked. “We’ve heard damn little from anyone.”

“Now just a minute,” the old man replied. “I’m in charge here. If you and your men intend to stay you’ll have to take orders from me.”

Russell curled his hands into fists and planted them on his hips. “Bullshit,” he said.

Arthur Braithwaite glanced up, startled. Fear gleamed in his eyes if only for a second. That was enough. “Excuse me?”

“Here’s how this is going to work,” Russell said. “First: I’m the highest-ranking officer in the army at this moment, and my troops answer to me and me only.”

Braithwaite’s jaw gesticulated for a moment, then he managed a single, tiny nod.

“Second,” Russell said, “you appoint me head of security. Give yourself a new title. I’m under you, but in terms of keeping the riffraff out of this place, that’s my job and I’ll do it as I see fit. Agreed?”

“Now wait—”

“Third: I see a hotel over there. Pretty nice one. I don’t care who is in it currently, my men and I will be appropriating accommodations for ourselves. It’s the barracks, for now.”

“Hang on—”

“Look,” Russell said, stepping in so close he could smell the bourbon on the other man’s breath, “you need me and my soldiers if you want to keep this place operational. I hear the Elevator is the only thing keeping us all from becoming like those animals out there, so keeping the damned thing safe is probably a good idea, don’t you agree?”

“Of course, but—”

“No buts. Just say ‘agreed’ and we’ll shake hands. No offense, mate, but you look like the sort of man who issues orders via interoffice-fucking-memo. All I’m asking you to do is let me handle the situation on the ground. I’m not much for big-picture stuff anyway, so you can have it.”

“Well, how kind of you to allow me the privilege,” Braithwaite snarled.

Grinning, Russell clapped him on the shoulder. “There’s a bit of backbone! The old man’s got some spark left, yet! All right, then. I think we’ll get along just fine.” He extended his hand.

After several seconds, Braithwaite shook it.


Chapter Four

DARWIN, AUSTRALIA

16.APR.2278

The air clung, indistinguishable from sweat.

Nigel and Rebecca emerged into a maze of low warehouses dotted with the occasional six- or seven-story office complex. Most were dark, unguarded except electronically. A few times Nigel saw armed security doing their rounds, but they paid little attention to the passage of a couple such as this. Rebecca kept to alleys when possible, darker streets when not. She took turns seemingly at random, and once out of the industrial zone she ducked into a massage parlor and pretended to study the menu of services for a while.

He realized belatedly she was studying the screen of her comm, held low in front of her.

Cars and trucks hummed by on the narrow street outside, spraying the remnants of an earlier rain shower into a mist that faded in their wake. People, immigrants mostly, shuffled by with their heads down.

“Shit,” Rebecca muttered.

“What now?” he asked.

“No signal, not even Hocs. That’s not possible.”

“And yet …” He studied her, a twinge of sympathy creeping into his thoughts. “Try somewhere else, closer to where the fat cats live.”

She shook her head. “I know a place where we can hide out until I can reach Gr—” she stopped herself short of the slip. “My employer.”

“This place wouldn’t be a luxury hotel by any chance?”

“Parking garage,” Rebecca said, walking again. A graceful shadow against the gaudy storefronts.

He fell in step, dragon-headed cane clacking on the damp sidewalk rhythmically. Rumble on the pitch. Rumble on the pitch. The phrase had continued to tumble around his head, and now he uttered it internally with each step.

Eventually she turned down a crumbling two-lane road lined with shuttered storefronts, streetlights just branchless concrete trees, broken and useless. Dark forms loomed in shadowed alcoves. Demonic faces lit red-orange by the tips of foul-smelling joints.

Nigel tested his bruised leg. Pain flared with each step, but nothing a tight grimace couldn’t keep at bay. Still, he maintained the limp, content to be underestimated.

Eventually Rebecca stopped in front of the barricaded entrance to a parking garage. A long rolling gate blocked the way inside, kept shut by a chain with a combination lock. Despite the darkness she dialed in the code with surprising speed. Unchained, the gate still required the strength of both of them to push aside enough for them to slip through. There’d be motors in the wall somewhere, probably in disrepair. He wondered how long this awful stretch of road would languish before the city’s Elevator-fueled prosperity reclaimed it. Darwin’s explosion of growth since the alien relic arrived seemed unstoppable. Well, except for the whole end-of-the-world business.

Rebecca locked the gate behind them and led the way down a spiraling concrete ramp. By the end Nigel could see nothing at all. He used the cane as a probe for obstacles, letting her soft footfalls determine the pace.

Three levels belowground she stopped. The air had a bite and smelled of mildew. A loud click preceded the hum of electricity. Weak urine-yellow light crept into the space, cast from a bank of LEDs mounted on a tripod. A new wall had been hastily erected where the driveway should continue on into the parking area. Prefab sections of chain-link fence lay in a stack off to one side.

“What is this place?” Nigel asked, voice echoing in the large room and on up the spiral ramp.

“Heard about it a month back. Two workers, grumbling about how the local slumlord had hired them to convert a garage into an underground club for drug raves. But the slumlord died. His son fired everyone and fled the country. I found it, cut the gate’s power, and added a lock.”

“How forward-thinking of you.”

She shrugged and moved farther in, stopping to unlock a reinforced door that looked like something yanked from a retro gentlemen’s club. Even from a distance Nigel recognized the deadbolt as one he could pop in less than twenty seconds. He filed that knowledge. Rebecca continued into the garage proper: a massive concrete room dotted with square pillars. She flipped on another bank of work lights.

Effort had been made to add flimsy walls between some of the pillars to divide the space, though only a few portions had been painted. In the far corner a room had been built. Rebecca walked inside and lit a camping lantern set on a large oak desk, revealing the beginnings of an office.

“A fine place to run a drug empire,” Nigel said.

Rebecca flashed her half smile. “There’s some medical supplies in the bathroom. How’s your leg?”

“I won’t turn down a painkiller or five.”

She gestured to a large executive’s chair behind the desk. “Get off your feet. I’ll be right back.”

When she’d gone he sighed and moved to the offered seat. He leaned his cane against the wall and lowered himself into the cushion. The plush leather squeaked against his coat.

Somewhere in the cavernous garage a steady drip of water kept the silence from being absolute. Rhythmic, like his cane on the sidewalk. Like that stupid song in the elevator. Like slow-motion gunfire.

Nigel levered the seat back and closed his eyes. He imagined himself back in Sydney, minutes away from a fat commission and a quick flight home. That outcome felt suddenly more alien than the Builders’ great Elevator itself.

An image swam into his mind. The crack of a fist on the jaw of a cricketer, the spray of blood through sputtering lips. “Beginning of the end, that rumble on the pitch …” Nigel sang softly, and slept.

_

When he woke the lantern had been turned down to a dim glow. A grease-stained bag rested on the desk, the irresistible smell of a meat pie and fries wafting from within. Beside it stood a sweating glass bottle of ginger beer.

Beside that, two red pills.

He levered the seat back up. Something tugged at his arm. A chain rattled as he moved. He eyed it, followed the gray links from a handcuff on his left wrist to another latched to a metal rung on the floor, previously hidden beneath a patch of carpet. “Dammit,” he growled. He glanced around, patting without success at the breast of his duster for the locksmithing kits formerly concealed there.

He saw the two kits on the far corner of the desk. Nearby but out of reach. A note rested atop them:


Sorry, but you’re my ticket out of this mess. Back soon.



He took a healthy swig of the beverage, popped the red pills in his mouth, and swallowed. The pie he tore into with ravenous urgency. Sated, he munched thoughtfully on the fries, his gaze absently defocused on the room’s only light. The LEDs within the lantern began to blur and swim after a time.

“Drugged,” he said. Aloud or not he didn’t know. He tried to turn in the chair, the motion that of a flailing drunk. The chain snapped at his wrist, painfully. Something fell to the floor behind him. “Cane!” he bellowed, the word slurring. He groped for it even as the edges of his vision began to darken. Keeping his eyes open became a conscious effort. His fingers brushed the wooden shaft and he coaxed it into his palm.

A tingling sensation began to fill his body. Hurry, he thought. He spun the chair back and patted the cane across the desk until he heard it hit the plastic case of his lock picks. The cane felt like a mallet in his numbing limb as he tried to gently shove the two stacked boxes toward him. Too slow, too slow.

The sound of his own breaths began to drag.

The last thing he heard was the sound of the boxes clattering to the floor.

_

A hand on his shoulder woke him. He blinked and waited for his eyes to focus. It seemed to take forever. His head felt like a jug of water.

“Wake up,” someone said. A man’s voice.

Nigel grunted. “When I’m ready.” To his own ear he sounded like some drugged-up washout after an all-nighter. He tried to look at the person in front of him and winced in the glare of a flashlight.

“Does he have the rash?” someone asked. A different voice.

“Negative,” a third said.

The first man spoke again, his voice nasal and thin, like a weasel in human form. “The woman claims you possess knowledge regarding Nightcliff’s safe. True?”

Nigel swallowed. They spoke like police officers, not street thugs. “Who … Who’s asking?”

“A representative of Nightcliff.”

With an effort Nigel rubbed his eyes with his free hand. The room swam into focus. A man leaned over the table in front of him. He had long stringy hair and the kind of eyes that would frighten children. He wore a gray overcoat. The two men standing behind him wore army uniforms, and had compact machine guns drawn and ready. Nigel cleared his throat. “Where is she?”

Weasel-man ignored the question. “Are you capable of entering that safe or not?”

“Not with a gun in my face. Where’s Rebecca?”

“Indisposed.”

“Dead?”

The man glanced about the room. “She said you ran some kind of empire from here.”

“She said that? I …” Nigel stopped himself. Possibilities unfolded in his mind. Intending to or not, heard correctly or not, Rebecca had nevertheless given him a gift. This was a new world, and he could make his own identity in it. Willing calm, Nigel spoke carefully. “I’m renovating. Who are you?”

For a moment the man just sat there, sizing Nigel up, as if deciding how much patience he should expend here. “Kip Osmak. Assistant to Chief Constable Arthur Braithwaite, acting commander of Nightcliff.”

Nigel leaned forward in the chair, the squeak of his leather duster on the cushion masking the sound of the rattling chain. He glanced upward, groping for clear thoughts, and saw a small black dome attached to the ceiling just inside the door. Security camera. Dead or disconnected most likely, but that wouldn’t be common knowledge. “Get all that, Verna?” he said to the dome. Verna? Sorry, Mum. First name that came to mind.

Kip turned and followed Nigel’s gaze. His friends did the same. Unobserved, Nigel probed around on the floor by his feet until he found the box that contained his implements. He opened it and began to run his fingers across the tiny tools.

The weasel turned back, his façade of confidence drained away.

