
        
            
                
            
        





MERCURY BOOKS

The Veil

Torstein Beck was born in Norway and grew up the son of a biologist. His father’s career took Beck across Europe, Asia, and the Americas, where he developed a profound appreciation for the global landscape as well as the people who inhabit it. Seeing his father’s work first hand, and growing up in a household with such a focus on science naturally read Beck to venture into the speculative.

An avid lover of science fiction and dystopia, Beck’s creative tendencies led him into writing. His career began at an early stage, and Beck’s short fiction has been published in various outlets under a variety of names. With a pedigree in science fiction writing, his focus has always been on the blending of genre and style in the aim of moving away from conventional definitions of science fiction.

He is currently working on the fourth and final instalment of the series.







THE VEIL

Book 1 in the Redemption Series

Torstein Beck


































MERCURY BOOKS

Published in Great Britain by Mercury Books 2019

This edition published by Mercury Books 2019

Copyright © Torstein Beck, 2019

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be

reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form by any means,

electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without

prior written permission of the publisher.

The right of Torstein Beck to be identified as the Author of this

work has been asserted by him in accordance with the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, events, and incidents are

either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously for

creative effect. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

or actual events is purely coincidental.

Paperback ISBN: 978 1099862441

Also available as an ebook

Typeset by Mercury Books

Cover Design by Mihai Costea, 2019

Mercury Books is a subsidiary of Mercury Management




ONE

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Thunder churned. The front door splintered. He heard the first, but not the second.

Aaro rolled over in bed, a cool sheen of sweat on his skin, and stared at the bedroom door.

‘What’s wrong?’ Emilie asked, rousing.

He sighed, turning back and kissing her in the dark. ‘It’s nothing. Just the storm.’

Lightning split the sky and threw gnarled shadows across the room. Thunder rolled over the house.

She moved closer to him and he felt her arms encircle his neck, the warmth of her lips pressed against the skin between his collarbones.

He wanted to look at the door.

Her fingers climbed his chest and her mouth found his in the darkness. The weight pressing down on him lifted and his hands traced the curve of her neck and cheek. He could feel the slow throb of her heart under his fingers.

‘I love you,’ he whispered.

She smiled and kissed him again. He’d not said it much lately. Neither of them had. Ever since the baby, things had been strange between them. He ran his hands through her hair and heard her swallow, her breath quickening against his skin. They kissed again, more passionately. He felt their legs entwine. The sheets rustled softly.

The window rattled in the frame, the wind picking up to a howl.

His hands moved down and discovered her body in a way that they hadn’t for a long time. The sleepless nights. The long working days. The letters from the bank, and the university. Late payments. Final warnings. It’d been a tough few months. Everyone was struggling to make a living these days. It was like the whole world had ground to a halt. Everyone had told them that having a baby would change everything, that now wasn’t the time. It wasn’t like they’d meant to. But they were safe, so what did it really matter?

Aaro was studying for his masters in mechanical engineering at Oslo University and would start his final year in a few weeks, and Emilie was in her final two years of veterinary school — but now, that’d all been put on hold. Another mouth to feed meant deferred years, extra jobs. Neither of them remembered the last time they’d made love.

And now, for no reason at all, it was happening. Neither said a word, neither breathed too loudly in case they jinxed it. Lila had been a notoriously light sleeper since the moment they’d brought her home. Aaro was surprised that the storm didn’t have her crying already.

He kissed Emilie again and felt her nails tug at his ribs. She moved closer and he smelled the remnants of the day’s perfume on her jaw, the faint scent of coconut in her hair, pressing his face against hers. They moved as one. Slowly. Savouring it. Drowning in every second, because each of them knew that at any moment, Lila would cry, and their bubble would pop. But she didn’t. They made love without thinking about time. She moved like he remembered and everything that he loved about her came crashing back. He’d forgotten that there was so much.

She was on top then, her long hair spilling onto his chest in a pool, her crystalline blue eyes almost aglow in the darkness. He watched her, his teeth in his lip, his hands on her hips as they got there together. She leaned in and kissed him again.

‘I love you,’ he muttered, the words catching in his throat.

‘I love you too,’ she said. He couldn’t tell whether the droplet that hit his chest was sweat or a tear. But it didn’t matter. They were them again and a smile settled across Aaro’s face. One he hadn’t felt for a long time.

Then came the thing they’d been waiting for. Lila began to cry.

They sighed in unison and Emilie fell next to him, enveloped in his arms.

‘I’ll go,’ he said. But she wouldn’t let him.

She held onto his fingers and shook her head. ‘Not yet. Just a minute more.’

He nodded slowly and kissed her again. She laid her head against his chest and kept it there, rising and falling with his breathing.

Lila didn’t stop.

Emilie was all but asleep when he let her down and stood up, his toes tingling in the cold air that blanketed the carpet.

He thought nothing of it as he went to the door. But as he opened it, he froze. The curtains fluttered behind him and he half turned, catching it out of the corner of his eye. A draft. It was unmistakable.

A loud bang echoed from downstairs and the image of the front door slamming lamely against the frame filled his mind. He swallowed hard and tweaked his ears. He could hear the wind in the house, the rain on the carpet in the hall, the thunder in the sky filtering up the stairs.

His breathing quickened and he stole a glance back at Emilie. She looked up at him, awake now, wrapped in the sheets. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked softly, reading the tension in his shoulders.

‘Stay here,’ he said, stepping into the corridor.

Lila’s room was down on the right, her door ajar as it always was, a thin blue line cast on the opposite wall from the nightlight in the corner next to her cot.

He approached quickly, silently, fists curled. There was a cupboard at the top of the stairs, and inside it was Emilie’s old field hockey stick. He’d get Lila, put her in with Emilie, and then he’d go for it.

He reached for the bedroom door and stopped. Something blinked across the strip of light, extinguishing it for a moment. Lila’s screams, strange and strangulated, built suddenly, deafened him, and then stopped.

Silence fell like a curtain.

Aaro’s mouth went dry and his heart thrummed. There was someone in Lila’s room. He glanced at the cupboard for a fraction of a second, but the time to get there and back was too much. He threw his shoulder against the door and burst in, hands raised,

His feet hit the carpet, wet with blood, and he slid to a halt. His mouth fell open and he went to a knee, splashing in the warm liquid, his body folding under him, all the strength leaving his body.

A huge black shape uncurled slowly from the crib. Its serpentine tale scraped the floor and smeared the skirting board crimson. Its eyes, like lumps of onyx in the pale glow of the nightlight, flashed as they fell on him. Its forepaw, huge and clawed, slipped off the rail of the cot and hit the carpet with a dull thunk.

The air tasted like rust.

Blood dripped from its jaws. They opened a few inches, exposing razor teeth. A low hiss grew in its mouth, its forked tongue flickering.

It filled the room as it advanced, already close enough to feel its breath.

Aaro’s eyes moved from the half-shattered cot to the creature and back. She was still crying a moment ago but now…

He blinked in disbelief and tears blurred his vision. He couldn’t move.

It advanced towards him.

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d heard the stories, seen the news, but he’d never thought that they’d ever get here. They’d always said they wouldn’t. That they couldn’t.

He looked down and watched a tear fall between his reddened hands pressed into the sodden carpet. He stifled a wretch.

‘Aaro?’ called Emilie from the corridor. Her voice was gentle, concerned. She still had no idea. No clue what was happening. He wanted to call out, to scream. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t do anything.

He swallowed, his breath rattling in his chest. He felt his nails bend backwards as his fingers curled into the floor. She’s gone. She’s gone. There’s nothing you can do. But Emilie doesn’t need to see that. She doesn’t need to see this.

He heard the creaking of wood as the creature’s claws dug into the floorboards right there. Right in front of him. Close enough to feel.

And then he was moving. It was that or die.

He turned and threw himself into the corridor and it leapt after him. His hand slipped against the wall and left a smeared handprint, black in the twilight. Emilie was there, framed in their bedroom doorway, eyes wide, shining with fear as he charged at her, knees and hands stained red.

She opened her mouth to speak but no sound escaped her lips. Aaro’s arm encircled her stomach and he hauled her backwards. Behind him, the wall cracked and shook. The creature crashed against it and growled, dragging its bulk into the corridor.

Aaro’s skin erupted in gooseflesh as they entered the bedroom, the footsteps of the creature shaking the house behind them.

He threw Emilie onto the bed and the springs whined and sang. He turned, catching a glimpse of its open mouth, teeth jagged and sharp, before he slammed the door in its face.

A moment of stillness seized the room before it exploded in a shower of wooden shards and white paint. The pain blinded Aaro and he was launched backwards. He hit the wardrobes, cracks lancing through the glass like spider webs, and collapsed into a heap, winded. By the time he gasped, the thing was on him, bearing down, its tail still in the hallway behind it.

The springs squeaked again and Emilie’s feet hit the floor. She rushed forwards, blind with love and fury. The creature turned its head and in a tear-blurred blink, it had her too. It twisted to the side and seized her with one of its huge paws, batting her to the floor like a doll. She landed face down, cheek against the carpet. A muffled scream escaped her lips before the creature plunged its claws into her back.

Her blood splashed up Aaro’s legs as he watched as the light leave her eyes.

The creature’s jaws closed around the nape of her neck.

A single tear ran down her cheek, her face still and contorted.

Blood drunk, Aaro’s feet moved under him. He had to do something, anything. He rushed forwards, fists raised, teeth bared, but it was useless. With a flick of its head, he was sprawling to the floor again. He landed hard, rolling over splintered fragments of door. Pain shot through his arm and a trail of blood followed him to the wall. He stared up at the creature over the top of a chunk of wood lodged in his upper arm and stifled a grunt. The beast’s mottled eye closed to a slit and it glared balefully at him over its bulging shoulder, its paw still in Emilie’s back. It didn’t want to leave its meal, but it wasn’t about to let another go.

Aaro stole a glance at the corridor and the beast cocked its head. The kitchen. The knife drawer. He looked back. No, it was too far. He’d never make it. But the cupboard? The hockey stick.

He was already moving by the time the creature’s tail swung, whipping into the room. He hurdled it and was blasted with dust and plaster as it split the drywall next to the window in two. He landed and sprang forward, his shoulder screaming at him. The cupboard door rushed up and he wrenched it open. His hands closed around the hockey stick and he pulled it up and around his head just in time. It was in the hallway now. He took half a step forward and, with all the strength he could muster, brought it down on the monster’s skull.

The wood cracked and split, the lower half of the stick landing somewhere behind it. The creature looked up, unphased, and opened its mouth, hissing. Part reptile, part nightmare, covered in matted black fur. The hickory hockey stick had broken over its head and there wasn’t mark on it. Not even a welt in its leathery skin. Aaro looked at the handle in disbelief and barely had time to gasp before his vision strobed black. He opened his eyes and felt his head leave the broken plasterboard wall. He staggered and fell, watching the creature retract its foreleg. Aaro sank to the carpet, fingers still clutching the snapped piece of wood.

The beast loomed over him and once more lifted its leg, thicker than a railroad sleeper, ready to send him back to Emilie and Lila. Its teeth parted and with a final surge of will, Aaro jammed the jagged wooden handle into the roof of its mouth. It squawked and stamped its paw down, the claws sinking into the space where Aaro had been just a moment before. In the second that it was distracted, barely scratched by the attack, he’d rolled to the side. He just had to get away now. It was no use. There was nothing he could do but run. A switch had flipped in his head and terror was taking hold. Fighting was futile. The stairs would be suicide. The creature would catch him before he made the bottom. But the corridor was narrow and there was no way it could turn around, so maybe —  just maybe — if he could get to the bedroom, he could make the window. The roof of the wood-store was below, and if he could reach it, then…

The thought was only half formed in his mind as he scrambled through the gap between the creature and the wall. His skin was cut and bruised where he’d been struck and his shoulder was throbbing, the piece of door still lodged there. He jumped over the back leg and faltered, pushing off from the creature’s tail and wedging himself through the destroyed frame. It snarled and hissed, writhing, trying to turn around. Its talons raked on the walls as it fought. Aaro tore his eyes from Emilie’s prostrate and mutilated body and looked to the window instead, his heart a blur in his chest.

The beast stepped backwards and watched him out of the corner of its eye. He took three steps into the room before the tail swung right and then slingshotted left, hitting him square in the hip. His back stretched and popped and his body contorted as he was flung through the air. Pain invaded him and darkness throbbed in time with his hammering pulse. He felt something sharp, saw a shower of glass falling around him, and then there was nothing. He spun through the darkness, deafened and blind. And then he hit the ground.

Lightning streaked across the sky overhead and shards of broken window pane plunged themselves into the earth, glinting in the momentary brilliance. Raindrops fell on his bare chest and warmth began to spread across his stomach. He reached down, retching sobs dying in his throat. The rain stung his eyes. He touched his skin and held his fingers up. Another flash of lightning painted them red.

The tail. The spines and scales had torn his skin to ribbons. He was bleeding. He could feel it around his hips, his back. Warm.

He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move.

He stared into the cloud-filled sky and cried, the names of his wife and infant daughter on his lips. ‘Emilie,’ he sobbed. ‘Lila…’

The rain continued to fall and the blood continued to run.

Aaro lay on the grass in the backyard of their house, the one that he’d broken himself to buy for his family, bleeding and alone, robbed of everything he held dear in the world.

The sound of thunder grew distant in his ears and the deep throb of his heart dwindled in his chest.

It was then that Aaro Emmerson drew a last, slow, shallow, raking breath and welcomed the cold embrace of death.




TWO

PLAYING GOD

2061 AD

‘He’ll see you now, Doctor Gertlinger,’ the secretary said. She was tall, attractive, and her long, auburn hair shimmered in the glow of her computer screen. He could vaguely make out the reflection of the company’s website in her glasses. He watched curiously as the images danced and morphed inside the designer frames. Expensive, he thought, for a secretary’s salary. Though the place did ooze money. He supposed that bloated paychecks came with this much government funding. There was good money in science, it seemed.

He was staring absently at her when she called out to him. He didn’t register it.

She repeated herself after a moment and he jarred, rubbing his tired and jetlagged eyes. With a sigh, he pushed up out of the deep leather armchair and paced across the well-lit foyer, approaching the solid mahogany double doors. He nodded a quick thanks and she returned a smile — a well-paid smile. His hands closed around the brass handles and he pushed through.

