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CHAPTER ONE

  


  


“SAY IT AGAIN.” McGuire’s tone was measured, you might even say good-natured. He didn’t look up, apparently fascinated by a curved scar running the length of his broad hand. Only when a moment had passed without response did he return his attention to the figure before him. The man lay crumpled on the cracked parquet floor, his limbs bent at unlikely angles. A bubble of blood issued from the corner of the man’s swollen mouth, and a shallow, indistinguishable murmur followed.

McGuire stepped forward and crouched beside the figure. The man’s glassy, wide eyes blinked once, slowly. McGuire very carefully pushed aside a matted lock of the man’s hair and held his lips close to his scabby ear. “I’m sorry,” McGuire whispered sweetly, “I didn’t quite get that.”

With a cough and a bloody froth, the man spoke again, louder. “Zircnosk,” he hissed, his ruined body trembling.

McGuire straightened up, his thickset, grizzled features suddenly animated. He whirled around to address the squat bloke who stood propped in the doorway, arms folded, watching.

“Fuckin’ Zircnosk!” McGuire exclaimed, in his excitement almost tripping over a cable snaking across the floor.

“Fuckin’ A,” responded Baxter, with practised nonchalance, returning to the stubby roll-up cigarette he’d been nursing for the past hour or so. When he noticed that McGuire was gazing at him he grinned, with yellow, uneven teeth. His eyes darted back and forth between McGuire, the man on the floor, and a fizzing television screen showing fleeting red and black shapes and patterns.

McGuire bounded up to Baxter and grabbed the smaller man by the face, crushing his pockmarked features together and forcing him to look directly at him.

“You’ve no fuckin’ idea who Zircnosk is, have you?” McGuire searched his friend’s expression.

“No,” acknowledged Baxter awkwardly. “Sorry, Boss.”

McGuire let out a full throated laugh and released the squat little man with a playful slap on the face. “Only Jack fucking Zircnosk.”

Baxter’s grin remained fixed, brow furrowed.

“Didn’t you ever read the fuckin’ papers, mate, or watch anything other than porn?” asked McGuire, but Baxter’s expression stayed blank. The bigger man sighed. “The bloke that nailed the Montgomerys?” Still nothing. “He was a copper, mate. A fuckin’ tough nut, too. Makes perfect sense.”

Now Baxter inclined his head a fraction in apparent recognition. “Oh, yeah. The Montgomerys. Bastards.”

McGuire stared at him. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

Baxter’s ripped black T-shirt offered glimpses of a striated burn scar that enveloped a substantial portion of the man’s torso, his left shoulder and the lower part of his neck. McGuire found Baxter frustrating in the extreme, but he was loyal and normally reliable in carrying out focussed—you might even say simple—tasks. As he gazed at him, McGuire noted with pleasure a touch of fear entering into those otherwise empty eyes. The poor fucker wasn’t entirely without sentience. Abruptly McGuire clapped Baxter heartily on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, mate. The important point is we’re one step closer. Capiche?”

Baxter nodded again, more vigorously, presumably at pains to indicate his understanding, “Yeah, I capiche, Boss. You want me to find out if this Zircnosk fella’s still kicking?”

McGuire licked his dry lips. “You got it, man. And if not him, then one of his underlings. One of ’em has gotta know something.”

Baxter’s forehead creased again; McGuire could almost hear the intermittent sparking of his synapses. “Um, there was a camera, boss. When we brought this guy in. Nice piece of kit. Wilcox thought we might use it for the, y’know, television station. Y’know, if we can get it running.”

“Ah, right,” nodded McGuire, suddenly thoughtful. “Good idea. Speak to the masses. I like it. Only...” His eyes alighted on the cable feeding from the back of the television set and disappearing beneath the man on the floor. Baxter’s gaze followed the cable too, before flicking to the television. Across the screen flittered largely indeterminate red and black shapes, and then occasionally something pumping, bloody and oddly familiar.

“Oh,” said Baxter, unable to contain his disappointment. “So that’s where it went.”

“Surprisingly good image,” observed McGuire. He moved to a table upon which sat a collection of dented, bowed metal shapes, including a crude helmet. McGuire picked up one of the smaller pieces of iron and began to strap it to his shoulder.

“Good thing we got that generator running, eh?” said Baxter cheerfully, stepping forward to help. “No telly without that.”

“Uh-huh,” nodded McGuire distractedly. By now he’d pulled on both of the iron shoulder plates and was affixing a metal breastplate to himself.

Baxter paused thoughtfully in his attempts to secure a back plate to McGuire. “I guess that screaming was him...”

“‘Resisting’?” offered McGuire. “Yeah, there was some resistance. I guess it chafed.”

“It’s a big camera,” reflected Baxter, cigarette still hanging from the corner of his mouth.

“It’s called a colonoscopy, mate. Standard procedure.”

“Uh-huh,” nodded Baxter. “Standard procedure. I see, Boss.”

“Are you fixing this armour to me or are you feeling me up, you fucker?”

Baxter sniffed and stepped back. “Sorry, Boss. All done now. What do you want me to do with Laughing Boy here?”

By now McGuire had pulled the iron mask over his head and was carefully positioning the letter box slit over his eyes. He could feel the helmet’s history in the sundry dents and bullet holes that scored and ripped its surface. A more recent addition was the stylised skull and crossbones daubed in flaking white paint on the front.

McGuire strode past Baxter, his words muffled. “I don’t care, mate. Something creative, eh? And make it quick—the fucker’s suffered enough.” Before he exited, he swept up two Uzis from their resting place atop a dust-covered mahogany bureau.

He heard the door slamming shut in his wake and continued along the carpeted corridor through the crumbling Romanesque grandeur of the building. Simple and focussed. Yep, that was Baxter. As he clunked down a succession of staircases, his iron suit scraping and clanking with each solid footfall on the torn, dusty carpet, a familiar chant from below became gradually audible.

He emerged amidst the fluted columns atop the building’s front steps. Parliament House had been built some one hundred and fifty years previously, the high, vaulted roof and covered entrance designed to ameliorate the worst effects of the Melbourne heat in days long before air conditioning. Clapped in his armour, he welcomed the marginal cool offered by the shade. The fifty or so people gathered in the space beyond enjoyed no such defence from the midday sun. Some had furnished makeshift cowls from their torn, grimy clothes in an effort to protect their burnt, scabby faces, to little real effect. When the Cull happened, sun block disappeared faster than petrol and almost as quickly as tucker.

They were chanting his name with an intensity he had come to expect. Initially he’d speculated—absently, and to himself—that starvation, illness and perpetual fatigue might have dampened it, but it wasn’t the case. If anything the mantra had become more resolute, more committed over time. With each utterance of the words they thrust their arms in fist-clenched salute, just like they’d been taught, their features pinched with determination. And there, lurking at the perimeter of the group, were their teachers: muscular, tattooed men and women, hands resting on assault rifles, bandoliers strung across their scarred chests, eyes hidden behind cracked, glinting sunglasses.

McGuire marched along the top of the steps, as ritual demanded, and then back again, his audience’s gaze following. As he strode, sweat trickling down his body, he reflected that he owed a debt of gratitude to that poor fucker with the camera shoved up his arse. He’d recognised the sharp-jawed, sharp-suited huckster the moment Baxter and Wilcox brought him in; his name was Danny Kline, a TV presenter host Back in the Day, back before the blight that fucked the world. He’d presented a show called Livewire, Tuesday nights on 13th Street. It was a sort of fly-on-the-wall mixture of shitty reconstructions and police helicopter footage, strung together with Kline’s earnest to-the-camera homilies. Armed robberies, murders, the bloodier the better. Any gang member worth their scars watched it avidly. During each show Kline would sit on his desk condemning the sickening offences with a twinkle in his eye, a glimmer that told you all you needed to know about the relationship between the criminal classes and the journo fraternity.

Baxter and Wilcox had apparently found Kline wandering around town with his camera, videoing all and sundry, gibbering to anyone who’d listen about the importance of what he was doing. His sharp jaw looked like it had been blunted a few dozen times, and his sharp suit had been ripped to buggery, but it was definitely him. Initially McGuire had been a little starstruck, excited to meet a sort of hero. But McGuire had laughed long and hard when he’d realised Kline still spoke in that bizarre patois beloved of local news broadcasters, stringing together disparate subjects to prove some ill-conceived connection. McGuire thought it was probably as much a relief to Kline as it was to him when the torture started and it became increasingly difficult for Kline to talk at all. Ironic that it was only when the gabby fucker had been rendered virtually incapable of speech that McGuire actually extracted the information he needed.

When the shit hit the proverbial fan and McGuire had to run for the Bush, it was Kline that gave him his name, his brand. Dead Kelly he’d christened him, invoking a title and a legend from another time. The rest of the media had apparently taken it up with drooling enthusiasm; Christ knew it had stuck. Here he was, over two years since Kline had given him the moniker, a full year and a half after the Cull that had eradicated most of humanity. TV, the internet, governance, civil society, that was all gone, but the name endured. So McGuire kinda owed Danny Boy one, and McGuire always returned a favour: that’s why he’d told Baxter to make it quick.

Anyway. Better concentrate. Sure the ritual was well-established, but he liked to appreciate the sensation. Otherwise it was just going through the motions, and where was the fun in that? The people would continue shouting his name for as long as he let them, and on occasion he had delighted in making them grow hoarse with their adoration. He let rip with both the submachine guns, a short burst of fire into the air to grab their attention. It did the job, silence descending along with the clatter of the spent cartridges. The crowd panted as they looked to him atop the steps, deep-set eyes wide in anticipation. Nancy the Nun, one of his most trusted lieutenants, strode forward and relieved him of the guns, as protocol decreed.

McGuire turned, reached down and heaved a sack hidden behind one of the columns into view, like some demented fucking Father Christmas. The people seemed to sway together, as though they were one entity, and he noted with delight that some of them were smacking their lips. With a theatrical flourish he reached into the sack and pulled out the first couple of tins. They were dented, and the labels had long since vanished. Christ knew what they contained. A constant feature of life in the post-apocalyptic world was that you never quite knew what each new day would bring, or what was around the next corner. Rarely were the surprises pleasant, it had to be said, and often they were extremely fucking perilous. So somehow it seemed only fitting that the contents of a tin of food be as unpredictable as everything else.

With a sudden fluid movement, he heaved the first of the cans at the audience, and then the second. The first glanced a floppy-haired bloke in his twenties on the side of his skull, and he collapsed backward, much to the merriment of the armed guards looking on. The people scrabbled around and over the young man’s jerking form, desperate to seize the prize. The second tin hit the cracked, rubble-strewn paving stones and exploded, sending syrup and some sort of orange fruit in all directions. Probably peaches, McGuire mused.

He launched a third missile. This time a middle-aged woman managed to actually catch the tin. She clutched it defiantly to her bosom, flashing scowls at the encroaching crowd. McGuire watched his soldiers, several of whom were pivoting warily on the spot. They were under instructions to intervene, but only if the situation looked like it might turn nasty. The thing of it was, their judgement couldn’t always be relied upon. He knew, as always, that it was up to him to manage the situation.

He lofted the next tin in his hand, then lowered it with mock exhaustion, as though the effort of feeding his people had become too much for him. In response, the frenzied crowd grew suddenly subdued, as if they felt shameful, and the guards in their turn visibly relaxed.

McGuire smiled to himself behind his iron mask. This was what he wanted. It was what they wanted: the people, the guards. To be dominated, to be shown what to do, to be shown how to behave in this strange new world where nothing was certain except danger. That was his role, that was why he had become Dead Kelly. All he asked in return was that they give themselves over to him. Absolutely, and in every facet of their being.

Before he could lob the next can he became aware, even within the constraints of the mask, of someone near him, hiding behind one of the fluted columns, out of view of the desperate crowd. McGuire turned and saw a red-haired child peering out at him, green eyes wide in curiosity, stubby hands pressed hard against the edges of the pillar’s base. McGuire felt the curved scar on his hand aching.

The child was Dead Kelly’s legacy. As he stared at the lad, encased in his iron mask, Kelly McGuire remembered why.
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CHAPTER TWO

  


  


MCGUIRE LOWERED THE binoculars and blinked in the harsh light. He’d identified it as a Cessna the moment it detached itself from the cloudless sky. There was no way this was an intentional landing. The terrain around here was dramatically hilly, and those areas that weren’t dominated by snowy gums tended to be rock-strewn heaths or bogs. McGuire half-wondered if the plane was trying for the Alpine Way, although given its trajectory and the way it had begun to pitch dramatically from side to side, it was more likely to end up smacking into the Thredbo.

From his vantage point, in a recess in the rock wall, McGuire listened. Only the rustling of the trees and rippling of the river reached him across the surging landscape. Nothing else. By now he should have been able to hear the plane’s engine. It must have stalled. McGuire lifted the binoculars to his eyes and watched as the Cessna’s undercarriage skimmed the tops of the trees before becoming entangled, forcing it into a sudden ungraceful flip. As it landed on its top, the crunch of metal reverberated across the landscape, sending a couple of maggies cawing into the sky.

McGuire pulled on his backpack, shouldered his ACR and launched himself down the slope. He hurtled across the rocks, nimble despite his muscular frame, occasionally grabbing for the brim of his Akubra. The crash site came into view some way away, the overturned aircraft suspended among the trees, rocking precariously. The closer he got, the more it became evident that the machine had only narrowly avoided smashing into the river, courtesy of the ancient gums. He could see movement up ahead; a figure on the ground, clearly injured, struggling to pull himself through the undergrowth before the aircraft finished its descent and crushed him. McGuire continued his approach, releasing his backpack and priming the assault rifle.

“Stay where you are,” growled McGuire, steadying the weapon on the man.

“Oh, thank God,” said the bloke, turning to look at him, offering a sweat-drenched, pallid face. His lower body was caught up in a tangle of branches he must have brought with him as he fell. He’d clearly sustained a leg injury.

McGuire appraised the situation. The fella was short and slight. He didn’t constitute any particular threat. The same could not be said for the plane, which screeched menacingly above, its weight beginning to strain the branches to breaking point. After all he’d been through, McGuire was hesitant to risk his own life on a half-arsed rescue attempt. Then again, there was a reasonable chance the bloke might possess some useful information. On balance, probably worth the risk.

McGuire hurled himself toward the man, dropping to a half-kneeling squat as he reached him. He unleashed the Bowie knife from the sheath strapped to his shin, causing the bloke to flinch in horror, unsure as to McGuire’s motives. The man relaxed a little as McGuire began to saw through the branches entangling his lower body, grimacing as the gradual release of the branches afforded him abrupt but painful movement. McGuire continued to extract him, his face a mask of determination. Above them, the plane’s carcass shrieked like a trapped animal.

The last branch severed, McGuire sheathed the knife, grabbed the man by the shoulders and began dragging him through the undergrowth. The stranger was too injured to move himself, shuddering in pain with every step.

The plane gave an ear-splitting screech and shifted position; McGuire risked a glance upward, then redoubled his efforts. The plane was now hanging vertically, its crushed tail pointing downwards, swaying threateningly. McGuire heaved the man aside just as the Cessna crashed to the ground, its tail concertinaing, wings ripping free as its bulk flopped spectacularly to one side.

McGuire deposited the man on a rock beside the river. He’d either been thrown from the plane or had managed to drop from it after it flipped over. His leg was lacerated to the extent that McGuire could see the bone. No wonder he’d provided such piss-poor assistance in his own rescue.

“What happened?” demanded McGuire.

“It was Greg, my brother. He said he could fly the fuckin’ thing. Get us away, see if it was any better in the north...” The man shook his head hopelessly. “We thought we’d be okay. Sure, he had some of the symptoms, but only mild. He said he could fuckin’ well fly it. For fuck’s sake. I didn’t know what to do. There was nowhere to land. This place—”

“What symptoms?” McGuire interjected.

The man stared at him in astonishment. “What? What do you mean?”

“What symptoms?” reasserted McGuire. What little patience he possessed was waning rapidly.

The bloke boggled at him. “How long have you been out here? Don’t you know?”

“Know what?”

“The fucking epidemic. My God, you don’t know...” He peered at McGuire, eyes narrowing. “How can you not fucking know? How fucking long have you been out here?”

McGuire shrugged. “I’ve been out here... months.”

“Months?” The bloke said the word like he could barely comprehend what it meant. Then suddenly he was garbling, the words cascading from him like he had to get rid of them, like they were fucking toxic. “We thought it was just a wind-up at first, y’know, like always. A load of Aussie tourists came back from Uttar fucking Pradesh or somewhere with some weird flu-like virus. Before you know it they’re all fucking dying, and anyone who’s come into contact with them is dying. This is Sydney, mate. Sydney. Then suddenly there are dozens more cases in Tassie and Brisbane and fucking Queensland. At the same time it’s all over Tokyo and Kinshasa and London and Reykjavik, everywhere. And then it hits Los Angeles and New York, and suddenly the fucking media’s going fucking nuts. People just fucking dying for no good reason. And it’s like people you know. The bloke down the gyros shop, the receptionist at work. Some girl you once dated. Your mum, your dad, your baby son...” His wide-eyed, breathless babble came to a meandering halt, then abruptly restarted. “Like really bad flu at first. Vomiting, diarrhoea, high temperature, all that shit. But then it becomes something else. I mean, like really quickly. Something fucking hideous.”

He reached a furtive, trembling hand to his mouth, his fingers playing absently with a wobbling front tooth. “There’s so much blood. Bleeding from their mouth, nose, arse, even their fucking ears and eyes. Fucking horrible. Can’t have been more than a couple of weeks and suddenly it’s a fuckin’ full blown pandemic. Like, real End of Days stuff, mate. The army had these lorries with flamethrowers. For the bodies. Jesus.” The wobbling tooth came away in his hand, and he held the bloodied stump up, gazing at it in wonderment.

“If you were O-neg, you were okay, but that’s so few people...” he lisped. “I mean... Mate, there’s so few people left. Some guy in Sydney told me it was nine-tenths of the world. Nine-tenths of the world, mate, just gone. That was what—three, four months ago.” The man’s voice trailed off and McGuire watched his bloodshot eyes dart to the side.

A familiar click made McGuire smile. Whoever had snuck up on him was about four metres behind him. Evidently someone else had gotten out of the plane.

“Put down your weapon or I’ll blow your fucking head off.” The voice faltered a little, but rapidly reasserted itself.

“You’re the boss,” said McGuire, carefully lowering his assault rifle to the stony ground.

“Hands up.”

McGuire nodded minutely. “Whatever you say, mate.” He kept his head lowered so that his eyes were hidden beneath the shadow of his Akubra’s brim.

“Kick the weapon over there.”

McGuire duly complied.

“You okay, Steve?”

“My leg’s fucked,” said Steve, confused, struggling to see the other man. “For fuck’s sake, Greg. You passed out, mate. I didn’t know what to do.”

McGuire very carefully turned to view his interlocutor. He was about thirty. Dishevelled, sweating, barely able to keep the gun steady, lurid scabs and pustules festooning his mouth and nose—but clearly just about compos mentis enough to sneak up on him.

“You don’t look so well, man,” McGuire observed.

“That’s rich coming from a dead man,” replied Greg flatly.

McGuire let out a rasping chuckle. “I ain’t dead yet.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Greg, making an uncertain effort to emulate McGuire’s smile and in the process causing several of his pustules to crack open and weep. “’Cause I think I know who you are.”

“Is that right?” breathed McGuire.

“You’re that gang leader. The armed robber. The one the cops were after. He headed out this way.”

“Strewth, sounds like an exciting bloke,” said McGuire.

“I remember,” said Steve suddenly, eagerly. “The bullion job that went wrong. The bulldozer at the airport. I watched it on TV. That was fucked up, mate.” Steve gazed wonderingly at McGuire. “They reckoned the ringleader was somewhere in Namadgi. Or maybe Kosciuszko.”

“Case of mistaken identity,” said McGuire archly. “I’m just out for a vacation.”

Greg snorted derisively. “The thing is they gave you a nickname,” he continued. “‘Dead Kelly,’ they called you, the TV and the papers. ’Cause no-one thought you’d make it out alive. How long’s it been? Seven, eight months?”

“Don’t believe everything you see or hear.”

“The thing of it is, the police found a body. Not far from here, as it goes. The face was cut up, but they said the corpse matched your description. I mean, they really did think it was you. As far as the media were concerned that was it. You really were Dead Kelly.”

“Is that right?” McGuire kept his head bowed, his eyes hidden by the brim of his hat, all the while watching the trembling gun. The fucker looked wired enough to blow McGuire’s head off if he was even slightly spooked.

Greg was clearly warming to his subject. “You know, I wouldn’t put it past someone like yourself to pick on some poor unsuspecting tramp matching your description. All you’d need to do is slice him up a bit so he couldn’t be recognised. Make it look he’d been done for by dingoes or some shit like that.”

McGuire sniffed, “Uh-huh. Pretty much extinct up here, but it’s a good idea.”

“Of course, the cops were waiting on the DNA test. That would’ve cleared it up straight away, no worries.” Greg’s eyes played on McGuire’s scarred arms. “That’s why you made sure you left loads of your own blood at the scene. Anyway, turns out you got lucky. In fact, you’re about the only one that did.” He swallowed hard, his pronounced Adam’s apple suddenly pulsing, voice straining. “’Cause that’s exactly the point at which the whole fuckin’ world went totally and utterly to shit.”

McGuire offered a sympathetic smile. “Yeah, right. The epidemic.”

Greg sneered. “Why would anyone give a flying fuck about you if most of the world has dropped dead overnight?”

McGuire let the smile hang, his hands held up, palms outward. “Look, mate, I don’t know anything about any of this. And my arms are starting to hurt.”

Greg looked incredulous, gesturing with his own weapon toward McGuire’s discarded ACR. “Yeah, of course. That’s why you just happen to have an assault weapon about your person.” With what looked like a mammoth effort, he suddenly steadied the shotgun, his voice low and insistent. “Listen up, fucker. This is when your luck finally runs out. I’m gonna do what the police couldn’t. I’m gonna put an end to you, you murderin’ bastard.”

McGuire licked his parched lips, nodding his head with slow deliberation. “Killing me means killing your brother. You’re almost dead on your feet and there’s no way he’d make it out of Kosciuszko alive. I’m Stevie Boy’s only hope.”

Greg managed an unconvincing laugh, ending in a gurgling cough. “The thing of it is,” he spluttered, using his free hand to wipe a trace of scarlet-stained phlegm from his chin, “you’re a mass murderer and an armed robber. I don’t trust you, you fucker. I think we’d all stand a much better chance if I blew your head clean off your shoulders, to be perfectly fuckin’ frank with you.”

“The thing of it is,” mocked McGuire. “The thing of it is.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Okay, you win.” McGuire stretched his arms with a low, heavy sigh. “Do it, then. We can all go to Hell together.”

Greg chanced a fleeting look to his brother. Steve shook his head. “You can’t, Greg, please. The guy’s right. I’ll never get out of here on my own. You’re not gonna make it, you’re too crook. I’m sorry, mate, but that’s the truth of it.”

Greg, breathing heavily, let the shotgun droop and bowed his head.

“Don’t be down, old son,” said McGuire with cod sympathy. “Just look on it as fate.” He was advancing towards his discarded assault rifle, bending to retrieve it.

“Not so fast,” came Greg’s rasp. The shotgun was trained on McGuire again, and McGuire froze. “We’re not that stupid.”

“No,” said McGuire quietly, from his stooped position. “Of course you’re not.” He raised his head now, so that Greg could see his face properly beneath the brim of the Akubra. McGuire could tell from the dawning look of terror that the other man had seen into his eyes, into the yawning space where his soul should probably have resided. For a moment he seemed to understand who McGuire really was. Then in one smooth movement McGuire pulled the Bowie knife from its sheath and sent it sailing through the air. It sank with a pleasing crack into the middle of Greg’s face and the man fell forwards in surprise, triggering the shotgun as he fell. McGuire leaped to the side just in time, the shell roaring past his head and thumping into a eucalyptus in an eruption of splintered wood and smoke.

With McGuire reeling, Steve launched himself forward, intent on the knife. He heaved the blade from his brother’s face, spinning around and advancing on McGuire, his face a snarl. McGuire raised his hands, grinning, then lunged for him. Steve lashed out with the knife in desperation. McGuire staggered back, wincing, and looked down at his hand to see a deep laceration running in a curve across the palm. McGuire lifted his injured hand up in fascination and flexed his fingers experimentally. No tendon damage.

Steve was hobbling, struggling to stay upright, dripping Bowie knife in his hand, the exposed injury on his leg oozing blood with each agonised movement.

McGuire smirked. “That was cool. I’m impressed, Steve. I thought your brother was the one with the balls and that you were the family pussy. Looks like I got it wrong.”

“Keep away from me,” spat Steve.

McGuire shrugged his huge shoulders. “Yeah, well, I’m guessing you acted on instinct, ’cause it seems to me you ain’t got much of a plan beyond this point.” He slowly advanced. “What with that massive fuckin’ gash in your leg.”

“I said keep away,” said Steve, lunging again with the knife. It cut the air ahead of McGuire and McGuire came to a halt. He’d got where he needed to be, and with a flourish swept up his assault rifle from the rocky ground.

“You know what I think, Steve?” pondered McGuire as he hefted the weapon. “I think the world needs me.”

“Please—”

He steadied the gun on the other man. “Sadly, mate, I don’t think the same can be said for you.”

  


  


THE MAN IN the top hat laughed. “You look beat, mate.”

McGuire managed a laconic smile, head tilted behind his Akubra again.

“You look dead beat.”

McGuire stopped and stared. The top hat was battered, dusty, its upper portion squashed out of shape, offset by a majestic red and black parrot feather stuffed into the band around the middle. He looked to be an Old Fella, a member of the Wurundjeri people, a descendant of Bebejan. He was also the first living person McGuire had seen since his encounter with the Cessna brothers. Not another living soul, aside from curious wildlife.

“What did you say?” McGuire’s voice was low, rasping.

“You need a drink, my friend,” said the Old Fella, beckoning him over to his position atop a sandstone wall. He handed McGuire a flask and McGuire drank greedily until the water ran down the corners of his mouth. He began to cough and splutter.

“Steady, mate,” urged the Old Fella, retrieving the flask back from him. “Where’ve you come from?”

“Kosciuszko,” responded McGuire, wiping his face. “Other places, too.”

“No kiddin’,” nodded the Old Fella. “How long you been out there?”

“A long time,” said McGuire, lowering his assault rifle, loosening the backpack and slipping it gratefully from his shoulders. He propped himself against the wall. “Been walking for five days.”

“Yeah, it looks like it.” The Old Fella wrinkled his nose. “Smells like it, too.”

“I hear some stuff’s happened while I’ve been out there. Armageddon or some shit like that.”

The Old Fella sighed. “Take it from me. Armageddons come and go, mate. The world’s still turning, just with less of us on it.”

McGuire looked around himself. This was Mansfield, at the base of the Australian Alps, maybe two hundred kilometres from Melbourne. Once it had been a farming and logging town, but that was a long time since, before it became a tourist destination. Hiking, skiing, hot air ballooning, that sort of shit. If what the brothers had said was true and the world really was fucked, then Mansfield would have to become something else again. Or maybe it would just return to what it was, long before the farming and the logging and the tourism. His lips curved into a grin. What goes around...

“You wanna steer clear of me, fella,” said McGuire at length. “I’m a bad man. I’ve done bad things.”

The Old Fella eyed the filthy, makeshift bandage wrapped around his hand, caked in dry blood, and the assault weapon propped against the wall. “No shit, Sherlock.”

McGuire half-smirked in response. “Funny guy.”

“I know who you are. You’re famous, mate. You’re him.” The Old Fella made a mime of a rifle shooting. “Boom. They named you.”

“Yeah, well. I heard they’d named me.” He was too tired to pretend anything else. “Wonder which fucker thought of it.”

The Old Fella stared at him quizzically. “Does it matter? One of those TV guys. Thing of it is, it sorta stuck. And if everyone thinks it’s your name, then it’s your name. Now and forever, like it or not.”

“Is that right?” McGuire pursued his lips reflectively. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to talk to dead people?”

The Old Fella threw back his head and laughed. “You’d be surprised what you can learn from dead people, mate.”