“Tell me something,” Nigel said. Below the table he slid what he hoped was the right tool from its sleeve, resting the case between his legs. “Since when is the army enforcing law in Darwin, anyway?”

Kip licked his lips, tongue darting like a lizard’s. “Destroy that camera,” he said. One of the soldiers obeyed. He bashed the security camera three times, each swing more zealous than the last. The second blow cracked the glass shell, the third shattered it.

As shards rained down Nigel let the chain fall from his wrist and slipped the lock pick into his sleeve.

Kip turned back, dropping the cane on the desk with a dull thud. “Would one of you please guard the entrance? And the other, search the other floors for this Verna and anyone else? Blackfield was specific. No witnesses.”

The two men turned in unison and departed.

“They won’t find anything,” Nigel said. “Verna is in Dublin, Ireland. That’s a remote feed. Can’t be too cautious.”

Understanding grew across Kip’s face. “Ah, I see. You’ve been down here all along. You think there’s still a world beyond Darwin. Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?” He gestured broadly.

“A flu or something.”

Kip shook his head. “It’s not that simple.” He rattled off a story so bizarre Nigel thought it could be nothing other than true. Darwin had become a safe haven against an otherwise all-consuming disease. Billions dead. Billions. Millions surviving as some kind of murderous shadow of their former selves. And then there was Darwin, or at least the portion of it closest to the Elevator. The last safe place. An island surrounded by toxic air, under constant assault from the murderous hordes who bore crimson rashes on their necks. An island, Nigel realized, that no cargo ship would ever reach. A new world indeed …

The ramifications flooded into his mind faster than he could grasp them. How long would the situation last? What would people eat? Who would maintain law and order?

He glanced at the man across from him with fresh eyes. The army, in charge of Nightcliff.

Suddenly everything that had happened in the last few days made sense. At least he could see a possible explanation. Novak had sent Nigel to Darwin knowing what happened after wouldn’t matter. Rebecca, desperate, had sought a new buyer for Nigel’s extraordinary knowledge of Nightcliff’s vault. Whoever had wanted inside before didn’t matter. Outside this garage a great reshuffling was going on, the smart people grabbing what power and resources they could before the dust settled. Rumble on the pitch. “Nightcliff Secure Storage,” he said carefully.

Kip nodded. “Nightcliff Secure Storage. My boss needs access, and Neil Platz cannot make the trip down just now.”

“If I help, I’m guessing your boss might not want me walking around afterwards?”

The man across the table gave the slightest of nods.

“And if I refuse, same thing?”

Again a nod. “Those were my orders.”

“What do you do in Nightcliff?” Nigel asked.

“Traffic control. Elevator logistics.”

“Hmm. That’s interesting.”

A hint of surprise flashed across Kip’s face, as if this were the first time anyone found his work interesting. “Is it?”

“Absolutely. Look, this city,” Nigel said, his thoughts only a short distance ahead of his mouth, “is a powder keg. A time bomb. There’s a million people here, not to mention whoever slipped in before the disease hit. I assume some did?”

“Plenty. An avalanche. Please, make your point, I’m due back—”

Nigel held up his hands. “Think about it. Just for a moment. The city is cut off from the world, yes?”

“Yes,” he said carefully. “For now.”

“What will people eat and drink?”

“Whatever they have?”

Nigel shook his head. “That will only last a week, perhaps two.”

Kip pondered that for a moment. “Maybe that’ll be enough.”

Nigel gave a shrug. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Suppose for a second this scenario will go on indefinitely.”

The other man’s brow furrowed. His eyes darted back and forth. For a brief instant he looked like a child who’d just been told that maybe, just maybe, there is no Santa Claus.

“Look,” Nigel said. “I’ll open the safe for you, no problem. In exchange, you let me live. Given your role in Nightcliff, you’ll know what’s needed. You’ll hear things. I’m a man who can find things and move them. We’d make a great team.” Nigel could see his little house of cards growing with every lie he spewed, but if it could buy him a few days to sort things out …

The look in Kip’s face, though, was priceless. A kid who’d just learned how to perform a magic trick. He was nodding, his beady little weasel eyes suddenly bright and alive. “So … you use your connections in the underworld—”

Don’t have any. A minor inconvenient detail.

“—and I use my inside position in Nightcliff.”

“Exactly,” Nigel said.

After a few seconds Kip said, “Clever.”

Nigel grinned, and tapped his temple with his index finger. “See? People like us, we need to carve out a new role for ourselves. Make ourselves valuable. So, do we have a deal?”

The weasel of a man extended his hand. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Pr—” Nigel started to say Proctor, Nigel Proctor. But it struck him that his ties to Novak & Sons might be found somehow. Not to mention his total lack of connections to Darwin’s underworld. Besides, Nigel Proctor was not the name of a crime lord. At that moment the news screen from the bar in Sydney popped into his head. RUMBLE ON THE PITCH, the headline had been. “Rumble,” he said.

“Prumble?”

Sure, why not. “That’s me.”

“First name?”

“No.”

Kip slowly rose to his feet. “Well, then, Mr. Prumble. It’s time I took you to Nightcliff.”

_

An hour later, after a harrowing journey through the chaos of Darwin’s streets in the back of an armored personnel carrier, Nigel found himself kneeling before the Kastensauer Mark 8 locking mechanism of Nightcliff’s vault door.

The room itself was exactly as he remembered it. White tile floor, bare white walls, white-paneled ceiling lined with rows of white LEDs. Sterile as they come. Meant to instill confidence in those who needed to store their belongings here before making an extended trip to the space stations high above. Virtually every megabillionaire in the world had probably stepped through this gigantic door at some point in the last few years, Neil Platz at their side, as they stowed a one-of-a-kind watch or a sensitive datacube for safekeeping while they made their pilgrimage up to see the remnant of the Builders’ vessel at Anchor.

Echoing footfalls in the long hallway behind coaxed Nigel out of his semi-trance. It sounded like an entire brigade approached, their boots slapping against the marble tiles like hammer blows.

“Look,” he said to Kip, who stood lamely in the corner, “call me Nigel in front of these people, all right? I’d prefer my, uh, reputation, not precede me.”

“Fine,” Kip hissed.

At the door all but one of the pairs of boots stopped. Two people entered.

“Is this him?” a gravelly voice asked.

“Yes, Chief Constable,” Kip stammered. “His name is Nigel.”

Prumble remained facing the lock, pretending to be busy with it. He cast a quick vague glance over his shoulder and saw a gaunt elderly man in a police uniform. The man next to him wore army fatigues, and was powerfully built. Not muscular per se, just … hard. Chiseled, the ladies might say. His jaw, his eyes, everything about him said “fuck you.”

“G’day,” Prumble said. When in Rome, he figured.

“Hello,” Braithwaite said. “This is Lieutenant Blackfield, in charge of ground security.”

“Tough times ahead for you, eh, mate?” Blackfield asked.

“How do you mean?”

“Maintaining that belly in our little tomb of a city is going to be rough, I wager.”

“Hmm,” Prumble said. He’d learned over the years that individuals who sought to goad him with comments about his weight were individuals of microscopically small intellect. On any other day he would have devastated the asshole in the way only words can. “I can be resourceful,” he replied, instead.

“That’s quite enough Mr. Blackfield,” Braithwaite said. “Let’s talk about the vault.”

“Indeed. I assume you’d like to select a new code?”

“Quite,” the old man said. “Mr. Platz has asked me to look after affairs here for now, hence the need.”

“None of my business, really,” Prumble said.

He set about fiddling with the lock, leaning over it to see the digital readout of numbers on a hooded display at the top. He dialed in the installer’s code he’d set up years earlier. The wheel spun smoothly under his hand, resisting slightly as the mechanism within used this rotation to generate the electricity needed to operate. It made it difficult to dial the wheel quickly, but Prumble, being used to this sort of thing, still managed to select the proper six-digit sequence on his first try. The dial itself, which was free of any visible numbering, betrayed nothing. Only the digital readout on top indicated what number he’d selected, and whenever he stopped and started turning in the other direction, the display began at a random number. So even memorizing how far he turned the dial each time would not help someone trying to sleuth out the code.

The mechanism made a soft chirp as the installer’s code was verified. Prumble let out a long breath and dialed through the maintenance options. “Right,” Prumble said. “Use the little screen here and pick your combination. Four numbers between one and a hundred. Your fingertips will be scanned by the dial itself and combined with the code. Your retina will be scanned by a camera behind the readout panel. It will truly be a code that works only for you.”

“Why even have the code?”

Prumble shrugged. “The code can be discovered. Your fingerprints can be obtained and replicated, as can your retina. All three combined, however …” Again he shrugged, then moved aside as Braithwaite leaned over the dial and began the process. Prumble had been in this very place, three years earlier. An administrator had escorted him then, and he’d been forced to leave the room and wait in a janitor’s closet nearby whenever Neil Platz himself had to come in and do this part of the keying. Neil had demanded this conceit, a perfectly normal request when configuring vaults for the rich and powerful.

After ten seconds or so Braithwaite moved away. “Is that it then?”

“That’s it. The vault is keyed to you.”

“Excellent. Now if you don’t mind …” To Prumble’s surprise, instead of leaving, Braithwaite dialed in his code and opened the vault door. He stepped inside, alone. Seconds passed in total silence before the man emerged again, a datacube in one hand. He snapped his fingers and a guard came forward, holding out an open aluminum case. Braithwaite slipped the cube into a foam support, then took the offered case from the man. “Thank you, everyone. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a climber to catch.”

“Enjoy the ride,” Prumble said amicably.

Braithwaite nodded, then cast a second awkward nod at the silent form of Kip Osmak, who stood in the corner of the room, fidgeting. “Kip will see you safely back to … well, wherever.” Then Braithwaite left, plunging the room into a sudden, uncomfortable silence. Blackfield remained.

“Am I free to go?” Prumble asked the soldier.

Blackfield held up a finger and waited until the sound of Braithwaite’s footfalls faded to nothing. “Not exactly. I’ve got a bit more in mind.”

The man laid out his plan. The real reason Kip had sought out Prumble. A pretty simple ruse, but then the best are, aren’t they? He wanted the lock rekeyed for Nightcliff’s new commander, as was now done, but he also wanted the maintenance access Prumble had just demonstrated for himself, to use “in an emergency.”

“What’s in it for me?” Prumble asked.

“Your continued existence on this Earth,” Blackfield shot back. “I can’t exactly let you leave here knowing you can break into our vault.”

“That’s a good start,” Prumble said. It took a force of will to keep the anxiety from his voice.

“Okay, fine. And a willingness on my part, and my boys, to pretend we don’t know what sort of work you did before the shit went down. Kip here tells me you had quite the operation going.”

“He mentioned that, did he?” Prumble suddenly doubted the wisdom of his chosen persona. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Famous last words if there ever were any.