Beyond was a large office, walled in by floor to ceiling windows that ran around the rear half. The space inside was dominated by a huge desk. There was nothing on it but a monitor and keyboard. Behind them, hands clasped loosely in front of him on the polished surface, was a man. Gertlinger guessed he had to be McPherson — the man who had summoned him overnight from his own laboratory in Switzerland. The soft clink of his Rolex on the wood confirmed his status at the top of the corporate food chain. He was tall and on the older side of middle-aged, his close-cropped dark hair peppered with grey.

‘Doctor Gertlinger. So glad you could come. Please, take a seat,’ he said warmly, gesturing to a leather chair in front of the desk.

Gertlinger sat and said nothing. He assumed any pleasantries would be just that. He hadn’t been flown first-class halfway around the world so they could chat about the weather. He guessed that it was something to do with his recent breakthrough in gene splicing and genetic manipulation. It seemed too coincidental that his paper was published yesterday and to be there today without them being linked.

He waited patiently for McPherson to start.

‘I can only imagine you’re wondering what we brought you here for?’ he said, breaking the silence.

‘Quite,’ Gertlinger replied.

McPherson smiled, chuffing in amusement. ‘I can see that you’re more than happy to dispense with the small talk, so let’s get straight to it. I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you what this meeting was about, but it’s a matter of both utmost urgency and secrecy.’

‘When two men in black suits knock your door at eight in the evening and hand you a sealed envelope, stamped with the presidential seal, along with a first-class ticket to the political heart of America — you can say I guessed it was both. Secret and urgent, I mean.’

McPherson chuffed again. ‘Yes, well, we’ve been following your work closely for some time now and following your most recent triumph, I think that you’d be perfectly suited for a role within a project that we, in cooperation with the GSC, are putting together.’

‘The GSC?’ Gertlinger asked, a little taken aback.

‘Yes, the Global Space Coalition.’

‘I know what it is,’ Gertlinger said with a little more bite than intended. Perhaps the jetlag was getting the better of him, or perhaps he just didn’t like the tone of condescension.

McPherson shifted in his chair a little. ‘Of course you do.’

‘What is the role?’ Gertlinger pressed, thinking of the comfy bed already booked for him at the Four Seasons just eight blocks down the street.

‘Research and Development Director,’ McPherson said with a broad smile.

‘Sounds exciting,’ Gertlinger replied flatly.

McPherson’s eyes flashed and he leant forward, resting on his elbows. ‘Oh, it is exciting. It’s the most exciting thing we’ve ever done. It’s going to change the world, Doctor. And we want you to spearhead the project. With your latest breakthrough, we think that now, the time is right. And we’d like to strike, while the iron is hot, so to speak.’

‘Then tell me, what is this project?’

‘We call it Argus,’ he said, watching Gertlinger carefully.

‘As in Argus Panoptes?’

‘You know your mythology, Doctor.’

‘I know a lot of things. Which is why I’m here, I assume.’

‘Yes, that’s correct.’ McPherson was trying hard to keep his smile. ‘What do you know of Argus?’

‘A watchman said to have a thousand eyes.’ Gertlinger sighed, flourishing his hand emphatically. ‘Tasked with—’

McPherson raised his own and cut him off. ‘That’s fine. It was a matter of interest more than importance.’

Gertlinger pursed his lips, suppressing the urge to say something rude. ‘So what exactly is Argus?’

McPherson deliberated over his words for a moment. ‘Have you ever heard of something called Tau Ceti?’

‘Do you always answer one question with another?’ Gertlinger asked curtly.

‘When it’s my job to, yes.’

‘If you’re trying to pique my curiosity, you’d probably be better off catching me after a good night’s sleep, a coffee and a cigarette. Not when I’m fresh off a plane and deprived of all three.’ He sighed.

McPherson sat straight. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that our investors are very keen to secure your employment.’

‘Then why do you insist on asking all of these obtuse questions? Are you being paid by the hour?’ he asked sharply. He was a man of science and fact, not fiction. He operated in the blacks and whites of reality, not in the grey sea of politics.

McPherson’s hands clasped tighter on the desk, forming into fists. He’d read Gertlinger’s file back to front more than half a dozen times in the last twenty-four hours alone. Doctor Florian Gertlinger, Swiss National. Born 2020 AD in Zurich. Forty-one years old. PhD in genetics and genomic embryology. Won a Nobel for his work in cell manipulation, as well as a host of other prestigious awards coveted by the scientific community. But it said nothing about his obnoxious personality.

McPherson rubbed his white knuckles, twisting a wedding band around his finger. ‘Tau Ceti is a star, a yellow star, like our sun. It resides eleven point eight light years from Earth. Orbiting this star there is a planet that has a long designation of numbers and letters, but in the GSC it has become known as Orsus. You know the word?’

‘Beginning. Latin.’ Gertlinger stared out of the window, trying not to make a glib remark. He failed. ‘We aren’t in school and I’m not an idiot. You don’t have to keep checking if I understand everything you say. Otherwise, I’ll switch it around and we can talk about the integral properties of genomic structures in stem cells — see how you get on with that.’

McPherson’s smile changed from sincere to plastic. Whatever his hourly rate was, it wasn’t high enough to put up with this. ‘Yes, well they’re changing Orsus’ classification.’

‘To what?’

‘Potentially habitable.’

The words seemed to echo around the room. Neither spoke for a minute or so. Gertlinger was smart, but now his mind seemed unable to hone in on a likely answer to the question as to why he was there.

He rubbed his head. ‘Can I smoke in here?’

‘Most certainly not.’

Gertlinger wedged the half removed cigarette package back into his slacks and shot McPherson an agitated look. ‘Okay. So Orsus is moved into this category — “Potentially Habitable”. That’s not headline news, right? There must be hundreds of planets like that. Jupiter’s Titan moon must be in that class as well, surely?'

McPherson shifted, a little unhappy at the less than ebullient reaction he’d been met with. ‘Yes, it is, you’re right. It’s a classification based mostly on orbital position and size. The problem with Titan, however, is that the temperature scarcely moves above ninety degrees Kelvin and there are swirling seas of liquid methane covering most of the surface. Not exactly a prime holiday destination. Orsus, however, is much more pleasant. It’s one of the most Earth-like planets ever discovered and new data has recently been recorded that suggests it could very well support life. If it doesn’t already.’

Gertlinger was intrigued. A little impressed. But still confused as to his presence. ‘So why am I here? I’m not an astronomer or an engineer. I don’t know anything about space travel.’

‘No, we’ve got that side of Project Argus firmly under control. We want you to do something else. Something utterly unprecedented. The “rover” concept is sound, but as with all ideas, it must undergo a refinement process.’

‘As I said, I don’t know anything about engineering.’

McPherson sighed, musing silently to himself that for an intelligent man Gertlinger was being very dense. He merely replied with two words that would hopefully enlighten Gertlinger to their ambitions: ‘Organic Rovers.’

There was a moment of extrapolation on Gertlinger’s side before he huffed with an understanding smirk. ‘Humans? You’re sending a manned mission? It’ll never work. You said this planet is what, twelve light years from Earth? Even with the latest propulsion systems, it would take years. Decades. No one would be able to survive a journey like that.’

McPherson clasped his hands calmly in front of him and cleared his throat. ‘Yes, we’re well aware of the hurdles but we’ve already contracted the help of Doctor Adnanbaldi, from the New Delhi Institute of Technology. He’s the forerunner in his field of study.’

‘Cryogenics?’ Gertlinger arched an incredulous eyebrow. ‘That’s your big idea? Adnanbaldi is a hack. He’s been peddling his snake-oil theories for years with no results to show for it.’ He shook his head. ‘You’ll just piss away all your money on pipe dreams with him.’

McPherson ignored the slander and pressed on. ‘He has had some success. We think his work is promising.’

‘What? You mean the that blasted worm of his? It’s a farce, comical even. Alexander the Salamander. If he’s telling you that because he can freeze and thaw a lizard, he can do the same to a human, then your entire organisation must be made up of fools and yes-men.’

‘He’s made no insinuations that his cryogenic research will extend to mammals, let alone humans, for many years to come,’ McPherson said, teetering between that fake and real smile of his.

‘You’re damn right it won’t. It makes my blood boil that he gets any funding at all for that sorry excuse he calls his “research”,’ Gertlinger sneered.

‘Okay then,’ McPherson said, turning in his chair so that he was side on. He looked aimlessly out of the window at the city beyond. ‘Let’s venture into the hypothetical. Why is it that you can freeze a lizard but not a human?’

Gertlinger sighed slowly. ‘The cold-blooded natures of some reptiles allow them to hibernate for years, slowing their metabolic rate to a crawl. In layman’s, freezing them is an extension of that process and reanimation is much simpler because their bodies are used to it. It’s how crocodiles survived the asteroid that killed off the dinosaurs — they hunkered down in the mud and slept through the dark and the cold until the dust settled and the sun returned. Then they simply woke up.’ He paused for a second, looking at McPherson, who was slowly turning back towards him. ‘Mammals have to maintain body heat to stay alive,’ he continued. ‘The damage to the brain during freezing is too great, the change in temperature too severe for their fragile bodies to endure.’

McPherson furrowed his brow, playing dumb, pandering to Gertlinger’s revelry in the education of simpletons. ‘So, we could freeze crocodiles then. Even fly them to Orsus, strap some cameras to their backs and watch as they crawl around the surface, looking for sustenance and collecting samples?’

Getlinger laughed. ‘Yeah, sure. Crocodiles will go running around looking for food. Is that what Adnanbaldi said to get you to hire him?’

‘Why wouldn’t that work? Why aren’t crocodiles suitable?’

‘Reptiles are lazy, cumbersome beasts for the most part. You’d be lucky if they even crawled out of the landing craft,’ he cooed, crossing his arms haughtily.

Mcpherson smiled again. ‘If cryogenics was in a position to transport any animals to Orsus, humans even, which animal would be most suited to this task?’

‘Birds.’

‘What about mammals? Humans, even?’

‘Humans are frail, weak. Slow. We tire easily and our basic foraging skills went out the window the day we started covering our dicks with deer hide.’

McPherson, a little jolted at the crassness of his words, pressed further. ‘Okay, so what would you suggest as a suitable alternative? Something with a will to survive. With strength, instinct, intellect, endurance, stamina — all the things vital for travelling tens, or even hundreds of miles in search of food and water. That’s our goal. We’ll film it all, take samples and then bring them all back.’

‘That’s a cute theory. Wildebeests.’

‘Wildebeests?’

‘They do a bi-annual migration across Africa. They run hundreds of miles through the savannah to reach watering holes. They do it with swarm intelligence, on very little food and water. They’re fast, hardy and practically tireless, sometimes running eighty or more kilometres a day.’

‘Any other suggestions?’

‘Dogs.’ Gertlinger shrugged. ‘Or wolves. The timber wolf is tough. Same principle. Built for running. Made for it. And you might even be able to train a dog. You’d have a hard time with a wildebeest, I would think,’ he finished, exhaling slowly. ‘But, they’d never survive the trip. Not a chance.’

McPherson held his hand to his chin and massaged it thoughtfully. ‘So, you’d need the genetic traits of a reptile, mixed with the physical attributes and survival instinct of a mammal?’

Gertlinger smirked, the truth of his intended purpose finally dawning on him. He didn’t say a word. He just smirked.

McPherson caught his smile and returned it. ‘So, we’d need to somehow create a hybrid. Can I make a guess that it’s not just as easy as putting them in a room with some dim lighting? I’d assume — and I’m just thinking out loud here — that there would be a fair amount of genetic manipulation required. But then again, I’m not an expert on that sort of thing. We’d surely need someone with PhDs in genetics and genomics on board. Someone who’d just made a significant breakthrough in gene splicing, perhaps. Do you know anyone like that?’

Gertlinger pondered for a moment, rocked back and forth in the chair, lips pursed, and then dug in his pocket. He threw a cigarette into his mouth and lit up before McPherson could say anything about it. ‘Not for less than eight figures a year I don’t.’




THREE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

He awoke sharply.

It was always the same.

A nightmare. But more than that, a memory.

It used to haunt him every night but now it was maybe only a few times a year. One day, it would slip from his grasp completely and fade into nothing, just like the memories of everything else from before. One day, he would wake up from the last nightmare he’d ever have and he’d no longer suffer for what he did, or didn’t do, that night.

Fourteen years had passed since then. Since he’d lost Emilie and Lila. But with every day came a new ordeal, new fodder for his nightmares.

Aaro Emmerson was thirty-seven years old — fourteen older than he felt he deserved.

He grimaced, staring up at the slick grey concrete ceiling hanging all but too low over his head. He rolled a little on his flimsy cot, feeling the cool clutch of the sweat-soaked sheets. He sighed and sat up, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands until they ached. He blinked away the remnants of sleep and checked his watch.

He swore in disappointment when it read two minutes past five in the morning. The night’s sleep was done. He rested his elbows on his knees and stared around his little room, the cell to which he was confined. No, not confined, ‘assigned’ as they liked to call it.

In the tattered remains of Oslo, there were only two types of people. Residents and refugees. Aaro fitted into that second category. When a city’s population triples as quickly as Oslo’s did, it’s hard to find space to put everyone. They were forced to erect towers of bare concrete with thousands of tiny apartments, just to house the influx. No point setting up camps, there wasn’t enough space, and the new arrivals weren’t ever leaving. No matter how bad the squalor inside the city got, it was suicide to go out.

Only horror lay beyond the walls.

Aaro showered in his meagre bathroom cubicle and dressed, slinging his tool-satchel over his shoulder. He pulled the door behind him and found himself in the narrow corridor outside his apartment. Apartment 33-17. The first number denoted the floor, the second the apartment number.

Both ends of the corridor were open to the elements, leading out onto a balcony walkway that circled the entire block. Concrete staircases on either side led to the ground. There were no lifts, though there were two ways down and only one way up.

You could take the stairs either way, or you could take the faster, more direct route down. But those who chose the second option never needed to take the first ever again.

Aaro paced away from his door, into the inky darkness of the pre-dawn morning. A cold autumn wind whipped menacingly, whistling through the concrete tunnel, rattling the cheap doors in their frames. He hiked up the thick collar of his sheepskin coat and buried his hands in the pockets. His knuckles hit the threadbare bottoms. The air clawed at his face and neck as he struggled towards the square of night sky ahead.

The headwind switched around to a brutal crosswind as he emerged onto the terrace, his elbows stretching towards the concrete rail for ballast. He stood, stoic in the cold, staring at the ever-rotting city in front of him. Dawn was slithering around behind the horizon to the east and, even at noon, the sun would only be high enough to get right in his eyes. At this time of year, it would never get overhead, never warm the skin. He studied the tower blocks cut out against the sky, like tumours. He spat over the rail, disgusted that he’d helped build them. Oslo used to be such a beautiful city. From his perch, he could still see the bones of the university where he’d once studied. It was dilapidated now with education lying at the bottom of the city’s priorities list, turned into makeshift housing.