McGuire studied the man’s lined face, his intense, ever so slightly mocking eyes. He clicked his tongue thoughtfully. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

“But then, you’ve got a plan, ain’tcha?”

McGuire frowned, “How’d you figure that?”

The Old Fella shrugged. “You went into the Bush for a reason and you came out of it for a reason. So you gotta have a plan. Stands to reason.”

“Yeah, well. It’s been fun talking.” McGuire stood upright, pulling his tatty canvas backpack up and over his shoulders and hoisting the assault rifle. “I like you, Old Fella. If I hadn’t, well, this conversation wouldn’t have been nearly so long.” He began to plod away.

As McGuire made his way down the desolate suburban street he heard the Old Fella calling after him, laughter in his voice. “Remember, mate. They named you. That’s who you are now, who you always will be.”

“Sure thing, mate,” McGuire called back, eyes fixed dead ahead.

The Old Fella’s parting words reached him only faintly, twittering on the breeze.

“’Cause it’s who you always were.”
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CHAPTER THREE

  


  


HE TRUDGED HIS way through downtown Melbourne. Initially, when he’d left Mansfield, he had doubted the apocalypse story. On the outskirts of the city, with tufts of clouds describing slow passages across the enormous blue sky and the eucalyptus gently rustling, the world had looked as suburban and normal as he’d remembered. Sure there was no-one around, but here, in the middle of a hot day in the middle of nowhere, you wouldn’t necessarily expect to find anyone. It was easy to imagine the good, genteel burghers of the towns he passed through hidden inside their wooden houses, absorbing fatuous daytime telly while the air conditioning hissed soothing nothings in the background. In fact, it was so ordinary, so plain, that McGuire felt a familiar hatred blossoming in his gut. His horror was that he had been misled, perhaps even robbed: that the old order, of dull conformity, of predictable, cosy obedience, had somehow reasserted itself in the face of supposed calamity.

As he moved through the suburbs, however, the suspicion had soon dissipated. The first indication was the body of an elderly woman lying in segments on her driveway. She was drawn out, the top half largely intact apart from the arms, which had become partially detached at the shoulders and elbows. The bottom half had given way at the stomach, her abdomen and legs some way distant, attached only by portions of exposed skeleton. For the most part, the eyes and tendons had been gnawed away by birds and insects. The remains of her clothing, a floral dress and sun hat, flapped wistfully in the mild breeze. The stretched, desiccated corpse reminded McGuire of the effect achieved by pouring salt on unsuspecting slugs, a pastime he had delighted in as a kid.

The more he travelled toward his destination, the more corpses he saw. They lay in the doorways of burnt-out houses, in heaps upon the street, sometimes whole but frequently partially eaten, surrounded by patches of dried blood and decaying viscera. In some cases flies and ants frantically buzzed and crawled over heaps of bones. McGuire passed a flock of maggies picking enthusiastically at the remnants of a figure in a tattered bus driver’s outfit. Rather than flying off, the birds regarded him with fleeting, imperious disinterest, before returning to their endeavours.

He continued walking, eventually entering the city proper, passing old and new buildings, some with windows and doors smashed, some daubed with portentous or simply inane graffiti, others apparently untouched, seemingly for no good reason. Vehicles were dotted around, many in perfectly fine condition, others burnt out or crumpled wrecks. Here and there were piles of rubble, while at other points the streets and roads were completely clear. Evidently this was what a sophisticated, urban twenty-first-century city looked like three to four months after the Cull. A haphazard, incongruous mix, of things unscathed and things disrupted by humanity’s fevered attempts to survive, or at the very least to make sense of what had occurred.

McGuire headed up William Street before coming to an amazed halt at the junction with La Trobe. A huge animal, predominantly white with a greenish tinge, its lower body caked in mud, was toying fixedly with something—a ball, perhaps—in the middle of the street. The nearer he got to the creature, too engrossed to register his approach, the more sure he became of what it was. McGuire carefully pulled the assault rifle from off his shoulder.

It was a polar bear. He wondered how long the creature had been loose. Presumably someone had cared for it—and maybe the zoo’s other attractions—since the Cull had hit. Perhaps the zoo keeper had died, or run out of food, or simply decided to let the inmates have their liberty. Whatever the reason, sweltering downtown Melbourne wasn’t exactly conducive to the animal’s well-being. The poor fucking creature was over-heating, judging by both its lugubrious movements and its absorption with its toy. Which, McGuire realised, as he concealed himself behind the wreckage of a crushed Toyota some twenty metres distant, was actually a human head. He wondered whether this was the same person who’d released the bear, and whether they’d belatedly seen the folly of their decision, however briefly.

McGuire felt an unusual sensation, something he struggled to put his finger on: remorse, he realised with a smile. Not something he’d felt since, well, since that unfortunate incident with his parents all those years ago. Sure, the polar bear was a killer, but that was its nature. This was a monarch amongst beasts, by dint of Nature, or of God, or of Evolution, whatever flawed system you chose to describe the universe with. He followed its listless toying with the human head through the cross-hairs of the rifle. It was beyond remonstration, beyond critique, beyond moralising. It simply was.

But he had a clear shot now, and even monarchs have to die. The creature had turned from playing with the head and was staring directly at him. In its mournful eyes he seemed to see an understanding, a recognition that its time was at an end, perhaps even a desire to die. McGuire pulled the trigger and a burst of gunfire rattled out, exploding into its hide with a ripple of scarlet. McGuire had expected it to roar, but instead it arched its back, pulling itself into a standing position, stretching its neck, whorls of dust billowing in its wake. It turned to him, its expression ponderous, blood oozing from the holes perforating its hind quarters. McGuire reluctantly squeezed the trigger again, and the creature collapsed backward on to the street.

McGuire moved toward the hulk, glancing around himself warily. The bear was dying, but not yet dead. He knelt by the creature, stroking its bloodied hide. Those patches that weren’t matted by blood or mud were curiously wiry to the touch. Given the context, to waste cartridges was ridiculous, a soft, silly action that might come back to haunt him. And yet a thing of its power, weak and dying, was to McGuire an abomination. He stood, pointed the assault rifle at its head, and ended its reign.

He followed La Trobe, passing more inert vehicles, some damaged, some untouched, including an overturned ambulance that had clearly been looted, its contents strewn across the road, and the inert form of a bulldozer, its scoop raised in comical salute to the destruction of civilisation. Eventually he arrived at the intersection with Swanson Street, his attention piqued by a plume of black smoke hanging above a nearby building.

Intrigued, his rifle slung once again, McGuire headed down Swanson a short way, arriving at a grand building sporting fluted columns and a life-size bronze statue which the accompanying plaque identified as ‘Sir Redmond Barry.’ Further details were largely obscured by a sprawling graffiti tag executed in crimson and black that spelt the word ‘Forever’ without explanation. McGuire had visited the place some thirty years previously on a school trip, a few months prior to the unfortunate incident with his parents. This was the famous State Library of Victoria, home to over two million books, and more besides. Many of the books seemed to have been distributed down the steps and across the parched front lawn and forecourt, where they lay fluttering in the breeze like dying butterflies.

Aside from the black plume gently folding in upon itself before spiralling outward again, more black smoke was emanating from the depths of the library itself. McGuire began ascending the steps, picking his way over the debris, including a wealth of glass and splintered wood. He was mildly surprised that the place should have become a target for pillaging. He’d passed so many other untouched buildings, all liable to offer up treasures of more practical use in the wake of the apocalypse. Maybe the looters had possessed a penchant for the historical. Maybe they were just fucking idiots. As he ascended the second run of steps, the fitful noise of a failing alarm system gradually became audible.

McGuire pushed through the doors and crunched his way across a floor strewn with shards of glass and porcelain, past cracked walls with gaps in the plaster. The acrid smoke became thicker as he progressed. McGuire paused to wind a ragged bandana around his mouth and nose before proceeding, and to remove his hat. The source of the smoke quickly became apparent in the mammoth, octagonal hall at the heart of the building, billowing up toward the glass-domed ceiling. A group of people were gathered around a pyre constructed from wooden furniture, cracked computer terminals, exhibition cabinets, and yet more piles of books. For an intrigued moment he thought they were burning people too, but then he realised the melting forms he could see were mannequins, presumably drawn from various exhibits. The group were whooping and laughing, swigging from tinnies of beer and bottles of wine, seemingly unaware of McGuire’s entrance. None of them looked older than twenty.

“Is this a private party or can anyone join in?” he rasped, levelling his assault rifle at them.

“Who the fuck are you?” demanded a woman with a pink Mohican, pistol in one hand and beer can in the other, her discordant voice echoing across the chamber. She probably wasn’t much more than eighteen, and McGuire found himself marvelling at the amount of lacquer she must be using to keep the Mo erect. He couldn’t help admiring her commitment to her haircut, what with the apocalypse and everything; clearly this was someone with a sound grasp of priorities. Around her, the others pulled themselves to their feet. A couple of them had clearly been in the midst of intercourse and were struggling to adjust their clothes.

McGuire grinned. “You’re just a bunch of fucking kids. You wouldn’t survive ten minutes on your own out there. Who’s in charge?”

“I am,” said a thick, familiar man’s voice from behind him, just before a pistol butt smashed into the back of his skull.

  


  


A FEROCIOUS PAIN and the whiff of cooking meat brought him back to consciousness. He looked down to see the girl with the pink Mohican gleefully holding a blazing table leg to his exposed midriff, and realised it was his own burning flesh he could smell. She stepped back from him with a mischievous grin, leaving him to grimace. His hands were tied behind him to some sort of wooden pole, and his ankles had been bound together. A couple of people were holding him up, but in response to an unseen instruction they stepped away, and he momentarily struggled to maintain his stance without their support. In front of him was the pyre, into which a couple of young men and women were feeding hefty-looking tomes; possibly encyclopaedias. The fire roared its appreciation.

“Did no-one tell you?” said the familiar voice, close by. “You’re meant to be dead. At least that was what Danny Kline said.”

McGuire turned his head toward the bearded, muscle-bound bloke beside him, wearing a battered black leather jacket and a perpetual hang-dog expression. “Danny Kline, eh? Fuck yeah.” Despite his predicament he couldn’t help but feel a wave of pride. The Danny Kline. How cool was that. “Trouble is, Ritzo, you old fuck, rumours of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.” The smoke from the fire was making his eyes water.

Ritzo pushed his swarthy face close to McGuire. “I’ll say, mate. Danny Kline called you ‘Dead Kelly,’ and the rest of the papers and shit joined in. I mean, you can’t blame ’em. The police were adamant they’d bring you down, by hook or by fuckin’ crook. Then, lo and behold, a body turned up. The head was mashed up, but the cops were pretty sure.”

“Maybe I’m a ghost,” McGuire suggested, shifting his face awkwardly away from Ritzo, lest the stench of his rotting gums cause him to vomit. McGuire fixed on the fire again, watching a mannequin bubbling into oblivion.

Ritzo smirked, following his gaze and emitting a wistful sigh. “Yeah, well—that’s the likeliest outcome of this scenario, mate.” He pulled away from McGuire, pacing. He clearly wasn’t sure what to do.

“But you, Ritzo,” said McGuire quickly. “You’re just the man I was looking for.”

Ritzo eyed him sceptically. “Is that so? Fuck me.”

“That final job. Somebody ratted us out. Who was it?”

Ritzo’s face split into a sneering laugh. “I don’t fuckin’ know, man. We thought it was you. You were the one that got away. Didn’t see you for dust. The rest of us poor bastards had to fight our way out. It was a fuckin’ bloodbath.”

McGuire clenched his fists, in the process testing his bonds, wincing at the pain from his scarred hand. No two ways about it, he was tied up pretty fucking tight. Ritzo’s famed interest in kinky sex had clearly turned out to be a transferable skill. “Why the fuck would I do that?”

“Because you’re a fucking psycho, man. We all knew it. All of us.” He added, sotto voce, his face ruddy in the glow of the fire, “Even Lindsay knew it.”

McGuire tilted his head suddenly toward Ritzo. “What happened to her? Did she make it?” The burn on his chest throbbed like crazy.

Ritzo shook his head. “I dunno. I remember the police leading her off. I had my own problems, to be perfectly fucking frank with you.” He peered intently at McGuire. “Why’d you come back, mate? You should’ve stayed out there in the Bush. Now I’m gonna have to fuckin’ kill you.” There was the merest tinge of remorse in his voice. Something McGuire could work with.

McGuire gazed steadily back at him. “Kill me? Why the fuck would you kill me? The pair of us together...”

Ritzo waggled his finger at McGuire. “No, no, no. You don’t get it. The world’s changed. Not just the future, but the past too. Look at this place.” He spread his arms, taking in the vast arching hall, his voice ringing out. “It’s a monument to the past. No-one gives a fuck anymore. We’re all too busy feeding ourselves and fighting each other. And that’s a good thing, mate, it really is. ’Cause for most of us, the past fucking sucked big time.” He stared at the fire.

McGuire nodded toward the pyre, towards the youngsters still nourishing it with encyclopaedias. “So I guess that’s why you’re helping the past on its way.”

Ritzo smiled languidly. “I’ll show you what I mean, Kelly.” He beckoned to the girl with the pink Mohican and to another girl, probably the same age, with dyed blonde hair and a ring in her tongue that glittered in the firelight. Ritzo smiled at the pair meaningfully, and they responded in kind. The girl with the Mohican kissed him hard on the lips and the blonde did likewise, then the two proceeded to snog each other. Ritzo turned, jubilantly, back to McGuire. “See?”

McGuire shook his head and laughed. “You’ve got to be kiddin’ me. This is your gang, is it? A bunch of fuckin’ teenagers?”

Ritzo pushed right up to McGuire, furious. “You don’t get it, man, do you? I’m tellin’ you, it’s all gone.” He thrust his arm towards the door. “Did you not see it out there? The rubble? The half-eaten corpses? Civilisation, fuck me, all it needed was a nudge, not even a shove, to come tumblin’ down. Most people are dead. But not me, man, not Ritzo—I survived, and I’m gonna have a nice fuckin’ life out of this.” He dropped his voice to a whisper and leaned into McGuire’s ear. “This is the thing, mate. Now I’m a leader. They trust me, they follow me. But I’ve gotta, like, exercise discipline, you see? They gotta see I’ve got the balls, that I’m the Top Dog.” He pulled away, glancing anxiously toward the fire and biting his lip.

McGuire had read his mind. “So you’re gonna throw me on the fire?”

Ritzo looked fleetingly surprised, then shook his head despondently. “Mate, I wish I didn’t have to, really I do. But there’s no other way. Shootin’ or stabbin’ just doesn’t have the same impact, y’know?” He turned back to the pyre, the flames dancing in his regretful eyes. “You gotta burn.”

McGuire smiled, nodding. “Okay, mate, I understand it. It’s business. I’d do the same thing in your position.”

Ritzo looked at him with something approaching affection. “That’s big of you, Kelly. I appreciate it. Let’s not end this on bad terms.”

“Can I have a ciggie?”

Ritzo stepped away, smiling. He waved his hand dismissively. “Yeah, whatever, fuck it. Jess, give ’im a cigarette.”

The surly girl with the pink Mohican pouted, then reluctantly produced a tatty packet of Camels from within the confines of her leather jacket. She pulled a half-smoked cigarette out, stepped forward and stuffed it without ceremony into McGuire’s lips.

“Uh, a light?” he asked around the fag.

Sighing theatrically, the girl lifted the still-glowing table leg toward his cigarette. In that moment McGuire blew hard, so that the embers from the table leg billowed upward into the girl’s face. Immediately her lacquered hair burst into flames, the girl stumbling backward, screaming in terror and colliding with Blondie. By now the other gang members were on their feet, clutching weapons, uncertain what to do, looking to Ritzo for direction.

“For fuck’s sake!” raged Ritzo, pulling a pistol from his jacket. He strode towards McGuire, pulling the hammer back and raising the weapon, clearly intent on shooting him at point-blank range, all thoughts of a Wicker Man-style execution gone. As he stepped in, McGuire suddenly let himself slide down the pole, lashing out with his bound feet as he did.

McGuire’s boots smashed into Ritzo’s bollocks, causing him to buckle forward and collapse. Seizing his chance, McGuire lifted his legs up and over the dazed man’s head, wrapping them around his neck and crushing his windpipe. Ritzo’s eyes bulged, the gun in his hand flailing uselessly and clattering to the floor, his hands clawing ineffectually at his throat. McGuire could see the rest of the gang, frozen in indecision, save for Blondie who was emptying a stubby over the head of her Mohicanned friend in a frantic effort to extinguish the flames. The only other exception was a young bloke with high cheekbones and cracked black spectacles, who stumbled toward McGuire and Ritzo clutching a knife.

“Release me or I’ll kill ’im,” growled McGuire, tightening his grip on Ritzo’s neck still further. Ritzo’s piggy eyes were screwed shut, the capillaries across his cheeks pulsing crimson like they were fit to burst.

The youngster hesitated, looking behind him to the other gang members, but they gazed back at him with wide, uncomprehending eyes, their gawky bodies immobile. Abruptly, the youth dropped down behind McGuire, slicing through the ropes securing him to the wooden pole. His hands and feet free, McGuire grabbed the knife from the dazed youth as he backed away. Severing the bonds securing McGuire’s ankles meant Ritzo had been released too. The bearded man slumped back, gasping for air and scrabbling at his bruised neck.

Now McGuire was on his feet, rubbing his wrists. None of the youths offered any opposition.

“You fuckin’ idiot!” rasped Ritzo, grabbing up his pistol from where he’d dropped it. A single shot rent the air, and the youth who’d released McGuire was thrown across the room by the force of the bullet, crashing into a reading desk. His wrecked form convulsed a few times before falling still.

McGuire wheeled on his feet, smashing his booted foot down on Ritzo’s wrist with an audible snap. The bearded man shrieked in pain, the gun toppling from his grasp, and McGuire brought his foot down on Ritzo’s ankle, resulting in a second sharp crack that reverberated around the hall. Stepping away from the writhing thug, McGuire bent and scooped the pistol up, pushing it into his belt.

He walked away from Ritzo, the gang members parting around him as he went to address them.

“Listen to me,” he announced. “The world you knew has gone forever. The new world is a hard world, full of horror and misery. Don’t be misled.” He thrust a finger at Ritzo, who was rolling around in agony on the floor. “I know this man. He is a fool and a coward. People like him will lead you to destruction. But if you follow me, if you do as I instruct, I’ll take care of you. I’ll make sure you have food and shelter, and that you have security. Walk away from this place and tell everyone I am your leader now. Tell them I am Dead Kelly, and I have returned to save you.”

Without waiting for a response, he grabbed one of the cans of petrol, up-ended it and started emptying the contents around the hall. The gang-members looked to each other, then broke as one for the door, pushing past each other in their efforts to escape. McGuire threw the now empty petrol can into the still blazing pyre, where it immediately started melting, then picked up another full can and began to slop it across the floor, pausing briefly to grab his discarded backpack and rifle. This time he made sure the fuel led to the prostrate form of Ritzo, and scattered the remnants across his former friend’s whimpering body.

“Please, mate,” begged Ritzo. “We’ve been through so much together. Don’t do this.”

McGuire crouched beside him. “You’re right, man. We went through a hell of a lot.” McGuire rubbed his bristly chin with mock thoughtfulness. “How about this for a deal? You tell me some stuff and I’ll help you out. How’s that sound?”

“Yeah, anything,” panted Ritzo. “Thank you. Anything you want. I’ll tell you anything.”

“My first question is this,” said McGuire, casting a look back at the pyre, embers of which were starting to spark onto the floor. “Did you betray me, Ritzo? Honestly?”

“No, mate,” said Ritzo desperately. “I swear on my life. It wasn’t me.”

McGuire nodded slowly. “Okay. I believe you. Next question. Where are the others?”

Ritzo stammered, “Wh-who? Who do you mean?”

McGuire snarled, “Who the fuck d’you think I mean? Big Foot? The Kendalls? Lenny? Trex, Baxter, Tosca, Spider; those guys. Any of ’em.”

Ritzo looked in terror to the spreading flames, his reply burbling. “Big Foot’s dead, Lenny’s dead. Tosca too. Dunno about Spider. The Kendalls left town, I think. But Trex, yeah, I heard about him. He’s gone a bit... I dunno. Religious. Please, Kelly—”

“Where would I find him?”

“You can’t miss ’im. If you go searchin’, you’ll find him, I swear.” Ritzo’s gaze flitted to the flames, then imploringly back to McGuire. Shining globules of perspiration chased across his wretched features.

“Good, that’s excellent.” McGuire licked his lips. “And what about Lindsay? What about her?”

“Oh, mate, I told you, I don’t know. I don’t even know if she survived the fuckin’ Cull, mate.”

“She survived,” said McGuire firmly. “I need to know where she is.”

“The thing is...”

“What?”

Again the words tumbled from him. “Oh, man, you don’t wanna know. They said... Well, maybe it was her. Y’know. That dobbed you in.”

McGuire’s eyes narrowed. “No way.”

Ritzo’s eyes were full of panic. “I’m just tellin’ you, man, that’s what some of ’em were sayin’.”

“No fuckin’ way.”

“Listen, mate...” said Ritzo, his words coming in bursts as he began to hyperventilate, “I’ve done what you said... I’ve given you the answers, everything I know... I’ve done my part of the bargain...You said you’d help me out, mate... For old time’s sake.”

“Old time’s sake?” mused McGuire, half-smiling, eyes playing on the collapsing pyre. The encyclopaedias were little more than ash now. He reached for his belt. “Yeah, you’re right. I did say I’d help you out.” He closed Ritzo’s hands around something and straightened up, before turning on his heel and walking away.

Ritzo looked down in horror. He was clasping his own pistol in his violently shaking hand. “What’re you doin’?” he shrieked in terror. “You said you’d help me!”

“I have,” said McGuire, as he strode out the door.

  


  


THE GUNSHOT CAME sooner than he expected. He paid it no mind, gathering pace as he passed through the foyer towards the exit, feeling the heat chasing him. McGuire came to an abrupt, inexplicable halt, his attention caught by a room leading off the foyer via a short passageway. Despite the urgent need to escape the building, McGuire found himself padding along the corridor. The room itself contained various display cases, their contents intact, seemingly untouched by Ritzo’s gang or any other looters. One display case in particular caught his attention, the glass cracked, perhaps by the sudden heat. It contained a crudely constructed iron suit of armour, including a helmet, shoulder plates, back plate and breastplate.

He reached out a tentative hand and pushed the glass, cracking it further until a section of it fell away. He reached in and pulled out the iron helmet. He held it reverently in his hands, tracing his fingers along the single, long eye slit, turning it over to examine the dents. It was only the roar of the heat that brought him back to the moment, and he suddenly tipped the tattered, dirty contents of his backpack—soiled laundry, decaying food—onto the floor. Then he thrust first the helmet and then the rest of the armour into the backpack, before turning and sprinting from the burning library.
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CHAPTER FOUR

  


  


HE EMERGED INTO the midst of thunderous shaking, as though his theft had angered the gods themselves. Something was coming. McGuire spilled down the library steps, tucking into a roll as he reached the bottom and coming to a crouching halt behind the carcass of a wrecked camper van. Instinctively he pulled his assault rifle from over his shoulder, watching as the pavement, already cracked, began to striate further under the rising vibration. McGuire concentrated on his breathing, centring himself for what was about to happen. He pushed himself to one side, bringing the assault rifle to bear as he peeked out from behind the van.

He’d guessed right. A tank was making it way down the main thoroughfare, debris exploding under its immense caterpillar tracks. Soldiers clad in gasmasks and clutching submachine guns jogged either side of the metal behemoth, a couple of army lorries forming the rear of the convoy. He watched the turret swivelling rhythmically back and forth in its efforts to locate potential threats. One of the soldiers suddenly motioned to his fellow troops and the rest of the squad scattered haphazardly for cover; McGuire realised with horror that the turret had stopped moving and fixed its cyclopic stare on him. Turned out his hastily chosen hiding place wasn’t as all-concealing as he might have hoped. Effective though his assault rifle was, it was no match for a tank. He looked wildly around for some alternative cover, and seeing nothing, simply leapt.

The shell smacked into the camper van and blossomed, the explosion flinging wreckage up and out in a fiery arc that blew the fleeing McGuire off his feet. He lay dazed, aching and deafened on the ground, his vision a swirl of dancing embers. He was aware of being very quickly surrounded by soldiers, who pitched him to his feet and propped him against the remnants of a brick wall. Behind him, the fire was catching hold of the museum. Acrid smoke flowed around them. He could feel the vibration of the tank fading as it continued its inexorable progress up Swanson.

The ground dipped and swayed, and McGuire struggled against the nausea that threatened to consume him. A uniformed figure had stepped forward, pulling off his gas mask. He was barking something at him. McGuire’s vision muzzily focused on him.

“I said, what the fuck are you playing at, you fuckwit?”

McGuire, face dripping with blood and oil, looked up at him with amused eyes. The soldier—a captain, he’d guess—was probably in his late twenties, thin apart from some puppy fat around the jowls, privately educated, judging by his accent. Despite his injuries, McGuire couldn’t help but laugh. Ritzo’s people weren’t the only kids trying to assert their authority. This one just happened to be a lot posher than the ones McGuire had sent packing from the museum, and wearing a soldier’s uniform.

“Did you torch the museum?”

“Fuck you, Blinky Bill,” McGuire growled.

“Search him,” instructed the captain.

“He’s carrying a lot of ammo,” said a sergeant, unzipping magazines from the side pockets of the backpack. McGuire regarded his actions with a disdainful, raised eyebrow. This bloke looked way too flabby to be a soldier, his face flushed and sweaty with exertion. In fact, quite a few of the troops looked quite different from what you’d expect of professional soldiers. Uniforms, fearsome weapons and gas masks could only disguise the fact so far. “Plus this.”

He’d pulled out the helmet McGuire had taken from the museum. A look of amazement crossed the sergeant’s face. “I recognise this,” he said incredulously, “it’s only Ned Kelly’s fuckin’ armour.”

“Souvenir hunter, eh?” snapped the boy-captain, leaning into McGuire. “Well, let me tell you something. Ned Kelly wouldn’t have gotten himself caught so fuckin’ easily. No way. What you are, mate, is an old-fashioned fucking looter, and probably an arsonist to boot. And in case you didn’t realise, it’s our job to deal with you.”

“Fat chance,” smirked McGuire. “You’re a bunch of fuckin’ amateurs.”

“Yeah, well,” sneered the boy-captain. An awkward pause ensued, while the kid reddened in his efforts to conjure a suitably pithy response, his troops looking to him expectantly. At a loss for anything to say, the captain suddenly slammed his knee into McGuire’s groin. McGuire gasped, trying to keel over but prevented from doing so by the troops supporting him. He puked on the kid’s boots.

“You fucking dickwad,” snarled the captain, stumbling backward in disgust. “Ordinarily I’d have you shot on sight. But I’m not gonna, not yet, as there’s an outside chance you might have some, uh, intelligence we could use.” He thrust a quivering, accusatory finger at McGuire. “But I wouldn’t get too fucking excited, fuckwit. Unless you happen to like torture.”

And with that the boy-captain walked off, motioning to his troops. “Put the fucker in the back of the wagon.”

  


  


MCGUIRE WAS THRUST inside the lorry alongside a collection of mute fellow prisoners, presumably picked up by the patrol for various petty crimes. Like McGuire, many of them exhibited minor injuries, including what looked like shrapnel wounds, probably following an encounter with the tank, or perhaps the bazookas McGuire had seen some of the troops carrying. Most were emaciated, all of them looked exhausted. A woman, probably in her sixties but looking much older thanks to sunburn and innumerable sores, was clutching her arm and muttering. A couple of gas-masked soldiers sat at the far extent of the lorry, their Uzis prominently displayed.

McGuire took the opportunity to examine his own wound. He unwrapped the filthy bandage to reveal the curved scar. It was scabbing up nicely and, thanks to his own careful ministrations, it looked like he’d avoided infection.

“I know you,” said a monotone voice. “From before it all happened. I remember.”

McGuire looked up, replacing the bandage, to see a middle-aged man with rheumy eyes blinking at him. “Perhaps you do,” McGuire acknowledged.