Blackfield waved the comment away. “The slate’s wiped clean, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Well … I’ll need some special equipment to pull off what you’re asking for,” Prumble said truthfully. Mostly. There was another reason, one he’d only just thought of, but this oily bastard didn’t need to know that.

“Special equipment? What the fuck for?”

“Only the ‘owner’s code,’ which I’ve just configured for Mr. Braithwaite, can be reset without extra gear. To set or reset the maintenance code—what you’re asking for—one needs a special transponder box plugged into a recessed port inside the vault itself.” And then I can reset the master code for myself. Everybody wins.

“You have this box?”

Prumble thought about answering truthfully, then about lying and saying yes. He settled on the in-between option. “I can acquire one.”

“Do it,” Blackfield said. “Kip, make the arrangements. I want this handled ASAFP.”

Kip squirmed in the corner. “Okay. I mean, yes, sir.”

Blackfield fixed a nasty stare on the thin man, then spun on his heel and walked out, army boots smacking against the white-tiled floor. His soldiers fell in behind him, obedient as dogs.

A silence stretched to fill the space left by the lieutenant. Prumble glanced at Kip, and found the stringy-haired, dour son of a bitch looking directly back.

“You can actually get this thing, right?” Kip asked.

Prumble shrugged. “Depends. Know anyone who can leave the city?”



Part Four

Distance of Hope
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20.APR.2278

She sped down the center of the road on a stolen motorcycle. The tach read 100 kph. The wind in her hair felt like a blast furnace. Mounted on the back of the bike, an ancient portable stereo blared Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust.”

Sam muttered with the lyrics, leaning the bike into a quick weave around the loping form of something previously human. She shot the creature from only three meters away, a shotgun blast that shredded through the animal’s filthy clothes.

Behind her a few dozen of the beasts bellowed anger and grief at the action. They surged, unable to comprehend the fact that they’d never quite catch her. The bike’s electric motor churned out its low whine and would continue to do so for days.

The street, bisecting a suburb of Darwin just east of Lyons, was littered with abandoned cars and the bodies of those who fell when the ailment hit. The corpses had shocked her at first. Filled her first with rage and then later a sadness unlike any she’d ever known. So many dead. Everyone she’d ever met.

Now the bodies were just scenery. Not worth thinking about. The formerly human that survived the infection were the only things worth sparing a thought for.

And that thought was Kill.

Whatever reservations she’d held back at the lodge about killing the infected died in East Palmerston. Their numbers were staggering, and Sam, lacking the burden of familiarity with any of them, found her remorse dissolve with each pull of the trigger, each swing of the ax, each windpipe crushed by her own two hands. She’d left a sea of corpses behind, and felt no remorse. She’d done them a favor, as far as she was concerned.

Sam ran the gap between a bus and a smashed pickup. She glanced back in time to see the diseased chasing her funnel through the space. A few of them, at least. Most scrambled over the vehicles. Still others fanned around to either side. Persistent bastards, she had to give them that.

Movement to the right caught her eye. In the gaps between a row of two-story condominiums she saw something that made her almost crash.

Standing on top of a row of abandoned cars were people. Normal people. Fifty or more, just standing there. Some held weapons; rifles, shovels, even cricket bats. And all of them, she realized, were cheering. Cheering for her.

There are plenty of ways you can hurt a man, Freddy Mercury crooned from the speaker, and bring him to the ground.

“Preach it, brother,” Sam said, sighting on another diseased. This one was just standing in the middle of the road, laughing maniacally as some of them were prone to do. Sam’s blast took out the former-woman’s legs below the knee. She fell forward, still laughing.

Sam leaned again, trailing a line of sparks with the tip of her shotgun. Three rounds left. The line of people—actual sane human-fucking-beings—was still two hundred meters off, across a wide avenue. Sam twisted the accelerator and crouched over the handlebars as the bike surged forward, caps screaming with release. She shot the gap between two buildings. At the far end a wooden fence had been knocked down, forming a natural ramp. She grinned and plowed toward it.

The bike sailed into the air. She lifted the shotgun over her head and let out a triumphant shout to the line of people watching her. They roared in appreciation, a sound that filled her with a strange and sudden joy.

Sam saw the corpse too late.

The body lay just beyond the fence, halfway in the road. It had been run over by a car, from the look of it, and she was about to add a motorcycle to the poor thing’s fate.

Her rear tire landed on the dead man’s back and slid out to the left. Sam fought it for an instant and then knew the folly of it. She eased her hands and thighs off the bike and let it fly out from under her, metal screeching on the hot asphalt. Sam hit the ground a split second later, her thigh scraping along the baked hardpan. She slid for a few meters and felt blinding hot pain all along her leg as the road tore through her denim pants, flesh, then muscle. Somehow she managed to turn the slide into a roll. Her shotgun clattered away.

Those along the line to the west emitted a gasp.

The ancient portable radio emitted a few last triumphant notes before shattering as the motorcycle slammed into the burned husk of a taxicab.

Sam could hear the animals now, skittering through the alley and over the wooden slab of fence. Grunting with agony she somehow managed to push herself to a shaky stand. She started to limp toward the line of people. They were across four lanes of road, and none seemed willing to rush to her aid.

“Help me, you pricks!” she shouted, voice cracking from the sting that burned along her leg.

None of them moved. Not a goddamn inch.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she shouted. They were shouting back, but with so many voices she could understand none. Their tone implied only one message: Run.

She hobbled instead. Sam remembered her pistol then. Taken from a dead policeman outside East Palmerston. She fished it from the holster at her side and aimed behind her. The gun thudded against her palm with each echoing crack of a round fired. The first two creatures over the fallen barricade fell. The third she missed, but it tripped on its fallen packmates and landed awkwardly. Sam took careful aim and put a round in its skull.

More appeared in the alleyway. Still others began to filter through from other passages to either side.

Sam fired until the pistol had no more bullets to offer. She almost threw it, but thought better of the idea and kept it in her grip instead.

Fifty meters now. She tried to run but couldn’t. The jog she could manage would never work, she realized with growing fear. Not unless—

The gunfire that erupted from the line of onlookers made her heart sing. Especially given the fact that they weren’t shooting at her. “I’m going to make it,” she said aloud. “I’m going to make it.”

She raised her arms above her head as she moved, eyes skyward, grinning in relief. Far above the fray, she spotted an aircraft soaring, its engines adding to the cacophony of the weapons fire.

_

A long, worrying silence followed first contact with the tower. Skyler set the aircraft to circle, bleeding altitude instead of fuel. With each trip around he caught a glimpse of the Australian coastline. Somewhere to the east, hidden in a haze of rain, Darwin and its space elevator waited.

Finally the radio crackled. “Dutch Cargo, you’re clear to approach.”

Skadz tapped Skyler’s shoulder. “Dutch Cargo?”

“That’s what our transponder broadcasts on the civilian band.”

“Worst name ever, mate. Gotta do something about that.”

“Who cares?” Skyler replied. “They’re letting us land, that’s the important part.” He increased power to the engines, simultaneously ending their downward spiral and leveling off. Then he mumbled acknowledgment to the tower at Nightcliff. “Ten minutes until we’re down.”

Skadz offered a hunk of naan to Skyler and groaned at the refusal before munching loudly on the crust. He chewed thoughtfully for a time as the ocean below drew nearer.

“Valkyrie,” Skadz said. “That’s a proper name for an aircraft. Phoenix. Nighthawk. Fuckin’… Angel of Death.”

“A bit epic for a Dutch transport,” Skyler said.

“Military transport!”

“Still.”

Skadz gave a kick to Skyler’s chair, a most annoying habit. “C’mon, mate. Anything’s an improvement. Dutch fucking Cargo. Jesus.”

“How about Melville?”

The eyebrow, impossibly, rose higher. “What? Are you joking? Have you heard a bloody word I said?”

“It’s a fine name,” Skyler said. “My grandfather’s, after the author—”

“I know who fucking Melville is. People are going to think we’re talking about a damned whale.”

“She does sort of resemble one.” Skyler shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “A winged whale, anyway. It’s a fine name. Professional. Respectable. Besides, billions of people have died. I don’t think we, as persons immune to this horror, should come riding in on the name ‘Angel of Death.’ ”

Skadz teetered on the verge of a profane rant. “Honestly, mate, I can’t tell when you’re joking or serious.”

A blip appeared on the main nav display. Darwin’s liftport, a designated no-fly zone by international agreement, slid onto the screen as a glowing red circle. Skyler nudged the flight stick until the line that marked his predicted path cut right through the center. Warnings about possible use-of-force lit up the top and bottom of the display, and a high chirp began to quietly ping through the cabin. Skyler ignored it all and locked in the landing option. Seconds later the acknowledgment came back, and the red circle changed to green. He relaxed a bit then. Altitude continued to fall, under a thousand meters now. Whitecaps drifted on the azure ocean beneath him, their intensity growing where they traced the Australian coastline. From this height the world looked pretty normal.

“Last chance, I guess,” Skadz said.

“Last chance for what?”

“To have the planet Earth to ourselves. We can go anywhere, mate. The world is literally our fucking oyster.”

“We’ve talked about this.…”

“I know, I know. I’m just saying. In case you’re having second thoughts.”

“I’m not.”

Skadz squirmed noisily in his seat, something he did constantly when he was actually in it. He’d spent at least half the flight aft in the cargo bay, pacing. Not much of a co-pilot, Skyler thought, though of course the man had never been anything more than a civilian passenger on a commercial plane before last week.

The two of them couldn’t be more different. Skadz, a Jamaican-born Londoner who described what he did for a living as “a little of this, a little of that” had been in Amsterdam enjoying the coffeehouse culture when SUBS hit. Street-smart and resourceful under the mess of dreadlocks that spilled from his head, he was not exactly the type of person Skyler would have befriended under normal circumstances. But company was company and that counted for a lot right now. Not so much, perhaps, once they landed, though Skyler kept that thought to himself.

Ahead, a line began to manifest along the window. A hairline crack, he thought at first, until he moved his head to get a better look and his brain worked out the perspective. The line was very far away. The space elevator. Despite everything he knew about it, proximity to the alien device still caught the breath in his throat.

It went from the horizon up to the limit of Skyler’s view at a ten-degree angle, disorienting in the same way the Leaning Tower in Pisa left visitors off balance. As he stared at the vague, finely drawn line, he could see little blobs along its length. Red lights winked at regular intervals from each.