What a waste. He sighed, looking at it.

‘Come on, it’s not that bad, is it?’ came a sudden voice from his left.

The sound of boots on steps echoed around him and a woman crested the last step onto his floor and stopped, breathing hard. Sorina was tall and athletic. Her sandy hair was pinned back and plaited, a thick woollen cap pulled low on her head. She hauled her work duffel up and dropped it at her side. The torches inside clanged together. She was a welder at the power station. Aaro checked his watch. Five-fifteen. She was just coming off the night shift, wading back up the thirty odd flights of stairs to her apartment.

‘It kind of is,’ he called back, shaking the night from his throat as he did, gesturing to the skyline.

‘Well then, stop looking at it, you miserable bastard.’ She stepped closer now, pushing the bag with her foot. Her sagging posture levelled and she stretched her back, bending forward and arching out, the zipper on her leather jacket forcing itself open with the expansion of her chest. He stared shamelessly at it.

‘Like what you see, sailor?’ she laughed, zipping herself back up against the wind.

‘Yeah, always,’ he mumbled, dragging his eyes back up to hers. They were brown, large and circled with heavy bags. She swung her hair around her shoulder, roughly dragging the bobble from it. It streamed in the wind and he caught the scent of grease, smelting fumes and perfume — or at least what passed for it these days. He drank it in for second before it swirled away into the night.

She glanced around at the empty floor before locking eyes with him once more. ‘I smell like steel right now, but give me five minutes to grab a shower and you can come in for some breakfast if you want? Or not-breakfast.’ She rambled more than suggested, making a concerted effort to be sweet. He smiled. She was obviously exhausted. He imagined her in a different setting, in a different world. In a house of her own, raising some kids maybe. She’d told him once that she’d wanted to be a painter. This world takes everything, he thought. Now, she was standing on the balcony of a refugee prison, dirty and tired from a twelve-hour welding shift spent crouching in the bowels of a power station coming apart at the seams.

The charcoal circles under her eyes told Aaro she needed sleep more than anything else, but in a city on the verge of implosion, any day could be their last. And if for the next hour or so they could forget it all, just get lost in a tangle of sheets, well hell, why wouldn’t they?

He nodded to her and offered his hand. She pulled the handle of the duffle towards it. He shouldered it and followed her to her apartment. He’d been there almost nine years now, she’d been there seven. They lived only a couple of doors from each other, which made it easy. Work, survive, sex. It was a far cry from love, but even so, as they paced slowly back down that bleak hallway towards the momentary warmth of her mattress, she reached out tentatively and laced her fingers between his, squeezing like they were in some happier time.

They reached her doorway and she fumbled for keys. It creaked open and snapped shut. The duffel hit the floor with a clang and she was against him, rough and tired, clumsy and wonderful. He felt her fingers in his hair, brushing up over his shoulders and behind his ears with an impatient passion. She breathed in his ear as he grabbed her waist. She kissed him, not wasting time. She moved her tongue over his and tilted her head to the side to kiss him harder. Her hair spilled over his arms, long and fragrant, lashing back and forth as he walked her through the apartment. She tore at her shirt buttons, pulling them through worn eyelets. He pulled it off her shoulders and it hit the floor. She bit his lip. It hurt.

She pushed him away and skipped backwards towards the waiting bed, fumbling with her belt as she did. Aaro smirked and watched her fall into the sheets, moving her hips, peeling her jeans over her muscular legs, the kind that come from carrying heavy bags up thirty flights of stairs every day. She arched away from the linen and the denim came free. She rode them down over her knees, kicking them off with disdain. She grinned up at him and beckoned him towards her. He reached for his shirt hem and dragged it up over his body. For a long time, he’d been ashamed of the long raking scars across his midriff, a constant and foul reminder of that night. But it didn’t matter now. Everyone had scars, physical or otherwise, and these were at the bottom of a long list he’d acquired since.

He sank onto the bed and she groaned gently as he ran his lips over her neck and collarbone, kissing and teasing at her skin with his teeth. Her fingers clenched into the sheets either side of her head, her elbows next to her ears, her tired eyes screwed up with pleasure. She kissed him again and she ran her hands up his back, not saying a word, but speaking volumes with her nails and teeth. It must have been a tough night at work. But he was happy to let her take her frustrations out on him.

It went on for almost twenty minutes, her work-hardened muscles put to use on a much more satisfying task than welding. She hung her head back, eyes closed, exposing her straight, white teeth — a rarity these days.

Each breath was a long, loping squeeze. Their bodies glistened with sweat in the glow of the single dim bulb overhead.

Their eyes closed, their movements based on feeling alone. He felt her hot breath at his collar, her teeth in his skin. In that moment there was no dying city. No end of the world. It was just her and him, shackled together by something you couldn’t quite call love.

And then it was over. They both held staggered breaths, grasping at the moment for as long as they could.

For how long they stayed like that, they couldn’t have said but after what seemed like not long enough, she sat up.

She pushed the hair from her face and over her head, grinning. She chuckled, blinked her eyes clear and looked down at Aaro, who lay there, smiling softly at her.

She returned it and patted him on the chest.

I needed that. Thanks, her face said.

He didn’t mind. It was what it was. Each was using the other in their own way. She wheeled her work-weary body off him and stumbled at the side of the bed, making her way to the bathroom on aching legs. He heard the shower click on and then she appeared in the doorway.

‘You can make yourself some coffee if you want,’ she said casually, half hidden by the frame. ‘There’s a little left in the jar over there, I think.’ She lifted her head towards the kitchenette in the corner. Just two units, a sink, a hotplate, and a microwave.

‘It’s ok. I think I’m gonna head out and grab some overtime before my shift starts,’ he replied, knowing she wouldn’t be offended.

‘Okay, cool. I’m gonna get to sleep anyways, after I shower.’ She slinked out of view, unphased by his answer.

He was right, she wasn’t offended.

He pulled on his jeans, dressing as quickly as he’d undressed. He walked towards the door with his jacket under his arm and as he did, Sorina appeared in the frame again, a towel loosely clasped around her. She called gently to him, motioning him over.

His hands found the small of her back and he kissed her tenderly. Lovingly, almost. ‘I wish things were different,’ he whispered, not really thinking.

‘Different with us?’ she asked, a little taken aback.

‘No, different for us.’

She blushed. ‘Me too. It’s a pretty fucked up old world, isn’t it?’ She turned her head and sighed. ‘Time do you get off tonight?’

‘Six,’ he replied quickly.

‘I’m in at eight.’ She smiled coyly. ‘If you hightail it back we might be able to squeeze in round two before I have to leave.’

‘Here’s to hoping,’ he laughed. It was easy to pretend when he was with her.

He kissed her once more, holding her close to him, feeling her arms over his shoulders, the embrace slow and long. And then, the door closed behind him and he was back in the wind-swirled corridor.

He hiked up his jacket, cursing himself for not zipping it up before, and fumbled in his pocket. He pulled out a battered box of cigarettes and struggled with his lighter, cupping it to protect the flame. He got it lit and checked his watch. It was still just six in the morning and the sun was barely in sight behind the horizon. He sighed out a long stream of smoke and started for the stairs.

Just another day at the end of the world.




FOUR

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Aaro’s eyes opened slowly and he stared into an ocean of pale cloud. The light rain that drifted in the wake of the storm spattered on his almost blue skin. His hands and feet were utterly numb. He shivered and a streak of pain split him in half. He cried meekly, still dazed.

He drew a weak breath and willed blood back into his muscles. The turbulent sky seethed but made no sound. As the cogs in his brain began to engage, a sudden realisation dawned on him — that last night’s events were not a dream. Tears ran from his eyes, warm on his otherwise frozen skin. His fingers crawled over his stomach and he felt the gashes there, deep and fresh. The rain had washed away the excess blood and the near freezing Nordic night had stemmed the flow enough to keep him alive.

But the question he found himself asking was why?

Why was he alive? Why hadn’t the beast come for him? Why had he survived while his wife and his daughter had been slaughtered? He curled onto his side and wept, sobbing and whimpering into the grass like a dog.

When he finally mustered the strength and the courage to move, he couldn’t even bring himself to look at the house. He rolled onto his stomach and dragged his body through the grass. Each blade tugged at the ragged flesh on his midriff. When he reached the side gate, he hoisted himself to a rickety stance and waited, watching for any movement in the sliver of street visible ahead.

He started to bleed again and felt the blood run over his stomach and into his groin, snaking down his naked thighs. He welcomed the warmth, but knew that he had to get inside and get dry. Against the side wall lay a wood splitting axe. To him, it looked like a crutch. His fingers closed around the handle and he willed them to curl.

The eerie sound of distant sirens hung in the air, not growing closer nor fading away. He shuffled cautiously down the path and paused at the corner of the house, peering into the street beyond. Nothing moved. A lonely police cruiser, its lights flashing silently, stood with its doors open on a neighbour’s lawn. There were no signs of the officers. Most of the cars were gone from the driveways, and the houses to which they belonged all looked deserted. He was tempted to call out for help but stopped before he made a sound. He looked both ways, but nothing moved. Even the trees hovered still, as if scared to move. Most doors were open and some windows were smashed. Pieces of wood and glass were strewn haphazardly over the grass and curbs, telling of a struggle. Aaro swallowed hard. The terror started to take root. His breathing shallowed, his heart began to pump harder, and his knuckles turned white around the axe handle.

He’d thought at first he’d just been unlucky but it seemed that the whole street had been attacked. How long had he been out? And how many were dead? He could see no bodies.

He fought to drag his eyes away from the carnage and found himself on his front step. He shivered, nude and bloody, and ran his free hand up the frame. His fingers played across the deep gouges in the jamb. Claw marks. The sounds and smell of him and Emilie... Or the scent of a sleeping baby, vulnerable and unprotected… Whichever it was, it had enticed this monster to his door and beckoned it in. Aaro stepped through the frame past the cracked door and his feet squelched in the sodden carpet. He winced at the sound and froze, his mind turning.

What if it’s still here? He’d grabbed the axe as a crutch but now raised it. His arms shook. Nothing moved and there was no sound. He scarcely breathed at all as he moved forward, fixed on the stairs. Snags and tears in the carpet led up to the landing. He hated himself for not having heard it. He followed the tracks, his breath misting before his eyes in the cold after-storm air.

He paused at the crest and stifled a whimper. Lila’s door hung limply off one hinge, broken and spattered with arterial spray. The carpets were soaked red, painted with ragged pawprints. The lump in his throat threatened to stop him breathing altogether as he passed, not daring to look in her room. He blinked and his eyes sheened. He felt a tear hit his filthy foot but couldn’t wrestle his gaze from his and Emilie’s bedroom door. The panel was all smashed in, the hole at least forty centimetres in diameter. It’d been caused by the creature’s skull. He touched the head of the axe to it and pushed. It swung quietly inwards on the well-oiled hinges and he let out a sickening gasp, biting down into it as it passed his lips.

It was still here.




FIVE

PLAYING GOD

2061 AD

The vein in his temple throbbed gently against the cool metal of the table. He watched through half open eyes as lazy curls of blue smoke wound up from the stubs in the ashtray on his desk.

Florian Gertlinger picked his head up slowly, reaching for his cigarettes. He made sure not to look at the screen while he did so. He hadn’t moved from this spot for months. Or at least that’s how it felt. Such an ambitious gene splicing project had never been undertaken and he’d been running simulations nonstop, all to no avail. The machine would crunch numbers for a few hours and then it would beep intrusively, as it was doing right now, to signify it was done. There were two possible outcomes. It would either be a screen displaying a green banner and the word ‘Viable’. Or for the thousandth time, ‘Failed’. He couldn’t face it again, not without a cigarette in his mouth at least. He fumbled with his lighter and pulled a deep lungful of smoke. He rubbed his head and stole a glance.

He paused, the smoke circling his fingers.

He blinked to make sure it wasn’t his weary brain playing tricks on him. The screen was green. ‘Viable’.

If he were a better man, he might have yelled Eureka, but being the one he was, he instead said three different ones. ‘Well. Fuck me.’

The notion was preposterous from the get-go. He was in a state of utter disbelief. Wildebeest and crocodile had been musings to him and, after extensive research and testing, he found that the most effective mix would be Canis lupus and Varanus salvadorii.

The grey wolf and the Salvadori’s monitor. The grey wolf’s survival instinct, pack mentality and endurance, mixed with the hardiness, intelligence and evolutionary traits of the monitor made — in theory — for one phenomenal creature, one perfect for the task at hand. That’s what he was simulating. The splicing of genes to see whether the preposterous really could become reality. And now it was. The eighteen months that had passed since the moment he’d walked into McPherson’s office were now suddenly well spent.

He checked his watch. One thirty-two in the morning. The lab was empty. He’d been here after hours most nights. Alone and isolated was when he did his best work, when his mind could venture into the realms too dark and terrifying to broach while in the company of others.

He still hadn’t moved. He was staring at the black screen, backfilled with genetic code and binary, displaying that glorious green banner and the single word he’d been lusting after.

Viable.

He scoffed, kicked back from the desk and dropped his cigarette. It bounced on the tiled floor and he cursed, picking it up. He sucked another lungful and spun on the wheeled chair towards the phone on the opposite counter. The small office was well ventilated so that he could smoke in peace. It was one of the conditions of his employment upon which he’d insisted. He tore the phone from the unit and threw it against his shoulder, pinning it to his ear. He jabbed the intercom button and it connected immediately to someone in the ether. A bright voice echoed back. ‘Hello?’

‘This is Gertlinger. I need McPherson on the line, now.’

‘Sorry, Doctor, it’s after one in the morning. I can’t connect you at this time,’ the guy said calmly.

‘Listen, I can tell the fucking time! You think I’d call if it wasn’t important?’ Gertlinger snapped, the computer still beeping proudly behind him.

‘What’s the issue? I’d be happy to forward a memo to be picked up first thing,’ said the anonymous voice. Gertlinger was disappointed it was anonymous otherwise he’d break a bell jar over this nimrod’s head the first chance he got.

‘I don’t want to forward a memo, I want you to patch me through right fucking now. I need him now.’

‘Is it an emergency?’

'Is it an emergency? No, the lab’s not gone up in flames if that’s what you mean, but this is something he’d very much like to know, regardless of the hour,’ Gertlinger cooed condescendingly.

‘I’m under strict orders to—’ started the voice again.