“But you’re dead.”

McGuire laughed, long and hard, and the wraith-like occupants of the lorry looked to him uncomprehendingly. One of the masked soldiers thrust a gloved hand at him. “Fucking shut up.”

McGuire guessed the troops were continuing on their patrol. His hunch was confirmed when the lorry stopped and the noise of shouting reached him. The two guards were sufficiently preoccupied to enable McGuire to peek through a crack in the canvas side of the lorry. The junction of Bourke and Spring Street. Two men and a woman were being forced out from their hiding place behind the skeletal wreck of a tram. Of considerably more interest to McGuire, however, was Parliament House, which stood at the intersection of the two roads. McGuire noted with curiosity that the building was largely unscathed, except for some sprawling red and black coloured graffiti, but that it also looked derelict. He thought it odd that this building, this former site of governance, should have been abandoned. It was as though no-one had the chutzpah to claim it for themselves, not the military nor any of the gangs evidently roving the city. Not anyone.

One of the new prisoners was herded into their lorry, the other two presumably joining the other wagon, and the convoy started up again.

The pattern repeated itself another four times in the subsequent hour: individuals were challenged, apprehended and forced into the lorries. On the fifth occasion, the shouting was followed by a short exchange of gunfire, the whistle of another tank shell and a cacophonous explosion. This time, no new prisoners joined them. After another ten minutes, McGuire became aware of the lorry turning, of shouts of greeting and instruction, and of metal gates being lifted aside.

Soon after the lorry shuddered to a halt, the canvas doors were wrenched back to reveal fierce sunshine, and the prisoners were roughly extracted. As soldiers barked instructions, McGuire looked around him. In a previous incarnation, this had been the Southern Cross station on the edge of the Central Business District. Not so long ago, it had been the terminus for Victoria’s regional rail network and one of the stations on Melbourne’s City Loop underground system. Three or four months ago, it had been a bustling metropolitan transport hub. Now it was a military compound.

A large area of the bus terminal had been fenced off, and the fence surrounded by a barricade. There were several wooden huts, clearly intended as temporary but which looked liable to become permanent fixtures. Some of the larger huts looked like dormitories or storage facilities. There was also a pile of canisters, each about a metre long, half-covered in tarpaulin, the skull-and-crossbones decals obscured, but unmistakable nevertheless. He saw lines of army lorries of the kind he’d been brought in on, and a number of civilian buses that had been repainted in khaki colours. There were two more Abrams tanks, along with four Humvees, all of the latter in various states of disrepair. Other armoured carriers were being attended to by mechanics. Presumably the military were only sending out the heavy armour one at a time to conserve fuel and spare the hardware.

He saw troops drilling. Some looked like they knew what they were doing, but most were amateurish and ill-disciplined. He supposed that the military, like the rest of the world, had lost the majority of their people in the epidemic. When the soldiers from his patrol pulled their gas masks from their faces, they proved to be a mix of young and old, only a few of them carrying themselves like professional military. A largely volunteer army, presumably enticed by the promise of food, shelter, and the modicum of authority that a military uniform might afford them. Enticed, too, by the desire for order and instruction, for certainty in an uncertain world. Useful to know.

“Oi, daydream believer,” said a sudden, vaguely familiar voice in his ear. The child captain who’d kneed him in the bollocks. McGuire detected a change in the commanding officer’s tone, as though he were trying to ingratiate himself. “You’re with me. We’re gonna have a chat.”

The captain was accompanied by an armed escort, a young man and a young woman, carrying submachine guns, with gas masks slung around their necks. Like the other soldiers, they looked distinctly ill, whey-faced and tired. He guessed that the gas masks served not only for intimidation, but as an alternative to sun block. Many of these soldiers were probably suffering from vitamin D deficiency.

McGuire was pushed toward a temporary-looking wooden cabin with blacked-out windows. He mounted the decking and was shoved through a misaligned door. The building—a single room, really—contained a desk, a hat stand, a round meeting table surrounded by mismatching chairs, a chest of drawers and a couple of dented filing cabinets. The walls were adorned with maps of Melbourne and its environs, and the states of Victoria and NSW. A tatty Australian flag was pinned to a propped-up corkboard at the far end of the room. McGuire noticed an old-fashioned kettle, camping stove and porcelain tea-set. He could also see his assault rifle and battered canvas backpack in the corner of the room. It looked as though the armour was still inside.

“Have a seat,” offered the young captain. McGuire shrugged and took up the invitation, although the captain chose to perch on the edge of the desk, his hands spread on his thighs. “My name is Captain Bennett. I’d like very much to know who you are.”

“Would you now?” McGuire crossed his arms and viewed his captor with disdain.

A pause ensued while the captain marshalled his thoughts. “A few of my people say they recognise you. In fact, they’ve stirred a few memories of my own.”

“Is that so?”

McGuire examined the captain more closely. He seemed better fed, more rested, than his troops. There was a faint lustre to his skin, and a smell McGuire struggled to identify. A flowery, vaguely perfumey whiff. Moisturiser.

Bennett arched an eyebrow. “Shall I tell you who I think you are?”

“I reckon you’re going to.”

“There was a news story, probably seven or eight months back, some time before the Cull. A heist at Melbourne Airport. A gang of bikers attacked a plane with a bulldozer. They were after a haul of gold bullion, I think, that was about to be transported. The thing of it was, someone in the gang had tipped off the cops and they in their turn tipped off the media. The whole thing went wrong, and it was broadcast to the nation.”

McGuire chuckled, “Aw, yeah, I think I remember that. Bad business. The bulldozer was a fucking stroke of genius, though.”

“It was a complete and absolute massacre, as I recall.” Bennett’s eyes narrowed. “Of course, the media fucking loved it. They loved it even more when the ringleader scarpered into the Bush, because then they could carry on the story. For fucking months, while the coppers failed to find him.” He blinked hard each time he swore, as though the obscenities were somehow painful.

“Reality TV. Can’t beat it.”

“His name was Kelly McGuire. The ringleader.”

“Clever bastard.”

Bennett shook his head. “Stop jerkin’ me about, McGuire. I know it’s you. You were all over the TV and internet for months on end.”

“I think the guy you’re thinking of is dead, actually.”

“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t be the first to fake their death.”

McGuire shook his head and sighed impatiently. “What d’you want from me, captain? Or is this what you mean by ‘torture’? Boring the fuckin’ arse off me?”

Bennett sucked his teeth. “Listen to me, McGuire. The world you’ve stumbled back into has radically altered.”

“So people keep telling me,” McGuire said.

“But I have rather a lot of power in this new world, mate. Melbourne’s under martial law, in case you hadn’t guessed. In fact, the whole fuckin’ country is.”

“You could have fooled me.” McGuire cast a meaningful glance toward the window. “I didn’t see much evidence of law out there.”

Bennett shifted his stance, evidently eager to explain. “No, you see, that’s the thing. We’re gradually restoring order, but we need people like you. An experienced man. Someone who’s seen some stuff, who knows how to handle himself.”

“You want me to enlist?” The grin was already creeping across McGuire’s face.

Bennett nodded enthusiastically. “Why not? Our troops are a ragbag mix of bank tellers, school teachers, bricklayers. A few educated types, some middle classes, rather too many bogans for my liking, but you know, we’re all in this together. Hardly the ingredients for an efficient army, you might think, but we do okay. But if we had you, a real warrior, well, that would be marvellous. For one thing, morale would go through the roof, let me tell you.”

McGuire viewed Bennett with a look of disbelief. “It’d be marvellous, would it? Really fuckin’ spiffing, what?” He cracked his neck from side to side, his arms still crossed, thoughtful. “But hang on a mo’, Blinky. If I’m who you say I am, then I’m a violent criminal. A murderer and an armed robber.”

Bennett clicked his tongue. “Well, yes. But these are tough times, McGuire, really they are. I told you, I have power. I could exonerate you of all your crimes, as long as you promise to work for me.”

McGuire shook his head, incredulous. “You’re off your fuckin’ trolley. You want me to join your tin-pot little army? Fuck me, things must be in a bad way.” He suddenly rose to his feet, his huge bulk bearing down on the gawky Bennett. The two armed guards readied their weapons, and Bennett waved his hand at them impatiently.

McGuire regarded the guards witheringly, then returned his attention to Bennett. “Do you know who I fuckin’ am, Bennett? I mean, really? Do you know the things I’ve done? Do you know the details of my crimes?”

Bennett looked up at the bigger man. “I’ve got a fair idea. That’s why I am asking you to join us,” he said with a small smile.

McGuire continued to shake his head in disbelief, laughing and pacing the room. The guards exchanged uncertain glances, tightening their grips on their weapons. McGuire stopped suddenly, and stared directly at Bennett. “This has been very informative, captain. Thank you very much.”

A look of confusion creased the captain’s features. “What do you mean?”

“You’ll find out.”

Bennett looked genuinely hurt. “Am I take it to mean you’re refusing my offer?”

McGuire swivelled his head around, clicking the bones. “What do you think, dickwad?”

Bennett nodded. “Okay.” He turned to his guards and announced, “This man is a looter and probably an arsonist. Take him outside and shoot him.” He leaned in to the male soldier and said in a stage whisper, “Make sure you have an audience.”

The guards nodded, the man stepping forward to grab McGuire. “It’s okay,” said McGuire, raising his hands, then changing the movement into a punch. The male soldier fell backward into the woman, blood and cartilage exploding from his face, his momentum pulling both him and his comrade to the floor.

McGuire dodged past the suddenly terrified-looking captain, making for the ill-fitting door. He stepped outside into a forest of gun barrels. The furore inside had clearly attracted some of Bennett’s more alert people.

“Nice try,” said a relieved-looking Bennett, emerging behind him and clapping a hand on McGuire’s shoulder. The guards followed, the one McGuire had struck trying unsuccessfully to stem the flow of blood from his wrecked nose.

  


  


A WIND HAD got up from nowhere. McGuire closed his eyes and felt the cool air on his face. When he opened them, it was to see a ring of desultory civilians—including some handcuffed prisoners who had travelled into the base alongside him in the lorry—and a similarly motley-looking gathering of soldiers, their pasty faces blinking in the severe sunshine. A few of the bystanders wore other kinds of uniform: a portly woman dressed in chef’s whites, a couple of mechanics, a man in medical fatigues. McGuire noticed that Bennett had emerged from his wooden cabin onto the decking outside. The captain sipped at a delicate porcelain cup of tea perched on a saucer, as though he’d goose-stepped right out of some colonial fucking photo.

McGuire’s hands were once again bound, this time to a makeshift wooden pole. A soldier—the flabby sergeant from earlier—stepped forward to blindfold him, but McGuire dodged his head out of the way. The man shrugged and stepped back.

The two guards who had led him away from Bennett’s wooden cabin had been joined by another three soldiers, also equipped with submachine guns. The soldier whose nose McGuire had broken—a bizarre-looking, hastily applied bandage now obscuring much of his face—seemed to be particularly relishing his role in the firing squad. The sergeant stood to one side, a look of resignation etched into his features.

“Take aim,” he intoned half-heartedly.

The soldiers inexpertly raised their weapons, their guns buffeted by the wind. McGuire half-wondered whether they would actually hit their target, even from this close range. The idea of being repeatedly wounded but not killed did not appeal to him. He looked down, his fingers working frantically to pull apart the inept knots around his wrists.

A burst of rapid gunfire made McGuire look up, expecting to see one of the soldiers holding a smoking weapon, but the firing squad were looking to one another in alarm. A second and a third burst of gunfire rang out, followed by a sustained burst of machine gun fire. The portly woman in chef’s whites looked down in surprise at her chest, which had been ripped open like an unbuttoned tunic, and collapsed backward in a juddering, ungainly heap of exposed innards. Suddenly the firing squad and the ring of bystanders were scattering in terror. Bennett’s cup and saucer toppled from his hands.

The compound was under attack.
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CHAPTER FIVE

  


  


THEY NEVER TELL you this about shrapnel, reflected McGuire, as he dropped to the ground, shielding his face with his arms. Shrapnel isn’t just spinning fragments of glass or metal or brick or wood, though there was plenty of that. It isn’t just bits of shells or grenades or bullets, though they’re in there too. On the contrary; it’s bits of people, humans turned inside out, wrenched apart or atomised and flung about at speed. That and wedding rings. Wedding rings kill a fuck of a lot of people in battle.

Once the mass of spinning debris had finished cascading down on him, he pulled himself to his feet. A whizzing noise filled the air and one of the parked lorries exploded, flinging out another wave of twisted, flaming debris, thankfully some way distant. A second mortar erupted in the midst of a squat-looking building that was being used as a canteen, tearing through the roof and sending the windows billowing outwards. Soldiers, civilian workers and prisoners scattered in terror, some clutching burned and bloody injuries, many screaming. The injured sat or lay curled up, sobbing, or trembling and silent in pools of blood.

The soldier whose nose McGuire had smashed rounded on him, seeing his opportunity to execute the prisoner slipping away. McGuire had used the distraction to finally loose his bonds and was already coming to meet the man. He grabbed the barrel of the soldier’s gun and pushed it under his chin just as the man pulled the trigger. The top of the man’s head erupted in a spout of scarlet, and McGuire pushed the gushing body aside.

“You’ve got visitors,” he said as he pushed past Bennett into the wooden hut, crunching over the remnants of the delicate porcelain cup and saucer. The captain was barking orders, his voice hoarse, desperately trying to corral his troops into ordered lines of defence.

McGuire reappeared moments later, clutching his assault rifle and backpack. Bennett whirled around, bringing up his pistol, but before he could loose a bullet McGuire had flipped his rifle butt into the captain’s face, sending him crashing to the ground. McGuire dropped to a crouch beside the moaning figure, flipping open his backpack and pulling out Ned Kelly’s armour. Of course he could have killed Blinky Bill, but somehow he felt he needed an audience for what was about to happen. Bennett watched with dazed incredulity, his puppyish face running with blood, as McGuire proceeded to strap the metal shoulders, back plate and breastplate to his body. Finally he lowered the iron helmet over his head, shifting it so that he could see properly, and turned toward the battle. He would leave Bennett to bear witness.

McGuire marched through the confusion, assault rifle at the ready. A grenade exploded nearby, flinging out a further wave of shrapnel. This time he walked through it, the debris bouncing harmlessly off his armour. The military largely ignored him, intent on repelling the attackers. Only occasionally did one of Bennett’s soldiers catch sight of him, recoiling in amazement or horror. Inside the helmet, McGuire smiled to himself; he could have been Ned Kelly’s ghost, as far as any of them knew.

McGuire passed a group of soldiers clustered behind one of the dormant Humvees, struggling to get a bead on their assailants. The same could not be said of the attackers, who seemed able to pick them off with impunity and impressive accuracy. As McGuire passed, one of the soldiers spun around, much of her shoulder missing. McGuire saw the perpetrator, a wiry-looking kid sporting an epic facial scar, swinging his sniper rifle and sprinting to a different vantage point.

“The fuckers are headed for the food store!” yelled one of Bennett’s soldiers. McGuire watched as a squad of quad-bikes bounced across the compound en route for an anonymous red-bricked building, engines shrieking. The quad-bikes received covering fire from the groups advancing on foot, some with mortars hoist on their shoulders. McGuire observed that the attackers seemed considerably more disciplined than the ‘professionals’ defending the compound.

A familiar grinding noise rose above the cacophony. McGuire whirled around to see the tank from earlier coming to sluggish life, its turret swivelling toward the quad-bikes. The tank gun erupted, the recoil sending the vehicle lurching backward, and one of the quad-bikes was flung into the air, crashing down on one of its fellows in a miasma of twisted, burning metal. The attackers on foot launched a furious barrage against the Abrams, but their efforts were largely wasted as the bullets and grenades scudded harmlessly off its metal skin. Meanwhile the troops defending the compound took heart and renewed their counter attack, breaking from cover to launch rocket-propelled grenades that sang and zipped through the air into the midst of their assailants.

McGuire had dropped behind a pile of rubble. The front gates were wide open; presumably the attackers had either stolen a military vehicle and used that to gain access, or simply waited for a genuine army vehicle to enter and followed it. That’d teach the soldier boys to be a bit more careful in future. Either way, this was clearly McGuire’s escape route. But it wasn’t time to leave the party yet. From his vantage point he could see the twisted body of one of the fighters who’d broken into the compound. McGuire dodged out from cover and rolled beside the figure, and then turned the man over. Half his head was missing, but McGuire ignored that and began to remove the homemade belt of hand-grenades from around the dead man’s waist. As he fumbled the belt free, he noticed that the man’s upper torso and part of his right shoulder and lower neck were adorned with an extraordinarily intricate tattoo, like the scales of a lizard.

The belt released, McGuire scrabbled upright. The air was rife with the smell of cordite and drifting smoke. Keeping low, McGuire dodged from cover to cover, ducking behind industrial-sized refuse bins, overturned vehicles, even piles of bodies as necessary. Eventually he’d executed a tight arc around the back of the slow-moving tank. Judging his moment, he broke cover, running to scrabble up the machine’s rear, bullets bouncing around him as Bennett’s troops realised what he was doing. McGuire turned and let off a few blasts from his rifle, then pulled himself up onto the vehicle’s turret and wrenched up the hatch.

He ripped one of the pins from the hand-grenades and dropped the entire belt into the hatch then leapt, with all his might. As McGuire fell to the ground and rolled for cover, he heard the first of a rapid succession of dull crumps and saw the tank shuddering ferociously, as though it had swallowed something untoward, which it had. When he looked again, it had come to an abrupt halt, and smoke was belching from the open hatch. Someone was screaming.

Bennett’s furious soldiers were bearing down on him now, gunfire cracking the ground all around him, occasional pieces of debris pinging off his armour. As he struggled to steady his weapon, a searing pain coursed through his shoulder and down his arm, the cost of his leap from the tank. He was vaguely aware of a buzzing approaching, like that of a gigantic insect.

“Come on!” yelled a voice close by, strong hands grabbing him by the arms and dragging him upright and into a seat.

McGuire looked up dazedly to see that he’d been pulled aboard the rear of one of the quad-bikes. “Hold tight!” bellowed a female voice. McGuire wrapped his huge hands around the bike’s frame as it shrieked into life and leapt forward, bouncing across the compound toward the gateway. The driver let rip with a machine gun, tearing into the soldiers bearing down on their position.

He could see the rest of the quad-bike squad roaring after them, some of them carrying pillion passengers shooting at the advancing soldiers. One of the quad-bikes was suddenly ripped apart by something, probably a bazooka, the machine tumbling in a chaos of flames and metal, the rider and passenger crushed in the bike’s unstoppable momentum. McGuire could see the soldier carrying the bazooka readying for another shot. Wincing from his dislocated shoulder, McGuire pulled his ACR into position and opened fire. The bazooka-wielding soldier’s chest erupted in a fountain of flesh and cartilage, her weapon spinning from her grasp.

They shot out of the gates of the compound, skidding across the rubble-strewn street before coming to a lurching halt. The pause was momentary; once the rest of the squad caught her, McGuire’s driver twisted the accelerator and the quad-bike shot off again, the squad in chaotic pursuit.

  


  


HE LIFTED THE iron helmet off his head, blinking away the sweat, appreciating the cool breeze on his sweltering face and matted hair. He took in the sandstone building before him, its spire rendered in silhouette by the midday sun. The Cathedral’s gothic edifice was implacable, dominating, and untouched, which surprised him. Surely angry or reproachful believers would have wanted to take out their feelings on God’s House? After all, He had let them down somewhat. Someone was clearly looking out for it; perhaps the Lord Himself. Or perhaps the high walls fashioned around it from wrecked cars, purloined fences, bricks and barbed wire, guards patrolling the makeshift walls, had something to do with it.

By now the noise of the quad-bike had subsided. “Thank you,” said McGuire’s saviour, pulling the motorcycle helmet from off her head. McGuire guessed Korean descent. Above the neckline of her singlet he noticed the same lizard-scale tattoo he’d seen on the dead man back at the compound.

“For what?” replied McGuire warily.

“For saving us from the tank.”

McGuire smirked. “That. That was me saving myself. Don’t get too fuckin’ excited.”

McGuire swayed unexpectedly and she moved to steady him. “Are you hurt? Your armour looks very old...”

McGuire pushed her away. “The armour protected me.”

“It’s your shoulder,” said the woman, concerned. “Let me—”

“I can do this,” said McGuire determinedly. He straightened up, then smashed his armoured left shoulder with his right hand, popping his arm back into place. He gave a grunt of relief.

By now the other quad-bikes were parking up, riders and passengers disembarking, including the wiry kid with the sniper rifle, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen. A burnt, dented mini-bus followed, presumably transporting the foot soldiers who’d provided support for the quad-bikers. People from inside the barricade—including, McGuire noted, children and teenagers—rushed to push a repurposed military lorry in front of the gap. He was intrigued to see that the vehicle looked to be equipped with flamethrowers. Probably one of the lorries they’d used to dispose of corpses, that the guy from the crashed Cessna had rambled about.

He’d swapped one compound for another.

“Who are you people?” growled McGuire.

“We are God’s Children, just like you,” answered the woman, smiling at McGuire’s scowl. “But my name is Cho Hee.” She held out her hand, which McGuire reluctantly accepted.

The returnees were busy unloading boxes of food from their quad-bikes. “You attacked a military compound,” observed McGuire. “Isn’t that a bit, uh, foolhardy?”

Cho Hee laughed. “You’d rather we starved?”

“There must be other ways of getting food.”

“What do you suggest? Cannibalism?” she said, her smile unrelentingly fixed. “But you’re correct. We did have an ulterior motive.”

“Which was what?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure I can tell you that. I’m sorry.” Still fucking smiling.

McGuire shrugged and looked around himself, at the individuals carrying boxes of food, at a scruffy group of kindy-aged ankle-biters receiving a school lesson from a matronly-looking woman with her hair in a bun, at the laughing, happy people. “God’s Children,” he mused.

“Exactly,” said Cho Hee excitedly. “The day of the gun and the bomb is coming to an end. God wills it.”

McGuire spat a trail of bloody saliva onto the ground. “Does He now?” he said, wiping his mouth. “You could have fooled me.”

“Yes,” said Cho Hee, blinking in surprise. “Why don’t you ask Him?”

  


  


MCGUIRE’S FILTHY BOOTS echoed across the ornately patterned floor. He’d returned the pieces of Ned Kelly’s armour to his backpack, and he felt them scraping impatiently against one another as he strode. He hadn’t entered a church—let alone a cathedral—for many years; not since his parents’ funeral, in fact. He was half-surprised he hadn’t simply burst into flames as soon as he set foot inside. As with the exterior, it was clear that someone was looking out for the place. Even the fragile processional doors through which they had entered, formed chiefly from a stained glass rendering of the story of Paul’s Damascene conversion, were intact. Occasionally he spotted kneeling parishioners engaged in prayer or other reflective supplication. They all wore the same self-satisfied look that had crossed Cho Hee’s face when the pair of them had entered the building.

“No sign of God,” observed McGuire.

Cho Hee glanced at him. “You’ll see Him soon enough. All you have to do is open your heart.” She closed her eyes as she walked.

McGuire grinned. “Of course.”

They continued in silence, eventually reaching the altar. A figure clad in dog collar and black pulpit robes, who had been filling the stone font with stagnant-looking water, turned at their approach. She was portly, rosy-cheeked and elderly. McGuire watched as she reached reflexively for a shotgun propped against the altar.

“Who the fuck is this?” she said, levelling the gun at him. He could see a portion of the lizard-scale tattoo peeking over the edge of her dog collar.

“Reverend Sarah, this man is McGuire,” said the younger woman firmly, bowing slightly. “He single-handedly destroyed a tank. Without him, none of us would be here.”

“He looks familiar,” said the woman. She was frowning, staring at him intently with azure eyes. “In a bad way.”

“He is a valiant, honourable man, Reverend,” responded Cho Hee.

Reverend Sarah continued to view him sceptically. “What does he want?”

“He wishes to commune with Our Lord.”

“No shit?” The Reverend gestured with the gun. “Door.”

The three of them made their way around the far extent of the pulpit to a heavy oaken door. This led down an oak-lined corridor, terminating at several more doors. A burly guard blocked their progress, a bandolier strung across his bare chest, Uzi in his hands. McGuire wasn’t surprised to see the tattoo again.

“Reverend.” The guard bowed and leaned over to open the door behind him, and they stepped into a wood-panelled room. McGuire took in a mahogany chest, luxuriant leather armchairs and an extraordinary oil painting of a magpie rendered in shades of reds and blacks. A pool table had been shoved against the furthest wall.

A group of greasy-looking men and women dressed in denim and leather were gathered around a muscular figure on the floor, clapping and whooping. The man on the floor was performing press-ups, the veins on his enormous, exposed biceps throbbing with each push. The spectacle was all the more impressive because the man wore articulated braces on his legs, which creaked with each push-up.

“...Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred!” yelled a bloke in a bandana, snapping a stopwatch to a halt. “Three minutes and five seconds.”

The figure on the floor pulled himself to his feet with the help of some of the onlookers. One of the men handed him a towel, with which he proceeded to wipe his face and shaven head.

“Here is Our Lord,” said the elderly Reverend, gesturing to the muscular man.

The figure turned in surprise, his glistening chest and shoulders dominated by the tattoo of the lizard scales.

“Hello, Trex,” said McGuire.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said the man.

  


  


“THEY THINK YOU’RE God?”

“Uh-huh. Pretty much.” The room had been cleared of Trex’s henchmen and women, and Cho Hee and the Reverend had bowed solemnly and departed. Now Trex sat behind the enormous mahogany desk, toying idly with a Newton’s cradle. Behind him, mounted proudly on the wall, was Trex’s notorious hand scythe, with which he had won many arguments quickly and effectively, if not eloquently. McGuire paced the room, struggling to contain his incredulity.

“Fuck me. How did you do it, Trex?”

Trex leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin ruminatively. “Well, y’know me, always one for the business opportunity.”

“What’s with those lizard tattoos they’ve all got?”

Trex’s eyes glittered. “Do you like ’em? It’s my logo, mate. I use it as a mark of, y’know, fealty. So people know who they follow, and I know I can trust ’em. I am Trex, the fearsome Tyrannosaurus Rex—hear me roar!” He chuckled to himself.

McGuire rubbed his scar through the grimy bandage. “Tell me how you did it, Trex. I’m intrigued.”

Trex puffed his cheeks. “That last job at the airport. Fuck me. My legs got fuckin’ shot to fuck.” He moved the wheeled chair so that McGuire could see the braces on his legs more clearly. “Gotta wear these fuckin’ things now, like some fuckin’ cripple. Doesn’t impede me overmuch, though. As you saw.”

“Fuckin’ annoying nevertheless,” observed McGuire.

“Fuck yeah,” acknowledged Trex. “I only got away ’cause Big Foot shoved me on the back of a fuckin’ luggage cart. The gang was just a mess, loads of ’em dead, you AWOL.” He sniffed. “I just laid low. Fortunately for me, you went and turned into some sort of fuckin’ celebrity villain out in the Bush. Really took the heat off the rest of us, thank fuck. Gave the cops and journos something to concentrate on.”

“And then the epidemic happened?”

“The Cull. Decimated the Melbourne gangs, us included. In the end there was just me, Spider, the Kendalls, a few others.” Trex fixed him with a steely gaze. “Ritzo.”

McGuire smiled sweetly. “Yeah, we met up. Chewed the fat.”

“You had a fun barbie, by all accounts. You should meet my man Rudy, he likes fire a lot. And I mean, a lot. Useful bloke, as it goes.”

McGuire raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You heard about our little tête-à-tête at the museum, then?”

Trex chuckled. “It’s a small city, McGuire, and there aren’t many people left. Word gets around. Dead Kelly walks, for fuck’s sake. How long were you out in the Bush? Eight months? Hunted by every fucker from here to fucking Katoomba? If I hadn’t known you for years, I never would have thought it possible. But here you fuckin’ are. In the flesh. Unbelievable.”

McGuire nodded impatiently. “Whatever, mate. I wanna know the rest. How did you set this up?”

Trex shrugged. “Figured if I was gonna start a religion, I needed a church. You gotta look the part, don’tcha?”

“A big fuckin’ church.”