A minute later the city began to take shape. Skyler saw the densely packed skyscrapers first. Crowded around the base of the cord were gleaming towers of glass, almost all built in the twelve years since the Elevator arrived. Their heights tapered off rapidly from there, giving way to squat warehouses and low-rent apartments, and finally slums. Docu-sensories had been made about the city’s explosion of growth resulting in the appearance of the alien artifact, and though Skyler remembered few details he could almost hear the narrator’s description of stratification that had occurred. The poor and uneducated living at the edges. Next were the skilled workers who filled factories, warehouses, and modest condominiums. Then came the powerful, the wealthy. Corporate headquarters and surprisingly large embassies. Huge hotels and luxury apartments. Finally, the Platz-owned land around the Elevator itself, marked by modest low buildings that created a buffer between the sentinel high-rise towers and the liftport, which marked the exact point where the Elevator connected to the ground.

He could see it now. A single conical tower matching the cord’s off-kilter angle, rising to match the height of the tallest skyscrapers, which surrounded it like a crowd of anxious onlookers. Warning beacons formed orange-red dotted lines along the tower’s length and in regular rings around its girth, before giving way to support structures that obscured the very bottom.

As instructed he kept a wide circle around the tower, only tightening his turn once on the eastern side of the city. Suburbs made up the landscape below.

Skyler eased back on the thrust as individual buildings came into view. Motion began to manifest on the ground. Vehicles and then people. For a few seconds it looked normal, like any other city stirring to life with the sunrise.

The western shoreline slid past, off to the right. A smattering of boats were anchored some distance away from the jagged boulders that met the sea. Farther south, a huge messy flotilla crowded the bay. Thousands of boats that must have raced here ahead of the infection. Fires burned on some of them. Skyler shook his head at the chaos and continued his circuit to the eastern part of Darwin, as instructed.

“Look at that,” Skadz said. “Below us.”

Through the glass footwell, Skyler saw nothing but the antlike movement of people. On this side of the city no rain fell at the moment, and they were out in droves. It took him a second to realize there was a strange abrupt end to the activity, right along the edge of the line of buildings. Hundreds of people were crowded along this invisible border.

As Skyler watched, a lone motorcycle rider raced toward this line. A few dozen people chased the bike, clearly diseased from the primal way they moved. The rider sailed through an alley, took a jump, and landed badly. Skyler winced as the person slid along the ground and tumbled.

“That Sheila might be like us,” Skadz observed. “Coming in from the outside.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Skyler said. He’d come across a few of the diseased that still seemed capable of intelligent behavior, to an extent, anyway. Riding a motorcycle seemed beyond that aptitude, but who knew for sure? Still, he found some hope in his co-pilot’s words.

The scene slid behind them as they entered the central part of the city.

“Holy shit,” Skadz whispered.

The streets approaching Nightcliff were packed with vehicles, but few were moving. Most were dark, some just burned-out shells. And people—Jesus, the people—were everywhere. Leaning in through broken windows, wrenching away wheels and body panels. They were clustered into gangs; some were visibly embroiled in combat with others or even themselves.

Shadowed forms rushed in and out of broken shop windows, arms full of anything they could carry, backs hunched over at a constant barrage from above. Objects of nearly every shape and size rained down, pelting those on the street below.

“What are they throwing from the windows?” Skyler asked, not really expecting an answer.

“Anything they can’t eat, burn, or trade,” Skadz replied.

Skyler considered that. “Driving away the refugees.”

“That, or just clearing space for ’em. I guess we better hope for that.”

They watched in silence as the area called Nightcliff drew near. Skyler could see the landing pad now, blissfully free of looters. The only people he saw within a few hundred meters of it were soldiers and police, many wearing riot gear. Checkpoints marked each intersection, at least the ones Skyler could see, in a rough circle around the Elevator complex. Farther out they became roadblocks. Some were made from portable barricades, others from vehicles stacked on top of each other by nearby loading cranes. A few were simply walls of armed and armored people, looking out instead of in, lit in haunting yellows and oranges by trash fires and the odd road flare.

“I’d call this a nightmare,” Skyler said, “but compared to Abu Dhabi …”

“Yeah.” Skadz shifted in his seat again. “Turf wars, looting, your basic hooligan shit. It’s like Birmingham after a right and proper football contest. I call that a welcome change, though I wouldn’t mind a little law and order the closer we get to that pad.”

Skyler focused on the landing site. The VTOL pads were four concrete disks, arranged in a curved layout around a massive fixed-base loading crane and flanked on either side by caged electrical junctions that no doubt provided capacitor spooling services. Broad, flat warehouses ringed the yard at a safe distance.

He guided the craft along what seemed like a natural path between buildings toward the landing area. Off to his left a sprawling mansion came into view. White and angular, the opulent villa looked wholly out of place next to all the service-oriented buildings.

“Wave to Neil,” Skadz said, imparting a mock cheer in his tone.

Skyler kept his hands at the controls.

His co-pilot smirked, the way only a street urchin could at such a display of wealth amid so much ugliness. “Think the old goat is inside, trying to make sense of all this?”

Skyler shook his head. “I’d guess he’s up above, riding things out. I would be.”

The radio crackled. “Dutch Cargo, hold position there, please.”

With a slight yank, Skyler leveled the bulky aircraft out into a hover at fifty meters altitude. A high-pitched whine surged from the straining ultracapacitors, loud even against the howling thrust of air being pushed through the craft’s massive ducted fans. His eyes danced toward the cap level readout. Just 5 percent remaining; a hover would burn through that in ten minutes. His hands began to sweat, but he kept them firmly on the stick and throttle. “Dutch Cargo, holding. What’s the problem, Nightcliff?”

“Unidentified ground vehicle approaching,” came the reply. “As a precaution we advise you back off to five hundred meters and await further instructions.”

Skyler glanced over his shoulder at Skadz. “I don’t think we have the cap for it.”

“Tell them, mate, not me,” Skadz said.

“Nightcliff, we’re low on charge. A second approach would be—”

The rapid blinking of muzzle flashes below killed the words in his mouth. Through the footwell window he could see the soldiers swarming toward the south end of the landing area, taking up positions along the main arterial road that approached from the southwest. Vehicles and barricades alike dotted the avenue. How a ground vehicle could “approach” through that mess Skyler had no idea.

Then he saw it, and understood.

Large steel plates had been welded to the front of the thing, forming a wedge. The tires were similarly hidden beneath improvised armor. Whatever the original truck had been, it was clearly powerfully built. As Skyler watched it knocked a streetcar aside like it was no more than a toy. Sparks flew from the plated nose of the thing as the guards’ barrage peppered the surface. The bullets did absolutely nothing.

“See that?” Skadz asked.

“Yes,” Skyler managed.

“They’re not going to stop it.”

The same thought had just flitted through Skyler’s mind. Whatever the driver’s intent … on a whim Skyler flipped the radio to the local police band. The cockpit filled with frantic chatter immediately.

“… Going for the base …”

“… AP ineffective. Repeat, piercing rounds ineffective.”

“Conserve ammo, there are civilians—”

“Everyone shut the fuck up!”

Skyler winced, despite himself. That last voice, though shrill, imparted a commander’s tone.

The voice went on. “This is Blackfield. We’ve got grenades ready here. They will not reach the Elevator tower under any circumstances. I don’t care if we all need to lie down in front of it. Rally on my position in case any malcontents get out of that thing when it pops.”

“Belay that,” a new voice said. “This is Chief Constable Braithwaite. If the intruder is packed with explosives and you set it off inside Nightcliff—”

“If we let it get close it will be ten times worse,” the one called Blackfield shot back.

“Find another way, that’s an order.”

Below, Skyler saw a trail of smoke suddenly lance between the line of guards and the oncoming truck. The grenade fell ten meters short, exploding in a brilliant flash of yellow. Shrapnel flew, leaving a thousand little smoke trails in the air.

“Goddammit, that was an order!” Braithwaite shouted through the speaker.

The truck lurched left. Not damaged, just a change of course. It veered ninety degrees and careened down a side street. From his vantage point Skyler could track the vehicle easily. He saw it turn again and barrel down a narrow alley between two warehouses. Then soldiers were scrambling. More shouting came over the radio as chaos won out over order.

“Maybe we should back off,” Skadz said. “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

The armored truck lurched again, sliding sideways into another street that faced in toward Nightcliff’s tower, behind where the guards had set up their final barricade. The vehicle surged forward then, building speed like an enraged bull now that its target, the base of the space elevator, lay directly ahead. There was nothing to block it. Skyler glanced at the soldiers, who were moving that way but far too slow, still unsure where the intruder had gone.

“Hold on to something,” Skyler said. He slammed the flight stick forward, tilting the craft’s nose nearly straight down. At the same instant he cut power to the engines, dropping the vehicle like a stone.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Skadz roared.

Skyler ignored him. He angled toward the speeding truck, turning to face it as his plane fell toward the ground. Somewhere in the cockpit a collision beacon started to chirp, high and scathingly loud.

“Bloody hell!” Skadz shouted again, gripping his armrests.

The armored truck careened on, oblivious to the aircraft about to meet it. At the last possible instant Skyler slammed the accelerator to pull and yanked back on the stick. The electric motors screamed to life. The whole cockpit shook with the force of it. Something cracked behind Skyler’s head. Skadz’s knees pressed hard into the seat from behind. Skyler winced, groaning against the sudden reversal of g-forces.

Somehow he managed to keep his eyes open just enough to watch through the footwell window. The driver of the truck hadn’t seen them. The vehicle did not slow or turn. It rolled straight into the sudden and massive flow of air being pushed by the aircraft’s huge vents. The vehicle’s nose lifted. Once the balance tipped it was all over. Heavy plates of armor did nothing against the sheer force of the airflow. The truck flipped upward, its rear sliding underneath from sheer forward momentum. With a massive clang that rattled Skyler’s teeth the vehicle slammed down onto its roof and came to rest.

Skyler leveled out and allowed the craft to gain some altitude. Below, a man in a white robe crawled from the driver’s-side door, spilling himself out onto the asphalt and crawling away. He tried to get up, tried to run, and then he was shaking violently as little red splotches appeared across his white garment from shoulder to knee. The driver jerked and stumbled before falling flat on his back, dead.

The soldiers moved up and surrounded the truck. They shot into the passenger window a few times. As they flowed around to the back, Skyler lost them from view. He’d seen enough.

A few minutes later, ignoring the angry commands from the controller in the tower, Skyler set down on landing pad four and killed the engines. It took a force of will to release the flight stick, releasing his fingers one by one.

His co-pilot, quiet for the last few minutes, let out a long breath in the newly silent cockpit. “That was brilliant, mate. Mental, but brilliant.”

“I thought you’d be angry.”

“How do you figure that?”

With a shrug Skyler said, “Risking ourselves just to help these guys out.”

“Ah, well,” Skadz said, unbuckling his harness, “next time you put my ass on the line I’d prefer a little heads-up. As for these blokes, I don’t care about them at all, that’s a fact, but the Elevator? Worth the risk if it is really the only thing keeping the rest of us safe.”