‘You know what, don’t call him then, see if I care. But I do want you to forward a message. It’s only two words. You think you can remember them or do you need to get a pen and paper?’ he asked in the same cool tone.

‘What’s the message?’ the voice sighed.

‘It’s viable,’ Gertlinger said curtly.

There was silence. The man cleared his throat and then sucked in a breath. ‘Give me a second. I’ll try to raise him on the other line. Hold on,’ he said, hurried suddenly.

Gertlinger hit the speaker button and twirled on his chair, letting the success wash over him. He broke into a grin and took another drag on his cigarette.




SIX

THE VEIL

2122 AD

Sore knees became a daily gripe living on the thirty-third floor. The sun was up by the time his feet hit the ground. Walking into the war zone that was Oslo, the streets were filled with vagrants and homeless, beggars and thieves, squatters and scroungers. Every house built for four was housing twelve and every office block was an aid centre or refugee camp. The population continued to grow with more survivors arriving even now, making the perilous pilgrimage from other walled settlements as they fell, one by one. And the ones who were there already seemed to be copulating furiously for lack of anything else to do. The smaller cities had been gradually weakening and dying off. Either from lack of food, rising crime levels, political coos or attacks from them. Whatever it was, people were running from there and coming here. Most died en route. But some made it. Barely.

Aaro walked the streets towards the plant, an obelisk on the harbour, a melting pot of hydroelectric and fossil fuel. He worked there for credits. The use of currency was suspended by the city council four years ago. The rising crime rates and population meant that muggings and thievery were becoming endemic. Now, everyone had to have a barcode lasered onto their palm with an account on the central city servers. Log work hours and credits are added to your account. You want to buy something, you put your hand in a scanner, and your credit goes down. That simple.

Now people traded in commodities instead. Food, drugs, women and, of course, coded hands. Severed and fresh, preferably. Anything worth anything that’s in short supply elsewhere. A cat for a chicken. Two chickens for a duck. Four ducks for a goat. Three goats for a pig. Four pigs for a cow. Five cows for a woman. Six for a decent one.

Or, like Aaro, you didn’t act like an animal and buy them. Though, that sentiment wasn’t very widely shared.

‘Good guys are even harder to find than decent booze,’ a woman had once told him, during sex. And decent booze was damn hard to find these days. Aaro never knew what happened to her in the end. He didn’t like to imagine.

Most of the stuff that passed for alcohol knocking around the streets was bathtub moonshine made from rotting potato peel and dirty seawater. Sometimes piss. Aaro grimaced at the thought, raising his hand at the first checkpoint for scanning. As he walked towards the port, thousands of refugees grumbled and stumbled over each other behind the high razor wire-topped fence. The processing paddock that led from the port into the city.

They stood in a rough line, ambling slowly towards the interior, having just escaped one hell, and now unwittingly entering another. The fabled safety of Oslo. He had to laugh at that.

The distant screams of anguish from a laser on skin somewhere at the registry station beyond the crowd echoed back through the din of the people. Aaro caught a whiff of burnt flesh on the wind, as he often did, and his mind sailed back to his own coding. It hurt like hell. He clenched his fist over his barcode and trudged on.

Along the street, vendors and traders pounced on him, shoving their wares into his face. Vagrant women offered to snap chicken’s necks and the slavers jiggled half-naked, stoned and inebriated womens’ breasts, yelling, ‘Virgin, virgin!’

But none of them were.

This went on like a sea. Aaro meandered around buyers and lookers, kicking dog shit into the gutter as he went. He stopped at a little stall as he did most mornings and bought a synthetic coffee, trading four synthetic cigarettes for it. He slurped the thick liquid before the paper cup disintegrated and turned back towards the city. The huge tower blocks loomed in the distance like a disease, pushing through the surface of the earth fungal growths, scarring and deforming it.

He grimaced and took another sour slurp.




SEVEN

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Aaro swallowed hard, his heart drumming wildly in his ears. He was terrified that the sound of it would wake the creature.

He’d not really expected it to be here.

The thought had crossed his mind but he’d hoped that it would have moved on by now, looking for its next meal.

He was standing, framed in the broken doorway, held on by one hinge. He shivered and the axe shook in his cold hands. It was curled up like a dog on his bed. The sheets were streaked and soaked with blood, torn up from where it had hauled its bulk onto the bowed mattress. And now it slept, soundly, on the duvet they’d been given as a wedding present, wet with his wife’s blood.

And where was she? Where was what was left of her? Aaro’s eye darted around the room, and then he found her. Her limp hand was protruding out of the sheets. She was buried somewhere underneath the monster, pinned there. Her fingers curled with rigor mortis, clutching meekly at freedom, caked red.

Aaro tried to move but his muscles had all but seized in terror. He swallowed again, trying to dislodge the iron lump in his throat. He should have turned and run but the cold thirst of revenge welled up inside him and pushed him forwards. He moved slowly, his eyes locked on the shut lids of the reptilian thing before him. He could hear its hot breath washing in and out of its nostrils in rancid plumes. He grimaced and forced the rising vomit back down his gullet. His fingers tightened around the hickory handle and flexed, slipping further towards the hilt. What else was there to do? His wife’s hand was close, still twitching as the stomach of the beast moved slowly with its breathing, squeezing the tendons in her crushed arm as it did. The smell was putrid. Like death.

His vision blurred with fast-forming tears. Wipe your eyes. You need to see. You can’t miss. If you do…

He circled around, drawing level with its head before he stopped and measured it. This creature was deadly, probably more so than anything else on Earth. And here it was, in front of him, soundly asleep on his bed, on his wife — on what was left of her. He gritted his teeth and kept his eyes fixed on it. He let the fury come. The axe came up and back. He hauled it high into the air over his head. The thin scabs on his stomach broke apart and the blood ran from his wounds. The beast’s nose twitched at the smell of fresh gore. He picked his spot. The soft patch of flesh behind the jaw bone. He could see its jugular there, throbbing through the thick black fur, more like spines than hair.

Its head was slightly to the side, throat exposed. If he brought it down here hard enough it would sever the artery and the thing would bleed out. It had to.

He paused for an instant at the top of the arc and focused.

In that moment of stillness, with blade poised to strike, the beast opened its eye. The veined yellow orb, slit down the middle, spun out from under the dual lids and fixed itself on Aaro. A deep growl rippled from its chest as it stirred, trying to face him.

Aaro swung.

The axe whistled through the air and sank into the beast’s neck with a dull and damp thunk. The leathery hide and thick muscle was harder than any log he’d ever split. It felt like the blade had barely even pierced the skin. The axe lodged itself there, caught between the sinews and skin, and was ripped from his grip. The beast rolled sideways and snarled, the axe handle dragging across the bedclothes. Aaro staggered backwards and watched as it stepped down off the frame with a squeal of bending metal bolts, seemingly unperturbed about the chunk of steel stuck in its neck.

The creature sank to the floor on the far side and sidled around the bed. Aaro’s hands stretched behind him as he backed up, hitting the wall a lot sooner than he’d have liked. He pressed himself there, praying it might give way and he’d disappear through it. But it didn’t.

The lizard crossed the carpet unhurriedly, the axe still protruding from its neck, leaving a blood trail as it did. It splashed to the floor in a steady stream, slapping on the wooden boards in near-black gushes. It didn’t seem to be doing anything to slow the thing down. Aaro took half a breath and his own throat clamped shut. His heart had become incessant, his body alien. He could hear the clipping of its forked tongue on scaled lips, the hiss of its hot breath between narrow fangs. For the second time in twelve hours he accepted death and waited, eyes tight shut, face shied away like a child.

But then, the fear drained away, his heart slowed and a serenity descended. He drew a long, easy breath and his eyes opened. They looked beyond the creature, to what remained of his Emilie. All that was left was bloody pulp — an arm and locks of matted hair. He felt the warmth of tears on his cheeks and couldn’t help but look up to the ceiling. I’m coming, Em. Don’t worry.

He smiled gently, the tears running.

He faced the beast again, watching it approach through a dreamy haze. Emilie beckoned, arms open, calling him. He stretched out for her, looking for her hands.

But then, cruelty struck. The fantasy was penetrated and he was suddenly aware of the space between him and the monster.

The snout and maw loomed towards him, flat and sharp, close enough to taste the blood that filled it. It locked eyes with him, still seemingly unphased by the blood roaring from its neck. The beast slowed and then pushed back, rearing onto its hindquarters. Its huge forelegs dropped to its sides and its head hit the ceiling, cracking the plaster. Aaro stood there, awaiting his fate as the creature hissed again, revelling in it. Breakfast.

Then, it swayed a little, the blood falling from the handle of the axe in a thinner stream. It ran over its body, snaking through the brushy fur like tar. The beast gurgled, blood tumbling from its lips. It swayed again, more violently now, stumbling almost. The floor shook. It hissed and doused him in hot crimson.

He was still waiting for it to slash at him with whatever strength it had left. He willed it to. Come on.

But it didn’t. It made another meek growl and sank backwards, collapsing on itself with a strangulated hiss.

The creature had been sleeping off its full stomach — curled up on a soft bed while the curtains flapped around in the shattered window frame, the storm dying overhead, the sirens wailing in the distance, and trees rustling on the street. The beast had slept soundly, without worry. And that deep sleep had allowed Aaro, scent masked by the massacre in the room, sound masked by the din filtering through the window, not even breathing because of the fear, to creep close enough to strike. And whether it was groggy, or cocky, or just too full to move quickly, its slow advance had let the wound take its toll, and now it was crumbling, folding to the ground in a limp heap.

The entire house rattled as it landed, the crack of the floorboards beneath it lashing through the still morning air like a whip.

Aaro stood there. In awe. In fear. In anger. In disappointment. He’d accepted his death. He’d wanted death. He was dying to see his wife again. And would have died to do so. He felt cheated now. Robbed of it. And the revenge was only a bitter consolation.

The disgust returned. He stepped forward, squelching through the pool of blood towards its head. Its slowly flailing limbs clawed helplessly at thin air as the last dregs of life fled from its body. Aaro’s hand fell upon the slick axe hilt. He planted his heel on its heavy and with a quick jerk, the axe came free. He raised it again and brought it down. And then again. And again. He kept striking until the axe head fell against the floorboards and bounced.

He exhaled, his rage depleted. He dropped the axe. It landed in the blood with a thick splash and came to rest against the corpse.

He was alone now, and lost.

He sucked in a rancid breath and moved away from the headless beast, sickened by the sight of it — dead or not.

He stumbled towards the bathroom with the vague thought of bathing, though he doubted he’d ever feel clean again.

The shower was scalding. He scrubbed at his skin and the blood came away, yet he didn’t stop. His stomach stung, the cuts fresh and screaming. He could have been in the cubicle for a minute or an hour, he didn’t know. His brain had turned off. He was empty now. His life was in bloody tatters in the next room.

He cranked the water off only when it ran cold. In silence, he bandaged his midriff with gauze he found in the cabinet and dressed. He walked among the bodies without seeing them, wiping the blood from his feet with a clean corner of the bed sheets before he put his socks on. His clothes felt strange on his skin, like he’d never worn them before. Everything was different now. Everything was new. New, but dead. It was all grey. He floated through the house in a daze, grabbing his keys from the side table by the door like any normal day.

Back on the street, he could hear someone crying. He could hear a dog barking. He could hear a symphony of sirens in the next village, though he investigated none of them. The car door smacked shut and he turned the key in the ignition. The electric engine whined to life and he pushed it into reverse on autopilot. He released the break and turned into the street, not knowing his destination or his route, but as he pulled away, checking automatically for other cars, he knew that he would never return.




EIGHT

PLAYING GOD

2062 AD

‘Two minutes.’ The man in black held up two fingers to clarify, in case saying it wasn’t clear enough. Gertlinger rolled his eyes.

The runner screwed his face up, listening to the voice in his headset, and then he turned away. Gertlinger sighed, trying to shrug off the nerves. A delicate, yet confident hand nestled into the small of his back reassuringly. He turned to look at her, and the beautiful face of Angela Perrott stared back with disarming innocence. It was odd — when he looked at her, she seemed pure, innocent, unable to tell a lie. She was a person he felt he could trust. And she was stunningly beautiful, as well. Or at least he thought so. Her small, mouselike features and bright, shining eyes always struck him, made him dumb. Someone like her would never be with someone like him, he often thought. Her winning smile and charismatic demeanour rounded her off as someone on whose every word he hung without a second thought. Him, and everyone else she ever met.

And all that is exactly why the GSC had her as their acting PR Director. She was only thirty-six but could have passed for twenty-six. She handled all the publicity, public appearances, interviews,  and puff pieces. And here she was again, her billionth time on television, her millionth on a primetime network talk show. Since the discovery, everyone wanted a piece of the action.

‘Florian?’ she half whispered, her hand still in the small of his back. ‘Are you alright?’

‘Nerves is all,’ he said with a forced smile, wondering if she could feel the dampness of his skin through his button down. He hoped not.

‘You? Nervous? Mister Sarcastic?’ she said, baiting him for a reaction and a real smile.

He knew what she was doing but he still bit. ‘It’s Doctor Sarcastic, thanks. I didn’t go to university for eight years to be an old mister.’

She grinned now and it caught on. Contagious it seemed. And miraculously, the longer she smiled, the more his nerves just fell away. He supposed there was a reason she was being paid five-hundred-thousand dollars a year. It was simply that she was excellent at what she did.

The man in black returned and reduced his two erect fingers to one. ‘One minute.’

Gertlinger sighed again, his nerves returning in force.

Angela stepped in front of him now. With her hands on his shoulders, she spoke reassuringly. ‘You’re gonna be fine. As soon as she asks you the first question, you’ll be away. You know this stuff like the back of your hand. So, just look at her, and look at me. We’re just three people in a room, having a conversation. I’ll take care of the public, I’ll handle the hard stuff. You just do what you do best.’

‘And what’s that?’ Gertlinger mumbled dejectedly.

‘Giving facetious answers to simple questions.’ She said it happily and slapped him on the arm. ‘Right, now buck up, we’ve got a planet to wow.’

With that, she was gone. She skirted around him and strode powerfully down the corridor towards the door marked STAGE. The squeak of her leather heels and the wake of floral perfume were the only things she left behind as Gertlinger sucked in a few last rattling breaths. He was thankful once more for not eating breakfast before he came, as he was sure that it would have come back up if he had. Through the numb drumming of his pulse in his head, he could hear Angela calling his name.

‘Well, let’s get this over with,’ he muttered to himself.