Trex seemed surprised. “No point in thinking small.” He smirked. “Isn’t that what we always said?”

“And it worked? It looks like it worked.”

Trex frowned. “What is it the Bible says? If you build it, they will come?”

McGuire grinned. “That’s Field of Dreams. It’s a fuckin’ Kevin Costner movie. But I get the gist, mate.”

Trex gestured expansively with his enormous, calloused hands. “Whatever. People were desperate, searching. There’s been this almighty global catastrophe. There’s no food, no water, no TV, no internet. It’s all gone. And when something like this happens, a figure is meant to emerge, y’know? A religious figure.”

McGuire couldn’t help but snicker. “A saviour?”

Trex leaned forward in his chair. “That’s it exactly,” he said, waggling a finger. “A saviour. That’s what I am. They’re my, uh, flock. I look after ’em. Make sure they’re protected, fed, that they’ve got shelter, warmth.” He motioned vaguely towards the window. “You saw the school?”

“Yeah, I saw the fuckin’ school, Trex. Fuckin’ mental. And in return they worship you?”

Trex pursed his lips. “I think it’s a pretty good deal, don’t you?”

McGuire shrugged. “Looks good to me. You’re making enemies, though.”

Trex waved his hand dismissively. “You mean the fuckin’ military? They’re a right fuckin’ mess, mate. You saw ’em yourself. Barely any of ’em are professional soldiers. Few nice toys, I’ll give you that—but most of ’em are shot. That posh dweeb that leads them is about fourteen. But yeah, they’re a pain in the arse, that much is true.”

“What about the other gangs? There must be others. Couldn’t just be you and Ritzo.”

“Well, you very kindly eliminated Ritzo’s little outfit, but then that was hardly anything to write home about. A few spotty adolescents. The Kendalls have fucked off somewhere else, so they’re not an issue. But you’re right, there are others. Thing is, I’m driving the competition, if you get my meaning. It’ll just be me eventually. No worries.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Yeah. The mission you blundered into the middle of. It wasn’t just about grabbing food. It was sort of a recce. We were looking for information. Weaknesses, that sort of thing.”

McGuire smirked. “Didn’t feel the need to be more discreet, then?”

Trex sighed. “Yeah, well. That’s not the way we roll. You gotta think big. Anyway, turns out there’s some canisters in the compound. Nasty ones.”

McGuire nodded. “I know the ones. Draped in a tarpaulin like they were trying to cover ’em up, but the skull-and-crossbones are a bit of a fuckin’ give-away.”

“Cho Hee reckons it’s nerve agent. Hit ’em, and that’ll be the end of the compound.”

“Oh, yeah, Cho Hee. One of your more devout followers.”

“So what d’you think?” enquired Trex, his eyes glimmering with enthusiasm.

McGuire looked baffled. “About what?”

“My plan,” said Trex, a look of disappointment creeping across his broad features.

“Uh, yeah. Great plan.”

Trex beamed. “Glad you think so, dude.” He relaxed back in his chair again, putting his humungous hands behind his head. “So, the issue now is you. Do you want in? We could use someone like you.”

McGuire licked his lips, amused. “You’re offering me a job?”

Trex nodded. “I know it’s difficult, mate. You’re no longer Top Dog. Things got shifted around a bit. That’s a hard call. But it doesn’t need to be weird. You could be my lieutenant. I’d give you a lot of power, mate. It’d be pretty cool, trust me.”

McGuire smirked. “I didn’t realise the post-apocalyptic world would be so jam-packed with fuckin’ career opportunities.”

Trex laughed. “For men of our talents, the world is now officially our oyster, mate.”

McGuire continued. “’Cept, the thing is, like you I’m really just interested in information. Knowledge is power and all that.”

“Oh, yeah?” Trex looked suddenly suspicious.

“Yeah. I wanna know who betrayed us. Who betrayed me.”

Trex laughed unconvincingly. “The heist from Hell? The fuckin’ thing with the bulldozer? Jesus, mate, that’s pre-history now. Didn’t you notice? It’s the fuckin’ Day of Reckoning out there. Events have moved on, bro’—you should too.” He rapped his hands playfully on his braces. “Look at me. I could be fuckin’ bitter, but I’m not.” He gazed steadily at McGuire, his grin rigid. “I just get on with it.”

McGuire returned his stare. “Ritzo said it wasn’t him.”

Trex narrowed his eyes. “You believe him?”

“He was negotiating for his life.”

“I wouldn’t believe anything that little shit said. Especially if you had ’im on the rack.”

“So you know he was lying to me? You know that for certain?”

Trex stood up, his braces squeaking. “Is this what this is, McGuire? A revenge thing?”

McGuire held up his hands, palms outward. “I didn’t say anything about revenge.”

“I’ve got my own army, in case you didn’t notice,” said Trex angrily, pointing out the window. “Half of them are former gang members, the rest think I’m fuckin’ God. Any attack on me and they’ll tear you limb from fuckin’ limb.”

“Whoah man,” said McGuire, his tone managed, eyes scanning Trex intently. “Why’re you so sensitive?”

“What did Ritzo say?”

“He said he didn’t know who betrayed me. But that there were rumours...”

“Rumours?”

“About Lindsay.”

Trex’s expression abruptly transformed from fury to incredulity. Then he clapped his hands together triumphantly and smiled. “I knew it—this is what this is really about, isn’t it? Fuckin’ Lindsay.”

McGuire swallowed hard. “Is she alive? Where is she?”

Trex shook his head. “Lindsay. I should have known.”

“I need to know where she is,” said McGuire. He couldn’t keep the urgency out of his voice.

Trex leaned on the desk. “I’ll tell you what. I’m a magnanimous God, as it goes.” He took a walking stick from a hook on the wall and swaggered toward the door. “Let’s have ourselves a little deal. Yes, I know where she is. And I’ll give you someone to take you to her.”

Trex leaned out the door and called out, “Mate, can you come in here a second?”

A squat, thickset man entered, the top of his sweat-stained shirt unbuttoned, revealing the familiar scaly tattoo.

“Baxter,” said McGuire quietly.

“Fuck me,” said Baxter incredulously, a grin spreading across his compact features. “So it’s true. Dead Kelly walks.”

“Fuckin’ hell,” muttered McGuire.

Trex clapped his hand on Baxter’s shoulder, looking for all the world like a proud father. “You know what, Kelly? The thing about Baxter here is that he’s completely and utterly unique.”

“Is that right?” said McGuire in low tones.

“Uh-huh.” Trex nodded emphatically. “His life hasn’t been altered one jot by the apocalypse, has it now, Baxter, old son?”

A looked of confusion rippled across Baxter’s face. “I don’t understand, Trex.”

Trex flashed a grin. “Don’t worry, mate. What I mean is, you’re the go-between. The messenger, moving between different gangs, between different tribes. Just like you always were.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Baxter with relief, grinning ruefully. “Our man on the ground.”

Trex laughed and squeezed Baxter’s shoulder with synthetic affection, “That’s what we always say, isn’t it, mate? Our man on the ground. I’m telling you, Kelly, we’ve got every angle covered.”

McGuire was shaking his head. “For fuck’s sake, Trex. Just tell me where she is. I’ll go on my own.”

“Uh-uh,” said Trex, with mock sternness. “You go without him and they’ll kill you as soon as look at you. You need Baxter. He’s your passport, mate.”

“For fuck’s sake,” said McGuire, sotto voce.

“Baxter, I want you to take McGuire to see Spider.”

Baxter’s puzzled expression had returned, his gaze shifting between Trex and McGuire and back again. “Really? Uh, okay, boss.”

“Spider?” responded McGuire, askance. “What the fuck is she doing with that fucker?”

Trex looked steadily at McGuire, all humour gone. “Listen, Kelly. I told you. Things have shifted. That’s who she’s with now.”

McGuire’s eyes flashed. “You’ve got to be fuckin’ kiddin’ me.”

Trex shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. It’s just the way it panned out. It’s a different world.”

McGuire had unconsciously picked apart the bandage on his hand, exposing the curved scar. “The fucker,” he said disbelievingly, staring at the wound.

Trex nodded emphatically. “Yeah, well. No argument here. That sap has been a pain in my backside for as long as I can remember. An irritant, know what I mean? Little things. A raid here, a raid there. And that’s your side of the deal, mate.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I want him gone, I want his gang wasted.”

McGuire nodded slowly. “Maybe.”

Trex chuckled. “You can’t lose, mate. This way you can knock off Spider and get your lady love back. Revenge and romance, you gotta love the combination.”

McGuire continued to stare at his scarred hand for a moment longer, then offered it to Trex. “Okay. You got a deal.”

Trex clasped it. “You have my word, mate. And my Word is Law.”
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CHAPTER SIX

  


  


“THIS IS SO fucking cool.”

Baxter was grinning from ear to cauliflower ear as he gunned the X-Trail down Flinders Street and right onto Batman Avenue. In the old days the journey probably would have taken ten minutes by car; now, what with negotiating the rubble and abandoned vehicles, it took three times as long. Baxter kept looking excitedly to McGuire like some fucking cocker spaniel, then making lame-arse attempts at conversation. McGuire countered now and again, but otherwise maintained a stoic silence, his eyes playing on the fragmenting world around them. Eventually Baxter ceased gabbling, but the adoring grin remained.

The SUV was well-suited to the uneven terrain, but being around the quad-bikes had made McGuire pine for his beloved Harley. He’d ridden three different Harleys over the past twenty years, maintaining them with care and attention, delighting in seeing his reflection in the polished chrome. They’d been more important to him than anything else—at least until Lindsay came along. He remembered her riding pillion, the feel of her breath on the back of his neck, her loving hands gripping his waist. Melbourne to Sydney, the Snowy Mountains, the Victoria High Country, the Great Ocean Road. McGuire and Lindsay at the apex of the gang, and Trex, Baxter and the others trailing behind.

He remembered the mayhem of that day. The bulldozer smashing into the newly-loaded airliner, just like they’d planned. McGuire, Big Foot and the Kendall twins gleefully pulling out those chests of bullion, loading them on the back of the wagon, while Trex and the others dealt with airport security. McGuire’s sudden misgivings about the lack of police sirens or airport alarms, wondering why everything was so fucking quiet. The sudden dryness in his mouth as he spotted the glint of sunglasses and saw the snipers on top of the control tower. Suddenly seeing sharp-shooters all around them, hidden in the airport terminal, ensconced in the hangar, behind the fucking catering wagon.

The shouted warnings to drop their weapons, McGuire and Trex exchanging glances, the words they didn’t need to say. Turning to rake the coppers with bullets, the buzzing torrent of their reply. His gang members ripped apart by snipers, blasts of automatic fire, grenades—the quicker ones, the cleverer ones, running for their bikes, returning fire all the while. Trex being hit in the legs but carrying on regardless, whirling his treasured hand scythe in the air like a nutjob, Meg Kendall loosing one lethal shot after another from her crossbow, Baxter dashing for the exit with an animalistic shriek of fury, Ritzo atop the mobile stairway, pistol in one hand, Uzi in the other, laughing.

McGuire remembered leaping aboard his bike, making for the exit, the police wagon coming from nowhere and side-swiping him, he and his Harley parting ways. The bike slaloming under its own momentum until it flipped spectacularly and skittered to a standstill, sparks cascading in its wake. McGuire himself flung through the air, crashing down and rolling over and over until he too came to a halt, exposed flesh ripped to fuck, his ACR still gripped tight in his hand. Lying face-up as the cops bore down on him, biding his time like a clever boxer riding out the count. Then rolling over at the last possible moment, ACR blaring, blowing apart legs and abdomens and chests. Trudging over bones and body parts and the half-alive, past the remnants of his beautiful bike, the cacophony of battle dying behind him. Tearing through a wire fence like a wild beast, and then out into the open.

He remembered the blood in his mouth, the scraping of his bones. Lindsay being led away by police, the fleeting, pained look she threw in his direction. The barking of police dogs, the shouts and the gunfire, the car he stole and later abandoned. He remembered running, hiding and surviving amidst the rocks and the gum trees and the bushes. That fuckin’ helicopter. Jesus. But most of all he remembered the realisation he’d been betrayed, and a thirst for revenge that grew in him like Japanese knotweed, its gnarled, reaching tendrils choking everything in its path, until it became him. Just like before, like that time with his parents—

McGuire snapped from his reverie to see the overgrown mayhem of Darling Gardens flashing past, Baxter bringing the vehicle to a rumbling halt on Alexandria Avenue. He planted a boot onto the rubble-strewn bitumen, and Baxter led him across the bicycle lane down toward the Yarra. The sky had become a dull grey mantle, threatening rain. They pushed their way through the tree line and down the grassy, overrun embankment, coming to an arched opening into a tunnel. Immediately adjacent was Church Street Bridge, its concrete supports festooned with the usual cryptic graffiti, including the word ‘Eternal,’ executed in giant, curving scarlet and black letters.

“What is this place?” said McGuire suspiciously as they approached. “You’re taking me down a fuckin’ sewer?”

“Not a sewer, Boss,” corrected Baxter. “It’s a storm drain. There’s a whole network of ’em beneath the city. Not many people know they’re here.” He immediately corrected himself: “Not many people knew they were here.”

“And the fucker’s down here, is he?” replied McGuire sceptically.

“Yeah, Boss. But listen, we have to be quick.” He gestured a stubby hand toward the menacing grey sky. “Storm’s coming. We get caught in there when the river’s up and we’re liable to have a big problem.”

McGuire nodded; it was already specking with rain. “Why here?” he asked warily.

Baxter had resumed his dreamy grinning as his booted feet clanged over a metal grille and into the tunnel. He switched on a torch, its beam playing off the curved red brickwork. “I guess they figured the streets are too dangerous. All sorts of things up there.” He waved his torch beam at the ceiling.

All sorts of things. McGuire thought of the polar bear. “Fair fuckin’ point,” he acknowledged, following Baxter in. They advanced down the tunnel, accompanied by a steady drip-drip of water and the intermittent chirrup of crickets. McGuire turned his own torch on and picked out scuttling forms on the walls and floor: cockroaches.

“How’d you end up with Trex’s gang?” said McGuire abruptly, as they walked.

Baxter turned back to him, his brow corrugating. “You disappeared, Boss. After the heist. Then the Cull happened. Loads of us died. Those of us that were left, well, we sort of got mixed up, y’know. Stuck with whoever we could find.” He struggled to articulate himself. “People came together in different ways...”

McGuire stopped. Baxter did the same, turning toward him. “You okay, Boss?” he asked anxiously.

“Someone betrayed me,” McGuire said simply.

McGuire’s beam played on the squat man’s face. Baxter’s illuminated his in turn.

“It wasn’t me,” said Baxter contritely. “I swear, Boss.”

McGuire let the sound of the dripping water and scuttling of cockies dominate for a moment. “Of course,” he said eventually, letting a broad grin creep over his features. “I know it wasn’t you, mate. Guess how I know.”

“I, uh, dunno, Boss.” Again with the stupid grin.

McGuire tapped his forehead. “You’re too fuckin’ smart, mate.” He clapped Baxter affectionately on the shoulder. “Let’s carry on, you fucker.”

Baxter laugh nervously, flashing his yellow teeth. “Thanks, Boss.”

They resumed walking, this time in silence, passing occasional daubs of graffiti. Overblown tags, cryptic names and messages, some of the most striking in red and black. Most of them looked far more than a few months old, as though people had been coming down here for some considerable time. McGuire noticed that the older red brick was left alone; only the newer concrete elements of the tunnel were considered fair game for scribbling on. Down here, at least, the past was evidently still respected.

“The problem is,” said McGuire suddenly, apropos nothing, “when there’s no fuckin’ society, who the fuck do you rebel against?”

“Up here, look.” Baxter gestured to a piece of graffiti indicating that ‘The Chamber’ was thirty-eight metres distant. Then he turned back to McGuire. “That’s what Trex said. That’s why we’re trying to build a new society.” Again the furrowed brow. “Maybe that’s why we need a new society?”

McGuire let out a low laugh that echoed off the brickwork. “So now we’re society? And Trex is God? What the fuck?” He’d stopped walking, and placed a restraining hand on Baxter’s arm. “How come you know the way? They just let you in, do they?”

Baxter sighed. “It’s just the way it is, Boss. Like Trex said, it’s like it always was. I move around, y’know, between the different factions. Our man on the ground, remember?”

McGuire let go of Baxter’s arm. “Our man underground.”

Baxter nodded. “That’s it, Boss.” They walked on, and very soon it became apparent that the tunnel was opening out. McGuire could see natural light through cracks in the Chamber’s wall, and wondered what was above them.

A sudden noise made them both halt. The figure of a woman was just visible in the darkness beyond, fleetingly visible in a dancing pool of light. “Hold it there,” she said. They heard her footsteps closing in and she emerged into the light, a gas lantern clutched in her hand.

“Baxter,” she said, face taut and scowling against the beam from his torch. She was a statuesque woman: a blonde pony tail, gaunt, high cheeks, into which crosses had been scored. Late forties, probably. An extraordinary bow-shaped meat cleaver hung from her belt. “You’re late,” she said through a mouthful of gum, reaching out a hand to lower Baxter’s torch. “Spider doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“Sorry, Nancy,” replied Baxter. “We came as quick as we could.”

“Either of you carrying?”

“We’re visitors here, Nancy,” said Baxter emphatically. “We know the rules.”

The woman moved toward McGuire, the lantern swinging in close to his face until he felt the heat on his cheek. “Is that him, then? The one they’ve all been talking about?”

“Yeah, that’s him.” Baxter nodded.

The woman cocked her head to one side. “Dead Kelly, eh? I remember you from way back. I don’t fuckin’ buy it myself. I think you’re a fuckin’ charlatan.”

“Pays to be suspicious,” McGuire said, returning her hostile gaze.

Baxter intervened hurriedly. “Uh, Kelly McGuire, meet Nancy the Nun.”

“I remember you too,” said McGuire. With her height and the scars on her cheeks, she was hard to forget. As was the meat cleaver. The story went that she’d been an orphan in one of the church-run homes around Sydney, forced to work in the kitchens. When she tried to protect some of the younger orphans from the advances of a kiddie-fiddling priest, he’d held her down and ‘crucified’ her face, in order—apparently—that he might cleanse her soul. Nancy’s response was to bring to bear the nearest thing to hand, which turned out to be the meat cleaver. Figuring he was clearly experiencing difficulty with his vow of celibacy, she generously removed the offending appendage.

McGuire’s eyes played on the meat cleaver glinting in the torch light. “You used to run with Lenny and his lot. What happened?”

“The fuckin’ plague,” snapped Nancy. “What do you think happened?” She gestured with the blade. “After you. And mate, I don’t give a fuck if you are gangster royalty—if you fuck about, I’ll slice you in half. Get it?”

Exonerated by the courts by dint of her age, Nancy slipped easily into gang life, finding increasing use for her skills with the blade, the meat cleaver having become her signature weapon. She kept herself to herself and most gang members afforded her a wide, respectful berth. That, with the crosses either side of her face, earned her the ‘Nun’ appellation.

“Yeah, I think we got it,” said McGuire, following Baxter and Nancy into the Chamber. They had to be careful to avoid the recessed path bisecting the room, through which flowed a steady stream of bubbling water. The cracks of daylight reflected off the water and cast jittering patterns on the ceiling, and the walls were adorned with vast murals depicting animals and people. Clearly this space had been known about a long time prior to the Cull, although Spider’s gang must have adopted it only in the last few months.

Crowds of people broke around them as they entered, their whispers fading to nothing. McGuire saw some reaching for their weapons or just staring suspiciously, their faces caught in the glow of manifold candles and gas lanterns. People were sitting on raised platforms either side of the gully. He was surprised to see a few kids amongst them, and could even hear a baby mewling, its sporadic cries bouncing off the walls and ceiling.

“What is this place, Baxter?” hissed McGuire.

“I told you, Boss. Storm drain. There’s dozen of ’em under the city. This is just one of the more accessible ones.”

McGuire grunted. It wasn’t the answer he’d been looking for.

The crowd in the centre of the Chamber had begun to join their fellows on the makeshift seating, subdued, almost reverent. McGuire looked to the men and women, a few of them hardened gang-members he recognised from Back in the Day, but mostly civilians who had had to learn brutality in order to survive. Their eyes glittered in the candlelight.

At a sound behind him, McGuire went for his rifle, before remembering he didn’t have it with him. After a moment, he realised someone was clapping, albeit weakly. He turned to see a figure slumped in a wheelchair, wizened face caught in a rictus grin, slowly and inexpertly applauding. The candles near him cast a shifting, elongated shadow, altogether more animated than the emaciated man in the chair.

“McGuire,” rasped the newcomer. “I mean, Dead Kelly. What a performance.”

“Spider,” said McGuire, incredulous and amused. “The virile, square-jawed Spider. The bloke that banged every woman he ever met. Isn’t that what you always reckoned? Not looking so well, mate. What’s eating you?”

“Laugh it up, mate,” Spider said, sneering. He coughed, spattering his collar with yellowy spittle. “It ain’t got me yet, though.”

McGuire regarded the slumped figure with smiling disdain. “Spider, mate. I think that may only be a matter of time...” He trailed off as he picked out another figure in the gloom, a short way behind Spider. It was a woman in another wheelchair, clearly unconscious, wrapped in a tartan blanket. She was greying at the temples, but there was no mistaking her auburn hair.

“Lindsay,” McGuire breathed, moving toward her.

“No,” said a severe voice behind him. He felt the cool blade of Nancy’s meat cleaver caressing his ear and the back of his neck, and froze.

Spider exhaled a guttural laugh. “You. You fucker. Seems like you’ve been making waves, Kelly. Ritzo, the army compound. I heard you paid Trex a visit, too. How’s the, uh, God business working out for him?”

McGuire grinned ruefully, casting a glance around the Chamber. Sure, his audience was suspicious, but there was something else, too. It was as though they were expecting something. Spider, like most of the old gang, enjoyed theatrics, so he could have planned a show of some kind, prior to McGuire’s inevitable execution. Although given Nancy the Nun’s evident distaste for him, the performance might well be a whole lot shorter than intended.

“What is this?” said McGuire mockingly. “Amateur dramatics down the sewer?”

“It’s a storm drain,” muttered Baxter churlishly, but McGuire flashed him a warning look.

“We’re survivors,” snapped the figure in the wheelchair venomously.

“Survivors?” echoed McGuire. “Barely.”

Spider paused before replying. “You know, when Baxter sent word you wanted a meeting, I thought to myself, ‘I know what this is about.’”

“Yeah?”

“You want revenge, and you want Lindsay. Am I right?”

McGuire sniffed. “Correct on both counts.”

Spider snorted derisively. “Right. You think someone in the old gang dobbed you into the coppers. Yes?”

McGuire nodded. “You pretty much got it. You don’t get fuckin’ police snipers turning up accidentally. The heist was blown because someone squealed.”

“And you think it was me? Having exhausted all other possibilities?”

McGuire chuckled. “I’ve yet to exhaust all other possibilities. You just happen to be next on my list.”

“Let’s get this straight,” said Spider, shaking his head. “You killed Ritzo ’cause you could, ’cause he was weak? But you let Trex off the hook ’cause you couldn’t beat him? How very selective of you. Some might say cowardly.”

McGuire shook his head. “It’s all about timing, mate. Everything comes to he who waits.”

Spider’s bloodshot eyes played across the audience opposite him. “And so I’m next in line for a good talking to?”

McGuire absently rubbed the scar on his hand. “You know, man, that would make some sorta sense.” As he spoke, he noticed the audience’s weapons becoming altogether more prominent. Some had pulled pistols, others hefted submachine guns or blades of various descriptions. Clearly audience participation was part of the show.

Spider chuckled. “So that’s the plan, is it? Kill all the old gang members? Fuck me, mate. I was expecting something a bit more fuckin’ intellectual from you, McGuire. Very disappointing, mate.”

McGuire kept his gaze locked on the emaciated figure in the chair. “As my old Papa was fond of saying, you’ll get what you’re given.”

Spider grinned lopsidedly. “Is that what you said to him before you chopped his head off?”

McGuire could feel Nancy’s cool breath, felt the blade flat against the nape of his neck. “I’m here for Lindsay.”

Spider’s grin remained fixed as he turned to face the woman slumped in the wheelchair beside him. “Oh, you mean my Queen?”

McGuire shook his head. “What the fuck?”

Spider nodded, as vigorously as he could manage. “Yeah, that’s right, mate. I’m King and she’s Queen. Cool, eh?”

McGuire ignored that. “What’s wrong with her?”

Spider waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, I don’t know. The birth, I guess. Really took it out of her.”

McGuire’s eyes flashed. “What the fuck d’you mean?” he growled, clenching and unclenching his fists. He felt the curved scar on his hand opening up, warm blood in the palm of his hand.

Spider squeezed his eyes shut, his body quivering. At first McGuire figured he was in pain, but then he realised the cunt was laughing. “Fuck me,” he said eventually. “You’re in for a treat, mate. You really are. Frieda!”

McGuire followed Spider’s gaze to the seating and saw a figure rising, clutching something to her breast. The girl—little more than a child herself—made her way down from the platform, occasionally assisted by the audience, until she reached the centre of the Chamber. She gingerly stepped over the gully, presenting herself to Spider with a curtsy. Spider smiled a crooked half-smile, which McGuire imagined was supposed to be benevolent, but which just looked deeply sinister. Then Frieda approached McGuire. In her hands, wrapped in a piece of cheesecloth, was a newborn baby, probably a few days old. Presumably it was the one McGuire had heard crying as they entered the Chamber. He looked to the teenage girl, unable to disguise his bafflement, and she shyly returned his look and smiled. She very carefully lifted the cheesecloth aside so that he could see the baby’s auburn hair.

McGuire stepped back from Frieda and the baby in shock, almost backing straight into Nancy’s cleaver.

The sickly semi-grin was still on Spider’s face. “What do you think, Kelly?” he enquired mildly.

“It’s mine,” McGuire whispered.

Spider flourished a withered hand. “Hmm. Hard to say.”

McGuire rounded on the man in the wheelchair. “Of course it’s fucking mine. I’ve only been gone eight months, mate. Your brain isn’t that fucking addled.”

Spider nodded. “Yeah, well. Maybe I’m misremembering. Or maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t quite so committed to your relationship as you like to think.” He smirked. “I am Spider, after all. You know my reputation.”

“Fucker,” McGuire growled, his body tensing, stopping only as Baxter gripped his arm. Baxter nodded toward Nancy the Nun, right behind McGuire, her meat cleaver poised.

Spider, meanwhile, continued to speak. “Could be yours, couldn’t it? But then again... It could be mine. The problem is...”—he licked his thin lips—“you just can’t be certain.”

McGuire was quiet a moment. “A boy or a girl?” he said at length.

“A boy,” nodded Spider. “I know what you’re thinking, Kelly. I know you too bloody well. Sure, you want to be in command, you want to displace Trex and fuck the military and take over the city. Maybe even the whole fucking country. Sure, you want the power, the glory, the drugs, the pleasure.” Spider’s watery eyes wandered about the Chamber. “But most of all you want yourself a legacy, for your name to become the stuff of legend. And you think this baby boy will give you that, don’t you, Kelly?”

“The baby’s mine,” said McGuire, blood trickling from his hand and onto the damp ground. “I know it.”

“I’m glad you’re so fuckin’ certain. The thing is, I’m dying. I’d quite like a legacy too, as it goes.” He beamed at McGuire.

“Fuck you.”

Spider sneered and made a jerky gesture with his hand. McGuire was suddenly aware of a dozen or so submachine guns and pistols pointing directly at him. Spider shifted awkwardly in his wheelchair. “You can’t take him unless you kill me. And if you kill me, my people will kill you. What are we gonna do, eh?”

McGuire looked to the people on the seats, to the few gang members he recognised, the ones he didn’t. The civilians who’d joined up with Spider’s gang just to survive. They all looked exhausted, many of them afraid. And still they looked expectant.

McGuire nodded slowly. “I don’t think so, Spider,” he said at length, and in measured tones. “Trex sees you as an irritant, you know that? But you’re not even that. You’re a useless pile of skin and bone. And this place, your lair—this isn’t a headquarters. This is a hole, where a Spider crawls away to die.”