With that he extricated himself from the bulky chair and headed aft. Skyler finished the shutdown sequence, content to lose himself in the familiar task. He could handle this process with his eyes closed, but right now shutting out the world didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

The space elevator had changed the world, but that had been twelve years ago. He’d been a kid, wide-eyed with dreams of aliens and space travel. Adults wrestled with the implications of intelligent life beyond Earth, and even as he came of age he’d always been content to leave such matters to those wiser than himself. He’d just wanted to be a pilot, eventually maybe an astronaut.

Now everything had changed again. The boyish dreams that had guided his ambition were crushed along with everything else he ever knew. Everything save this cockpit, and the memories he carried of his brief military career. His family, his instructors, his friends and fellow soldiers … everyone he’d ever known, all dead. Or worse, transformed into a creature that was human only in shape.

He’d shot one of them in Abu Dhabi. Right between the eyes, from just two meters away. In the time it took the old man to fall to the ground Skyler had seen the change in his face. Perhaps it had just been an illusion, something projected from his own desperate hope, but he’d seen it. The return, in that crossing between life and death, of the human within.

Skyler had never shot anyone before this madness. He’d never done anything worse than punch a man in a drunken back-alley brawl over a skirt who wanted nothing to do with either of them. For the hundredth time in a week, Skyler wondered if he would have been able to pull the trigger on someone he knew.

Making sense of this world loomed beyond his mental capability. Better to leave solutions to the surviving power players and focus on what he could do. Let the great Neil Platz figure it all out. Offer to serve if the opportunity arose.

Voices drifted in from the cargo bay. Skadz and a few others. Skyler’s hand went to the harness buckle. He stopped himself, eased back in his chair, and flipped on the intercom.

“… the right thing to do,” Skadz was saying. “We made a snap decision. Sorry if anything was damaged, but from our vantage point—”

“Look, mate,” someone said, cutting him off, “you almost got a grenade up your backside. Next time you find yourself in the middle of a security operation you back off and stay the fuck out of it.” The voice, a man with a strong Australian accent, spoke in a hushed tone.

The tone of a slighted man, a bruised ego. The idea that someone could be worried about their reputation or jurisdiction given the billions dead or dying across the world just made Skyler sink farther back into his seat. He decided he wouldn’t move unless called. Let Skadz deal with it. If he’s so anxious to take credit for flipping that truck, he can take the fallout, too.

Boots clanged on the scaffold stairs that led to the aircraft’s side door, and a new voice came through the intercom speaker. “Two hundred and fifty kilos,” a man said. An older man, Skyler thought. Australian, but a bit more refined than the first speaker.

“Pardon?” Skadz asked.

“Two hundred and fifty kilos of explosives in the back of that truck, the blokes outside are estimating. Religious paraphernalia on the two occupants, who are unfortunately beyond questioning.” A pause. “Chief Constable Arthur Braithwaite,” the man said then. “We’re in your debt.”

“Skadz,” Skadz replied. “A nickname, and all I’m willing to share if you don’t mind,” he added at a presumed raised eyebrow.

“Fair enough. Welcome to Darwin.”

The slighted man spoke up again. “That grenade was just a warning shot. We could have—”

“That’ll be all for now, Mr. Blackfield. Thank you.”

“We had them—”

“Thank you.”

Silence followed, then boots on the ladder again, receding this time.

“Don’t mind him,” Braithwaite said. “We’re all a bit tense, I suppose. The security situation … well, you saw it for yourself. The disease is driving people insane whether they’re infected or not. A nasty business.”

“We heard Darwin was safe.”

Skyler flipped off the intercom and slipped out of his harness. He pulled the last three switches in his shutdown sequence to the off position and sat in the silence of the darkened cockpit. Before him lay a city under siege. The streets, those he could see, were a morass of people silhouetted against trash fires and the headlights of hastily abandoned cars. Everyone seeking shelter or defending it. A giant and lethal game of musical chairs too complex and fluid to wrap the mind around, like a fog that blocked sight of anything beyond the immediate surroundings.

He went back then, and shook Arthur Braithwaite’s waiting hand. “Skyler Luiken. Dutch air force. Or was, I guess.”

The old man nodded. “Tell me truthfully now, boys. You’ve really been exposed? No symptoms at all?”

“None,” Skyler said.

Skadz nodded. “We put down in Abu Dhabi for a bit, then Diego Garcia after that for almost a day. Before that I ran into Skyler in Amsterdam after everyone else … well, you know. We hoped there’d be more like us here.”

“Only one or two that I know of, sadly,” Braithwaite said, a genuine gloom in his wrinkled features. “The rest of us are confined here. A nine-kilometer radius around the Elevator, unless that changes, too.”

“Not a lot of space to work with,” Skyler said.

The man studied him for a second, then sighed. “Well, you both look like you could use a hot meal and a pint. I’ll take you to the cafeteria and get someone to find you some quarters.”

Skyler’s stomach growled at the prospect of real food.

“Once you’re settled,” Braithwaite added, “some doctors will want to examine you. Maybe …” He trailed off, a faint twinkle of hope in his blue eyes. “Look, I can’t order you to stay close, but if you’re really immune …”

“We’ll help any way we can.”

“My thanks.” His gaze gravitated to the sealed plastic crates, each labeled with their contents: DUPONT LEVEL-B HAZMAT, QUANTITY 50.

Skadz cleared his throat. “They were just sitting there in Diego Garcia. We thought … well, they might be useful, right? And nobody else was around.”

The police chief stepped up to one of the yellow boxes and ran a hand along it. “I’m not sure what would constitute a fair payment.”

“Well,” Skadz said before Skyler could speak, “take a crate now. Gesture of goodwill and all that. You’ll want to make sure they work, somehow. We can discuss the others later, once we all know the lay of the land.”

Skyler closed his mouth. He’d been ready to say “take them,” before Skadz stepped in. His new friend had a different way of thinking. Survival instinct mixed with business acumen. They would need both to thrive here.


Chapter Two

DARWIN, AUSTRALIA

21.APR.2278

A day later, in a room of white, Skyler sat on a paper-covered bed. He was naked save for a thin blue gown that covered his front. A team of doctors surrounded him, waiting for the vitals harness to complete the basic examination. An array of articulated arms and protrusions extended out from the box, sampling Skyler’s pulse, blood pressure, and reflexes. Imaging his eyes, mouth, ears, and nostrils. Foam-padded robotic fingertips probed his scalp, neck, spine, and abdomen.

The machine chirped the conclusion of its examination and rose back into the ceiling. One of the doctors stepped in and began the more delicate work. He took blood—three vials’ worth—from Skyler’s left arm, and moved on from there. Skin samples, hair samples, a swab of the tongue. On and on it went, all the while the doctors in the room talked quietly among themselves. Occasionally a runner would come in and summon one or more of them in hushed, urgent tones. They’d leave reluctantly, probably off to deal with an actual injury. The city was a mass of terrified, hungry savages, after all, and those were the ones without the disease. But the doctors always came back. They couldn’t resist the curiosity that had flown in from beyond the aura.

A thousand questions were asked. Allergies? Medications? Family medical history? Ever dabbled in experimental drugs or designer viruses? Did the Luchtmacht do anything to you? There’s no secrets now; you can tell us if they did. On and on it went.

“Lie down, please,” one said when the questions finally ended. She was an Indian woman with graying hair and a kind, wrinkled face. “We’re going to take you down the hall for an LMRI.”

“I can walk,” Skyler said.

The woman insisted, so Skyler lay back and allowed the team to escort him through the wide, white hallway outside. Through the door of the next room he caught a glimpse of Skadz undergoing his equally invasive exam. Skadz saw Skyler, too, and flashed a middle finger and a twisted-up face of mock horror. Skyler returned the obscene gesture and lay back, a mild headache nagging at him.

Scans of his brain were taken. So detailed that a datacube had to be fetched to store the three-dimensional imagery. Then he was wheeled to an elevator and taken up twenty stories to a recovery ward. “This floor has been cleared for you and … well, the others like you,” a nurse explained. Skyler was about to ask what that meant when the young man pushed him into a long room with two rows of beds—twenty at least—along the ubiquitous white walls. Skadz sat on one, still in his exam gown.

Only two other beds were occupied. A man lay in one, studying a personal comm. He glanced over at Skyler’s entrance and sat up. Neatly folded on the table next to his bed were military fatigues, though of what nation Skyler couldn’t tell.

A few bunks farther down the line lay a woman, one leg wrapped in bandages from ankle to waist. Her eyes were closed. An IV drip line snaked from her wrist to a clear plastic bag hanging from a chrome pole beside her. She had blond hair and an imposing build, tall enough that her feet dangled over the end of the bed.

“Turns out we’re not alone,” Skadz said. “Skyler, meet Jake.”

The man rose to his feet with a soldier’s practiced efficiency and shook Skyler’s hand.

“Immune, I take it?” Skyler asked.

“Yep,” Jake said. His face betrayed nothing.

“You’re military?”

He nodded. Again, the lack of expression.

“Who with? What’d you do?”

“Sniper,” Jake said flatly. “Australian Army.”

Skyler let go of the man’s hand. Sniper made sense. The man was calm, precise. His face conveyed, well, not confidence exactly but something between it and boredom.

Turning back to Skadz, Skyler jerked his chin toward the sleeping woman farther into the room.

Skadz only shrugged. “Don’t know about her, she’s been asleep. Now that we’re all here,” he said, his voice lowered to a conspiratorial level, “and without our minders hovering, perhaps the three of us could talk.”

Jake sat back down on his bed. An answer without answering.

Skyler sat across from him and nodded to Skadz.

“Jake here was just telling me a bit more about what’s going on,” Skadz started. “Seems the specifics of who’s running what around here, and above, are still being settled.”

“Makes sense,” Skyler said. “The world is suddenly a lot smaller.”

“Musical chairs,” Jake observed.

Skadz flashed the man a grin, then continued. “Be that as it may, there’s talk of putting some kind of militia together. They’re testing using hazmat suits as a way to venture out, and if it works they want a few hundred people who know the business end of a gun to go out there and clear the diseased from the land around the Elevator’s aura. A purge. Then they’re going to barricade us all in and wait for this all to blow over.”

“Assuming it ever will,” Skyler said.

Jake grunted.

“Stands to reason,” Skadz said, “they’re going to view us as particularly important in this operation. Maybe even put one of you in charge, with your backgrounds.”

“I’m not so sure.” At the puzzled expression on Skadz’s face, Skyler went on. “We represent a possible cure for, um, this thing.”

“SUBS,” Skadz said. “They call it SUBS. Synaptic Uncoupling … I forget the rest.”

Skyler spread his hands. “I think they’ll keep us here. Study us to the atomic level if they have to. We’re rare specimens to them, nothing more.”