The show’s theme tune echoed through his bones from backstage as Tamara Clarke, or “Tammy” as she’s known by the nation, took the stage with her fake smile and faker curves. She waved falsely and the audience cheered for no reason. Tammy was adored by millions. She was a “new take on hard-hitting journalism”. That was horse shit. All she did was buy movie stars and news headliners with her huge viewership, luring them in with promises of good publicity and a chance to redeem themselves of their latest public failure, whatever it may be. But instead of letting them say that well-rehearsed cue-carded statement they’d had prepared by their managers, Tammy would cut in and ask unscripted questions, usually swinging way below the belt.

‘So, why were you really in rehab? How did it feel when you walked in and caught him screwing the maid right there on the kitchen table? Are you actually a racist bigot or do you have an explanation for using that word on live television? Does it make you feel like a tough guy to act like a pig and cheat on your wife and kids?’

Gertlinger had seen many stars stumble at the questions, all of them like a deer in the headlights, with a dozen cameras and a million eyes watching. Angela had forced him to watch videos of it online so that he could prepare himself. It was most of the reason he was so nervous. And if the celebrities refused to go on the show for fear of public crucifixion, she’d do it anyway, naming and shaming, saying they had something to hide. She’d say that she was providing a “public service”, as people had a right to know these private things. She was a leech and nothing more. She’d announced two weeks ago that she was going to get GSC to answer for what they were doing, to go into detail about the ethically questionable methods and objectives involved with this project of theirs that they mentioned only vaguely in the publicity film they released. Oh no, Tammy would not stand for the public insult. She was leading the crusade for more information, fuelling the fires burning in the hearts of protesters.

The whole operation, Project Argus in its entirety, was a publicity stunt — it was something to get the entire planet excited about. A singular goal that the world could revel in and stand behind regardless of gender, race, or religion. To put Tammy on the warpath by boycotting her sorry excuse for a show would spell disaster for them. The people would rally and the protests would begin in earnest. Argus would be destroyed and all the work they’d put in, three and a half years by now, would be for nothing.

No. Tammy would get her answers, and then some.

As Gertlinger smiled wryly, drowning in a fantasy where Tammy was tied by her feet to horses and dragged through the streets lined with the people whose lives she’d ruined, he felt Angela squeeze his arm.

They were standing behind a curtain, waiting for their introduction. Trial by fire. If they could keep their heads off the chopping block, her sheep would fall in line and support Project Argus. Though, that was no small task.

‘And now, my guests tonight,’ Tammy began, her voice high and nasally. ‘They are not faces that you’ve seen in the news recently. No, these faces do not see the light of day. They are the ones working in the shadows. They are the faces of a faceless corporation!’

Her shrill setup was met with boos inside the studio. She continued.

‘So, be ruthless, be vicious, my friends. They are here to answer questions, to hand over the truth that they have tried so hard to keep from us. Here they are — Angela Perrott and Florian Gerdlanger.’

Gertlinger sucked in a hard breath and puffed. Gerdlanger wasn’t even close. He was about to turn and storm away when he realised Angela was still holding his arm, tighter than he thought her slim arm and hand was capable of. She was still grinning, maybe thrilled by the challenge of it all. She started to pull and in a blur of curtains, they were both out on stage.

‘Smile and wave,’ she said through grinning, gritted teeth.

He did. Tammy stood and walked to greet them. She was middle-aged and skinny. Her skin was pulled so tight on her face that Gertlinger expected to see a clothes peg on the back of her head. He was sort of surprised her eyeballs hadn’t fallen out of her face her cheeks were so taught. Her bulbous round breasts rose out of her blouse like buoys bobbing between waves. Gertlinger couldn’t help but glance and then immediately wished he hadn’t, knowing how many people watched and how closely. But that’s probably why she wore the blouse with the top three buttons undone. He’d seen it before, accusing misogynist actors of staring down her shirt. It was a tactic to get one up on them before they realised what she was even doing. She was about to embrace Angela though, and his back was half to the crowd, so he hoped he was alright.

He swallowed and his necktie seemed to nag at his throat.

Tammy kissed Angela on each cheek with her bloated lips and looked at Florian, taking his tightly clasped hands in front of his stomach as an invitation to forgo any physical greeting, and instead beckoned them to a leather sofa. They sat and Angela crossed her legs in perfect form, casually, yet formally. Playfully, yet respectfully. She’d done this so many times, she was maybe even enjoying it.

The minutes rolled by in silence for him while Angela spoke fluidly, without hesitation, rolling her hands through the air to emphasise what needed to be emphasised, and laughing where appropriate and necessary at Tammy’s remarks and anecdotes. She was earning her pay today. Tammy sat there with a cold look painted on her mask-like face for most of it. The crowd were gobbling Angela up, falling in love with her swinging hair, intoxicating laugh, gentle voice and huge doe eyes. Tammy was unimpressed to say the least.

Gertlinger stared into space, thinking about his next cigarette when Tammy said the one thing he was hoping she wouldn’t.

‘That’s great Angela. Now, I was hoping we could hear from Florian here. He’s the Head Researcher for the GSC, is that right?’ she said coolly.

Gertlinger’s attention honed in on the ruthless hag and his derisive nature took hold. He sat forward and blew out a hard breath, taking stock of his ammunition before he fired. He could have sworn he heard the muscles in Angela’s jaw tighten as she tried to keep that confident smile on her face.

‘Look, Tammy,’ he started, staring at her. ‘I’m not a head researcher of anything. I’ve got a PhD in genomics and embryonics and I’m at the top of my field in what I do. I’m the only person in the world who is doing what we are. It’s beyond anything that’s ever been done before. So no, it is not research. And my name isn’t Gerdlanger, as you said earlier. It’s Gertlinger. Doctor Gertlinger to you. I’m only Florian to my friends.’ He exhaled in a huff. Glad to have set her straight. It was either that or simply burst from listening to her without saying anything at all.

But suddenly, she didn’t look spiteful and mean anymore. Her face softened to a pout and her eyes welled up with crocodile tears. She faced the camera and sniffed dejectedly. ‘Oh, doctor, I am sorry. I was only going on the information that the network provided me with,’ she stammered, shuffling her papers as though desperate to find a scrap of factual information with which to save herself from Gertlinger’s wrath. ‘I do apologise that it was incorrect, but did you really have to be so mean? We’re all friends here, right? Oh, but we’re not, are we? You just said we’re not friends, didn’t you, Doctor Gertlinger?’ She took a moment and started wildly fanning her face with her painted claws. ‘Oh, my goodness, look at me, getting all upset. I am sorry, I’m so embarrassed!’

Rolls of harsh whisper reverberated through the crowd. Gertlinger swallowed, immediately aware of his screw up. He was about to speak again, to put it right when Angela squeezed his flank gently. This is what Tammy wanted. She wanted him to snap, so she could cast him as the bad guy, and so that she could seem like the victim.

He might as well have stared at her breasts.

She kept crying. She went on for a minute or two. She was good but Angela was better. Every time Gertlinger drew air to talk, Angela squeezed, shushing him. They sat in silence for a few minutes while Tammy sulked. She wanted them to apologise, to beg for her forgiveness, to relent to her. But Angela knew her game. They stayed quiet and after a minute or two more, the sobs became obviously fake. Angela fought back a smirk as the cameramen began shrugging to themselves and each other. The stage-side producers were exchanging odd glances and looking over their scripts as the whole studio and world watched a middle-aged woman sitting in an armchair on live television, pretend-sobbing to herself for four minutes straight, after a man said something not even overly-rude to her. If he’d have jumped up and apologised, then she would have won. He would have been the bully and the asshole. But now, she just looked crazy instead.

Angela cleared her throat after another few seconds and slid closer to Tammy. She leaned across and put a hand on her back. Her face was dry, the sobs choked. ‘Doctor Gertlinger is a world-renowned geneticist. He’s under a lot of stress, and he’s breaking boundaries that we never even thought we’d challenge. He’s changing the world and I think he just was offended when you said he was a researcher. I’ll put it into context for you. Imagine that I told you that I liked watching your chat show.’ She said it with such sincerity that it was only Gertlinger who realised the angle she was working.

Tammy picked her head up so fast she almost caught Angela in the chin with it. ‘This is not a chat show!’ she snapped.

Angela reeled back. ‘I know it’s not, but now you understand, right? Here, let me get that,’ She smiled warmly, dragging a handkerchief from her pocket. She leaned in and blotted Tammy’s cheek before she could bat her off. He held up the hanky to the camera and feigned shock. ‘Oh, it’s dry.’

She shrugged and put the cloth away. She moved on with her speech, knowing that little show of the fake sobbing would be damning for Tammy’s credibility. Angela’s smile swept the room and landed on camera one.

‘The GSC aren’t just a company. They are an amalgamation of minds and hearts from around the world. The best scientists and engineers from every corner of the globe, with input from every government, every country guiding them. The GSC aren’t working for the benefit of one nation, they are working for the benefit of Earth. If you’re a citizen of Earth, you’re on our side. We want to better the world and this is our chance. The possibilities that will stem from the success of our current endeavour will be endless. This is going to change the world, for the better. If anyone has got any questions for us, for the GSC, we want to put your minds at ease because you belong to the planet we are trying to save. You, the people, are what matter to us most. We’re not keeping secrets, we’re not hiding anything. Project Argus is an open book. We’re still in development on the genomics side of things so we can’t show you our pups yet, but when they are strong enough, we’ll unveil them to the world. We’re planning to launch by this time next year. Thanks, guys!' She beamed again and poked Gertlinger, prompting him to do the same. They stood and left the stunned Tammy sitting in her chair, in silence.

Gertlinger didn’t like the word pups. The promo film had said that they were creating a hybrid using the DNA of wolves and that the result would be puppies. It made it easier for people to “identify with”, and “get behind”, the marketing people had said. Except they weren’t pups in any sense of the word. And they wouldn’t be born. They were embryos reared in test tubes and matured in incubators.

Pups was a stupid way to describe them. Gertlinger grumbled about it all the way to the waiting car on the street.




NINE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

The feeling of being squeezed between sweaty and stinking bodies is something he never quite got used to.

Aaro grimaced as the heavyset man behind him coughed on to the nape of his neck. A wash of body odour slithered into his nose and Aaro guessed he was sporting at least a three-day shower hiatus. He scowled as the work line ambled slowly forward. Ahead of him, the queue disappeared into the Assignment Building, a single storey concrete block comprising one large room. The entirety of the back wall was dedicated to outstanding jobs, categorised under different headings. Electrical, welding, engineering, construction, and a couple of other more obscure ones. Every morning was the same ordeal. Stand and wait until you got to the board, choose an available and suitable job, take the job sheet, put it through the scanner and get to work.

The only way to get through the daily torment was to be somewhere else. To let your mind assume a different place and a different time. To sink into a happy memory or an imaginary Shangri La, and move forward on autopilot when the round bulge of the belly of the guy behind you touched the bottom of your back.

Too bad happy memories were few and far between these days.

The line splayed just ahead as people spread to their pertinent boards. Aaro peeled off for Engineering and scanned the wall for something easy going. He wasn’t in the best of moods, as was usual when he slept poorly. There was a cooling fan that had broken down in one of the ventilation shafts. It would be an easy fix. Take it down, strip it, rebuild it and then put it back up. He could go at his own pace and just zone out, letting his fingers do the work. For an engineer of his calibre, it was child’s play. It was perfect. He tugged the sheet from under the pin and headed off towards the exit, a turnstile of sorts with an arm scanner on the right, a sheet scanner on the left, and an armed guard on each side, just in case. Sometimes things got out of hand if someone lost out on a job they had their eye on. It happened. People were killed for less in the city. Luckily, the guards, with itchy fingers on the triggers of their rifles, did a lot to discourage that sort of behaviour. At least most of the time.

He watched the line amble forward in front of him. Job Sheet goes on the scanner, the code is scanned, then the hand goes on the scanner and the sheet is assigned to you. Payment was automated upon successful completion.

Aaro moved with the crowd, milling slowly toward the gate, and when he arrived, in well-practised fashion, slipped the sheet in.

Green light.

In goes the hand.

Red light.

His brow furrowed at the machine’s denial.

He pulled his hand out, wiped it on his jacket, getting off the sweat or dirt that caused the misread, and then he tried again.

Red light.

He adjusted the angle of his hand and tried again. The machine strobed red continuously now, the words “Seek Assistance” flashing on the little screen. Murmurs and groans echoed from the condensing mass behind him. People started calling for him to hurry up, and then bodies started jostling. Aaro felt a shove behind him and he stumbled into the turnstile with a clanking of steel. The guards jolted and half raised their weapons at him.

‘Relax, boys, it’s all good,’ he said under his breath, raising his hands to show he meant no harm. He exhaled, trying to ignore it, but it happened again. It was the same stinking pot-bellied sack of sweat from before. He didn’t have to turn around. He could smell him.

The guards eyed the seething crowd cautiously, crooking their elbows around their rifles in anticipation.

Aaro straightened his coat and turned to face the brute now. He was fat and wearing a discoloured, and damp vest. His chest hair poured out of the top, merging with his unkempt neck-beard. His eyes were deep set in his round head and his nose was flat and red, having been broken a few times before. He did have a pretty punchable face, and he was obviously a jackass. Aaro could tell that much already.

‘Don’t,’ Aaro said gruffly.

The man pursed his puffy pink lips under his moustache and met Aaro’s eyes. He didn’t say a word but just shoved Aaro in the chest this time. Aaro chuckled a little, brushing the sweaty hand prints off his jacket and adjusting the strap of his tool-satchel. He pocketed his hands and met the fat man’s gaze once more. ‘Seriously — you touch me again and I’m gonna put you down.’

The man smirked, cracking his knuckles. Aaro kept his look firm, his feet planted. The fat man rolled his shoulder back, ready to sling a punch.

If he’d have seen Aaro’s fingers curl around the handle of the steel wrench he was carrying in the deep pocket of his sheepskin jacket, which he did for just this reason, he may have thought twice. In a blink, Aaro lashed out. The wrench whistled through the air and connected with the side of the man’s head, splitting his ear in two. The force of the blow, coupled with the pain, sent him to the ground, his head a mess of broken skin and torn cartilage. The man yowled like a dog, clutching the side of his skull with blood-soaked fingers.

Aaro stayed still after he hit him, putting the wrench back in his pocket and laced his fingers on the back of his head. In seconds, he felt the cold muzzle of a rifle pressed into the skin inside his collar.

‘Move,’ growled the guard on the other end of it. ‘I dare you.’

Aaro didn’t. The other guard quickly snapped cuffs on his wrists and frogmarched him through the parting crowd towards a door marked Plant Personnel Only, leaving the downed man without assistance, and the rest of the disinterested workers to step over him and go about their work days.