“You fuckin’ idiot, McGuire. You’ve got no idea the power I wield. I saved these people from oblivion.” He pushed on one of the chair’s wheels and spun about. “Barbara!” he called suddenly, his scratchy words echoing off the brick walls.

“Here,” said a portly woman in her sixties, shotgun quivering in her red, peeling hands.

“What were you doing when I found you?”

“Eating out of a bin, Spider!”

Spider nodded, spinning his wheelchair around. “And you, Sam Mei—what were you doing?”

A young Chinese man responded, “I’d been arrested by the military for looting, Spider.” He was holding a pistol on McGuire, sideways, like something out of a fuckin’ Tarantino flick.

Spider smiled grimly at the memory. “And what were they going to do to you?”

“Shoot me, Spider.”

Spider nodded his understanding. “And what did I do?”

“You sprang me, Spider. You saved my life”—he clutched the hand of the girl beside him—“and my sister’s.”

Spider wheeled around to address Nancy. “And you, what about you?” he said tenderly. “What were you doing when I found you, Nancy?”

Nancy moved in front of McGuire, then wordlessly lifted her head. McGuire saw the serration across her throat and the neat stitching that had saved her life.

“You see?” said Spider, rounding triumphantly on McGuire. “These people owe me their very existence.”

“Some existence,” replied McGuire, his voice rising in volume to be heard by the crowd. “A half-life, hiding beneath the city?”

“Nancy,” intoned Spider.

She straightened to attention, meat cleaver glinting in the candlelight.

“Spider,” she acknowledged. “You want me to cut ’im down to size?”

“Oh, you’d love to do that, wouldn’t you, my dear? Chop-chop, eh?” Spider grinned. “But not this time, Nancy. No, I thought we might call on your Biblical expertise, my dear.”

“What’re you up to, you fucker?” demanded McGuire. He waved his arms angrily at the Chamber. “What is all this shit?”

“Come here, Frieda,” Spider instructed the girl, who reluctantly stepped forward. “Ah, the dear ickle baby,” he cooed, reaching out a gnarled, blood-stained hand to caress the bundle. Abruptly he looked back to Nancy, staring intently at the meat cleaver and licking his lips. “You see the problem, dear Nancy. We can’t decide who should have the baby. Should it be Mr McGuire here or myself?”

Nancy blinked. “Yes,” she said simply, “I see the problem.”

“What would be the best way of deciding, do you think? Or is there a way of satisfying both parties?”

Nancy frowned, and wiped her mouth with her free hand. “I don’t...”

“King Solomon,” admonished Spider. “Don’t tell me that your religious indoctrination has left you completely, my dear? That would be disappointing.”

Nancy gazed at the enormous blade in her hand.

“You remember,” said Spider, delighted. “A compromise solution, intended to satisfy all parties?”

“Nancy,” said McGuire urgently, “he’s fuckin’ insane. You’re not. You don’t need to do this.” His eyes darted back and forth to the audience. A dozen or so guns were still trained on him, but he could swear some were beginning to waver.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” hissed Spider. “Nancy here has cut more people than you can fuckin’ imagine. She’s even cut herself, for fuck’s sake.” He giggled, wheezy and high-pitched. “What difference is one more little fuckin’ child going to make?”

“Yeah, you know the Biblicalstory,” growled McGuire, this time to Nancy. “And you know your own story. Why don’t you remember that instead?”

Spider let out a shrieking giggle, “Ooh, that’s underhand. It really is.” He tugged hard on one of the wheels of his chair, rounding on Nancy. “Slice the fuckin’ baby in half. Now.”

Nancy blinked. “No,” she said.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” responded Spider furiously. “I’m fuckin’ telling you to do it. I saved you, you owe me.”

“No,” repeated Nancy, staring at Frieda and the baby.

“Fuck you,” spat Spider. “You’ve done much worse. Remember those things. All the blood and suffering you’ve caused with your mighty fuckin’ blade.”

“Not to children,” said Nancy woodenly. She had lowered her blade. “Not to children.”

“You fuckin’ bitch!” bellowed Spider, leaping from his wheelchair. He grabbed for the meat cleaver, but his ruined body was too weak to reach it. He fell awkwardly at Nancy’s feet and writhed on the floor, wailing brokenly in agony and rage, the most his atrophied lungs could evidently manage.

McGuire flashed a look at Baxter, who nodded at him.

“Listen to me,” said McGuire suddenly and urgently, raising his voice so that the whole Chamber could hear him above Spider’s yowling. “Is this the world you want? Where fucked-up monsters try to take the lives of innocents?” Spider’s people exchanged looks. Many of the guns were pointed away now. This, it seemed, was the audience’s expectation: they wanted him, McGuire, to release them from Spider’s web.

He pointed at Spider, scrabbling helplessly in a heap on the floor. “Your leader—this sick fuck—is dying. That he’s lasted this long is a tribute to his tenacity, to his bull-headedness, fuckin’ whatever. But you lot—what are you doing? Skulking down here, living half-lives in the gloom and filth, occasionally sneaking up into the daylight to scavenge for food and drink, taking the occasional pot-shot at Trex’s people?” He heard whispering from various corners of the Chamber, and watched as still more of the guns were lowered.

“He’s fuckin’ insane!” yelled Spider, his body twisting with the effort of calling out.

McGuire ignored him, continuing his address to the Chamber. “Listen to me. There’s a world up there, and it’s new born. It’s unformed, undecided, full of potential.” He paused, eyes scanning the rapt audience, milking the opportunity for all its worth. “Spider’s time is at an end and he knows it. You can’t skulk down here anymore. If you join me, we can make this world afresh.”

An echoing silence descended, broken only by the steady drip-drip of water and by a gentle pitter-patter from outside. The rain had begun. Even Spider’s sporadic wailing had subsided to nothing. The group continued to gaze at McGuire, all of their weapons now lowered. He saw in their eyes relief, but also uncertainty.

McGuire’s nostrils flared, and he smiled broadly at the assembled mass. “You must go up,” he proclaimed.

The dripping water was coming faster. Suddenly one of the crowd—Barbara, the large woman—broke away from the mass, beckoning emphatically to her companions. Then someone else did the same, and then another, and another. Abruptly the Chamber erupted into a flurry of activity, individuals making their way down from the seating, heading back along the tunnel, or for the exit in the far wall.

McGuire turned away, satisfied. Nancy was watching him, a stunned expression on her face.

“You know the Cathedral?” he said. “Trex’s compound?”

“Yes,” she said slowly, “I do.”

“Come there in three hours. Say you’re with me.”

Nancy looked at him in initial confusion, but slowly nodded. “Okay.” And with this, she turned on her heel, stepping over Spider’s prostrate form and heading up the tunnel, away from the Chamber, bloodied meat cleaver dangling from her hand.

By now the Chamber had largely cleared of people. Frieda stood, wide-eyed and watching, the baby in the crook of her arm, uncertain what to do. McGuire dropped beside the figure of Lindsay, clutching her by the hand. It was clammy. He gently caressed her hair, her head lolling into his strokes.

“Can’t be...” he heard her mutter.

McGuire looked to Baxter. “She needs medical care.”

“Boss?”

McGuire spoke urgently. “Listen. Enough of Baxter the go-between. For the time being you need to choose sides. I need a squire.”

“What, Boss?”

“You know, like in days of yore.”

Baxter blinked. “Oh, a squire, Boss.”

“Yeah, you fucker. A helper. You capiche?”

“Yeah.” Baxter nodded slowly. “Yeah, I got you.”

McGuire nodded, moving to the back of the wheelchair. He released the brake. “Good. Take the baby.”

“Boss?”

“The baby,” urged McGuire.

Baxter stepped forward, and Frieda pulled away, but then she fixed on Baxter’s intent face. He nodded and she allowed him to carefully extract the infant, cooing as he did so. Pausing only for a final, longing look, Frieda disappeared through the exit in the far wall of the Chamber.

“We’ll take them to the cathedral. They’ll have a doctor there.”

“You fucker,” hissed Spider. He was sobbing silently and rolling back and forth on the floor, arms and legs waving, unable to right himself. Tears were rolling down his face. “They don’t know you. They don’t what you’re capable of.”

“They’ll find out soon enough,” snapped McGuire, wheeling Lindsay past him.

“But Boss,” said Baxter, hurrying after him, the baby resting in the crook of his massive, muscled arm. He gestured back to Spider, at his quivering body. “What about the deal with Trex? You were meant to kill Spider. That was the deal, wasn’t it?”

McGuire looked around the echoing, empty Chamber, felt the moisture in the air on his face. Through the cracks in the far wall he could see the rain falling ever more heavily. The water in the gully had already begun to rise. Soon the Chamber would be flooded.

“I think someone’s gonna get himself flushed down the fuckin’ plughole,” he said. “What d’you reckon?” Without waiting for an answer, he began wheeling Lindsay down the tunnel and toward the light. Baxter followed, the child cradled in his arms.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

  


  


“WHAT THE FUCK are they doing?” he asked, pulling up his fly as he emerged from the bushes.

Lindsay grinned. “Probably playing sandcastles. Boys will be boys.”

McGuire snorted in agreement. He could see Trex, Ritzo and some of the others in the distance, swigging on beers, a few of the girls gyrating to some sort of heavy metal. Their bikes were parked on the rocky outcrop above.

“Forget ’em, Kelly. We don’t need ’em.”

McGuire nodded absently. He lowered himself back onto the sand and leaned on his elbows, gazing out toward the Bass Strait. Cobalt blue waves rose majestically before crashing into frothing nothingness on the shoreline.

“What is it, hon?” Lindsay shifted onto her side and gazed at him, head propped on her hand. Much of her auburn hair was tucked under a headscarf she’d fashioned from one of his bandanas, her emerald eyes hidden behind a huge pair of sunnies. Earlier he’d helped lather her porcelain skin with sun block. A person of her rarefied complexion couldn’t outstay her welcome on Bells Beach.

He stared at her, remembering the first time he’d seen her from astride his Harley. The gaggle of high school girls were headed for St Magdalene’s, chattering and giggling and throwing him and his gang furtive glances. All apart from her. She’d kept her head down, the faint blush on those pale cheeks only making her more alluring. It had been easy to begin an affair, harder to keep it secret from her friends and inevitably her family. He didn’t give a fuck about that, felt no guilt that he’d corrupted her. Her beauty would never survive the suburban marriage and motherhood her family had planned for her. No stiff of a man with a business suit and a dull job would cherish her like McGuire would. With him, her beauty would never fade, because he would make people see it.

When her relationship with a gang member was exposed, her parents threatened to cut her off. It wasn’t a threat that was ever liable to work. She loved him as he much as he loved her. ‘Infatuation,’ her parents called it, but they could go fuck themselves, a sentiment he expressed to them repeatedly as he and his gang smashed their delightful, cosy home to kingdom come. Five years later and she hadn’t so much as breathed a word about her parents or her old life. They were gone; not even forgotten, but erased. Lindsay would always be with him. To all intents and purposes she always had been with him.

She handed the spliff over with an inquiring look. “Everything’s fine,” he said, pulling the smoke deep into his lungs. “Everything.”

“Uh-huh,” she nodded, one eyebrow curling sceptically. “What next, then?”

McGuire paused before replying, the roiling surf filling their silence. “I’ve got an idea for a raid.”

“Tell me.” She smiled dreamily, pulling the sunnies away from those startling eyes.

“A big one. An airport.” He took an extended pull on the joint, watching it flare and subside.

“Sounds peachy.”

Pot smoke billowed from his half-open mouth. “Uh-huh. The clever bit is the bulldozer.” He smiled, more to himself than anything. “Wait for them to load the plane, then smash it with a bulldozer.” He illustrated the plan by crashing his fist into the palm of his other hand. “I fucking love bulldozers.”

Lindsay let her hand play on his bare chest, curling his hair. “Awesome.”

“Yeah,” he breathed. “It’ll be fucking beautiful. Just as long as...”

Her brow furrowed. “Just as long as what?” Her hand had flattened on his chest, unmoving, rising and falling with his breathing.

“Forget it,” said McGuire, turning and smiling at her. He mashed the spent spliff into the sand. “I told you. Everything’s fine.”

She cocked her head. “You’re sure?”

“Don’t worry,” he smiled. “It’s nothing I can put my finger on.” He lifted his hand to his forehead in mock salute. “Scout’s fuckin’ honour.”

“You could put your finger on me,” she said winsomely, flashing him a grin. She leaned over and kissed him on the mouth.

This one time it was different. This one time, everything worked as it should. Perhaps it was the roar of the ocean or the feel of the sun on their naked skin, but this time she didn’t seem to mind the deformity, and he didn’t feel ashamed. For the first time ever he felt the thing she had inserted for him—as a sign of her devotion—with something other than his hands or his tongue. The golden stud that only he and she would ever know about it. A symbol of their love, hidden from view. Only the two of them knew she had mutilated her innermost body for him. Only the two of them knew why.

When they’d done, McGuire looked up to see Baxter watching, stubby fag in mouth, his face expressionless. McGuire scowled and Baxter staggered backward across the sand-dunes to the rest of the gang, like a scared dog.

  


  


“WHAT THE FUCK are you doing?” McGuire had pushed open the door to find Cho Hee bent double by the bed, hands clasped together. Lindsay lay curled on the mattress, semi-conscious, wrapped in a sweat-stained sheet. On the way back from Spider’s subterranean base he’d noticed her clutching at her swollen belly. She did the same now, her grey face contorting with pain. Rain thrummed inexorably against the window, rattling the peeling casement. The storm had well and truly come.

Cho Hee turned, smiled, and stood. “Asking for God’s love.”

“God’s playing pool down the corridor,” muttered McGuire sardonically. “You could ask Him in person if you wanted.”

Cho Hee continued smiling, bowed, and departed. She had to sidle past the doctor who’d entered behind McGuire and was now kneeling beside Lindsay, checking her pulse. McGuire looked over at Baxter, sat in the corner of the wood-panelled room nursing the baby, an expression of delight playing across his swarthy features. To give him his due, this was nothing more than he’d asked of him, and at least it gave the simpering, arse-licking toad another focus.

“How is she?”

The woman didn’t look up, but instead rummaged in a cracked plastic case rather like a mechanic’s toolset. She sighed. “Her body’s gone into shock. She’s malnourished, and gave birth without any medical assistance. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“So she needs a transfusion?” demanded McGuire.

The quack stared at him, her hair wild and her eyes bloodshot. “We need a means of giving her a transfusion.”

“Baxter will get you what you need.”

Baxter looked up, surprised. “Boss?”

“Put the baby in the crib,” instructed McGuire.

“Yeah, sure, Boss. Will do.” Baxter hastily stood and gently laid the baby in an ancient-looking wooden crib before turning expectantly toward the doctor.

Two burly figures had appeared in the doorway, arms folded.

“Trex wants you,” said one of the men.

McGuire inhaled. “Yeah. Sure he does.”

  


  


“GOOD MAN,” ACKNOWLEDGED Trex as McGuire entered the room, looking up only momentarily from the pool table. “I hear you stamped on our arachnid friend good and proper. Fuckin’-A.” McGuire didn’t reply, his attention captivated by the red and black oil painting of the magpie on the far wall. It smelled strange; he wondered what kind of paint the artist had employed.

“Cool picture, eh?” Trex’s rumbled. “Vivid, uh, colours. Exchanged a crate of wine for it. Really makes the place come alive, don’t yer reckon?”

McGuire grunted sceptically, turning to see Trex smacking the cue ball into a cluster of stripes. The rest of the balls spiralled around the table, but nothing was potted. Trex scowled good-naturedly as a bearded biker in wrap-around shades and a bandana stepped in to take his shot.

“Heard you found Lindsay, too. And a surprise something else to boot.” He hobbled toward McGuire using his cue as an improvised walking stick, pulling a cigar from out of his shirt pocket. “Congratulations—I’m sure you’ll make a magnificent daddy. The McGuire dynasty continues, eh?”

McGuire waved away the offering. “Whatever, Trex. Now you and me can go our separate ways.”

Trex shrugged and thrust the cigar back in his pocket. He leaned on the cue and peered at McGuire. “That what you want?”

McGuire shrugged. “I got what I wanted. So did you.”

Trex shook his head in disbelief. “Fuck me, Kelly. What about your revenge? You’re not telling me you’ve gone soft? That you’re gonna go grow melons or some shit like that?”

McGuire sighed impatiently. “I’m all about the revenge, don’t get me wrong. But Ritzo is dead, Spider’s been flushed away. You say you didn’t betray me and I believe you. The Cull dealt with everyone else. There’s only two people left I need to sort.”

Trex frowned. “Two people? Who’s that, then, fella?”

“Who’d you think? The fuckin’ Kendalls.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Trex, thoughtfully. “The Kendalls. Right fuckin’ weirdos, the pair of ’em. Not seen hide nor hair of ’em for a long time. I told you, they skipped town.”

McGuire nodded. “Yeah, I heard that too. But I’ll find ’em. Once Lindsay’s well enough to travel.”

Trex clicked his tongue. “Big country, mate,” he observed. “Sure you don’t want some help?”

McGuire arched an eyebrow. “In return for what?”

Trex beamed. “Remember those canisters back at the military compound? What d’you reckon would happen if we hit ’em?”

“You wanna bring it to a head?”

“Fuckin’ yeah. We need to clear this town out, make it obvious who’s in charge, yeah?”

“Yeah, I get it.”

Trex cocked his head to one side, staring wistfully into the middle distance. “Those Abrams, mate! Imagine what you could do with those tanks.”

“So you blow up the canisters. Then what?”

Trex laughed again. “That oughta do it, don’t you reckon? Get ’em on the run, straight into our guns.”

McGuire shrugged. “Could work.” He was vaguely aware of a commotion in the corridor outside.

“Yeah, couldn’t it just?” Trex puffed out his chest proudly. “I got the idea from World War One.”

“Great precedent.”

“So you’ll do it, yeah?”

McGuire viewed him doubtfully, “Maybe. And in exchange you’ll help me track down the Kendall twins?”

Trex nodded, “You got it. We’ll be waiting in the streets all around. Just chase ’em into us and we’ll do the rest.”

“Okay,” said McGuire, licking his lips. “But I wanna choose my own people. None of your fuckin’ religious fruitcakes. I want gang types. Hardcore.”

Trex extended his lower lip reflectively, “Yeah, okay. Maybe we can do a deal. Who’ve you got in mind?”

The door was flung open, and McGuire turned to see Nancy the Nun entering, struggling free of two of Trex’s beefier henchmen, one of them sporting a fresh bite mark on his cheek. Nancy was drenched, strands of her swept-back hair falling in bangs around her dripping face. Her scowl transformed into a lopsided smile upon seeing McGuire.

“She’s one,” said McGuire.

  


  


“HOW IS SHE?”

The doctor turned around dazedly. “A little better, maybe. She needs to rest.” Lindsay still lay curled on the bed, but she seemed to have drifted into a deep sleep. Her face, though, was cast in a seemingly perpetual, pained frown. A winding plastic tube extended from her arm to a bag of blood hanging from a metal pole that quivered every time she moved.

“She can’t.”

“What do you mean, she can’t?”

McGuire shook his head. “She can’t rest. It’s not safe here.”

“What’s up, Boss?” Baxter had turned away from the baby. A stubby fag hung out the side of his mouth.

“Keep your fuckin’ fag away from the baby,” snapped McGuire.

“Sorry, Boss.” Baxter ineffectually tried to conceal the cigarette before finally giving up and dropping it to the floor, mashing it into the carpet with his colossal boot.

“Trex wants a big push against the military. We’re going to attack the compound.”

“Right.” Baxter looked at him expectantly.

McGuire sighed. “So we need to move Lindsay and the baby.”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah.” Baxter nodded.

The doctor looked outraged, at least as far as her exhaustion would allow. “I don’t advise it. I’m telling you, this woman really needs to rest and recuperate.”

McGuire towered over her. “Yeah, well, if the soldiers get their shit together and get this far it’ll be fuckin’ bad, trust me. She has to be moved somewhere safe, and so does the baby. It’s a precaution.”

“I know somewhere,” said Baxter momentarily. “I mean, it’s temporary, right, Boss?”

  


  


THERE WERE TWELVE of them in total, including McGuire. He and Nancy the Nun were the only ones lacking the lizard-scale tattoos. Most of them McGuire knew from the gang days, some very well, others only vaguely. The few exceptions included Cho Hee, who Trex had insisted join them on the mission. She was completely committed to Trex; McGuire figured she was besotted with him. He found her annoying, but he had seen her in combat and the woman had rescued him, so she clearly had some fire in her belly. Each of them carried a battered walkie-talkie, although some were little more than children’s toys. It was a tribute to the importance of the mission that Trex had authorised the issue of the batteries, an increasingly rare commodity in the post-Cull world. They’d also been given gas masks, which hung from their necks, in anticipation of the release of the lethal gas once the canisters were blown.

McGuire had meanwhile instructed Baxter to take Lindsay and the baby to the safe-house Baxter had picked and to stay with them at all costs. The ‘safe-house’ turned out to be a container at the port, but Baxter was adamant he could defend it against any attack. His fawning earnestness made McGuire’s skin crawl, but truth was, Baxter was the nearest McGuire had to someone he could trust. McGuire had insisted the exhausted doctor join them too.

The storm had lasted a few hours, but the familiar azure sky was gradually breaking through. They plunged through the puddles, McGuire letting Cho Hee lead them a circuitous route through crumbling buildings and away from the main thoroughfares, lest one of the military’s frequent patrols spot them. This had been Trex’s idea, but McGuire agreed with it, even though it effectively doubled what would have been a twenty-minute journey. McGuire’s experience of Bennett and his tin-pot soldiers was that they were paranoid in the extreme, determined to defend their space rather than enlarge it. That was what the patrols were about, spotting and neutralising potential threats instead of extending the military’s sphere of influence.

They ascended a pile of rubble and the compound rose into view. Cho Hee motioned for them to take cover. The squad sank behind a further pile of smashed bricks, Cho Hee pulling out a pair of cracked binoculars. McGuire lowered his clanking backpack to the ground.

“They’ve upped the number of guards since our last visit,” she said, excitedly. “Seven by the front gate, all with machine guns. More along the perimeter, too.”

McGuire accepted the binoculars from her. She’d missed out a detail. “Tanks,” said McGuire, sniffing. “The couple that are left—they’ve positioned them to repel an attack.”

“You think they know we’re coming?” asked Mikey, a wiry kid with a vicious-looking scar running from ear to nose. McGuire had remembered him from the original raid on the military compound and asked for him specifically. He clung to his sniper rifle like it was a cherished toy. He could have been clutching a teddy bear, he was so fucking young.

McGuire shook his head. “I don’t think they know about this attack, if that’s what you mean. But these fuckers are afraid of us. In fact, they’re afraid of everyone.”

“But they’re the military,” said Cho Hee incredulously.

McGuire shrugged. “There’s a few professionals in there, but the bulk of them are just stiffs in uniforms with minimal training.”

“Then this should be easy,” said one of the other gang members, a shaven-headed black guy called Wilcox. Like Nancy he’d been one of Lenny the Fish’s people. McGuire had spotted him wandering around the cathedral and renewed their acquaintanceship. McGuire recalled him being a bit of a whizz with machinery, which he thought might come in handy.

McGuire rubbed his chin reflectively. “Yeah, except they’re still wandering around with automatic weapons and grenades and shit. And being scared and paranoid means they’re also fuckin’ unpredictable.”

“So what do we do?” asked Nancy the Nun distractedly, sharpening her meat cleaver with a rounded stone she carried with her. The sound it made was very close to being fucking annoying.

McGuire lifted the binoculars to his eyes again. “The cylinders are stowed beside the dormitory building.”

“That’s it, then,” said Nancy, looking up and grinning. “Bung in a couple of grenades, ‘bang’ goes the canisters, and all Hell breaks loose. Then we can herd them out the front gate into Trex’s waiting arms. Fuckin’-A.”

“Sure, that’s the plan,” McGuire said, thoughtfully, “but if they get those Abrams moving, we’re fucked. I totalled one of ’em but they’ve still got two to play with. Make no mistake, those two are gonna be primed and ready for action. After last time, they’re liable to be a bit more protective of them, too.”

“Imagine if we brought a tank back to the cathedral,” said Cho Hee cheerfully. “Imagine how pleased our Lord would be.”

“Yeah,” said McGuire. His mocking eyes connected with Wilcox, who flashed him a smirking look of disdain.

“What do we do then?” asked another one of Trex’s men, an older bloke called Rudy. He carried a bizarre-looking weapon, hooked up by tubes to a pair of canisters on his back. It looked to McGuire like he’d cannibalised a flamethrower from the ex-military lorry back at Trex’s compound. A pervading smell of petrol accompanied him wherever he went; Rudy was clearly the ‘useful pyromaniac’ Trex had mentioned.

“First of all, we need to take out those canisters from out here,” said McGuire.

“The boy here is the best shot I’ve ever seen,” observed Wilcox, clasping Mikey on the shoulder.

“Too right,” said McGuire. “That’s why I chose the fucker.”

The youngster looked sheepish, his cheeks colouring slightly. “Yeah, I’m pretty good,” he said, his hand playing distractedly with the strap of the rifle. “Actually, fuck that—I’m shit hot.” He smirked at Wilcox, who nodded encouragingly.

“Good.” McGuire nodded. “As soon as they realise you’re trying to hit the canisters, they’re liable to come after you big time. You’re gonna need to be somewhere you can get off repeated shots without them instantly fucking you over. You get it?”

Mikey nodded, looking around. He pointed to a tall, partially-redeveloped building a little way off, the yawning windows at its base smashed to buggery but the rest of the edifice largely intact.

“First floor,” said Mikey.

“Cool,” said McGuire. “Keep low, wait for our signal. As soon as the canisters go up, we’ll make our move.”

Mikey nodded his assent and took off back the way they had come, dodging from cover to cover.

“What about us?” said Nancy.

“I think you’re right,” said McGuire grimly. “As soon as those canisters are hit, chaos will break out. As soon as it does, start taking out the guards on the gate.”

“We still need a way through the gate,” objected Wilcox, who’d taken the binoculars. “Look at all that crap behind it.” He was right: the military had piled car wrecks two and three high, along with girders and piles of bricks. Bennett’s response to Trex’s previous incursion: dig in. Blinky Bill was more paranoid than ever.

McGuire rose to his feet, slinging his backpack over his shoulders. “Stay here,” he said suddenly, and then he ran.

  


  


HE ARRIVED, HEAVING for breath, to find that the driver was still in situ. Perhaps he’d been trying to escape the city when the virus had overtaken him, perhaps he’d just clambered into the driver’s seat in sheer delirium. Fucking whatever. McGuire heaved at the mummified remains, which eventually came free with an extraordinary tearing noise, leaving the man’s leathery hands steadfastly attached to the steering wheel. McGuire was forced to smash them off with the butt of his rifle. The key was still in the ignition; the engine erupted fitfully before petering out. A wavering needle on the dash confirmed what McGuire had already suspected.

He found some fuel, to his mild surprise, in the overturned ambulance a short distance up La Trobe. The looters must have been more interested in drugs. Using a discarded bucket and some indeterminate piece of medical apparatus he was able to siphon off the petrol and transfer it. On the third turn of the key, the engine sprang into life and the machine shot forward, evidently still in gear, tipping dramatically as it did so. He wrenched on the brake and picked up his walkie-talkie.

“I have a way into the compound,” he announced as he grabbed his canvas backpack from where he’d slung it in the rear of the driver’s cabin, over the colossal din of the engine. He began extracting the armour. “But I’m not exactly discreet. Mikey, when I give you the nod, take out those canisters. I’ll be a few minutes. Over.”

The walkie-talkie hissed with Mikey’s reply. “No worries, over.”

“Ready and waiting, over,” came Cho Hee’s voice.

“Over and fuckin’ out,” said McGuire. Once he’d pulled on the bulk of the armour and a pair of leather gloves, he paused, momentarily, to turn the helmet around in his hands. Baxter had done just as he’d been instructed. The iron helmet now featured a fetching skull and crossbones, rendered haphazardly but effectively in white paint. McGuire nodded to himself, satisfied, and lowered it over his head.