“Well,” Skadz said, “I don’t know about you two but I can’t live like that.”

“I’m not sure we have any choice.”

“Of course we do.”

“You think they’ll just let us walk out of here?”

Skadz’s face twisted up, dubious. “They can’t exactly follow us.”

“This again,” Skyler said, shaking his head. “Look, do what you want, but this is no time to be selfish.”

“Jake?” Skadz asked, turning to the other man.

“Yeah?”

“You’re a quiet bastard, aren’t you?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Skadz grinned, despite himself. “Well, talk, man! What’s your take on all this?”

Jake glanced at each of them in turn, then looked down at his hands. “We, our kind, need to stick together.”

“Look, you two are military. This life-of-service bullshit is in your bloody genes. But that’s not for me, mates. I need something more. I need a life. I need to make my own decisions.”

“No one’s stopping you,” Skyler observed.

“Yeah, well,” Skadz said, “that’s the thing. Jake here is right. We need to be unified if we’re going to control our own destiny. A unified front, right? That shit only works if we’re unified.”

Jake nodded solemnly.

Skyler shook his head. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, I’m just saying I won’t leave. We can help these people, in more ways than just as specimens.”

“So let’s figure out a way to do that,” Skadz said, “where we’re not caged animals. All right?”

“Can I get in on this?”

The three men turned in unison to the new voice. The woman on the far bunk had woken. She’d propped herself on her elbows and winced as she tried to ease back toward the wall. Jake was up and at her side in an instant, a pillow clutched in his hand. He stuffed it behind her.

“Thanks,” she said.

“No problem,” Jake replied, returning to his own bunk.

“What’s your name?” Skadz asked.

The woman took a moment to let a wave of discomfort pass. “I’m Samantha. Everyone calls me Sam.”

“And you have the immunity, too?” Skyler asked.

She looked at each of them in turn before nodding once. Then her face twisted up, concern on her brow. “Wait. Are we it? Just the four of us?”

_

The group debated ideas for almost an hour, and when one of the nurses finally returned to fetch them, it was Skadz who spoke for them.

Skyler listened to the defiant words, watched the nurse’s face pale, and then sat back to wait as Arthur Braithwaite was informed that the patients had revolted.

_

“I really don’t have time for this,” Braithwaite said as he strode into the room.

“Well, make some,” Skadz shot back. “This is important.”

And so the negotiations began, and they lasted until well past sunset. Skyler let Skadz do most of the talking—the man had a gift for it, no denying that—and interjected only when he thought it would cut the palpable tension.

Jake said nothing at all. He seemed content to do whatever Skadz and Skyler wanted, or at least he planned to let them come to a deal and then he would decide if he wanted it or not. Sam voiced strong opinions, always taking Skadz’s side. But she lasted only ten minutes before the medications took over and sent her into an uneasy sleep.

In the end Braithwaite agreed. They all agreed, and thanks to some clever wordplay by Skadz, Braithwaite seemed to feel like he’d just brokered peace in the Middle East. The man brought in an assistant to draw up a formal agreement. A sickly-looking, stringy-haired man named Kip. He tapped on a slate as Braithwaite recounted the agreement.

“You’ll keep your aircraft,” Braithwaite said, “the …?”

“Melville,” Skyler said, before Skadz could interject. The Jamaican shot Skyler a somewhat furious glare at that, then somehow turned it into a grin like a schoolboy who’d just been pranked.

Braithwaite went on. “You’ll keep the Melville in a hangar at the airport, not here in Nightcliff as I’d hoped, on the condition that any excursions outside the known limits of the protective aura be cleared with the tower here. Our needs will take priority, with payment agreed upon ahead of time. Though, I have to warn you gentlemen it’s unclear at this point what will serve as currency in Darwin.”

“I’m sure we can figure something out,” Skadz said.

“Anything else you manage to bring back is of course yours to barter or use; we’ll make no claim to any of it. However, we reserve the right to inspect your cargo anytime we deem it necessary to do so. This will be true of anyone else leaving the city.”

Skadz perked up. “I thought it was just the four of us?”

“You’re the only immunes that we know of,” Braithwaite said, “but I was informed just before coming in here that the hazmat suits seem adequate protection against the disease. One does not need to remain near the Elevator, one simply needs to avoid contact with air that has not been scrubbed by it.”

“Interesting,” Skyler muttered, the ramifications settling like tumblers on a lock. Immunes wouldn’t be the only ones who could leave the city, but they could just stay outside longer than anyone else, and with more freedom of movement and use of senses. The news brought a mixture of relief and anxiety.

Samantha stirred. A sound just short of a fearful cry escaped her lips. The sound made them all jump, including her. Her imposing size, obvious even under the hospital blankets, combined with the set of her jaw and the cool look in her eyes, made Skyler morbidly curious as to what she’d been through that would bring her nightmares. The world beyond Darwin could break anyone if it could break her.

“What’d I miss?” Samantha asked, rubbing her eyes.

“We’re just talking details,” Skadz replied. He motioned for Braithwaite to continue. “You were saying, about the hazard suits?”

“Yes. Given our success with the outfits, there will be others able to find and recover that which the city needs to function. And, soon, taking the battle beyond our protective field.”

Here it comes, Skyler thought.

“You want us,” Skadz said, “to lead that effort?”

The police captain sucked in his lower lip and shook his head. “No. Well, maybe. Until the few doctors and scientists we have left finish analyzing the samples you provided today, I think it’s best you avoid excessive risk.”

“Good,” Skadz said.

Skyler glanced between them. “We’ll help if needed, of course.”

“Of course,” Braithwaite replied. “This leads me to one other condition of our deal, however.”

“Which is what?” Skadz asked.

The chief constable inhaled deeply. “Until we know if there are more like you, at least one of you should stay behind during any excursion outside. We can’t risk losing all four of you at once.”

“I can’t see how we can function as a team without the four of us,” Skadz replied.

“I’m sorry,” the man replied, “but this is nonnegotiable.”

“It’s fine,” Samantha said. “I’ll stay. I’m not going anywhere with this, am I?” She patted her bandaged leg.

“And when it’s healed? What if there’s still only us four?” Skadz asked.

Sam could only shrug.

“We’ll figure something out,” Skyler offered.

“Like what?” Skadz asked.

Skyler thought about it, finally gave a shrug that matched Sam’s.

For the first time since Braithwaite entered, Jake spoke up. “Easy,” the sniper said. “Priority one: Find more like us.”

_

The airport buzzed with activity. A few dozen aircraft had landed during the chaos of the first days of the disease, adding to an already crowded tarmac. It was an old airport, built long before the ultracap-fueled VTOL revolution. Instead of the modern array of heat-shielded launchpads, it had a three-kilometer-long runway plus all the usual ancillary taxi paths. Grafted on to this maze of concrete were dozens of hangar buildings and retrofitted launchpads. A new terminal to replace the original had been planned but construction had only ever proceeded as far as demolishing the original. Skyler gathered the shift in focus to Nightcliff, along with dozens of private launchpads atop buildings all across the metropolis, had alleviated much of the need for the new structure. Politics had probably gotten in the way.

In the aftermath of the disease the situation in and around the airport was chaotic, to say the least. Skyler once again let Skadz take the lead, this time in navigating the politics of the place. Residents, both old and new, claimed ownership of the various structures along the runway. Things evolved by the hour, with old recreational pilots showing up to claim their hangar and aircraft from squatters, then leaving a short time later with a payment that changed their perspective, or perhaps not leaving at all, having either rousted whoever had tried to claim their property or finding themselves at the wrong end of a gun for their efforts.

This all changed, somewhat, when the immunes arrived. News spread like floodwater, partly because of the rumored capabilities of the three men, and partly because they’d arrived with a sizable military and police escort. The legitimacy of such organizations might be in doubt, but the capability of their weapons no one questioned.

Skadz had a mandate from Nightcliff to pick a hangar, whichever he liked, and Skyler did not envy the task. There was not a place along the entire runway someone hadn’t claimed as their own. Whichever one Skadz chose would ultimately require an ousting.

“That one,” Skyler suggested, pointing toward a modest hangar. The building had a sign above the massive door that read CROC TOURS!

“Why?” Skadz asked.

“Near the middle, so we don’t feel like outsiders here. Plenty of room inside for the Mel. And look at the roof.”

“What about it?”

“Toward the back. That big flat section, like a sundeck or patio or something. We could grow some food up there.”

Skyler kept one last observation to himself. Of all the hangars they’d passed, this one seemed to have only a single occupant: an old sour-faced woman. She stood in front of the hangar door dressed in a dirty shift, arms folded across her chest and a dark scowl on her face. Scowl or not, she stood alone. And through the gap in the door behind her, there was no aircraft.

“The owner doesn’t look happy,” Skadz observed.

“Yeah, but she’s alone and I see no plane inside. Let’s talk to her.”

The woman resisted at first. Told them to leave, that she wasn’t leaving, that she wouldn’t sell or be bullied. Skadz proved adept once again in dealing with people. Charm seemed to radiate off the man, and inside five minutes they were sitting inside with the old lady, sipping iced tea, as the escort of soldiers waited outside.

“My husband and I ran this business for twenty-two years,” she explained, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“He was out there when …?” Skyler trailed off, silenced by the look in her eyes.

She held his gaze for a moment and then something broke inside her. She began to sob. Skadz moved to sit next to her and put his arm around her. A minute passed before she could speak. “Hal took four students out that day. Made him coffee that morning, and he didn’t say thanks. We’d fought the night before. About money, same as always. I never … I never thought the last time I’d ever see him we’d be angry at each other. It’s not supposed to end like that.”

“No, it isn’t,” Skadz said. The tenderness in his voice was genuine.

“You’re a pilot?” the woman said to him, suddenly.

“Nah, I’m just me. He’s the pilot.” Skadz gestured toward Skyler.

The old woman looked at him, then back to Skadz. “And it’s true what they said? You’re immune to the disease?”

Skadz nodded.

She gathered herself then. “You want my hangar. The hangar my husband and I ran our lives out of for so many years.”

Skyler held up his hands defensively. It was Skadz who spoke. “We did, but there’s no way—”

“It’s yours,” she said instantly. “On one condition. Bring him back. Bring Hal home so I can bury him.”

The rest was details. She needed a place to stay, and though Skadz offered to let her live on in the hangar, her desire to do so had vanished. Safe passage to her sister’s house in the Narrows was her request, and Skadz got one of the soldiers to agree to take her there.

Skyler didn’t know it then, but the return of remains from beyond the aura would be a constant request in the years to come. One that often led to trouble, and disappointment, and heartbreak. And, eventually, such a request would lead to a mission that changed the world, again.

_

“First things first,” Skadz said. “We need a safe house. Somewhere outside, stocked and secure. A place we can go if the shit goes down.”