From the dim interior of the Assignment Building, the steel door led across one of the disused car parks. The pace was fast and they passed two guards running in the opposite direction, ready to take up the abandoned posts of the two who were escorting Aaro.

He walked in silence, but the odd thing wasn’t being in cuffs, it was where they were heading. Usually, altercations ended in one of two ways. The offender was either ordered from the Assignment Building back onto the streets with a one-day suspension from work. Or, the offender was knocked out and then thrown into the street with one.

Aaro had never seen anyone taken this way before. They closed in on a building with a large set of double doors and barred windows. He knew this to be one of the several office blocks at the plant, housing security and other workers who kept their fingernails clean. Those who had an affinity for numbers and computers, not tools and grease. Needless to say, Aaro didn’t visit much. He was smart, but his hands preferred the cool steel of a socket wrench to the warm plastic of a computer mouse and keyboard. Two more guards opened the doors to receive them and without a word, they entered. The corridor was long and bland with white block walls and a poured concrete floor. They went through the fifth door on the right and Aaro was pushed into what he could only describe as an interrogation room. Confused and now a little resistant, he was slammed down into a chair behind a metal table. The guard motioned him to stay put and waggled his gun to illustrate the point. Aaro nodded, trying to surmise why he was there. The guard pointed to a camera suspended in the corner of the room, told him they’d be watching and then left, locking the door.

Aaro dropped his cuffs on to the table and sighed, wondering if the fat man was the manager’s brother or something equally as unlucky. And whether he’d come through the door with an iron pipe or crowbar to return the favour. His stomach turned over at the thought. All he could do was wait and see, pissed off at the fact that they’d emptied his pockets of all potential weapons during the trip. He didn’t have to wait very long for his answer.

His head was pressed to the back of his balled fists, flat on the table, when he heard the telltale click of the lock tumblers aligning, followed by the audible creak of a poorly oiled handle. He smirked at the thought. Forever the engineer. But the next sound was not heavy sidling boot steps or the clink of a crowbar as it knocked the door frame on the way in. It was a confident stride of a woman heel-toeing.

The door swung open and one walked in. She was early thirties, slim, athletic even, with dark hair in a centre-parted bob. One side of her fringe hung lower than the other. She had black-framed glasses that slightly magnified her eyes and she was wearing a pair of fitted beige cargo trousers tucked into tall lace-up boots, and a white shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows. It was functional style chosen by someone with the liberty of choice. She obviously didn’t have her hands in a malfunctioning oil pump day-to-day. Aaro couldn’t put a finger on it. She wasn’t like anyone he’d seen in Oslo before, and he certainly didn’t recognise her from around the plant.

She dropped a manilla file on the table and sat opposite. He said nothing, unsure whether she was about to fire him for good or something else entirely. Her hard gaze gave nothing away as she moved for the folder. She flipped open the top page and cleared her throat.

‘Emmerson, Aaro. Born 2091, Bergen, Norway. Is this you?’ she said with an accent not unlike Norwegian, but definitely not Norwegian.

‘You’re Swedish,’ Aaro said with a curious smile, leaning forward. No wonder he didn’t know her.

She didn’t change her look. ‘Yes. Why, does it matter?’ she asked almost defensively.

‘It doesn’t. We just don’t see many Swedes over here. Stockholm is one of the safest cities on the planet, or so the stories go. The lowest crime rates, the lowest breach rates, the lowest refugee population. Gothenburg, too. Just wondering why a well-educated, well-brought-up woman such as yourself would visit an impoverished shit-hole like Oslo. Swedish nationals are doing everything they can to get home, not get away. So no, it doesn’t matter that you’re Swedish, it only matters that you’re here, or more, why you’re here.’ Aaro’s smirk widened a little more as he gauged her reaction.

‘What makes you think I’m well-educated and well-brought-up?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes a touch. The initial pace of her statement spoke of haste, but now, she seemed piqued enough to veer off.

Aaro sat back, taking it all in. Studying her. The best way to see how a machine worked was to see it running. ‘Well, your hands are soft and clean, your nails shaped with a file and not chewed down or picked off—’ She curled her well-kempt nails under her knuckles and closed her fists on the table ‘—which means they don’t see much work. Physical work I mean — you’re a desk-rider — so there’s your well-educated. You do something that requires education and not a spanner. And your neck—’

‘My neck?’

‘Yeah, you took it off here for fear of being robbed — and rightly so, Oslo’s a rough place — but there’s still a faint tan line where the chain has been sitting. No one wears jewellery any more. It’s all been sold off for whatever it’s worth. Unless of course, it bears some sort of sentimental value. Maybe your mother’s, or grandmother’s even — but usually, things with sentimental value also have actual value. People don’t hand down pewter. And, if your mother had expensive jewellery, it means her and daddy were well off enough to afford it. Along with some good schooling for you, I’d guess, based on your diction — which of course you’re trying to hide, along with that accent, albeit pretty badly.’ He shrugged. ‘Well-brought-up. And even if I didn’t clock any of that, it’s your hair. Dead giveaway.’

‘My hair? What do you mean?’

‘Well, for a start, someone else cut it. I don’t know anyone who doesn’t hack their own off with a scissors or knife these days. So, I circle back around to the original question. What’s a well-educated, well-brought-up woman like you, doing in a shit-hole like this?’ He smiled charmingly now, gesturing to the room they were in and everything beyond.

She smiled back and shook her head a little, closing the folder. ‘They said you were sharp. I was waiting for you to arrive this morning. You were early, though. Caught me a little off guard. When I got the alert that you’d picked up a job sheet, I was heading over. But I didn’t have time to get to you before your…  altercation.’

‘It was hardly an altercation. I cracked some asshole over the head with a pipe wrench,’ he said flatly.

She cleared her throat. ‘Yes, well, whatever the circumstances, I’ve come here for you.’ She was unphased by the incident. He’d come out with it to see how she reacted. She didn’t seem to care.

‘To whisk me away so that we can drive off into the sunset together?’ he mused airily.

‘Almost.’

‘Colour me intrigued.’

‘Good. How’s your memory?’

‘My memory?’ Aaro asked, raising an eyebrow and picking at his thumbnail.

‘Yes. How much of your education do you recall?’

‘I still know my ABCs, if that’s what you mean.’

‘I don’t.’ She said it bluntly.

‘Then everything,’ he replied, sensing the seriousness of this talk now. 

‘Good, then hopefully, my journey won’t have been wasted.’

‘Car?’ Aaro asked, curious. People didn’t venture outside the safety of the cities for fear of certain death. Those things were everywhere. And they were hungry.

A wide, open highway ran from Oslo to Stockholm, lined on either side by razor wire and minefields. They put them up after the cities were first walled off, dropping them in with choppers for fear of setting foot on the ground. But it was still almost three hundred miles from city to city and over the years the minefield had been set off and cleared in parts and the fences had been trampled flat during the early pilgrimages. The road was fairly safe if you had a vehicle and the sort of fuel to keep your foot down all the way. But travelling on foot was basically suicide. Nomads looking for safe haven were still attacked, the creatures — Varas, they called them — hurled themselves at whatever they could get at. There wasn’t much else in the way of food out there anymore.

Aaro couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard of anyone leaving the city. There was no point really. There was nothing to gain from it. Stockholm didn’t accept entrants without a valid Swedish passport. And most of the refugees arriving to Oslo these days came in from the port, from Europe. No one came from Sweden. No one except for this woman, it seemed.

She didn’t reply with a yes, or no. She simply said, ‘Chopper.’

Aaro turned out his bottom lip, impressed. Must be important. The woman leaned forward again. ‘Look, it took a lot to get here, a lot of bargaining and begging, but I did so because your university transcripts say that you were on track to be something special, and your plant foreman says that when you fix things here, they stay fixed. He says you’re the best goddamn engineer in this place. And, you’re the only engineer within a thousand miles who’s got a background in nuclear engineering.’

‘Nuclear?’ Aaro nearly scoffed it.

‘Yes.’ She wasn’t joking.

‘And I’m the closest nuclear engineer? There aren’t any in Stockholm already? I don’t even have a masters in engineering, let alone nuclear engineering.’ He shook his head a little, almost disappointed in himself.

She sighed and rubbed her temples, taking her glasses off. ‘I’m going to be straight with you here. We’re working on a project in the city. Sustainable nuclear energy. Our engineer was testing the weld seams on our reactor housing and a bolt sheared. It damn near cut him in half when the shell fell apart. He died, and no one else is qualified to take his place.’ She looked saddened by it.

‘I’m not qualified to build a nuclear reactor,’ he said, trailing off, a little lost. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’ There was no way he could do what they wanted.

She laughed now. ‘We don’t want you to build the reactor — we’ve had one flown in from Germany. It almost bankrupted the city, but we did it. And now, we need you to go and get the core. That’s what our engineer was contracted to do.’

Aaro narrowed his eyes. ‘I don’t understand. What do you mean “go and get the core?”’

‘I mean, I need an engineer with experience in nuclear engineering to go with a team we’ve put together, and get the nuclear core, and then bring it back to Stockholm.’ She said it like it was nothing, but Aaro feared that meant the worst.

‘And where is this core that you want me to go and get?’ he asked tentatively, knowing he wasn’t going to like the answer.

‘Murmansk,’ she said without any hint of a waiver.

‘Murmansk?’ He did scoff it this time. ‘That’s gotta be nearly two thousand kilometres by road. Through some really rough territory. It’s suicide. No way,’ Aaro said, folding his arms.

She half smiled, her eyes glassy. ‘That’s what everyone’s said so far. We’ve got seven other people qualified for the job living in Stockholm alone, but they all have families. Houses, kids. Lots to lose. That’s why I came to you.’

Aaro sneered. ‘Why, because I have nothing to lose?'

She smiled again now, a sincere smile. ‘No, because you’ve got everything to gain.’

Aaro scowled at her. He wouldn’t be convinced. The whole idea was just insane. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘My name is Katarina Ogden. I’m the project manager assigned to run this expedition. So, I’ll make you the offer, but once I leave this room, that’s it. I’ve got other names on my list to see. Once I’m gone, the offer is gone too, understand?’

He nodded absently, having already decided there was nothing anyone could offer him to make him want to go beyond those walls. Not again.

‘Five hundred thousand in credit. A house in Stockholm’s suburban district. And a job at the nuclear plant when the core is operational.’ She was staring at him, her eyes burning a hole in the side of his face. He did everything he could to look the other way.

That was a hell of a lot of money.

She continued. ‘Where do you live now? An apartment, a room-share? In one of those awful blocks? What do you make a week, two hundred? This is half a million. And the house would be yours, outright. Four bedrooms. A garden. And the employment would be permanent. Six figures a year, six weeks holidays. Or, do you want to grow old and die in this shit-hole as you so affectionately called it?’

It was suicidal sure, but she did have a point.

Aaro sighed. ‘Who’s the team?’

‘Two trucks, six men in each. Drivers, gunners, engineers, welders, spotters,’ she said, coolly, reeling off the information in a well-practised fashion.

He’d seen convoys like that before, armoured trucks barrelling off out of the city laden with supplies. Or at least he used to, back when Oslo had something to trade, and the fences still lined the highway. But this wasn’t a quick jaunt to a relatively nearby city via one straight road, this was a goddamn expedition into no man’s land. Everything north of Gothenburg was strictly Vara country. Nothing else lived out there. Nothing else could.

He pursed his lips and mulled it over. ‘You said welders right?’

She nodded. ‘To break the hatches on the subs.’

‘Ok, I’ll do it. On one condition.’

‘What?’

‘I get to choose my own welder, and they get the same deal as me,’ he said definitively. There’d be no negotiating.

She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘I don’t know that I can do that. We’ve already got two welders signed up. It would mean taking one of their spaces.’

‘Well, it’s a package deal. If you want me, I get to bring my own welder,’ he said, shrugging as best he could in chains.

She slumped backwards and huffed. ‘Can you give me twenty four hours to make the arrangements?’

‘Sure.’

‘Ok then.’ She sighed. ‘And just out of interest, who is he?'

Aaro grinned for a second. ‘Oh, it’s not a he. It’s a she.’




TEN

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

The world looked peaceful through the windows of his car. The birds were still chirping and the trees were just as green and tranquil as they’d ever been. The militarised convoys roaring past and the repeated emergency broadcast on the radio were the only clues that things weren’t just completely normal.

The discordant noise ended and the message started over, the voice wooden and monotone. ‘This is an automated broadcast, authorised and recorded by the National Emergency Response Committee. Please listen carefully. Remain indoors where possible. Do not try to reach loved ones. Stay calm and wait for assistance. Military Forces have been mobilised. Please, make sure all entry points securely locked. There is no need to panic. Assistance is on the way.’

The voice droned on repeat, interspersed with a sharp, invasive tone. The message was probably recorded years ago, before any hint of something like this was even whispered. The voice saying those words had no alarm in it. Aaro was sure if it was recorded this morning, it would be a damn sight more frantic. After the fourth repeat on the fifth different station, he knocked the radio off and opted for a personal playlist, just to get out of his head. He drove at a steady pace, obeying the speed limit, the scenery rolling by in a blur. The gravity of the situation hadn’t yet sunk in. His home was desecrated, his life in tatters, but he still sang along to the songs on the stereo on autopilot. He knew that the heartache and the sadness would set in when they set in. It was such a surreal and violent turn of events, it just played out in his mind like a misremembered bad dream. And he knew that that’s how it would live on, as a nightmare, visiting him every night while he slept.

He tried not to focus on it, he just drove.

For an hour or so the roads were empty, except for the odd police car and string of military jeeps racing in the opposite direction. He was headed to Oslo. He didn’t know where else to go. Where would be safe? Where could be? He came around a bend and headed down a long straight. One song finished and another began. It was an old song, by an American band. As the first chord was strummed on the intro guitar, he burst into an uncontrollable sob. His arms sagged on the wheel and the car swerved across the road. He blinked and yanked the wheel back straight. The tires squealed and locked up. He jammed his foot against the brake and the car speared off into the gravel verge. It ground to a halt and the engine stalled. He sat there with the music playing, tears streaming down his cheeks. It was their song. The song that played the first time they made love, the one that was the first dance at their wedding.

And now she was gone.

It all came crashing back.

He sobbed again, his knuckles curled white around the wheel. The song played on.

The tears kept running, the image of her mutilated body invading his mind. They’d never make love again. They’d never dance to that song again. They’d never see each other again. The memory of her scent, the feeling of her hair in his face as they lay entwined in bed — they came in fragments now, already fading. The images were tainted, poisoned by that thing. He’d killed it, but that wasn’t worth anything. No revenge would be enough to take the taste of horror from his mouth, no action powerful enough to rectify the damage done. He was broken now.