The bulldozer trundled down La Trobe, then on to King Street. McGuire shrieked with joy inside his helmet; he fucking loved bulldozers. Moments later he was on Spencer Street and approaching the compound. “Okay, Mikey. Take a shot at those fuckin’ canisters. And for fuck’s sake, make it count.” He had to bellow at the walkie-talkie to be heard.

“Will do, over.”

By now McGuire could see both the compound and the building opposite, where Mikey was ensconced. He watched as a shot zipped across the street. Immediately there were shouts and hectic activity from the compound.

“I hit it!” screeched Mikey over the walkie-talkie, barely discernible through the static and above the bulldozer’s engine. “I fuckin’ hit it!”

“Nothing happened!” crackled Cho Hee.

“Hit it again,” growled McGuire.

Another shot shrieked across the street and into the compound. Again, there was no explosion, just yells of consternation. A staccato blast of machine gun fire emerged from the compound toward the building, then another, then another, all from different sources. They’d worked out where Mikey was.

“I hit it!” burbled Mikey’s voice over the walkie-talkie, his mounting desperation tangible. “There’s nothing in those fuckin’ canisters!”

A calamitous bang sounded, and a shell arced across the street from the compound, smashing into Mikey’s building. For a heartbeat there was nothing except the gaping hole, before the shell erupted outward and upward, the air suddenly full of spinning debris, tumultuous smoke and furious fire. When the smoke dissipated, it became clear that a huge lower section of the building had been decimated. The building teetered, the few remaining walls struggling to support upper floors. There was no way Mikey would have survived the onslaught.

“They’re using the tank!” came Cho Hee’s urgent cry. “What shall we do, over?”

McGuire grimaced. “Just follow my fuckin’ lead!” he roared at the walkie-talkie. By now he was directly parallel with the compound. Bullets started to ricochet off the driver’s cab, sparks glancing off McGuire’s helmet. With a snarl he wrenched at the bulldozer’s steering wheel, turning the machine hard right, its engine bellowing in protest. The tracks came down with a crash just as the bulldozer ripped through the reinforced fencing around the compound, careening through the barrier of old cars, rubble and steel poles.

The bulldozer hurtled forwards, bullets sparking off its raised scoop. The tank that had destroyed the building opposite was swinging its still smoking gun in McGuire’s direction. McGuire leapt from the driver’s cab, firing as he went, the bulldozer rumbling inexorably onward. The tank let rip, the whizzing shell smashing into the bulldozer’s scoop, exploding on contact and sending fiery metal cascading down on the compound.

The predicted chaos had arrived even without the canisters. By now Trex’s people were engaged in a firefight with the guards. Bennett’s soldiers ran to and fro, chaotic and undisciplined, hitting targets seemingly by chance. Grenades blossomed, atomising glass, metal and people. McGuire saw Nancy creating gleeful havoc with her meat cleaver, machine gun clutched in her other hand, and the old bloke Rudy barbecuing all and sundry with his Heath Robinson flamethrower. As he watched, Wilcox charged the tank that had hit Mikey’s building, shooting and scything his way through the cordon surrounding it and clambering up its front like a berserk animal. He was watching Wilcox drag the tank crew out through the hatch, when his attention was abruptly dragged elsewhere.

A familiar figure had emerged through the melee, clutching an Uzi and heading straight for McGuire.

“What the fuck do you want from me?” Bennett shrieked.

“I want your people,” said McGuire matter-of-factly. “Tell them to surrender.”

“You fucker!” screamed Bennett, coming to a halt a few metres distant. His face was a mess, poorly stitched together after his encounter with McGuire’s rifle butt. The stitches looked like they might split open each time he shouted.

McGuire strode towards the boy, smirking beneath the helmet. “You’re a fucking joke. Captain, my arse.”

“Keep back!” Bennett raised his gun. “Keep back or I’ll fuckin’ kill you!”

“Who are you really, Bennett?” demanded McGuire. “Tell me who you are.” As McGuire reached the boy-captain, he lunged for him and wrested the submachine gun out of his grasp. As McGuire pulled the weapon free, Bennett slipped to his knees, blubbing.

“I’m no-one,” he was muttering. “No-one.”

“Bit of a disappointment, were you, Bennett? After Mummy and Daddy lavished so much money on your education? What were you meant to be?”

“Daddy ran a merchant bank,” mumbled the captain. “He said I wasn’t up to working there, but that maybe he could get me a commission. Please don’t kill me.”

“You’re a fucking joke and so is your phony fucking army,” said McGuire, bearing over Bennett’s pathetic figure. He crouched down and hissed, “Listen to me. You could do one thing to give yourself a trace—the merest hint—of dignity. There’s an outside chance your rabble could be of use to me.”

“Anything...” A trail of snot dangled from his nose, and he smeared it across his uniform sleeve.

“Surrender.”

Bennett was wide-eyed. “Surrender? I can’t tell them to surrender. We’re the military. We’re the last bastion of civilisation, the...”

McGuire motioned with a gloved hand toward the Abrams, and Wilcox glaring out from the turret. He’d apparently single-handedly taken control of the machine. The bodies of the crew lay beside the tracks, their scarlet innards sparkling in the bright sunshine.

“We have one of your tanks,” said McGuire flatly. “If your people continue to resist, we’ll blow the fuckers to fucking Paradise and back. They need to surrender.” He jabbed a finger at Bennett. “You need to convince ’em.”

“Okay, okay,” muttered Bennett as McGuire hauled him unceremoniously to his feet. “The tannoy, I have to get to the tannoy...”

“Run along, then!” said McGuire, kicking the kid up the arse. Bennett stumbled, arms and legs flailing, for the wooden cabin. McGuire could hear him babbling to his soldiers: “Ceasefire! Ceasefire!”

McGuire turned and strode back toward Wilcox’s tank.

“Reckon you can work this beast?” he bellowed.

“Fire it, you mean?” responded Wilcox, wild-eyed. “Fuck, yeah. I’ll work it out.”

McGuire pointed. “Take out that wooden hut over there. Quick as you fuckin’ like.”

Wilcox disappeared inside the tank and McGuire found himself having to duck as the turret whipped around to point at the cabin. McGuire could hear some tinny little PA system whining into action, Bennett’s desperate voice pleading with his troops to stand down. It was short-lived. McGuire jumped aside as the gun barrel roared into life. Even with the helmet covering his ears, the roar was terrific. The hut exploded into a burning cloud of wooden fragments, human tissue and bone. Although probably not backbone, McGuire wryly reflected.

And with that, the defence folded. However incompetent Bennett might have been, he’d been their commanding officer; and one of the two Abrams was in enemy hands to boot. Wherever he looked, beyond the dead and the dying, beyond the debris and bits of bodies, McGuire could see hands raised in surrender. The twelve of them had taken the compound, with only one casualty: the boy sniper Mikey. It had been a rout.

Cho Hee bounded up to him. She was bloodied but otherwise unhurt, her hair matted around her oily face. McGuire had removed his helmet, and now ran a gloved hand through his own greasy hair.

“McGuire!” she called breathlessly, grinning and waving her machine gun triumphantly. “We beat ’em!”

“Huh?” McGuire grunted, his attention elsewhere. He was estimating the number of prisoners, helmet dangling from his hand.

“McGuire!” she yelled again, more insistently this time.

“What the fuck is it?” growled McGuire, turning to look.

“This.” She’d levelled her machine gun at his chest. He laughed involuntarily. His one-hundred-and-thirty-year-old iron breastplate wasn’t liable to provide much defence against a modern machine gun, destiny or no destiny.

McGuire snorted. “What a fuckin’ surprise.”

“Our Lord doesn’t trust you,” she said, sadly. He couldn’t tell whether she was genuinely remorseful or not.

“You don’t say,” nodded McGuire. He deliberately turned his back on her, continuing to gauge the strength of Bennett’s defeated force.

“He thinks you might try and displace Him,” she explained. “I’m sorry—you saved us, before. That was a holy thing to do. But the Lord’s will be done.”

“One thing,” McGuire said suddenly, turning back toward her, a thin smile playing on his lips.

“Anything,” Cho Hee replied, her expression earnest. She looked like she might cry, for fuck’s sake.

“This,” said a voice behind her. A sudden crack sounded; Cho Hee’s eyes widened in shock as she reached a free hand up to her forehead, where she found a trickle of blood. McGuire watched as her hand reached the meat cleaver embedded in the middle of her skull, gingerly testing the edge of the blade. She fixed a reproachful gaze on McGuire and pitched forward.

“Fuckin’ nutter,” muttered Nancy. She placed a boot on the back of the woman’s head and heaved at her weapon, now firmly wedged in the skull.

“What the fuck?” Wilcox was out of the tank and running toward them, slowing as he approached. Some of Trex’s other people turned to look, disbelieving. Some couldn’t decide whether to train their weapons on McGuire and Nancy or to continue marshalling the prisoners. Rudy approached, flamethrower still smoking. He was muttering to himself in Polish, laughing and shaking his head.

McGuire addressed them, “Think about it. We took this place with twelve people. We captured an army with twelve people. We suffered one fatality.”

“Fuckin’ yeah,” acknowledged Nancy.

“Trex is in charge,” snarled Wilcox. He was a big man, bigger than McGuire even, and bore down on him. “We work for him.”

“Consider yourself headhunted, mate,” smiled McGuire. He nodded at Rudy. “You too, twisted firestarter. Fuckin’-A.”

Rudy beamed appreciatively.

“We work for Trex,” insisted Wilcox. “Why’d you go and whack one of his fuckin’ acolytes?”

“Trex tried to get Cho Hee to nail McGuire,” said Nancy angrily, finally extracting her meat cleaver from the young woman’s skull with a jarring, scraping noise and a loud, sucking squelch. “He’s not to be trusted.” Wilcox regarded her with suspicion.

“Nancy’s right,” said McGuire. “I want a new fuckin’ world, not a replay of the cosy old one. Join in or fuck off.”

Trex’s people looked at one another, uncertain. Cho Hee had been the only true believer on the mission; the others were all gang members from Back in the Day. Their decision would rest on who they respected more: McGuire or Trex.

“Okay,” nodded a woman with an eye-patch. “I’m in.”

“Me too,” piped another.

“Yeah, fuck it,” said someone else.

“Tak, ja też,” said Rudy with an absent smile, blowing a curl of smoke from the nozzle of his flamethrower.

Others hesitated, then one by one threw their lots in. Only Wilcox held back, his eyes playing on the figure of Nancy as she lovingly wiped the blood and brain tissue from her blade with a rag. Without looking up, she said, “There was nothing in those canisters, Wilcox. Trex set us up. Mikey died for nothing.”

Wilcox stared at her for a moment. “Okay,” he said eventually. “Count me in.”

“I know Trex,” said Rudy thoughtfully. “He will not go without a fight.”

McGuire nodded. “That’s what I’m counting on.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

  


  


“NICE ONE,” CALLED Trex. “You done got me a tank!” He stood at an awkward angle, leaning heavily on his cane. Ranged behind him was the motley rabble of his army. To one side, the massed ranks of gang members, clad in variations on a familiar uniform: beards, shaven heads or long hair, ripped denim, bandanas, motorcycle boots and tattoos, automatic rifles, shotguns and knives. On the other side, the civilians of Trex’s cult, all with the same glazed expression as the late Cho Hee, also brandishing a miscellany of weapons. McGuire even spotted the aged Reverend Sarah, shotgun propped languorously against her shoulder, a faint smile playing on her lips. Against a sea of incongruity she still managed to stand out. Behind them all rose the cathedral, its sandstone spire reaching for some other, better realm.

“And an army,” added McGuire, striding toward Trex, exuding bonhomie, his iron helmet clasped under one arm like a returning general. “A shit army, but an army nevertheless.”

Behind McGuire, Trex’s former accomplices—the nine who had raided the compound and now switched allegiance to McGuire—shepherded rows of battered, bloodied soldiers, guns at their backs. The uniformed men and women trudged into the compound, their hands above their heads, some looking defiant but most defeated, perhaps even relieved. There were about forty in total. A dull rumble accompanied their desultory approach: one of the liberated Abrams, Wilcox’s head visible in the turret. McGuire led his squad to a standstill some twenty metres from Trex’s ranks, the tank coming to a peremptory halt shortly after. Wilcox signalled for one of his comrades to cut the Abrams’ engine and a pregnant silence descended, broken eventually by the distant laughing of a kookaburra.

“Trouble is,” mused Trex, hobbling toward him, braces shrieking with each step. “This looks a little bit, uh, confrontational.” As he approached, McGuire saw Trex’s familiar hand scythe dangling from his belt. “Not planning something disloyal, are you, mate?”

McGuire stared him down. “I told you, Trex,” he deadpanned. “I’m all about the revenge. Plain and simple.”

“Fuck me. How many more times?” returned Trex, seemingly genuinely exasperated, but also undoubtedly playing to the crowd. “I didn’t betray you.”

“Maybe you didn’t,” ruminated McGuire. “But let’s be honest, eh? You used me to neutralise the military compound. And my reward? One of my ‘team,’ brought along at your insistence, turned out to be a swivel-eyed assassin intent on blowing my head off. Not to mention those canisters containing precisely fuck-all. Thanks a fuckin’ bunch, mate.”

Trex waved his hand dismissively, “Yeah, well. The canisters were a genuine mistake, mate. Empty, were they? Well, there you go. As for Cho Hee—well, maybe she got a bit overzealous and misinterpreted my instructions.”

“Like fuck she did,” McGuire sniffed. “Anyway, she got a meat cleaver in the brain for her trouble. I think she finally achieved enlightenment, mate, let me tell you. Nice bit of, uh, trepanning, I think they call it. Perhaps you should try it too.”

Trex laughed, gesturing behind him to his acolytes. “Easy come, easy go, mate. There’s plenty more where she came from.”

McGuire nodded. “Whatever. Let’s cut to the chase. I want your unconditional surrender. It’s over, Trex. I fuckin’ won. Lay down your weapons, walk away from here and we’ll say no more about it. You’ll have a fine fuckin’ time out in the Bush, trust me.” He flashed Trex a wide grin. “I know I did.”

“And what’re you gonna do if we don’t play ball, fuckwit? Blow us up?” Trex laughed for the ranks, but nobody particularly joined him, even the perpetually sycophantic acolytes. Every set of eyes was transfixed by the tank.

McGuire exhaled theatrically. “Yep, that is pretty much the idea.”

Trex called out to Wilcox. “Don’t listen to this fuckwit, mate. He’s off his fuckin’ rocker.”

McGuire shook his head. “He’s not interested, Trex. That kid Mikey paid the price for your little game. They’ve all had enough. Back in the Day, we were the rebels, don’t you remember? We fought against the shit, we didn’t fuckin’ give into it, let alone try and fuckin’ duplicate it, or whatever it is you think you’re up to.”

Trex snorted, then projected his voice to the masses. “How the fuck would you be any fuckin’ different, tell me that? You’re full of shit, mate.”

McGuire looked around him, at the crowd in front of him, the mob at his back. “People don’t want churches and schools,” he said. “They’re no fuckin’ use any more. They want order, they want control, they want certainty. That’s what I’ll give ’em.”

“‘Certainty’?” echoed Trex. “Do you wanna know how I was certain you were up to something?” There was a look of manic glee on his face.

McGuire’s grin became fixed. “Tell me, fucker.”

Trex gestured to his people. “Bring ’em out. All of ’em.” A ripple went through the group behind him and Lindsay emerged, stumbling, held tight by two of Trex’s minions, still dressed in her torn, dirty shift.

“You cunt,” breathed McGuire.

She was brought forward, blinking confusedly in the sunlight and struggling to walk. A further ripple spread across the crowd as the bedraggled doctor emerged, the baby in her arms. Behind them came Baxter, head bowed, hands secured with twine, his squashed face a mass of congealing lacerations and pulsating bruises.

“They were caught heading for the docks,” announced Trex cheerfully. “Fortunately, you’d put Professor Baxter here in charge.” Some snickering from Trex’s troops as Baxter bowed his head still further. A gobbet of spit flew out of the crowd in a high arc and hit Baxter squarely in the side of the head. It dribbled down his pockmarked, bleeding face. Trex’s people seemed more confident, now, despite the tank. McGuire would have to be careful; the situation was becoming unpredictable.

“I thought to myself,” continued Trex, “why the fuck is a sickly woman and her tot being moved? And then it occurred to me that my dear old mucker Kelly McGuire must have plans, and that said plans must involve fucking with me and my people. Hence moving his nearest and dearest to a place of safety, lest I decided to turn them into hostages, or perhaps get a little ruthless with ’em.” His bloodshot eyes met McGuire’s. “Am I warm?”

McGuire’s eyes narrowed. “Wilcox’s just waiting for my word, man. If I give the signal, he’ll destroy the whole motherfuckin’ lot of you.”

Trex pulled Lindsay to her, one arm still resting on his cane as the other clutched her fast to him, his massive bicep wrapped around her head. Sunlight caught off the hand scythe hanging from his belt, briefly dazzling McGuire. “I’ll tell you what. I think the blade is faster than the tank. What d’you think? Shall we see?”

McGuire’s gaze switched to the men and women standing behind Trex. He spoke loudly, rapidly: “You’d sacrifice all of your followers, all of your men and women, just to slice a woman and her baby? Some fuckin’ God you are.”

Trex smiled a lopsided grin. “How does it go? Suffer the innocents or something?” Suddenly he let Lindsay go, and she collapsed to the ground, moaning.

McGuire started forward, but thought better of it. “So this is it, then? A fuckin’ stalemate?”

Trex looked surprised. “Fuck, really? I fuckin’ hate stalemates.”

“Me too,” McGuire said. “What’s the alternative?”

Trex grinned at McGuire, baring his teeth. “We’re like, um, a couple of bucks, you and me, ain’t we? Struggling for control of the herd?”

“If you say so, Trex.”

McGuire watched as Trex unhitched the hand scythe from his belt and hold it aloft. “Remember this? Remember what I’ve done with it?”

McGuire shook his head in disbelief. “Look at you, mate. You walk with a cane and you’ve got fucking leg-braces. Hardly a fair fight.”

Trex emitted a low grumble. “All it does is even it up a little. I mean it, you fucker. You and me. Toe to toe.”

McGuire rubbed the back of his head. “And the winner gets everything?”

Trex laughed. “I think that’s a fair bet, don’t you?”

McGuire’s eyes played across the tranquil faces of Trex’s acolytes, weapons at the ready. He wondered how serene they would remain if he gutted their deity. “One thing. The ones who really think you’re God...”

Trex smirked. “Not liable to be an issue. But yeah, I see what you’re getting at.” He pivoted awkwardly on the spot and addressed himself directly to his faithful. “Listen to me. I am your God; you know that. I am about to battle this man. I will win. But if I do not, my spirit will move to the body of the man who triumphed over me. He will henceforth be my vessel. You will obey him in my stead, in all matters. You understand?”

Some of the acolytes looked uncertain, but most smiled beatifically, nodding their understanding.

Trex turned back to McGuire, smiled at him, and let the cane clatter to the ground at his feet, swaying for a moment. He passed the scythe from hand to hand, feeling its weight, focussing himself.

Trex watched with amusement as McGuire lowered the iron helmet gently to the ground, pulled off his leather gloves and with measured movements removed his armour, placing each piece in turn beside the helmet. He bent to remove the Bowie knife strapped to his shin, and before he could straighten, Trex was on him, swinging with his own blade. It struck McGuire’s shoulder, piercing his battered canvas jacket and plunging into muscle. He grunted with pain and threw Trex over his shoulder, the scythe ripping flesh as it pulled free. Trex landed heavily, cracking the tarmac.

McGuire staggered backward, torn jacket flapping, blood cascading down his arm, and roared. Trex pulled himself awkwardly to his feet, the dripping scythe in one hand.

“Sneaky bastard,” spat McGuire.

“Faster than you, mate,” retorted Trex, leering. “Even with these fucked legs, I’m still faster than you.” He leapt forward, swinging the hand scythe, leg-braces buckling with the impact of the landing. This time, though, McGuire was ready for him, and sidestepped the manoeuvre.

Behind him now, McGuire swung his boot into Trex’s calf. The braces on Trex’s left leg splintered completely under the force of the blow, folding him backwards. McGuire plunged his knife into Trex’s side, ripping down and forward, and Trex fell to his knees and desperately shoved McGuire away.

The gash in Trex’s side ran deep, right across his abdomen. The colour seemed to have drained from his body, perspiration coating his face and torso. He tried to rise but couldn’t; his free hand moved to the tear, scrabbling to keep his innards from escaping.

“You fuckin’ killed me, you bastard,” he said. Still on his knees, a look of abject shock on his features, he swayed gently to and fro, the remnants of his braces creaking with the movement.

“Face it, Trex,” hissed McGuire, staunching the flow of blood from his ripped shoulder. “You’re a fuckin’ dinosaur, mate.”

“You fucker!” One of Trex’s lieutenants, the massive bloke with the bandana and wraparound sunglasses, stepped forward and brought his submachine gun to bear. McGuire, too far away to stop him, braced himself for the inevitable, but the man was turning away, training the weapon on the doctor and the baby. He saw the doctor desperately trying to leap out of the way, her precious burden clutched to her breast.

And abruptly the man’s head exploded, in a torrent of skin, skull and brain. His headless body fell to the ground, revealing Reverend Sarah, smoking shotgun clutched in her pudgy, wrinkled hands and a look of supreme satisfaction on her lined face.

She turned to the people around her and shrugged. “They had a bargain,” she protested. Nobody spoke.

McGuire had dropped to Lindsay’s side. She was covered in brain and blood, but otherwise she seemed unharmed. She stared at him in bafflement.

“You’re dead,” she said simply.

“Look after her,” whispered McGuire to Baxter, swinging his Bowie knife through his friend’s bonds.

In the silence that had settled, McGuire heard a gun being primed, and then another. He glanced at Wilcox aboard the tank, who nodded in readiness. McGuire spun, pulled his submachine gun and let rip, filling the air with the noise, spent cartridges bouncing on the road at his feet. With his other hand he snatched up Ned Kelly’s iron helmet. “Listen up!” he yelled, leaping onto the front of the tank, grasping hold of its gun barrel.

“Trex is gone. Bennett is gone. In the last few days I’ve dealt with others, too. They were fuckers, all of ’em; chancers, miscreants. And there are more to come, biding their time, hiding, waiting for the moment to strike. Scum, wanting to fuck you over. If you do as I say, we will root ’em out. We’ll fight ’em, and together we’ll fuck ’em.”

From his vantage point atop the tank, he saw someone he recognised, emerging from behind a teetering brick wall. It was Jess, the girl with the pink Mohican, hair slightly singed but otherwise going strong. She was with the blonde girl from Ritzo’s gang, and a smattering of Spider’s people. As he watched, McGuire saw others emerging from their hiding places, some he recognised, some he didn’t. In their eyes he saw wonderment, but something else: he saw hope.

“First, we must have order. There will be law, and it will be my law.” McGuire pointed at one of Trex’s men, a bearded hulk of a bloke with a Kalashnikov. “You,” he said. Then he pointed at Nancy, who raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You.” Finally he thrust a finger toward one of Bennett’s burlier soldiers, whom McGuire recognised as one of the few professionals amidst the remnants of the military. “And you.”

“The three of you are the beginnings of our police force. Find others, people you trust. There’s a building—you might know it—called Parliament House, at the intersection of Bourke and Spring Street. That’s our base, from this point onwards.”

“Who the fuck made you leader?” said the bloke with the Kalashnikov. He’d stepped out from the crowd, cradling his weapon.

McGuire looked at Trex, lying face-down in the dirt in the midst of his death throes. The God’s final thrashing movements, it seemed, were anything but mysterious.

“He did,” said McGuire, pointing to the bloodied heap. Then he lifted aloft Ned Kelly’s battered iron helmet for all to see. “And so did he.”

Silence dominated. The crowd looked to him, blinking, trying to comprehend what was happening. Then he heard a single voice—Baxter’s—chanting. The cry was taken up by a second voice, and then a third. Just the old gang members to begin with, pumping their fists in the air each time, then joined by the others: Trex’s acolytes, Bennett’s soldiers, the remnants of Ritzo and Spider’s gangs, a few random survivors who had simply joined the throng. Soon the words folded into one another, becoming a beautiful paean, and the air was a sea of thrusting fists.

Dead Kelly.

  


  


SHE SHOOK HER head, feeble, but still incredulous. “I thought they’d killed you. The newspapers said...”

McGuire knelt beside Lindsay, her hand in his. Blood was oozing from the wound in his shoulder, but he ignored it. “The fuckers couldn’t catch me. No-one can catch Kelly McGuire.” Around them, his followers from the raid on the military compound barked instructions. For now, at least, the disparate factions seemed willing to accept their authority, Bennett’s former soldiers particularly eager to prove their allegiance to the new order. McGuire would establish more disciplined chains of command once he was ensconced in Parliament House. He would build structures, implement protocols, construct rituals. In short, he would impose order.

He stared at Lindsay searchingly. The tatty shift she was dressed in was ripped to fuck, her face swollen. But she was still the woman he loved. “Why were you with Spider?”

Lindsay hugged her knees to herself. “Don’t be angry with me,” she said. “I thought you were gone. After the Cull... There was no-one else.”

McGuire reached out to gently touch her cheek, and saw her flinch. It was probably the scar on his hand.

“Where’s Liam?” she said.

“The baby,” said McGuire. “Baxter!”

Baxter emerged through the crowds, holding the child tenderly in his arms. “He’s here, Boss.”

“He’s here,” echoed McGuire, as Baxter handed the bundle to Lindsay. McGuire watched the relief on Lindsay’s face.

“She needs rest,” said a weary voice at his shoulder. The doctor. “So does the baby. They need to be away from here. From this...”—she cast about herself despairingly—“whatever this is.”

“Of course,” said McGuire. “Reverend!” he called.

Reverend Sarah wore a broad grin as she approached, swinging her open shotgun.

“What can I do for you?” she enquired mildly.

He pulled her aside, while the doctor checked the child. “I need your help again, Reverend,” he said. “Can I trust you?”

The Reverend shrugged. “I saved your life. Isn’t that good enough?”

“The tattoo,” said McGuire, gesturing to the base of her neck, just above her dog collar.

The elderly woman chuckled, spat on her finger tips and rubbed the tattoo, pulling her hand away to reveal a smudge. “It’s pen ink,” she said. “I have to reapply it every day. Just above the dog collar, you understand.”

McGuire cocked his head to one side, impressed. “I think that makes me less fuckin’ likely to trust you.”

She returned his smile. “Not sure you have a choice. You want me to give Lindsay and the babe sanctuary in the cathedral?”

McGuire nodded. “Until our headquarters are ready, yes.”

“Very well,” said Sarah at length. “I’ll do a deal with you. In return for saving your life, and in return for protecting the life of your child, you will protect the cathedral. Yes?”

“So that’s your game. Protect the cathedral at all costs. Was that your arrangement with Trex?”

Sarah shrugged. “More or less. It worked, too.” She beckoned for Lindsay to pass her the child. “Of course, the real question should be, why should I trust you? Why should any of us trust you?”

McGuire returned the shrug. “You’ve no choice either.”

The old woman cradled the baby. Without looking at McGuire she said, “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. My allegiance is to God, not to fuckin’ butchers like you and Trex.”

“You saw what happened. I kill only when I have to. Just like you.”

Reverend Sarah cooed at the baby, not looking at McGuire. “What you’re doing is different. There’s no necessity for revenge, McGuire.”

“An eye for an eye and all that.”

“Don’t give me that Old Testament bullshit,” she snapped, suddenly locking eyes with him. “The thing is, you want to be certain, don’t you, McGuire? So you go after each and every one of ’em and then you kill ’em. The only problem is, that won’t tell you who betrayed you. Will it now?”

He glowered at her without answering, until she returned her attention to the baby.

“This child needs changing.”

McGuire watched as together with the doctor she powered Lindsay and the baby into the crowds, Lindsay throwing him a bewildered look over her shoulder.

“You did it, Boss,” said a familiar voice in his ear. “This is your world now.”

McGuire turned to see Baxter, features drawn wide in a grin. “Not yet,” he said. “There are still scores to settle.” He stared into the crowd where the three women had disappeared.

“You mean the Kendalls?”