Skyler shook his head. They’d been at it for hours, all through the afternoon and past a meager dinner. Heavy rain drummed against the thin sheet metal of the hangar roof, almost drowning the distant sounds of gunfire in Darwin’s anarchic slums. Almost, but not quite. Part of him wanted to be out there, helping. That part felt shackled, though. Hidden away beneath the shock of everything that had happened, and the distance of hope for what would come. The city was stratifying into the sort of place one would never willingly choose to live, much less thrive. It had become a prison for the last vestiges of humanity. At the airport’s lone functioning tavern someone had speculated it would take a few thousand years for humanity to return to its former glory, and that assumed the disease was cured tomorrow. Every day spent trapped here was a day closer to extinction.

The Melville rested in the center of the large hangar, her engines exposed, halfway through the laborious cleaning process. She’d be ready to fly in two days, Skyler thought. Whether or not he, Skadz, and Jake would have agreed on a first mission by then remained to be seen, but the chances seemed dim. Everything seemed dim. He felt a bit jealous of Samantha, still lying in that hospital bed. The token stay-behind, waiting for new skin to grow along her leg. Four weeks, the doctors estimated. He hoped they weren’t poking and prodding her too much.

“Hmm,” Jake managed to say at the safe-house idea. In the man’s parlance this constituted a stiff rebuke. Skyler liked Jake a lot.

“From my perspective,” Skyler said, leaning back in the folding chair in which he sat, “everything beyond the aura is our safe house. Why settle on one? If things get ugly here, we fly to an island. Somewhere isolated. And wait.”

“What if that island has no supplies we can use?”

“Not an issue,” Skyler said. “Stock the Melville with a week’s worth of food for three, and all we need is a place to charge her caps. We can do that just about anywhere.”

“Long as the grid remains up,” Jake interjected.

“Yeah,” Skadz agreed eagerly. “What he said.”

“There’s mini-thors everywhere. They’ll run for decades unattended. Power won’t be a problem for us for some time.”

Skadz folded his arms across his chest. “I’d still feel better if we had a place to go. Maybe something walking distance from the aura, in case we don’t have an aircraft to use someday.”

There was some wisdom in that. Skyler couldn’t bring himself to outright agree, not after so many hours of arguing, so he said nothing instead.

“Gentlemen, good evening,” a new voice suddenly said, from somewhere near the Melville.

Skyler fell over in his already-leaning chair. He scrambled to his feet. Skadz and Jake had fanned out to either side of the newcomer. Jake had a pistol in his hand, and stood with the sort of semi-crouch a trained killer used when cornered.

“Who the hell are you?” Skadz demanded. “How’d you get in here?”

“Relax, I am unarmed. My name is Prumble,” the man said. He had a mild New Zealander accent and a booming, jovial tone, like a journeyman playactor who never knew when to turn off the stage presence. “As for entry, that was trivial. The locks on this building are pathetic.”

“You broke into the wrong place, friend,” Skadz said.

“On the contrary,” Prumble said, “I didn’t break anything. The lock—and I use that term loosely—on your back door still functions just fine. In fact even the most astute forensic investigator would never know it had been tampered with. I was a locksmith in my past life, you see.”

Skadz, weaponless, glanced somewhat nervously at Jake and then Skyler. The three of them had been pestered endlessly about their unusual status since arriving. A number of people, from curious to downright crazy, had already come calling at the airport gate for them, only to be turned away.

“Be that as it may,” Skadz said, “you still came to the wrong place. Piss off.”

“I’m exactly where I want to be,” Prumble replied. “You’re the immunes, are you not?”

“So what if we are,” Skyler said. “Why are you here?”

“I’m here to offer my services,” Prumble replied. “Everyone is talking about you. And once people realize you’re able to move around outside the city they’ll never leave you alone.”

“Offering your services as a locksmith?”

“For a start.” Prumble came to stand between the three of them, his hands splayed out to show their emptiness. He bowed slightly. “I propose a trade.”

“What trade?” Skadz asked.

Prumble swiveled his head from speaker to speaker. “I will perform a full upgrade on the security of this building for you. And in exchange, I require something from beyond the aura.”

“What exactly do you need?” Skadz asked.

Skyler leaned forward, interest piqued. Lured in by the stage actor voice or the promise of something important, he didn’t know, but he already liked where this was going. It was one way to settle the argument as to the nature of the group’s first excursion, at least.

“There is a factory,” Prumble said, “in Perth, wherein a company called Kastensauer manufactures lock mechanisms. Are you boys up for a little adventure?”



This one’s for you, Jake.
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BLOOD STREAMED DOWN the inside of the tiny vial and pooled at the bottom. A finger, the source of the fluid, knocked against the glass with a dull thud.

Skyler turned the vessel over again. Fresh from its temperature-controlled sleeve, the vial felt cool against his skin. A small refreshment in the otherwise balmy cockpit.

The scene replayed again in his mind. The dead subhuman, half its scrawny body still smoldering, the scent of burned hair so strong that Skyler had retched. Then Samantha, always acting, never thinking, stood triumphant over the corpse. In one swift motion her dark combat knife flashed from a sheath on her calf, flashed again as she brought it down on the poor creature’s hand. Two fingers and half of a thumb skittered away. “Before it all burns,” she’d said.

“We only need one,” Skyler had replied when his nerves allowed.

Hair would have been simpler, cleaner, but the hair had all singed away. A messy piece of work, though the end result was all that mattered, or so he kept reminding himself.

“Visual on the Elevator,” Angus said from the pilot’s chair.

Skyler grunted acknowledgment and flipped the vial over again. The muscular digit was caked with dirt and ended in a yellow, cracked fingernail chewed to uneven length. It almost defied belief that it had been shorn from a once-human hand. Almost.

Even by subhuman standards, this creature had been extraordinarily aggressive. And part of a large pack, twice the typical “family.” Strange, yes, but thankfully in the past now.

He glanced up. Ahead, a series of lights marked the line of the Elevator cord. Eight climbers, Skyler counted, from the peaks of the clouds all the way to the stars above. He watched them long enough to discern which way they were going. Up, at the moment. Air and water then, for the Orbitals. Some spare parts, maybe. A little contraband thrown in for good measure.

He pictured the contents of his cargo bay, flush with spoils from a decaying Malay air force base outside Kuala Lumpur. Tomorrow, maybe the day after, one of those climbers would lift the items stowed back there. Paid for first, of course.

Skyler grinned. Success felt good. He’d almost forgotten the sensation. The finger alone would cover the mission’s cost, if the DNA matched.

“Do you want the stick back?” Angus asked.

The grim, hypnotic spell of watching blood slide down the glass tube vanished with the question. He slipped the vial back into its sleeve and sealed it. Out of pure habit he reached for the flight stick, then stopped himself. Old habits die hard. He balled his fist and pulled his hand away. “You handle it this time.”

“Sure?”

“You’re ready. Just take it slow.”

Angus turned in the pilot’s seat, trying to see Skyler over his shoulder and failing. A few seconds passed before the kid flashed a halfhearted A-Okay.

The Melville tilted forward and began to descend. Skyler leaned to his left and looked down, watching mountainous clouds rise toward them. Lightning danced beneath the purple morass, which grew and grew until finally the aircraft slipped into the thick haze.

A ghostly fog roiled around the cockpit window for less than ten seconds and then they were through. Once below the storm, monsoon rain pelted the cockpit window and hammered against the fuselage.

Another minute went by before they passed under the storm. Over Darwin itself the sky was clear, such a rare thing in wet season. A nice welcome to their return.

“Aura’s Edge,” Angus said. “In ten, nine …”

Skyler closed his eyes. Some small part of him wanted to feel it, wanted to know the Elevator’s strange aura on a physical level. The invisible field emanated roughly nine kilometers out from the space elevator before abruptly ending. It protected those within from the alien disease that had laid waste to the rest of the planet. How, or why, the aura did this was as much a mystery as the Elevator itself.

“… five, four …”

The shifting, rippling effect ended in a zone coined Aura’s Edge. A no-man’s-land where the protection faded.

Skyler leaned his head back against the copilot’s seat. He would feel nothing. He never did; nor did the rest of his crew. The disease had no effect on them.

They were immune, an inescapable fact. A blessing and curse, a trait few others shared. Very few.

“… three …”

Though immunity allowed him to leave the city at will, there remained that small part of him that wanted to be normal, to be trapped like all of the rest of them. He didn’t want to be special. Or sought after. Truth be told he’d rather be back in the Netherlands, flying mundane patrols for the air force, living a good life. But that was a long time ago, in a different world.

“… two, one … mark.”

The aircraft bucked.

Not much, but Skyler felt it. Damn fine timing for a spell of turbulence, he thought. An embarrassed laugh escaped his lips.

Below, out the window, trash fires dotted the city’s edge. Small crowds huddled around the flames for protection more than warmth. The worst-off lived here, so far out from the Elevator, so close to the Clear. Skyler thought it must be like living on the edge of a cliff.

“Weird. Did you feel that bounce?” Angus asked. Then, “Oh, shit. Look at this.”

Skyler glanced up. The kid’s voice had shifted from wonder to fear.

Something had changed, ahead of them. Skyler couldn’t decide what—

“Where’d the climbers go?” Angus asked.

The lights on the cord were gone. “What in the world?”

The wireless crackled. “Melville, this is Nightcliff control,” a panicked voice said over a hiss of static. “What the hell did you do?”

Skyler’s throat went dry. He could only stare at the thin strip of sky where the climbers had been.

“Melville! Answer or be shot down!”

“Angus,” Skyler said, ignoring the radio. “Hover here.”

The kid nodded and tilted the aircraft back, switching to vertical thrust.

“Think, think,” Skyler whispered to himself. He leaned forward in his seat, as if a few extra centimeters would give him a better view. Squinting, Skyler traced a line from the tip of Nightcliff’s tower.

There, against the dim clouds, he saw the black shape of a climber, motionless on the cord. Not vanished, then, just dead.

Loss of power? he thought. It shouldn’t be possible. Something about friction with the atmosphere, he remembered. The Elevator couldn’t help but generate power. In the five years since he first came to the city, he’d never seen Darwin’s skyline without the awe-inspiring sight of climber vehicles gliding their way along the cord, taking fresh air and water up to the Orbitals, or bringing food back down.

“Melville,” came the garbled voice again. “Last warning.”

Skyler absently tapped the transmit button. “Nightcliff, this is the Melville. Don’t fire. We’re holding position. What happened?”

Even as he waited for a response, Skyler saw the beacon lights on the climber cars flicker, then come back on at full brightness.

A few seconds later they turned off again. One by one this time, in perfect sequence from space down to the fortress.

Minutes passed. Skyler felt a trickle of sweat run down the side of his face and he mopped it away with the back of his hand.