He just sat there and cried, head hung, tears falling solemnly into his lap, shed for her. Shed for his Emilie.

The vicious blare of a passing horn, scornfully mashed, snapped him back to reality. The back half of his car was still in the roadway and blocking a lane. He was lucky it was just a horn.

He sat bolt upright in the seat and smeared the tears across his cheeks with the backs of his numb hands. He spluttered through his fingers and tried to clear his nose, but only managed to blow mucus over his knuckles instead. They shook uncontrollably. The sobs didn’t cease. But at least their song had finished and the one currently playing held no sentimental value. Aaro raked in a breath, his fingers groping meekly for the key under the wheel. He turned it, firing the engine back into life. The gear stick slid into drive and he wheeled the car back onto the asphalt, the motor whining as he picked up speed.

In his rearview, he could see another car.

The road was starting to get busier.

A light drizzle had started to fall, like a thin mist, joining the clouds to the earth.

As he drew nearer to the city, more and more cars littered the route, either having run out of juice or having been abandoned so that faster progress could be made on foot. He crawled forward, weaving through gaps in a string of other cars, toward a bridge up ahead. The road bottlenecked and traffic was mounting.

Military jeeps were parked along the sides, some up on little ridges, others splitting the traffic into single lanes while soldiers pushed the dead vehicles off the tarmac.

Armoured gun turrets roved back and forth, perched on top of them like giant eyeballs, scanning the landscape for any sort of danger. But it wasn’t just any sort of danger they were looking for. It was one specific type.

Aaro eased between a sedan and a military jeep and came up on a young camo-clad private waving cars along, a rifle over his elbow. He leaned into each passing window and muttered something to the drivers. Aaro wound his down, smearing snot on the button, and slowed to a stop behind a people carrier with two young kids in the back. They were hung over the back seats, looking at him wide-eyed.

Aaro swallowed the lump in his throat and turned to the soldier. He was no older than him. Early twenties. He looked drawn, blotchy faced, and scared. His words came out garbled and rushed and he stooped so fast that his helmet slipped down onto his brow. He pushed it back up and stuck his face through the open window.

‘Keep moving, an emergency camp is being set up about a mile down the road.’ He called it louder than was necessary, making sure he was heard over the din of idling engines and blaring horns up ahead.

‘I’m heading to Oslo,’ Aaro replied, his voice shaky and cracked.

The private looked at him sadly. ‘Oslo is dark. We haven’t heard from them in almost six hours. The whole city’s on lockdown. Nothing’s moving on the roads leading in. Nothing human anyway. They’re all shut down. Blocked off. We’ve been told to direct people to the nearest camp.’ The private stood up and checked the traffic backing up behind Aaro.

‘The whole country can’t have gone to shit in one night,’ Aaro said quickly, realising then just how exhausted he was.

‘Look, sir…’ The soldier looked conflicted. He sighed. ‘It hasn’t. This has been happening for weeks, travelling north to south. How do you think we got the entire national military mobilised in time? They kept it quiet, not to cause a panic. Now, you have to move on, you’re holding up the traffic.’

‘In time? Not to cause a panic!?’ Aaro yelled, his hands leaping out of the window and gripping the flak vest of the private. He pulled him against the door and his helmet clanged off the metal. ‘If I’d have known I could have saved my family!’

There was a sharp click and the barrel of the private’s rifle was suddenly against Aaro’s neck, pressed into the patch of flesh under his chin. ‘We’ve all lost people. We all have.’ He said it coldly, and Aaro saw something familiar.

It wasn’t the gun in his face that made him release the private, it was his eyes. Full of sorrow, of loss. Aaro knew because his eyes were the same. He looked at this kid, no older than him, no different than him, and saw himself.

His mind stuttered and the image of this stranger’s dead mother, or father, son or daughter, or like him, wife or lover turned in his head. He didn’t need to ask. He knew it was the truth, and yet here he was, not running to their aid, or running for safety in the wake of whatever had happened to them, but instead standing in the cold morning drizzle, doing his job. Helping people.

Aaro released him and he stood straight, eyes still locked on Aaro’s. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ He said it sincerely, for the hundredth time that morning. ‘Now please, move forward.’

Aaro took the wheel and closed the gap with the car in front without another word.

He wallowed.

His eyes closed and he sank lower into the seat, wishing for the nightmare to end. But as his mind repeated that thought, he heard the sounds of boots on the road. His lids flickered and he saw a dozen soldiers, rifles in hand, sprinting past his car towards the back.

He hung out of the window, squinting into the wing mirror and saw the private in the rain, shouting at the cars to lock their doors and close their windows. ‘Don’t get out. Don’t move,’ he was screaming, gesturing violently. The sound was deadened through the traffic, his outline blurred by the drizzle, but as he crooked his head and spoke into the radio on his shoulder, the look on his face changed, cycling down from panic to dread, and then into pure despair.

Every gun turret and and rifle swivelled to face the roadway.

And then there was silence.

The private ducked down behind a military jeep, shouldering his rifle, and the other soldiers tucked in behind him, finding cover where they could.

Aaro sat, holding his breath, neck strained against his seatbelt, watching the scene in the small reflection in the mirror, the words “Objects are closer than they appear” riding ominously beneath.

When the first chilling scream rippled through the traffic, the wind, and the rain, from some unseen woman just a little way back down the road, he had to look away. He shoved himself back into the seat and screwed up his eyes until they ached. His heart was hammering in his chest, the plastic covering on the wheel groaning under his grip.

Not again.

He tried to focus his mind, to think of a way out. To think of something. But it only went to one place. To one thing.

Emilie.

Her face shone through the darkness inside his eyes and a tear rolled down his cheek. Their song began to play in his head.

He sang along, mumbling the lyrics as the first rifle shots began to ring out behind him.




ELEVEN

PLAYING GOD

2064 AD

She pushed a button with a manicured nail and the intercom crackled softly.

Gale, McPherson’s newest overly-attractive secretary, drew a breath sweetly between her delicate lips. ‘Sir?’ she said sheepishly. ‘Florian is here.’

The silence that came in response was enough of an answer.

She smiled at Doctor Gertlinger and gestured towards the door. Gale was not her usual jovial self, but McPherson was going through a tough few weeks. She’d had a dressing down just that morning for something trivial, it turned out. McPherson had arrived to find her playing with her phone, a coy smirk across her full and glossed lips, without his morning docket ready for collection. His anger bubbled over and he took out two weeks worth of frustrations out on her. Gertlinger could tell from the colour of her cheeks and the smudges of eyeliner pushed over her cheekbones that she’d been crying.

McPherson's lack of response over the intercom was enough for Gale to know he was still annoyed. Any other week he would have let it slide. But not this week.

The door swung easily inwards and Gertlinger was once again in the corner office with the huge windows. He couldn’t believe it’d been three years since he’d first walked in there.

McPherson was standing this time, his hands clasped behind his back, facing outwards at the city. The morning looked cool, the breeze wrestling over the rooftops whipping steam from their vents. Despite the unseasonably cold weather outside, the office was climate controlled and comfortably warm.

Gertlinger cleared his throat in case McPherson didn’t notice him enter. After a few seconds, Gertlinger realised his silence was an invitation to join him at the window. He did so and followed McPherson’s eyes. There was nothing beyond the obelisks on the horizon but a canvas of grey sky. The bustling city was serene from this height, the skyscrapers cut out in diluted black like watercolour strokes, the morning sun playing on their backs.

‘It really is beautiful,’ Gertlinger muttered, half entranced.

McPherson sighed. ‘Yes, it is. But that isn’t.’ He hung his head and cast his eyes downwards.

Again, Gertlinger followed them, seeing for the first time the source of his weeks-long frustration. Below the window at the front of the building was a swarm of ants. From high up in the office, they were nothing more than animated specks, crawling angrily around the doors. They bustled and chanted and waved picket signs as all decently motivated protesters do. Gertlinger guessed at the size of the group and realised they must be at least five hundred strong.

‘It started with two dozen, and now look at it. It’s been three weeks. Imagine what it will be like in another month,’ McPherson snarled, the disdain clear in his voice.

It turned out there was such a thing as a bad press.

Gertlinger did the math in his head and came up with quite a large number based on the curve of growth. ‘Is this why I was dropped at the rear entrance? I never even saw them.’ He’d been holed up at the lab for months now, barely seeing daylight, let alone protesters.

‘Yes, I instructed your driver to avoid them. After your appearance on that poisonous excuse for a television show, your face has gone viral. Every liberal on the planet has a picture of you pinned to their dartboard. If they’d seen the car, or heaven forbid you getting out of it, they would have smashed the windows and crucified you in the street.’

Gertlinger swallowed. He had been receiving more death threats to his inbox than usual as of late. ‘So what do we do about them?’

‘What can we do? I had security try and move them on, but…’ He trailed off and shook his head slowly.

‘What happened?’ Gertlinger asked, concerned and curious in equal parts. Violence never made sense to him, but he found it interesting how lesser men gave into it so easily.

‘One of them is at the hospital. It seems that the mob has armed themselves, if not with real weapons, then with stones and bricks at least.’ He tsked loudly. ‘And they have the gall to see we’re the ones in the wrong. It makes me sick.’

‘The hypocrisy?’

‘The senselessness.’

Gertlinger sighed. ‘Are you thinking about pulling the project?’

‘Of course not. Our investors are already in it for more than twenty-five billion dollars, and that’s set to double and then triple in the final stages. And for the first time in history, we’re actually running ahead of schedule on something. No, this is still going through, and I’ll be damned if I let a bunch of sign-waving idiots stop us. We keep moving forward.’ In the quiet that followed, a wry smile played on his lips and he turned to Gertlinger, a sparkle of curiosity in his eyes. ‘By the way, how are they doing?'

‘Well. Very spritely. We’re keeping them closely monitored. The first litter wasn’t suitable, but this batch will be perfect, I hope’ Gertlinger said proudly.

‘Glad to hear it. And what generation is this now?’

‘Seven.’

‘And the others?’

‘Disposed of,’ Gertlinger said, saddened.

‘Good. And you think this is going to be the one?’

‘We’re very confident. We’ve done a lot of tweaking, accentuating the traits we want. They’re strong and healthy and they’re growing fast. But by God are they ugly,’ he laughed. ‘I mean honestly, they’re hideous.’ Gertlinger shivered at the image now ingrained in his mind.

McPherson huffed. ‘I don’t care how they look, Florian, so long as they get the job done.’

‘They will.’

‘Then we won’t have any problems.’




TWELVE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

He rapped on the door three times and snatched at his breath.

Thirty-three flights of stairs never got easier. His knees groaned and his thighs burned as he stood in her doorway, his heartbeat settling by the second. He checked his watch and saw it was just after noon. He’d taken the day off. If he really was going to be going through with this “expedition”, he’d never need to work again.

He knocked harder. She’d still be asleep, but he didn’t mind waking her. Not for this. He could hear stirring from the other side of the door. He sucked the last of the smoke from his cigarette and tossed it into the wind. It tumbled down the corridor and bounced into the sunlight beyond in a flurry of embers.

The bolt slid on the door and it opened a crack, catching on the chain. Sorina’s sleep-robbed face appeared in the gap. She stared at Aaro with one eye closed, trying to focus. When she recognised him her face broke and she smiled. In the light she squinted, her hair half over her eye. Behind her, her windowless apartment was pitch dark. ‘Couldn’t stay away, huh?’ she rasped, sleep caught in her throat.

Aaro smiled. ‘No, guess not. Can I come in?’

‘It’s a bit of a mess, but sure.’ She closed the door and the chain slid out, clipping the frame.

Aaro stepped and she locked it again behind him. He turned to face her and found she was wearing oversized t-shirt and not much else. She looked at him, still half asleep, but trying on a sultry gaze all the same. ‘I don’t know if I’m ready for round two yet.’

Aaro had to laugh. He was struggling to keep himself from grinning. ‘Oh, you’ll definitely want to jump me when you hear what I’ve got to say.’

She rolled out her bottom lip and raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? And what might you have to say?’ She smirked and stepped closer to him, taking hold of the worn and woolly lapels of his jacket, tugging on them gently.

‘Well,’ he started as she pressed herself against him, looking up through her fringe. He stumbled over the sentence as his mind kept returning to a single thought. Why the hell did she still have that t-shirt on?

He reached down and began pulling it up over her stomach. She dug her fingers into the material and stopped it around her navel. ‘Uh-uh,’ She whispered against his cheek, on her tiptoes now. ‘You had something to tell me, remember?’

Aaro swallowed and bit his lip, taking a step back. He exhaled, his eyes unwavering from her stomach as she toyed with the hem, rolling it this way and that, pulling it tight against her hips, lowering it with every passing second. ‘It’s a job,’ he blurted out, before the words were gone again.

She moved towards him. ‘A job?’ She was still playing with her shirt, the little finger on her left hand sliding slowly into the waistband of her underwear.

‘Yeah, a good job,’ Aaro said quickly.

She cocked her head curiously, but still kept advancing. ‘A job for you, or for me?’

‘For both of us.’ He grinned, feeling his face flush.

Her eyes flashed. ‘What kind of job?’

‘Welding for you, engineering for me. Same as now.’

‘Okay. And how did you come by these jobs?’ She stopped now. Her arms had folded across her chest and her shirt hung crumpled and limp.

‘We’ve been headhunted,’ he lied. He’d been headhunted, but she didn’t need to know that.

‘For what?’ she probed.

‘It’s one job.’ He held a finger up. ‘And the payout is insane.’

‘What’s the job?’ she asked bluntly, wary of the vagueness of the offer. She could tell he was hiding something.

‘We’ll be heading to Stockholm. A million in credit between us, and there’s a house in the suburbs with our name on it. A real house, with a lawn and everything.’ He couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice, but she didn’t seem to be sold yet.

‘What’s the job, Aaro?’ she repeated, more sternly.

‘Didn’t you hear what I just said? A million credits, Sorina. A million. We’d never have to work again.’

‘No, I heard you. But that sort of thing doesn’t exist. No one gets paid that. So I’ll ask again, what’s the job?’

Aaro cleared his throat and stood straight, trying to sound casual. ‘They need us to pick something up.’

‘Courier work? In Stockholm? And they need a welder and an engineer from Oslo for that?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow doubtfully.

‘Well, it’s a little more complicated than just picking it up.’

‘Of course it is.’ She exhaled slowly, waiting for the catch.