McGuire ignored that. “You almost got Lindsay and the baby killed.”

Baxter shook his head. “Yeah, I’m sorry, man. There was too many of ’em. I couldn’t get away.”

“You heard what I said, Baxter. I want certainty in all things.”

Baxter’s eyes were wide with innocence. “I’m sorry, Boss, really I am,” he protested. “It won’t happen again. Honestly it won’t.”

McGuire licked his lips, his eyes playing on the lizard-scale tattoo across Baxter’s neck and shoulder. Unlike Reverend Sarah’s, there was no doubting its permanence. “I need a sign, mate. A token of your loyalty.”

“Anything,” insisted Baxter.

McGuire smiled slightly, then beckoned toward Rudy. The old man made his way through the milling crowd, still clutching his homemade flamethrower. “Rudy, Baxter here needs your assistance. He needs something removed.”
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CHAPTER NINE

  


  


THE MULTICOLOURED TOWER swayed but did not collapse. “Red one,” piped a child’s squeaky voice.

“It’ll fall,” said McGuire softly. “It’s too much.”

“Red one,” insisted the child.

“Okay,” responded McGuire, picking another chipped red block from off the floor. He bit his top lip as he placed the block gingerly on top of the tower. The auburn-haired child giggled as the tower swayed one way, then the other, before inevitably collapsing.

“I told you,” said McGuire. The little boy simply laughed, clapping his stubby hands together. McGuire pulled himself awkwardly to his feet and left the child alone on the hessian mat. This was why he seldom played with the kid.

“Little fucker doesn’t know when to stop,” observed Lindsay, with a faint smile. “Maybe it’s hereditary.” She was sitting on the window sill, painting her toenails.

“Uh, Boss,” said a gruff voice. Baxter stood in the doorway; McGuire could see Wilcox and Nancy the Nun beyond him, making eyes at one another. The thought that the two might do something as normal as hook up fair made him wince.

McGuire took a swig from a tinny of flat lager, grimaced, and placed it back on the wobbling table. “What is it? Better be fuckin’ good, mate.”

Baxter’s hand played involuntarily across the enormous burn scar travelling from beneath his neck all the way down the left side of his body. McGuire recalled his screams as Rudy went to work. The bearded mountain men of Katoomba probably heard the fucker, he was so loud.

“It’s Zircnosk,” blurted Baxter.

McGuire nostrils flared. “You got him?”

“Sort of. We’ve got a, uh, lead.”

“A lead? Is that it?”

“The thing is, Boss,” said Baxter hesitantly. “The thing is, you’d better come.”

  


  


HE SAT, GRIM-FACED, as Wilcox powered the Humvee down Lonsdale. Food, shelter, fuel, armaments, vehicles. McGuire controlled all of these things, and from all these things arose the one thing he cherished above all else: certainty.

The Humvee slowed as they passed one of the work details. McGuire looked out of the tinted window at the ashen faces of the people, of all ages and ethnicities, their clothes tattered, faces bloodied and battered, spirits fractured like the fragments of rock and metal they sought to collect. He saw, too, the well-fed guards. In the midst of this chaos he had imposed an order, with him at the apex, his guards managing discipline, the people being helped to build a new world. It was an exchange: their toil in exchange for protection, for food. There was no hope in their eyes anymore, because no-one needed to hope anymore. They had what they needed, as far as this world was concerned. Certainty had been delivered unto them.

There were exceptions, of course, the occasional blip that tested the system. In the year and a half following Trex’s demise a number of individuals—even a few groups—had arisen to mount a challenge. Most of them were known quantities, minor figures with some sort of gripe who’d mistakenly thought they could mount a successful challenge to his power. There was the occasional chancer, too, who’d blown into town and fancied taking a pop. Whatever their MO, they’d been dealt with, ruthlessly and with precision. Some of Trex’s people, in particular, found adjusting to the new regime problematic. Not the religious ones, of course: Trex had told them his spirit would inhabit McGuire on his death, and they weren’t the type to question.

No, the most serious threat to his authority had been initiated by hardened former gang members, the ones McGuire knew of old, the ones who had been part of Trex’s army at the cathedral. McGuire could have gone fuckin’ ballistic at the mutiny, but he chose not to. This, he felt, was a sign of true leadership, something he had learnt from watching TV biographies of tyrants, back before the History Channel itself became history. In a way he didn’t blame the revolutionaries: they were programmed to be rebels, and he, McGuire, had become their enemy simply by dint of being in control. Funny how things turned out.

Even so, they’d still had to be dealt with. When the conspirators were rounded up he’d utilised some techniques he’d read about in an old library book—a heavily singed copy; one of the few tomes to survive the fire in the State Library—about the Great Leap Forward. He’d even gone so far as to stage his own show trial and public executions, picking off a few other individuals he thought might prove problematic into the bargain. In the end, all very satisfying.

So Ritzo had been wrong: the past wasn’t so easily dismissed, and could be of use if properly—that is to say, selectively—employed. All the same, though, there were elements of his own past that he wished he could erase. Not the murdering or the brutality or the drug-taking or the stealing, of course. Those were the things that made life worth living, and made an otherwise wild and unpredictable world manageable. What worried him was his need for revenge, which remained as intense as ever, even if the actual details of the heist had become hazy after all this time. What he needed, he realised, was closure. To be certain. Though it was a wrench to admit it, the elderly Reverend had been right: eliminating all of the potential suspects was not sufficient. He needed to know who and why. He needed the cop, Jack Zircnosk, the man who’d dealt directly with McGuire’s betrayer; the man who’d alerted the media to the heist, including but not limited to twinkling talk-show host Danny Kline.

Wilcox swung the Humvee to a halt, and McGuire stepped out and pulled the iron helmet over his head. Today, the helmet would be sufficient. Baxter emerged from a second Humvee, driven by Nancy.

It was a children’s play-park. Several motorcycles rested beside the park, polished chrome blinding in the morning sun. A gaggle of leather-jacketed men stood around them, smoking and laughing. A short distance away McGuire could see a boyish woman with spiky purple hair, dressed in leathers, head down, swaying on one of the children’s swings. Megan Kendall.

“What is this?” breathed McGuire. His eyes flitted between Meg and one of the men, a rotund guy with a goatee. He recognised him too.

“McGuire!” yelled Goatee, approaching with a wide smile. As he walked, he pushed his jacket aside so that his shoulder holster and automatic pistol were easily visible. The gaggle of men fell in behind him, grinning.

“The Kendalls,” growled McGuire, looking at Baxter. “What the fuck is this?”

“No, I promise,” said Baxter hurriedly. “They wanted to talk with you, Boss. That’s all.”

The man stopped some short distance from McGuire, his broad smile intact. “How you doin’, mate?” He gestured vaguely at McGuire’s helmet. “Nice look. Tell me, are you Ned Kelly the hero or Ned Kelly the villain?”

“I’m both,” McGuire said from within the mask. “It all depends on who you are.”

Bobby smirked. “Must be hot, though, wearing that thing...”

“I heard you’d left town, Bobby.”

“We did,” said Bobby Kendall. “Things got a little, uh, excitable here. Decided we needed to lie low for a while. Gather our thoughts, that kind of thing.”

McGuire nodded towards the woman on the swing. Her face was turned to the sky, wearing a distant grin. She seemed to be giggling to her herself. “How’s your sister? Still playing with her bow and arrow?”

“You know Meg. She always was a bit of an eccentric.”

“I’ll fuckin’ say,” said McGuire. “This is all fine and dandy, but you still haven’t explained what you’re doing on my turf, mate.”

Bobby laughed. “Yeah, I heard that, man. You control most of the fuckin’ city now, don’tcha? Not bad for a dead man.”

Without looking, McGuire knew that Wilcox and Nancy’s hands were resting on their weapons.

“I think you’ll find,” he said, “we control the whole city.”

Bobby laughed again, and raised his palms. “Of course. I didn’t mean no offence, Kelly.”

“What do you want, Bobby?”

Bobby nodded. “Okay. You know me, Kelly. I’m a businessman. I seize opportunities when they arise—”

“I’ve got things to do, mate. Enough of the spiel. Fuckin’ hurry up.”

Bobby’s smile vanished. “Okay. We want you to leave us alone.”

McGuire chuckled, turning to his own people. “So you come here to tell us that? Mate, you’re screwier than I thought.”

Bobby stared at him. “Yeah. Simple as that. We supply a lot of people with fuel. We want to carry on doing that.”

McGuire considered a moment. “Okay, I get that. How do you propose securing such an arrangement?”

Bobby nodded. “Yeah, well. Through information, Kelly. Specifically, regarding Jack Zircnosk.”

McGuire tensed. “Where is he?”

The smile had returned. “I’ll take you to him. I just need an assurance from you that you’ll leave us be. Forever.” He held out a stubby hand. “Okay?”

Now McGuire smiled, under the helmet. “Yeah, why not?” He reached out his scarred hand and clasped Bobby’s. He saw Bobby’s sister Meg gazing straight at him, head cocked curiously.

  


  


THEY MOVED IN convoy further into the city, the two Humvees flanked by the gang’s motorcycles. Meg rode pillion on Bobby’s bike, crossbow and quiver strapped to her back. Occasionally she came parallel with McGuire’s window, and seemed to stare straight at him, as though her eyesight could penetrate the tinted glass.

Bobby’s bike peeled off toward the River Yarra, and Wilcox followed. Above them rose the decaying towers of the Crown Entertainment Complex, their windows cracked, vast portions of the buildings scarred with fire and, as per usual, spidery, largely meaningless graffiti, much of it in red and black. McGuire struggled to make out the words Everlasting and Ceaseless. The great gas brigades that used to shoot enormous fireballs into the sky every evening had died when everything else had.

A sudden burst of automatic fire blossomed from one of the windows of the Crown Metropol Hotel, ricocheting off the roof of the Humvee.

“Fuck,” muttered Wilcox, turning the vehicle into a skid which momentarily lifted its left side in the air before it crunched back down. Wilcox slammed his foot on the accelerator as more bursts of gunfire raked the ground around them.

McGuire could see a laughing Bobby slaloming his bike to avoid gun shots. Meg had her crossbow in her hands and was shooting at the hotel, mouth wide with glee, laughing like a fucking kookaburra. The rest of the Kendall gang opened up with their submachine guns as well.

Bobby came to a halt beside the Yarra, a safe distance along from the Complex, the rest of his gang arriving right behind him. McGuire leapt out of his Humvee as soon as it stopped, and marched directly up to Bobby, heedless of the Kendalls’ weapon-wielding heavies.

“What gives, fuckwit?” he snarled, grabbing the chubby man by the shoulders of his leather jacket.

Bobby shook his head, half-laughing. “It’s him, mate. It’s Jack Zircnosk.”

“Like fuck it is.”

“I’m telling you. He came to us. Wanted to do a deal.”

“A deal,” breathed McGuire. “A deal to do what?”

Bobby grinned again. “To bring you down, mate.”

“You fucker,” growled McGuire. “Are you fucking with me?”

“No, mate. Honestly.” He raised his hands. “I’m telling you. Your man Baxter had put the word out. We were gonna hand him straight to you, but he ran when he realised what we were up to. We chased him here, but you can’t get near him. He’s holed up in a hotel room, got the whole fuckin’ place booby-trapped. The fucker’s mad, mate. He’s totally lost his mind.”

“I need him,” whispered McGuire.

“Yeah, well. Good luck. I’ve done my side of the bargain.” He motioned to his people to mount their bikes. “You gotta keep away from us now, Kelly. That was the deal, mate.”

“How do I know it’s him?”

“You know it’s him,” Meg said dreamily, long hands caressing her beloved crossbow. “You’re Dead Kelly. You know.”

“Good luck, man,” said Bobby, mounting his bike. Meg swung her legs over the pillion and leaned forward on the bike. Bobby turned in response to her touch and kissed her hard on the lips.

Bobby grinned at McGuire, then revved the bike and pulled away. The other bikers followed suit, throwing up a wave of dust and old newspapers in their wake.

McGuire pulled the iron helmet off, scowling. He turned to Nancy and Wilcox, handing them the mask. “Follow ’em,” he rumbled. “Take some people and wipe ’em out.”

Wilcox nodded. “We’re on it.”

McGuire placed a hand on Nancy’s shoulder, stopping her, his eyes playing on the cleaver strapped to her thigh. “I want evidence—you understand?”

“Sure thing, boss.”

As the Humvees pulled off in pursuit of the Kendall gang, Baxter looked to McGuire. “What next, boss?”

“Fuckin’ Zircnosk,” replied McGuire grimly.

  


  


MCGUIRE HELD UP his hand in warning, and Baxter came to a stop. They had approached the hotel from behind, taking cover from the carcasses of rusting vehicles and overturned street furniture, and come to a halt near the corner of the building. With luck, the awning over the ground floor of the hotel would hide their approach from Zircnosk’s overhead viewpoint, but it was still a risk; from the nearest cover to the edge of the awning—a length of about twenty metres—they would be out in the open.

McGuire picked up a half-crumbled brick from the gutter, drew his arm back and launched the brick at a pile of rubble near the awning. The brick smashed into the rubble, sending debris skittering outward across the pavement. McGuire looked up, to where he remembered the automatic gunfire coming from. Midway up the wall, the reflection of the sun on one of the hotel’s windows rippled, barely perceptibly, but enough to catch his eye. McGuire nodded to himself. Halfway along the sixth floor. While it was clear that Zircnosk could hear, McGuire didn’t think he could see the approach. They would soon know for certain.

McGuire turned to Baxter and placed his index finger on his lips; Baxter nodded. McGuire, rifle in hand, ran into the sweltering sunshine, dodging silently along the edge of the building to the awning. Then he turned back and motioned to Baxter. Baxter sprinted to his side, his face a mask of sweaty determination, Uzi clutched to his chest.

The entrance was barricaded; working as quietly as they could, McGuire and Baxter had to heft aside filing cabinets, sink units, and wardrobes. Beyond these obstructions stood two sets of jammed revolving doors, their frames bowed out of shape and much of the glass fractured or missing. Baxter went to climb through the jagged glass, but McGuire held out his arm.

“Carefully,” he whispered, and Baxter nodded dumbly. Why had so little effort been made to block the doors? Clearly Zircnosk—or whoever else was in the building—had other defences further inside the building.

Baxter followed him through the wreckage of the doors. The foyer beyond was covered in rubble and dust, where parts of the high, arching ceiling had collapsed. Bullet holes scarred the walls, the marble-tiled floor, and even the huge teak desks that populated the reception area. A foul stench hit them as they entered. McGuire looked about and spotted the remnants of a human body protruding from a set of half-open lift doors. It looked like an arm and a head, although the extent of the decomposition made it difficult to say for certain.

McGuire wordlessly gestured to the staircase and Baxter nodded. Amidst fallen masonry they came across more corpses, or more accurately parts of corpses, blood and entrails coating the steps and rendering the climb slippery. Unlike the body decaying in the lift, these bodies were mostly fresh. He wondered whether there was something in the building worth taking, or whether they’d just been seeking refuge. As they ascended, McGuire saw blood trailing up the walls, as though bodies or portions of bodies had somehow been dragged upward. McGuire peered up, and saw something yellow and plastic dangling down the stairwell several storeys above them.

McGuire stopped suddenly as they rounded the corner, reaching out a hand to grab Baxter. Perched on the very next step was a row of odd-shaped green plastic devices. There were more on the next step, and so on, travelling all the way up this flight. The bloodstained walls were festooned with cracks and craters, while tiny flecks of ripped human gristle and bone dotted the staircase.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“What are they, boss?” asked Baxter.

“Butterfly mines. Fuck. One probably wouldn’t kill you, but all these together...”

“What do we do, Boss?”

McGuire clicked his tongue, then pointed. “Up there.”

“The banister?” Baxter blinked. McGuire watched him scanning the narrow handrail, then saw his eyes flicker to the landmines. “Really, Boss?”

“Any other suggestions warmly fuckin’ received.”

“’Kay,” replied Baxter slowly. An extended pause ensued, then eventually, “No, sorry, Boss. No ideas.”

McGuire flashed him a withering glance. “Me first,” he said, and grabbed hold of the banister, placing a booted foot on it and hoisting himself up. The banister creaked under his weight. Raised mosaics in the wall afforded him sporadic purchase. Painfully slow, the banister protesting with each footstep, he began to edge up and past the landmines. Then the banister groaned even more loudly, and he looked around in horror to see Baxter placing a foot on it.

“Wait until I’m across, you fuckwit,” he spat.

Baxter, wide-eyed, nodded, and took his boot away. McGuire continued to pull himself upward, until eventually, awkwardly, he stepped off the banister on to the next clear flight. He looked to Baxter, and gestured impatiently.

“Now,” he said through gritted teeth.

Baxter began his own ascent. Under McGuire’s weight, the rivets supporting the banister had already begun to bend. Fortunately Baxter was a smaller man than McGuire, and he didn’t hang about. Only as he was nearing the safety of McGuire’s flight did he slip, his flailing foot inches from grazing one of the tiny landmines.

There was little sentimentality in McGuire’s next act. He knew that at this distance, he would himself be consumed in the blast if Baxter fell. He reached out, grabbed Baxter with one arm and lifted him back onto the banister. Baxter wobbled before reasserting his balance and edging the final half-metre or so to safety.

He stared at McGuire, sweat dripping from his pronounced brow, and panted. McGuire said nothing, instead turning and resuming the ascent up the stairs.
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CHAPTER TEN

  


  


THE SIXTH FLOOR. McGuire and Baxter emerged from the stairwell and into the corridor. As they’d progressed, they’d encountered more of the mines, presumably appropriated from some stolen or otherwise mislaid military shipment. McGuire dimly remembered hearing about how the Soviets had used them in Afghanistan, of how they’d eventually been banned because children thought they were toys. Even by his flexible moral standards, these were nasty fucking devices. They were often deployed out of helicopters; someone could have happily dropped them down the staircase, replenishing them once they’d detonated. The higher they went, the fewer body parts they encountered. Clearly only the most intrepid, careful intruders had managed to sneak up to the higher levels, until finally their luck or skill had deserted them.

The pair paused momentarily while McGuire, intrigued, examined the yellow plastic object he’d seen from below. It seemed to be a modified cleaner’s bucket, its top half hinged, the lip crudely cut into jagged teeth. The bucket was suspended from a pulley made from the fire-hose reel, the makeshift guide rope wrapped securely around the banister several times. He gingerly lifted the jawed lid of the bucket and was greeted by a horrific stench. Scraps of human entrails and blood slopped in the bottom of the bin. Clearly the claw was used to grab body parts following encounters with the mines. Fuck knew why.

McGuire let the lid snap shut and turned toward the corridor. Motes of dust whirled in the occasional shafts of sunlight through missing or smashed doors. After the stairwell he was still cautious, although the hallway looked pretty innocuous. McGuire couldn’t see any rubble from exploding mines, nor indeed bodies or bits of bodies. There were, however, huge blood stains across many of the walls, which looked as though they’d been scrubbed. It seemed someone was making a concerted attempt to keep this part of the building clean and tidy, as far as was humanly possible.

McGuire stopped suddenly. Baxter looked to him questioningly, and he raised his free hand to his ear. Baxter frowned and listened, and a look of wonder crossed his face as he, too, heard the music.

The lyrics were crackly but distinct nevertheless: ‘...shooting arrows in the blue...’ McGuire recognised the tune from when he was a kid. It was called ‘Little Arrows,’ but he couldn’t recall who sang it. An American bloke, he knew that much, probably in the late ’sixties. As a child he remembered stumbling, bleary-eyed into the lounge late at night, hearing the song as he approached, watching as his parents swayed to it. They would feign outrage as he entered, before one or other—or sometimes both—would laughingly scoop him up, and return him to bed with a soothing lullaby and good-night kiss. Then they’d close the door and he’d hear another easy-listening classic saunter into life, before falling into a contented slumber.

The memory had brought tears to his eyes. They were good parents, Lucy and Joe, despite what they gave him, despite what they did to him. Looking back, he often wondered whether, if things had turned out differently and he hadn’t hacked them to death with that axe, they might have made good grandparents. Probably. Still, as his dear old Papa was wont to say, if wishes were horses then beggars would ride.

The song had come to an end, giving way to hissing nothingness. The door was ajar, and he could hear someone shambling across the floor and the sound of the needle on an old record player being lifted. McGuire had readied his weapon, and now pushed the door open with his foot before stepping through.

A gangling woman of about fifty with a misshapen bob of a haircut and a heavily-powdered face stood by a table upon which sat an ancient wind-up gramophone. She carried a cigarette in an old-fashioned holder, and looked thoroughly bemused. On the other side of the room, an elderly man sat in an armchair, a shotgun levelled directly at McGuire’s chest. He leered at McGuire. A pair of false teeth sat on the scuffed metal cabinet beside him.

Baxter stayed out of view, listening.

“I’m looking for a policeman,” said McGuire.

The woman looked to her companion, a smile cracking her lipsticked mouth, before drawing on her cigarette. She and the man began to laugh.

“Bit late for that, boyo,” said the man in the armchair. “I think the situation’s a bit beyond the plods, if you take my meaning.”

McGuire’s eyes flickered around the room. Another door led off. An assault rifle was propped on a tripod at the window. Unused cartridges and magazines littered the floor.

“Oh, my goodness, sorry about the mess,” said the woman through a fug of smoke. “We do try and keep the place tidy, but you know how it is...”

“His name is Jack Zircnosk,” said McGuire. “It’s imperative I find him.”

“Imperative?” parroted the man in the chair, guffawing. “Imperative? What’re you, boyo, some sort of ponce, is it?”

“No-one here ’cept us, old chum,” said the woman at the gramophone, gesturing around. “But bravo on making your way up the stairs. Those butterflies can be really quite hazardous. Really excellent work. In fact, you’re the second person to breach our defences in as many weeks—we’ll have to review our approach.” She flashed a meaningful glance at the bloke in the armchair, before switching her attention back to McGuire. “The thing is, you’re really no good to us in one piece, dear chap.”

McGuire’s gaze flicked to the inner door. He could hear muffled noises, sounds of movement.

He gestured with the gun. “What’s through there?”

“Nothing you need worry your pretty little bonce about, boyo,” said the man in the armchair, caressing his shotgun, to which he now looked meaningfully. “Now fuck off out of it.”

“Nice weapon,” acknowledged McGuire. “I reckon something like that could cut through a wall no problem.”

“Probably, boyo,” acknowledged the man with a snort, “but I’m not shooting you through a wall, am I now?”

“No, of course not,” said McGuire, licking his lips. “But my colleague is.”

The wall ripped apart as Baxter opened fire, gunfire exploding across the room and into armchair man’s chest, flipping the seat backward. The man’s shotgun fired involuntarily into the ceiling, dislodging a torrent of plaster. The woman at the gramophone produced a Beretta from a drawer on the underside of the table, and McGuire slammed the butt of his gun into her shoulder; she fell backwards, pulling the gramophone down on her own head. The woman’s limbs spasmed briefly before falling still, a dark pool of blood spreading out rapidly from her cracked skull.

Baxter entered, grinning, and McGuire put his index finger to his lips and gestured toward the inner door. He reached out and carefully pushed the door open.

On the far wall hung an enormous canvas, depicting a silhouetted eighteenth-century clipper atop a blood red sea, black seagulls circling it. In the centre of the room, his back to them, stood a stubby, middle-aged man in spectacles and shorts. A pair of orange headphones trailed into a cracked Sony Walkman resting on his thigh. Periodically he would dab a paint brush on the palette in his hand, then dart forward to daub at the crimson sea. Now and again he would tut, reach over to a blue plastic freezer box and pull out a handful of something thick and reddish, which he then massaged into the canvas. The floor was covered in the mess.

McGuire’s gaze drifted to other canvases of varying sizes dotted around the room, all in the same distinctive red and black, though the subject matter varied from animals to landscapes to portraits, including what looked like the man and woman from the other room.

He recognised the style from the magpie hanging in Trex’s inner sanctum back at the cathedral. He also recognised the stink, which in here was overwhelming and unmistakable: raw human flesh and blood.

He heard Baxter retching behind him.

The painter turned, pulled the headphones from his ears and blinked at them. “Can’t stand their bloody music,” he explained. “They call it camp and ironic, I call it shit. What do you want? I am working, you know. I’m in the moment.”

“What the fuck is this?” McGuire murmured.

“This is art, mate,” responded the painter. “What the fuck do you think it is?”

“You’re using corpses,” McGuire observed. “People’s innards. As paint.”

He heard Baxter spewing again.

“Of course,” smiled the painter. “You like it? Well, of course you do—otherwise you wouldn’t be visiting our collective.”

McGuire viewed him steadily. “You blow ’em up, collect ’em in your bucket device and then make them into...”

“Art,” interrupted the man. “Yes, of course.”

“And why the fuck,” said McGuire slowly, “do you do that?”

The painter blinked in surprise. “Isn’t that obvious? We immortalise them. You’ve obviously not read our manifesto.”

“You immortalise them,” echoed McGuire blandly.

“The Cull will wipe us out, you see,” explained the painter. “Humanity, I mean. Eventually. What better way for people to live on than in the work of our collective? I mean, who doesn’t want immortality, eh?” He let out a shrill giggle.

Suddenly McGuire remembered. All across the city. The statue outside the museum. All those buildings he passed. Even the storm drain. “The graffiti,” he breathed. “The black and red graffiti.”

“That’s right,” nodded the painter enthusiastically. “Although to be honest, that’s more Karen’s thing. She’s very into public art. I’m a bit more old-fashioned, as it goes. I prefer galleries.” He looked suddenly worried, as if he’d finally realised something was awry. “Are Karen and Tony there, by the way?” he added, craning around McGuire.

“No,” said McGuire quietly, his shock subsiding. “My colleague and I immortalised them.”

“I’m sorry, what—?” began the painter.

“This,” said McGuire simply, and let rip with the rifle. The painter was thrown backwards against the canvas, his face a mask of surprise as he gradually slid to the floor. His innards left an enormous tidal splash in the middle of the sea, one that threatened to engulf the ship. McGuire cocked his head appreciatively, impressed with his own artistry.

A low moan dragged his attention to the ensuite bathroom leading off. McGuire made his way across the slippery floor and pushed open the door. An obese, naked man lay on the filthy floor, pudgy hands and ankles secured behind his back with twine, mouth gagged. With some effort McGuire pulled the fat fucker into an upright position and used his Bowie knife to slash the man’s bonds before removing the gag. The bloke looked at him dazedly, his swollen face wobbling with a mixture of gratitude and incredulity.

“I’ve been looking for you,” said McGuire.

  


  


THEY SAT ZIRCNOSK in an armchair and stood back. Judging by the state of him, he and Baxter had arrived in the nick of time. His body was covered with lurid, bleeding welts, where he’d been repeatedly punched and hit. There was presumably an artistic rationale, but McGuire was fucked if he could think what it might be.

McGuire’s own tolerance for horror was profound, but he could see how staying in that room of obscenities would not be conducive to questioning. Besides, Baxter’s stomach was clearly not on a par with his own. They didn’t dare move far from the collective’s apartment in the trapped hotel, so McGuire opted to relocate to the nearest room without a locked door, or—it turned out—any door at all.

Baxter had found a stained duvet from somewhere and wrapped it around the policeman, presumably in an effort to restore to him some sort of dignity. McGuire watched him with a raised eyebrow.

“What the fuck are you doing now?” he asked, as Baxter rummaged in a dusty linen cupboard.

“Looking for a pillow,” replied Baxter innocently.

“For fuck’s sake,” said McGuire. “Enough. He’s a fucking copper, remember that.”

“Sorry, boss,” said Baxter sheepishly. Traces of heave had dried on his stubbly chin, and he absently began to pick them off.

McGuire pulled up a tatty pouf and sat on it, facing Zircnosk.

“You know me?” he growled.

“You fucker,” croaked Zircnosk, regarding him through puffy, black-rimmed eyes. “How the fuck did you survive?”

McGuire shrugged. “Easy. I had to die first.”

“I was looking for you,” gurgled Zircnosk, struggling to sit upright so that he could better see McGuire. He gasped with pain as he shifted position. “Couldn’t get close. Surrounded yourself with a fucking army, haven’t you?”