A blast of static from the tiny speaker preceded the controller’s voice. “You will reroute to Nightcliff and submit to inspection. Failure to comply will result in the destruction of your vessel. Any delay will result in the destruction of your vessel. You have thirty seconds to acknowledge.”

The order rattled Skyler like a sick joke. The mission had been flawless, a masterpiece, until this. Inspection. He shook his head. All their hard work, dashed with that loaded word.

“What do I say?” Angus asked. He strained against his harness to glance over his shoulder at Skyler.

The young man’s brown eyes pleaded for reassurance. Skyler could only shrug. “Stall,” he said. “I’m thinking.”

He tried to conjure a memory of the last inspection. It must have been two years ago. More than that. They’d claimed fear of a flu epidemic on that occasion. A case of vodka had settled the matter, if he remembered right. He’d been the pilot then, stuck in the cockpit, uninvolved. This time it would be his neck on the chopping block.

The first successful mission in months, since Skyler took over the captain’s chair.

And now this. Inspection. Goddammit.

They probably just wanted a handout. The pick of the litter from a returning scavenger ship. Maybe they’d blinked the climbers’ lights on purpose, now that he thought about it. A clever ploy, really.

He ran through a mental tally of the Melville’s cargo bay. For two days they’d rummaged through the abandoned complex, and they’d packed the old girl full. There’d be no shortage of goods to bribe Nightcliff with. The trick would be steering them away from the high-value items. The specific requests.

The neoprene sleeve hanging from the back of the pilot’s seat caught Skyler’s eye. He thought of the morbid contents within, and the commune that had pooled their money to have the evidence recovered. A lot of money, in fact, along with the promise of six crates of fresh food. Even after Prumble’s cut, it was too tempting a reward to pass up. “All we want is to know the fate of our father. Bring us something, anything, that we can give a proper burial.”

Like a finger. Skyler yanked the container from its cord and slipped it into his inner jacket pocket.

He activated the intercom. “Sam, Jake, I need you to bury that welder.”

A few seconds passed before Samantha replied. “We could toss it overboard. Pick it up later.”

“Negative. We’re over the Maze.”

“You’re not going to land, are you? Call their bluff,” she said. “They won’t waste a missile on us.”

Skyler bit back an urge to argue. The welder, a special model suitable for work aboard a space station, had a large reward associated with it. The highest out of everything they carried. Trying to wrestle it back from the occupants of the slum below them would be difficult, and very dangerous.

Angus interrupted the thought. “Five seconds. We’d better answer them.”

Unhappy with the alternative, Skyler sighed. “Acknowledge it. Change course for Nightcliff, and drop to two hundred meters.”

Within seconds the aircraft began to turn and descend. The fortress of Nightcliff, which surrounded the Elevator’s base, came into view.

Samantha’s voice crackled over the speaker. “I guess we’re playing along then?”

“We can’t risk our lift privs, Sam. Can you and Jake go through the crates and put anything valuable at the bottom?”

With a frustrated groan, she said, “Aye, aye,” and clicked off.

Skyler grunted. He thought of placing a few choice items near the door—an unspoken bribe—but that might backfire.

Through the rain-streaked canopy, Darwin looked like it had for years: a nearly perfect circle of chaotic slums and dense shanty neighborhoods, graduating to taller buildings toward the center. Gardens flourished on the more defensible roofs.

At the heart of it all, perched on the coastline, the fortress of Nightcliff surrounded the space elevator.

A flotilla of derelict barges and rusting cargo ships radiated out into the ocean beyond. The sea, a garden in its own right, provided a haul of fish that shrank a little every day.

“The climbers aren’t moving,” Angus said.

Skyler looked from the tower at Nightcliff all the way up to the clouds. Sure enough, the climbers were frozen in place.

“Very strange,” he said. He kept deeper concerns to himself. No traffic on the Elevator meant no trade. No way to move the goods they’d plucked from Malaysia.

Damn the luck, he thought.

Angus did another half turn in his seat. “Should I ask Nightcliff about it?”

“Don’t bother,” he said. “We’ll know soon enough.”

Angus guided the Melville in a wide arc to approach the fortress from the east, as instructed, handling the gusting winds with quiet precision.

“Mind your altitude,” Skyler said. The kid flew with natural skill, and giving him the pilot’s seat, even for brief periods like this, built confidence. Yet even as the Melville leveled off for her approach to Nightcliff, Skyler caught himself mimicking the pilot’s actions. He loved to fly, to feel the bond between man and machine. The desire flowed deep within his psyche. Passing on the flight duties felt like the end of a lifelong friendship.

Someone has to lead, he reminded himself. With a smirk he contemplated putting Angus in the captain’s chair. The thought of returning to the simple pleasure of flying would almost make it worthwhile.

The sun, now set, left only a thin red smear along the western horizon. Darwin hid mostly in shadows. It looked almost peaceful from above—a cruel deception.

Few structures had electricity this far from the Elevator. Those that did were fueled by miniature thorium reactors buried deep underground. Based on the large payments offered to Skyler for finding spare parts—breakers, insulated wire, and the like—he knew such buildings were prized among the citizens. Electricity meant power, in every sense of the word. The ability to run lights, an air conditioner, or even spool capacitors could make all the difference in laying claim to a neighborhood.

Closer to Nightcliff, the buildings became taller. Gardens blanketed every rooftop, giving the skyline an eerie, forest-like silhouette in the waning light. The gardens were defended even more jealously than power sources. The wealthy, if they could be called that, barricaded themselves into the upper floors in order to protect their private food supply, their cisterns of water. Garden owners did not have to squabble over rationed food sent down from orbit. They could live in relative ease, trading any surplus for whatever goods and services they required. Like the recovery of the bodily remains of some left-behind patriarch. Skyler patted the vial inside his jacket.

These rooftop denizens could not, however, leave their penthouse enclaves. Not without a healthy, trusted escort. The price of success.

Darwin’s poorest lived at street level, cut off from the rooftops. They were wholly reliant on food grown in orbit for their survival, and they fought for every scrap. Some had informal jobs, running errands for the garden owners or extracting protection fees from the neighborhood street vendors. Swagmen, pickers, thieves. A skill of any sort all but guaranteed a life in modest comfort. Bicycle repairmen were cherished as much as midwives.

To be a scavenger, like Skyler, brought with it a celebrity status and all the problems that entailed. Everyone needed something from the outside, but few could pay.

The thrum of the Melville’s engines changed as Angus shifted power to the vertical thrusters. Glancing forward over his pilot’s shoulder, Skyler could see the wall of Nightcliff clearly now. They’d fly over the massive barrier in less than a minute.

He felt a trickle of sweat run down his back. “Sam, Jake, how’s it going back there?”

“We need more time,” Samantha said over the speaker. “One crate to go.”

Skyler cursed.

“Should I hover here?” Angus asked.

“No, it’ll just look suspicious.” He tapped the intercom. “There’s no more time, Sam. Hurry it up.”

“And if we find something truly offensive?”

At that Skyler paused. He knew what she really meant: Should we hide it? Her preference, of course, would be to do just that.

“Captain, take a look at this,” Angus said.

Skyler leaned forward to get a better view over Angus’s shoulder.

A knot formed in his gut at the sight ahead.

Outside Nightcliff’s southern gate, in Ryland Square, a massive crowd churned and roiled. People streamed in from every adjacent alley.

A riot, Skyler realized.

Enforcers formed a line in front of the gate. Their black batons rose and fell like a millipede’s legs. Pockets of white tear gas obscured the center of the square. Through the haze Skyler could just make out a large cargo container lying on its side. Ragged citizens, clutching bits of cloth over their faces, swarmed over the contents like ants. On the edge of the crowd, Skyler could see children throwing bits of debris toward the fortress.

“What the hell is going on?” Angus asked, shades of hysterics in his voice.

“Just relax,” Skyler said. “Breathe, nice and deep. Stay on course.”

The intercom crackled, and Samantha spoke. “Skyler? What do you want us to do? There’s some onc-rope back here.”

Octanitrocubane cord. He recalled it from his military training and winced. High explosive shaped in the form of a rope. Nasty stuff, perfect for precise explosions. Just the type of thing Nightcliff wanted as far away as possible. The fortress had one mandate above all else: Keep the Elevator safe. Such weapons were seen as a threat to the alien-built device.

Stunned by the view of the riot, and the dark, frozen climbers on the Elevator, Skyler muttered, “I don’t know, Sam. I don’t know.”

“We either hide it or throw it overboard,” she said. “You pick, Captain.”

He doubted that the third option, to let Nightcliff have it, even occurred to her. She just didn’t think that way. Skyler did, and he judged that such a prize might keep the inspectors from taking too much else. Assuming they believed it hadn’t been fetched on purpose.

“We’re over the wall,” Angus said.

“Sam,” Skyler said, “we’re inside. We can’t toss it.”

As he watched, the huge fortress wall passed under them, obscuring the view of the riot. He had a vague awareness of Angus negotiating a landing pad with the controllers in the fortress tower. The aircraft lurched as the young man adjusted their course.

“Easy, Angus,” Skyler said. “Deep breaths.”

“Sorry.”

“Can you handle this? I’m going in back.”

“I’ll try,” Angus said.

Skyler tapped the intercom again. “Leave the explosives where they are, Sam. If they’re found, so be it.”

“I knew you’d say that,” she replied.

In the cargo bay, Samantha and Jake crouched over a green hard-shell case with white block letters painted on the top and sides. They were sorting clips of ammunition. A storage locker on the wall next to them stood open, already half-full.

“We can say it’s ours,” Jake said, “not from the mission.”

Insurance against a total confiscation of the cargo, Skyler translated, and he couldn’t blame them. Bullets served as currency in much of Darwin. And they certainly had their use beyond Aura’s Edge. Skyler nodded agreement and continued on.

Samantha stood and blocked his path. Well over two meters tall, she stooped slightly in the crowded compartment. Upright she’d tower over him, but when she was hunched over, their gaze met. Her long blond hair had been tucked under a camouflage cap, accentuating already sharp features. “You’re letting Angus land?”

“Sam … not now.”

He skirted by her and worked his way to the rear loading ramp. The aircraft banked steeply as Angus guided her down, forcing Skyler to grasp frayed nylon straps hanging from the wall for support.

The items recovered on the mission filled six large wooden crates arranged in a line down the center of the bay, held in place by yellow plastic nets anchored to hooks on the floor. Despite the hurried search, the crates still looked secure.

“Good work,” Skyler said. “Like you never touched it.”

A dull thud from below marked the Melville’s landing, followed by a rapid decline in the hum from her engines.

“Nicely done, Angus,” Skyler said into the intercom.

“Thanks. There’s … ah … a bunch of soldiers waiting outside.”
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