“If you’d knocked on my door I’d have welcomed you with open arms, Zircnosk. Believe me.”

Zircnosk snorted. “It wouldn’t have been a social visit.”

“Is that so? What were you gonna do to me if you found me?”

“What do you think?” smirked Zircnosk, and then winced with the effort. “You’re psychotic. A multiple murderer, a vicious armed robber and fuck knows what else. I’d have put a bullet in your brain, mate. At the very least.”

McGuire gestured at Zircnosk’s broken body and let out a throaty laugh. “Looks like your plan went a bit fuckin’ awry, mate.”

Zircnosk grimaced. “The Kendalls sold me out. Incestuous fucking tosspots.”

“And then fuckin’ Andy Warhol and his mates decided to get all creative on your arse?”

“Fuckers,” muttered the cop. “They normally let the landmines blow people apart then use that weird fucking contraption to pick up the remains. ’Cept I was better than that—I got as far as this floor, then they ambushed me. Fucking avant garde bastards.”

McGuire puffed out his cheeks. “I’m impressed—we had a hard time getting up here. Had to balance on the fucking handrail.”

“Ah well, I thought laterally about it. There were some kids hiding out in the lobby. A blonde bogan and some tart with a pink Mohican.”

McGuire snorted. “So you sent them up ahead of you—how fuckin’ nice of you. I reckon we probably trod in them on the way.”

Zircnosk grimaced. “Yeah, well, they were vermin. Like the way you and him are vermin.”

McGuire looked to Baxter. “Fuck me. And this bloke’s meant to be the good guy.”

“Boss?”

“Never mind.” He returned his attention to Zircnosk. “Listen to me. I need something from you.”

Zircnosk gave a low, rasping chuckle. “Why the fuck would I help you?”

“I can make your pain a lot worse, Jackie Boy. I really can.”

Zircnosk shook his head fractionally, opening a sore on his neck as he did so. “Look at me, mate. There’s fuck-all you can do to me.”

“You’d be surprised. Trust me.”

“You’d have to kill me. And then where would you be?” He stared at McGuire, his chins rippling.

McGuire’s features darkened. “Don’t fuck with me, mate.”

But Zircnosk continued thoughtfully. “Now, let’s see. It’s obviously something very, very important for you to come looking for me. Let me guess...” He blinked. “Of course. The heist. It’s gotta be.”

“Bingo.”

“You wanna know who dobbed you in?” Zircnosk asked. “You wanna know who was it, out of your gang, who came to me one fine summer’s day and fucked you over?” Zircnosk’s eyes flitted to Baxter. “Am I right? Is that what this is all about?”

“Tell the boss,” said Baxter firmly. “Otherwise things will go badly for you.”

“Things will go fuckin’ badly for me?” Zircnosk shook with laughter, blood trickling from one eye. “You don’t know, do you?” he said gleefully. “You’ve got no fuckin’ idea.”

McGuire towered over him, grabbing the arms of the chair. “Who was it?” he hissed, leaning toward him. “Tell me now and I’ll make the pain go away.”

“Pain?” responded Zircnosk, suddenly thoughtful, a dreamy, idiotic grin playing on his flaccid features. “Yeah, pain.”

“I’ll make it all go away,” repeated McGuire.

Zircnosk nodded eagerly, as far as he was able. “You’ll take it from me? My pain?”

“I promise,” whispered McGuire.

“Okay,” said Zircnosk quietly. “Come closer.”

McGuire leaned into Zircnosk’s wrecked visage.

Zircnosk closed his eyes. “I’m trying. I just can’t remember her name.”

McGuire gripped the arms of the chair still harder. “Her name?”

“Just that she had red hair.” Zircnosk’s eyes snapped open again, and glittered.

“What?”

“Yeah. Auburn, really,” said Zircnosk, with the faintest hint of a smile.

“You’re fuckin’ with me.” McGuire stepped back from the former cop and glared. “It wasn’t her.”

Zircnosk, though, had closed his eyes, a dreamy grin playing on his face. “What was it now? Began with an L.”

“He’s fuckin’ with you,” said Baxter, eyes fixed on Zircnosk. “Don’t listen to him.”

“Lorraine? Laura? I forget.”

McGuire turned on Zircnosk, face twisted with rage. “You fucker.”

“You know, you’re right.” Zircnosk smiled. “You’ve done it. You have actually taken my pain from me. I do hope you enjoy it.”

“You’re lying,” said McGuire.

“Am I?” said Zircnosk, sounding almost surprised. “Do you really think that? Did it never occur to you why you were really killing all your old chums? Trex, Ritzo, Spider? I’ll tell you why. It’s not that you want to know the truth. Quite the contrary, mate. It’s so you don’t have to hear what you’ve already guessed.”

Through gritted teeth McGuire said, “Why the fuck would she do that to me?”

“Perhaps because she was going to have your child. Perhaps because you’re a fuckin’ psychopath.” His stubby fingers had clenched hold of the duvet in his excitement. “We protected her. At least, until the fuckin’ Cull hit. Then she had to fend for herself like the rest of us. She ended up with Spider, by all accounts.”

McGuire lunged forward in a fury, smashing his rifle into Zircnosk’s skull, knocking him and the chair over. The cop lay on the floor, panting curiously. It took McGuire a moment to realise he was laughing.

“I forgot her name,” Zircnosk laughed, greasy blood pouring off his face. “But I’ll never forget the stud.”

“What did you say?” McGuire’s voice was slow, stunned.

Zircnosk looked up to him, still panting. “The golden stud, mate. You know what I mean.” He stopped laughing for a moment, and a thick tongue emerged to lick his swollen lips.

McGuire stood over him, struggling for control. “It was a good idea,” he said suddenly, grabbing Zircnosk and heaving him to his feet, so that the duvet fell away. He powered the enormous, naked man out of the hotel room and down the corridor. McGuire could hear Baxter struggling to keep up.

As they reached the stairwell, McGuire gripping him by the folds of fat around his neck, Zircnosk tried to turn his head and look at McGuire. “What was a good idea?” he said, still grinning manically.

“Letting someone else deal with the landmines,” replied McGuire, heaving Zircnosk forwards. McGuire and Baxter watched as the cop fell, grabbing desperately for the yellow claw. He seized it, and for an incredulous moment it looked like the claw might prevent him pitching forward, but his weight betrayed him. The guide rope wrenched through the pulley, ripping the banister from its moorings, and Zircnosk fell, still clutching the claw.

The former cop’s enormous bulk tumbled hectically down the stairs, bones loudly cracking at each impact, until eventually he smashed into the midst of the landmines at the bottom of the next flight. The resulting explosions bowled McGuire and Baxter backwards, lumps of human blubber and plaster cascading down on them. A few moments later there was another flurry of explosions, as the remainder of Zircnosk landed on the next set of landmines; and again, and again. The hallway around them vibrated, until eventually the noises subsided.

“Ought to make leaving the hotel a little easier,” observed McGuire, as he hauled himself to his feet.

A dazed Baxter nodded as he struggled upright. “Y’know he could have been lying, boss.”

McGuire paused momentarily from wiping the human detritus and dust from his clothes. “No,” he said simply.

Baxter averted his eyes, and they headed down.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

  


  


“WHERE IS SHE?” The words resounded in the great hall, sending ripples across the dank, still water in the stone font. He saw a couple of faces look up from their prayers, terrified eyes peeking over the backs of the walnut pews.

Reverend Sarah returned his gaze calmly, drying her hands on a mouldy towel. Already an imposing woman, here in the depths of the cathedral she seemed indomitable. She smiled beneficently at him, her eyes flitting between McGuire and Baxter. McGuire saw his shifting reflection in the font’s water. He noticed a trickle running down the font’s fluted side, where it collected in a growing puddle at its base.

“I don’t know,” she said patiently. “Perhaps she’s at Parliament House? Or perhaps you’d prefer if we called it your palace.”

McGuire rubbed his scarred hand. “Don’t fuck with me, Sarah,” he hissed. “I know she came here.”

“Yes,” conceded the Reverend, cocking her head and nodding thoughtfully. “She brought the baby here.”

“Why, though? Why did she come here?” McGuire glared at Baxter, who started from his reverie, his thick, veiny neck flushing.

The Reverend laughed. “Why do you think?”

McGuire shook his head. “To pray?” He remembered the graceful high school girl with the porcelain complexion and auburn hair he’d seen heading for St Magdalene’s all those years ago. For fuck’s sake. That other life was meant to have been wiped away, to have never existed.

Sarah rubbed the palm of her own hand, either unconsciously mirroring him, or mocking him; it was hard to say. She said, “You can’t control this world, McGuire, any more than Trex could, or any of those other hoodlums. This world is bigger and more complex than you think. Only one person can see it fully, and He isn’t you.”

McGuire snapped, “I see all I need to see.”

Again the loving smile that made his stomach boil. “Is everything about revenge, McGuire? Everything?”

McGuire grabbed Sarah by the wrist and shook her. “Everything,” he whispered into her ear. “Tell me where she’s gone.” He wondered where her shotgun had got to. It was unusual for her not to have some means of defending herself and her parishioners.

“Dead Kelly,” called a woman’s voice. McGuire released his grip and the elderly woman collapsed to the floor. He turned to see Nancy and Wilcox approaching. Nancy was holding something that dripped a dark, continuous line along the intricate mosaic floor.

“Got something for you,” Nancy called. There were gasps and shrieks from the parishioners as they realised precisely what this woman had brought into the House of the Lord. This was the new world; nothing—but nothing—was sacred anymore.

Nancy lifted her prize up for McGuire to inspect it: Bobby Kendall’s head, his flaccid face frozen in a look of astonishment, neck cartilage and tissue hanging in ribbons from where it had been hacked off.

“As you requested,” said Wilcox, stifling a snigger. “He ran for it, but didn’t get far—fat fucker.”

“Most of his gang are dead,” said Nancy, chewing gum as she stared, fascinated by the decapitated head, watching as rivulets of blood trickled to the floor. “A few scarpered. The petrol dump is ours.”

“You’ve done it, boss,” exclaimed Baxter in an intense, excited whisper. “That’s it. You’ve won. The Kendalls, Trex, Spider, Ritzo. Even fuckin’ Zircnosk. You beat ’em all.”

“Not all of them. Not yet,” McGuire shook his head, his bloodshot eyes fixed on Reverend Sarah as she struggled to pull herself to her feet. “Now I know who betrayed me. She has to pay. She knows she has to pay. Isn’t that right, Reverend?”

“You’re the Devil,” spat Reverend Sarah. She’d used the font to pull herself up; he noticed the puddle of overflowing water had reached the tip of his boot. “But your reckoning will come. God will deal with you, you fucker.”

McGuire regarded her defiance with a pained smile, which abruptly vanished. “What did you do?” he said suddenly, fixing his gaze on her again. “What did you do to the baby?”

“What do you think I did?” she said, perplexed. “I blessed him and I named him.”

McGuire shifted his stance, slopping the puddle. “Why?”

“You know why. He will be in the Lord’s hands if anything happens to him.”

“She wouldn’t...” he hissed.

“She plans to deny you everything,” responded Sarah calmly. “She knows how to do it.”

“I want my revenge. I want my son.” Suddenly furious, he bellowed, “I want my fuckin’ legacy!”

“We saw her,” said Wilcox unexpectedly. “Lindsay, right? Gunning down La Trobe.”

McGuire rounded on him. “You fuckin’ saw her?”

“On one of those quad-bike things. Ten, fifteen minutes back.”

McGuire spun back to Baxter. “Grab the armour,” he said urgently. “Meet me by the bikes. No-one else, just you.”

“But Boss,” protested Baxter, “we don’t know where she’s gone. Unless...”

McGuire towered over Baxter, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Unless what?” he snarled.

Baxter stared at McGuire, a familiar look of consternation on his thickset features. “Unless she’s taken him back. Y’know, to where it began.”

  


  


HE RELAXED HIS hand on the throttle, clambering off the machine before the motor had stopped, and felt the sandy breeze on his face. The animal growl of the engine faded, and the roar of the wild ocean flowed into the void. He saw the quad-bike Lindsay had taken, a child’s seat and assorted abandoned toys visible in the rear of the vehicle. Despite the wind, their footprints—hers and the toddler’s—were easy to spot. He apparently wasn’t too far behind them. With a grimace, he pulled his ACR from its straps on the side of his bike and started down the narrow wooden walkway. He’d barely begun the descent to the beach when the sound of a second quad-bike approaching reached him, and he heard Baxter’s familiar, stumping footfalls crunching on the stony terrain. Baxter’s arrival sent a wallaby bouncing back into the trees.

McGuire stepped onto the beach, onto that fine, familiar yellow sand. There was only one set of footprints now; she must have picked up the child when she heard the approach of his bike. He walked steadily, not changing pace at all. By now Baxter had caught up with him, and crunched alongside with the backpack, as if they were heading out for a fucking beach holiday.

The squat man grinned. “Perhaps we should just leave her, boss. Forget it and move on.”

“Fuck off,” muttered McGuire. “When we reach them you’ll need to take the kid. You’ve gotta keep him safe. That’s your job. You got it?”

Baxter frowned. “Sure, boss. You really think she’ll harm him?”

“You heard the Reverend,” he responded. “She plans to deny me everything. There’s only one way she can do that. You’ve got the armour?”

Baxter patted the backpack. “Uh-huh. Sure thing, Boss.”

Lindsay’s footprints drifted to the right before disappearing amidst an outcrop of rocks at the edge of the sea. Above them towered the sheer, jagged cliff face. As McGuire and Baxter rounded the corner, McGuire saw her desperately picking her way over the slippery rocks, the wriggling child clutched under one arm, Reverend Sarah’s shotgun in the other. Somewhere high above them, a kookaburra laughed.

“Why?” called McGuire suddenly, almost despite himself. The echo of his voice threw his own desperation back at him, and he detested it.

Lindsay turned in horror, stumbling to a halt on a stretch of sand. She hesitated, clearly unsure what to do. Sure, she could cross this section of beach, head for the next bluff, but she was a smart girl. She must know the situation was hopeless. McGuire would catch her without breaking a sweat. He just needed to get to her before she could harm the child.

“I had to,” she shouted. She lowered the kid to the ground and backed onto the sand as McGuire and Baxter continued their approach, ushering Liam in front of her. She half-heartedly raised the shotgun, clearly unsure how to wield it. He’d never seen her lift a gun, not even in jest. “Life with you was fucking insanity, Kelly. I couldn’t carry on anymore. Not with a child.”

McGuire lifted his hands up, palms outward, as he stepped off the rocks and onto the wet, compacted sand. “You could’ve left me without betraying me,” he said calmly.

“Look at what you’re doing now,” she responded, struggling to keep the gun level. “You’d have come after us. Of course you would. I betrayed you to the cops because I figured they could protect me. I didn’t know they were going to leak it to the fucking media, to Danny Kline and all those bastards. I’m so sorry. If it wasn’t for the fucking Cull...”

McGuire shook his head. “But you didn’t run this time. Not till now. Not till I found out.”

She laughed weakly, shaking her head. “There was nowhere to run to. And besides...” Her voice trailed off, caught by the wind.

The toddler had become fascinated with a rock pool. McGuire gestured to him. “Lindsay, let me have the child and you can go. I promise. Just don’t harm him.”

Lindsay looked baffled. “Harm him? Why would I harm him?”

McGuire sighed, turning to Baxter, dropping his assault rifle to the ground. “Give me the armour.”

Baxter nodded in surprise. “Sure, boss,” he said, sinking to one knee. He began pulling the helmet and breastplate out of the backpack, passing them reverently to McGuire.

McGuire held the two pieces of armour up, then resumed his steady, unflinching approach. “Don’t you see, Lindsay? This is my legacy.”

“Stay back!” hissed Lindsay, steadying the gun.

McGuire ignored her, continuing his relentless approach, “When I’m gone, someone has to wear them. My son. It’s... it’s destiny.”

A shot rang out and McGuire instinctively shielded himself with the armour. He felt a jolt, enough to stop him walking. He looked down at the armour; unsurprisingly, the bullet had passed straight through the breastplate. With a pained grunt, he looked to his arm and saw where the bullet had grazed him. The smell of his own seared flesh reached him through the salt-tainted air.

“I told you to stop,” cried Lindsay. “It’s old, that armour, a thing of the past—it can’t stop my bullets. How’s it gonna protect him?”

“That doesn’t matter. It’s a symbol. He has to wear it,” insisted McGuire. “He’s my son.”

The kid glanced up from his endeavours with the rock pool, his face lighting up as he lifted a quivering finger and pointed. “Daddy,” he said.

McGuire looked at the green-eyed boy with the porcelain complexion and the auburn locks, at his button nose, at his squat, podgy frame. He looked at his chubby hand and realised the finger wasn’t pointing at him at all, but past him, to his squire. McGuire smirked, and shook his head, gesturing toward himself.

“Daddy,” he corrected.

“Daddy,” insisted the kid, frowning, pointing still at Baxter.

McGuire began shaking his head, irritated, when he caught sight of the look on Lindsay’s face. Those pale, delicate cheeks were flushing, ever so slightly. McGuire’s mouth went suddenly dry, and he gaped at her. She turned her head to look out to sea.

Kelly McGuire felt something cold and round nudge the back of his exposed neck. It was the nozzle of a submachine gun. “Sorry, Boss. Smart kid. Just like his daddy.”

“No way,” breathed McGuire. His gut screamed.

“Way,” confirmed Baxter.

“You fucker.”

“Quite literally,” Baxter said. “But thank you, mate. You did it all for us. Built us a fuckin’ empire, you might say.” He was calm, self-assured. “Killed everyone that needed killing, knocked off all the competition, enslaved the rest. Created an infrastructure. Invented systems, protocols, rituals. Only a man as obsessed with control as you—with certainty—could have done it. Thank you so very much.”

“Bullshit.”

Baxter cleared his throat. “Not really. All we needed was the last piece. We were just waiting on the Kendall gang. When I saw Bobby’s decapitated head I could’ve jumped for joy. Once he was accounted for, that was it. Time to bring you somewhere remote and wrap the charade up.”

“I knew you’d follow me here,” said Lindsay absently, still staring out toward the Bass Strait. “And if you didn’t, Jonnie would have made sure you did. That’s why I didn’t run. I didn’t have to, this time. I had to bring you here.”

“Jonnie?”

“She means me, mate.”

“You fuckers don’t have the balls for a putsch,” hissed McGuire. “Let alone the brains.”

Baxter caressed the back of McGuire’s head with the cold barrel of the gun. “Fuck me, I wouldn’t talk about balls if I were you, McGuire. Besides, this is no putsch, mate. You never were in control of this to begin with. It was always me. I worked every fucking angle, took every fucking opportunity. I owned it.”

“I’m telling you it’s bullshit.”

Baxter gave a rumbling laugh. “Think about it. I was always in there, keeping tabs on things, manipulating things when I had to. Before the Cull and after it. Baxter the messenger? ‘Our man on the ground’? Now that’s bullshit, comrade.”

“You’re not clever enough. Neither of you. It’s beyond you.”

“You think? I’ll tell you what. I’m going to explain it to you now, because I want you to know just how comprehensively we fucked you over. Then we’ll see how clever you think we are.”

“Tell me.”

McGuire heard Baxter draw a deep breath. “Originally, back before the Cull rearranged the chess board, we just wanted to take over the gang—y’know, a sort of Bonnie and Clyde-style arrangement, only minus the bloody denouement. To do that we had to make sure you were either dead or in jail. Didn’t quite work out like that, as you know. You did a runner and then the fucking Biblical plague hit. Everything looked like it was fucked for a bit, but then lo and behold you came walkin’ out of the fuckin’ Bush like the answer to our prayers. We couldn’t fuckin’ believe our luck. So we hatched a bigger plan, one where we let you do all the work for us, and the prize is all the greater. Because the prize is, like, everything. Y’know. Control of everything. Still think we’re not clever?” He’d brought the gun around and was caressing McGuire’s face with its nozzle. “Not just an incy-wincy bit?”

“It’s mine,” murmured McGuire. “I made this world. I fought for it.”

Baxter leaned in to him. “Oh, does diddums think it’s unfair? You know your problem, McGuire? You’re not anything. You’re just a fucking void where a person ought to be. The media gave you a name, so you stole a dead man armour’s and thought that would make you a hero, a rebel, a proper villain or some shit. Then we let you think you had a son to continue your legacy. But the hilarious truth is there won’t be any legacy. Not for you. No immortality. Nada, zilch. Not even a graffiti daub of your blood and guts.” He kept the gun trained on him as he stepped backward, pulling the helmet from McGuire’s slack fingers, moving to join Lindsay. “That’s the point of telling you all this. I want you to understand that, when you’re dead, no-one will remember you even existed. ’Cause you, see, Kelly, I’m erasing you from history.” Baxter beamed triumphantly. “Now tell me. Do you capiche?”

McGuire swallowed. “How long?” he said at length.

“How long have we been fucking?” Baxter chuckled, then paused. “Let’s not worry about that. You can do the math, though, mate. I mean... well, the thing is. You couldn’t do it, could you now? Not with that crippled thing between your legs?”

McGuire watched Lindsay flinch, her face still turned from him. He clenched his jaw, froze his expression, let it all wash over him.

“They tried to fix it, didn’t they?” continued Baxter, his gimlet eyes searching McGuire’s face. “The surgeons, I mean. All the way through your childhood. And each time they made it worse. How horrible. How painful. How humiliating.”

Baxter gestured with the gun towards McGuire’s crotch. “What must it have been like growing up with that? The torment. The teasing. The first time a girl ever saw you down there, felt down there. What must it have been like, eh?”

McGuire blinked slowly, but still he did not speak.

“Is that why you killed ’em, mate? Is that why you axed dear old Ma and Pa? Yeah, I did my research, mate. I’ve known about your little secret for longer than I care to remember. Long before the fuckin’ Cull.”

A flurry of fractured images flashed in front of McGuire. His Papa desperately trying to protect his Mama. The axe in his hands. The hoarse screams, the spraying blood, the splintering cartilage. Staring at what he had done. The brain and bone and blood, some of it brightest crimson, some of it deepest scarlet. The red and the black. “They said it was beyond their control,” McGuire said simply, his voice little more than a whisper. “They said they tried to fix me, that they were sorry, but they couldn’t. But it wasn’t good enough. Nothing is beyond control. Nothing.”

Baxter lowered his voice, “You did manage it once, though, didn’t you? To fuck, I mean. Just the once. Here on this beach. I watched you. That’s why we thought you’d be keen to return, to where it all began. The thing is... me and Lindsay were at it like jack rabbits. All the fuckin’ time, whenever your stupid back was turned. Take it from me, the golden stud was never, ever for you, mate.” Baxter lifted his head, inhaling the sea air appreciatively. “Which is more likely, do you think? That you’re the kid’s dad or that I am?”

The three of them stood in front of him now, the happy, triumphant family. Or some shit like that. Lindsay watching the crashing sea, the toddler preoccupied by his rock pool. McGuire looked from the child to the man and back again. The shape of the face, the physique. The brow, furrowed in concentration. There was little doubt that Baxter was his father.

McGuire watched as Baxter pulled the iron helmet over his own head. “The others won’t accept you,” he said evenly. “Wilcox, Nancy, Rudy. They won’t trust you.”

“They’ll trust us,” riposted Baxter, his head covered. He tapped the iron mask with his free hand. “It’s a fuckin’ brand, mate. Think about it—no-one will be able to tell the fuckin’ difference.”

“You fuckers,” growled McGuire. He flexed his hands impotently, felt the rough skin of his curving scar. “I’m Dead Kelly.”

“Yeah, you always were,” conceded Baxter, his voice muffled. “Dead to the world. But you’ve been replaced. Now it’s my turn.”

“You covered every angle,” said McGuire hollowly.

“You got it, mate,” acknowledged Baxter, finger poised on the trigger, eyes just visible through the slit in the helmet, the painted, peeling skull leering at him. “Every angle.”

The kookaburra’s staccato laughter reached McGuire suddenly on the breeze, and he looked up at the cliff-top. “Except that one.”

A fleeting, streaking blur, a solid thud. Baxter pitched backward, the bolt emerging from the eye slit. Lindsay spun in horror, no idea where the shot had come from, her own gun useless in her hands. McGuire heard the kookaburra laugh again, melancholy above the roar of the ocean. The second bolt hit Lindsay in the side of her head, spinning her around, emerald eyes staring, auburn tresses floating, before she collapsed in a heap beside Baxter.

Liam had started to cry. McGuire watched the boyish silhouette of Meg Kendall, crossbow raised, silent now, no longer the laughing kookaburra. He wondered whether she would kill him, or the child, or both of them.

He watched intently as she gradually lowered her weapon. From her perspective, she’d executed Dead Kelly and his lover, and in doing so avenged her brother and her lover. Evidently that was enough. After a moment more her silhouette vanished.

He stepped over Lindsay’s corpse and reached down to Baxter’s helmeted head. With a loud squelch, he extracted the bolt from the eye slot, then prised the helmet off Baxter’s bloodied head. He placed the helmet and other pieces of armour into the backpack, before stepping away to consider Lindsay and Baxter’s corpses.

He tried to find within himself the appropriate emotional response, finally discovering it as he scooped the crying child up into his arms. It was satisfaction; of that he was certain.

McGuire picked his way back along the beach, soothing the boy with promises. Eventually the child stopped reaching for his parents and began to smile, and then to nuzzle into his shoulder. Dead Kelly smiled too.

  


  


THE END
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The Cull Begins...

  


Before the Blight had a name – before the world died – there was a chance to stop the AB-Virus in its tracks. It almost worked.

  


Astronaut Alvin Burrows holds the key: a literal Pandora’s box full of infected lab mice. But time is running out, and even orbit isn’t far enough to escape the pandemic. Burrows’ and his crewmates’ families are caught in quarantines on the ground, the death toll is rising, and maddened gangs are beginning their rampage.

  


The International Space Station is a world all its own, two hundred and sixty miles above the Earth, circling the globe every ninety-two minutes, fifty-four seconds; a fragile metal shell in which six men and women are trapped in close confines for months at a time. And something more sinister than the plague is loose on Station. Something driving one of the astronauts to murder the crew, one by one...
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‘AFTER THE WORLD DIED, WE ALL SORT OF DRIFTED BACK TO SCHOOL. AFTER ALL, WHERE ELSE WAS THERE TO GO?’

  


Lee Keegan’s fifteen. If most of the population of the world hadn’t just died choking on their own blood, he might be worrying about acne, body odour and girls. As it is, he and the young Matron of his boarding school, Jane Crowther, have to try and protect their charges from cannibalistic gangs, religious fanatics, a bullying prefect experimenting with crucifixion, and even the might of the US Army.

  


Welcome to St. Mark’s School for Boys and Girls...

  


School’s Out Forever collects School’s Out, Operation Motherland and Children’s Crusade, with the short story The Man Who Would Not Be King, an introduction by the editor, interviews, and new, previously unpublished material.

  


‘Youthful idealism conflicts with jaded experience, and the characters are frequently forced to balance ruthless effi ciency with utopian optimism... A lot of provocative discussion sneaks in under the cover of machine gun fire.’

Pornokitsch on Kitschie Award Finalist Children’s Crusade
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AFTER THE WORLD DIED, THE LEGEND WAS REBORN.

  


When civilisation shuddered and died, Robert Stokes lost everything, including his wife and his son. The ex-cop retreated into the woods near Nottingham, to live off the land and wait to join his family. As the world descended into a new Dark Age, he turned his back on it all.

  


The foreign mercenary and arms dealer De Falaise sees England is ripe for conquest. He works his way up the country, forging an army and pillaging as he goes. When De Falaise arrives at Nottingham and sets up his new dominion, Robert is drawn reluctantly into the resistance. From Sherwood he leads the fight and takes on the mantle of the world’s greatest folk hero.

  


The Hooded Man and his allies will become a symbol of freedom, a shining light in the horror of a blighted world, but he can never rest: De Falaise is only the first of his kind.

  


This omnibus collects the novels Arrowhead, Broken Arrow and Arrowland, with a new introduction by editor Jonathan Oliver. The ebook edition also exclusively collects the stories ‘The Servitor,’ ‘Perfect Presents,’ and ‘Signs and Portents.’
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