‘We have to go and collect a nuclear reactor core and bring it back for the plant they’re building.’

‘Bring back? As in bring back to Stockholm? You said the job was in Stockholm.’ She wasn’t letting him get away with anything.

‘No, I said the house was in Stockholm. The job is in Murmansk.’ He said it a little more defensively than intended. He wasn’t sure how it’d gotten like this so fast.

‘Murmansk? That sounds like it’s in Russia. Please don’t tell me it’s in Russia.’ She shook her head in disbelief now.

‘It is… but it’s close to the border,’ he said reassuringly.

‘Near Saint Petersburg?’ There was a hint of hope in her voice.

‘North.’

‘How far north?’

‘About seventeen hundred kilometres.’

She shook her head and threw her arms down, laughing. ‘You’re crazy. It’s suicide. You know what’s beyond those walls. What’s out there.’ She pointed at the wall emphatically. ‘You know that it’s stupid to even think it’s possible.'

‘But think about the house in Stockholm, the money,’ he pleaded.

‘They’re only offering you that much because they know you won’t come back! The could offer you a hundred million and it wouldn’t matter because if you go out there, you’ll die. Everyone who goes out there dies. That’s why we’re in here! Like fucking monkeys at the zoo, safe in our cages!’ She flapped her arms, her eyes shining and glassy.

Aaro sighed. ‘I know it’s crazy, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my life staring through the bars. If we do this, if we make it, we’ll have a life. We could be together.’ He moved towards her now and reached for her hands. She pulled them away but on the second try gave them to him. He squeezed her fingers. '’The woman that recruited us, she told me how they intend to do it. It sounds doable. I think it could work. Will you just hear me out at least?’

She refused to meet his eyes and stared every which way but at him. Since he’d arrived in the city, and since she had too, they’d never left. No one had. There was no need or reason too. Everyone here was a survivor. The ones who lived and managed to get to safety. Aaro had lost Emilie and his daughter, and Sorina had lost her sister and her parents. Out there was death. Old death and new death. It terrified Aaro and it terrified her even more. But even though she wouldn’t look at him, her lip quivering and her fingers gripping his told him that she was at least entertaining the idea.

‘I’m tired of surviving. I want to start living.’ He said it quietly, bringing her fingers to his mouth and pressing his lips against her knuckles. She turned slowly and met his eyes over their hands.

‘I don’t know, Aaro.’ She was barely a whisper. ‘We can be together here, where it’s safe.’

He smiled warmly. ‘I’ll keep you safe out there, and then I’ll keep you safe in Stockholm. Just hear me out?’

‘Okay,’ she nodded, her jaw flexing a little as she grit her teeth, and allowed him to lead her to the bed. They sat and she kept her fingers in his.

He sighed and then began, reeling off the information he’d memorised on the walk over. ‘We’ll take a chopper to Stockholm and then start prepping. It will be a four-day trip. Two days there and two back. Murmansk is in Northern Russia, just across the Swedish border. We’ll go in a convoy of two trucks. We’ll drive straight into the harbour, where there are dozens and dozens of rusting Soviet-era submarines. We move as a team and extract the nuclear core. We put it in the back of the truck and drive home. Simple as that. The trucks are modified, fortified, with solid steel hulls and reinforced run-flat tires. At night they hunker down flat to the ground on a hydraulic system. There’ll be electricity, plumbing, food — everything we need.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘We’ll travel in comfort, but more so, in safety. One truck will carry the core, the other will carry extra fuel and supplies.’ He smiled warmly, rubbing her knuckles with his thumb.

She returned the smile, but tears formed in her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know if I can go back out there.’

‘We’ll be fine. The trucks have got mounted swivel turrets. Guns. Big ones. Steel boxes with dual barrels, fifty calibre each, five hundred rounds a minute between them. Kat says they can tear through concrete like butter, so they’ll rip apart anything else out there like it’s nothing.’

‘Who’s Kat?’ Sorina asked, eyes glistening.

‘She’s heading up the expedition,’ he replied with a reassuring grin.

‘So she’s coming with us?’ she said, perking up, instilled with some confidence that the person planning the trip had enough surety in its success to be there too.

‘No.’  He knew that wouldn’t go over well.

She laughed emphatically. ‘Of course she isn’t.’

‘Hey—’ Aaro squeezed her hand again, putting his arm around her slouched shoulders. ‘It’s a skeleton crew. We travel as light as we can. Fast. Get in, get out, then kick back in Stockholm. In luxury. Can you imagine it? We could get a dog. You always wanted a dog, didn’t you?’ He was still hoping she’d come around.

She sniffled a little and stifled a smile at the notion, turning to look at him, inspecting his face for any waiver, any signal that he wasn’t absolutely sure about it. He gave none.

She sighed. ‘I’m not saying yes, or no. It’s a lot to process, and I need to clear my head.’ She pushed up from the bed and paced a little ways into the room before turning.

Aaro remained seated. ‘You wanna take a walk or something?’

She shook her head and sniffed back what was in her nose, wiping her cheeks roughly with her thumbs. The deaths of her family still stuck with her. It’d be nine years, but she was still raw from it. They were all heading to Oslo when they were attacked. Most of their group were killed, her family included.

‘Then what did you want to—’ He stopped as she pulled her shirt off and hurled it against the wall, her eyes full of sadness. This wasn’t the first time this had happened. She wasn’t a talker and she wasn’t a walker. No, when Sorina got sad, she liked to her lose herself doing this.

‘Like I said, I need to clear my head,’ she growled moving meaningfully towards him. He fell backwards onto the bed and she kissed him hard, his hands moved over her hips and back. He could feel her cheeks wet against his.

When it happened the first time, he’d tried to push her off, saying that it wasn’t right. She’d merely sat upright, her fingers found his throat. They tightened, choking the words out of him until he shut up. Her face had told him then that it wasn’t a negotiation. And now they were telling him the same thing. She wanted it then and she wanted it now. The anger that drove her stemmed from everything she wished she’d done when she’d left her family. She felt guilty that she didn’t stay, that she didn’t fight. She felt guilty that she didn’t punch the monsters then, so she would beat on Aaro’s chest instead. She was sorry that she didn’t claw at the beasts when they descended on her sister, so she raked her nails across Aaro’s back. She hated herself for not biting at them if nothing else while they mauled her parents, so she sank her teeth into Aaro’s shoulders.

This was another one of those times. She was sad and angry and she was going to take out all of her frustrations on him. But he didn’t mind. He knew how she felt and he did the same to some extent. Just to feel something. Anything at all.

He understood that. He understood it too well. He felt it coming off her like heat, exuding from her pores. Chemical pheromones that spoke to him in the deepest primal way.

His brow furrowed and he welled up a little himself, her tongue moving slowly over his, her back coiled and tense, knees locked around his ribs, her hands at his face.

She dragged him up to a seated position and pulled his jacket off hurriedly. Hastily.

He stopped her, taking her wrists.

He kissed her once, softly, on the lips and then brushed the hair from her wet cheeks as delicately as he could. He smiled at her the way he used to smile at Emilie and then did something he only seemed to do in those moments. ‘I love you,’ he whispered, barely audible, even to her, their noses touching.

She blushed a little turned away. After a second or two she stole a tentative glance, like always, to see if he was being genuine.

He was. He always was.

She blushed a little more.

And then she fell on him, all teeth and nails and tongue and hands.

That’s what happened, like it always did. He whispered and she pounced. They rolled and fumbled and he kicked off his jeans. She rolled onto her back and pulled him on top of her.

They went between sex and making love as the mood took them for more than an hour until they collapsed into one another, bodies intertwined. Their skin wet with sweat and tears. They breathed in unison, catching their fleeting breath in the hot, windowless room.

She needed to clear her head. Aaro smiled at the thought and turned to look at her.

The tears had gone now. She looked content. Happy even.

‘Is your head feeling clearer now?’ He brushed the hair from her temple with his coarse fingers.

She pulled her arms up and folded them under her chin, rolling onto her front. ‘Yeah, it is. And you know what, when you were down there,’ she dipped her eyes towards the sheets that clung to them. ‘I had time to think, and all I kept thinking was how much I’d love to have this every day.'

‘Sex?’ Aaro laughed, lacing his fingers under his head and turning onto his back.

‘Sex with you.’

‘We do have sex every day. This is the second time today in fact.’

She readjusted on her arms, pressing her cheek to her wrist, and met his gaze. ‘You know what I mean. To start building a life again. You know — me and you, and that dog you mentioned. I want that.’

Aaro puffed his chest out and inhaled. ‘Well, I was pretty amazing, wasn’t I.’

She slapped him playfully in the ribs. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. It’s mostly the dog that’s swinging it.’

He turned his head, grinning at her, sucking in heavy lungfuls of warm bedroom air ‘So you’ll do it?’

‘Yeah.’ She crawled towards him and laid her head on his chest, curling against him ‘Let’s do it.’




THIRTEEN

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

It was like the first spattering of a hailstorm. A sporadic clicking as a handful of frozen pellets hurl themselves against the glass. And then it grows. The rattle broadens in intensity and plunges into a hurricane of applause.

That was how it was with the gunfire. A few lone shots. Some shouts of alarm. A woman’s scream. More gunfire. And then the heavens opened and the single shots were lost in a torrent.

Aaro stayed pinned against the chair, trying to block it out. A crunching of metal on metal and a sharp jolt wrenched him back to the road. The car behind wasn’t waiting and rammed him. His neck strained and he heard something click inside his head, a sharp pain shooting through the back of his eyes. But that could wait.

In the rearview, the driver behind was cursing and gesturing wildly. Aaro, with eyes fixed on the mirror, pushed his car into drive without thinking. All conscious thought had left him suddenly. His heart was filling his head, it’s thunderous throb blocking everything else out.

He jammed his foot to the floor and the wheels spun. His car snaked and then lurched forward, slingshotting him across the eight feet of space ahead. He didn’t even think about the car in front and smashed into its bumper. The kids in the backseat started wailing. Horns wailed. Engines revved. The carnage was immediate and total. In the mouth of bridge, walled in by thick metal barriers on each side, the line of cars descended into a free for all. Those unwilling to ram and be rammed tried to go around, squeezing against the barriers with a squeal of straining steel. Those in larger cars and trucks attempted to mount the central divider and cross on to the empty side of the roadway. Flaring engines and acrid clouds of exhaust fumes dominated the tarmac. The cold breeze did nothing to carry them away and the black fog hung around the cars, choking everyone. Before he knew it Aaro was being forced forward into the smoky mist, blind from all sides, deafened by the noises filtering through the haze. Panicking, he rolled down his window, jabbing manically for the button. He was hyperventilating and needed some fresh air, but got nothing but a lungful of diesel smoke. Turmoil was the only other thing that entered his car, as now, between the bursts of gunfire, the screams, the grinding of metal and the revving of frantic engines, came a bone-chilling noise. An unearthly warcry that cut through the din like a guillotine.

Aaro froze and for a second everything else seemed to as well. His mind cast back to a nature program he saw on TV where a pack of wolves ran down a bison. They would attack in packs and the alpha would howl to signify the kill. A claim of victory. And just as they had on the television, others joined in the chorus. That single low howl was joined by one and then another. Aaro scarcely breathed as he and everyone else listened. Somewhere on the other side of the curtain of fog, the voices of countless creatures crescendoed into a symphony of horror. A wolf’s howl seemed tame in comparison. This sounded like something from another world.

Aaro’s mind produced visions of them skulking, slithering out of the treeline and down on to the road, overturning cars like toys, smashing windows and pulling victims from their rolling coffins with their teeth and claws like fishing hooks, while the human paper soldiers rained down on them with measly bullets from their funny little guns. They are unphased. The bullets do nothing but irk them, give them their next target. They spread like a virus, using the vehicles for cover, advancing towards the guns and the bridge, multiplying into a toothy sea.

Another shunt came from behind and Aaro’s car turned and skidded sideways into the one in front, the collision system in his car now locking the wheels. The tires screeched and metal groaned. The cars ahead had nowhere to go but the cars behind kept pushing. A four-by-four three links back wedged itself against the block of cars and drove forwards. The diesel motor roared and all four tires spun on the tarmac as the driver floored it. Shouts of indignation echoed through the building smoke and Aaro’s car was jolted again as others tried to make their own moves.

Aaro cursed and threw it into reverse, tearing at the wheel to try and straighten out before he was pinned. More howls echoed from behind and the first wild spurt of gunfire battered the steel girders above the bridge. The image of a man, tackled by a monster flashed in Aaro’s mind as he watched the sparks dance on the metal cross-work, his finger pinned on trigger as he tried uselessly to defend himself, the sheer weight of the beast throwing him back, the burst of fire skewing wildly into the sky as his arms flailed.

Aaro couldn’t tell how close they were, but it was still too close. He swore, spitting flecks of saliva through gritted teeth, and fought against the crush of cars. They were still pushing from behind as he tried, and failed to right himself. His car had spun fully around now and the jeep, the cause of his turn, was now half up on the centre divider, one of its wheels over the crash barrier, the other stretching for purchase on the ground. The engine whined as the wheels spun in the air, the undercarriage grinding up onto and seesawing on the metal barrier. The look on the driver’s face, only a few feet from him was one of pale fury. His voice was silent behind the glass but his mouth formed profanity as he went from first to reverse and back again, looking for grip that wasn’t there. He was stranded

Aaro’s car died under his fingers, a warning that his motor was overheating flashing on the dash in front of him. Another car took the jeep’s place, squeezing under the wheels and forced itself onto the bridge, shoving him sideways as it ground past.

He watched helplessly as one side of his car became pinned against the outside barrier, the other blocked by the car trying to shoulder its way through. In a lane meant for one car, there were now three, wedged together, at odd angles, unmoving.

He watched as the jeep rocked heavily on its perch.

Still obscured by the smoke, a dark form emerged above the roofs of the cars on the road, clambering up onto the jeep. The back wheels bobbed near to the ground but still too far away to do any good as the monster came full on to the car. Its silhouette was just that in the thick grey air as it moved unhurriedly, like a phantom. Stuck in place, he watched through the windscreen as the driver stopped his attempt at driving and cowered in his seat, staring up at the roof, and the noise Aaro knew all too well. The noise that would be forever embedded in his memory. That heavy padding footfall and the scrape of hooked talons. The driver’s face drained to a ghostly grey as the creature’s salivating maw appeared in the sunroof glass. It was like some wretched silent movie. He could see it but not hear it. It scratched with its claws, looking for the edge, and then reared up, dropping its weight onto the glass. The driver flinched and Aaro did too. The beast did it again. And again. He waited for it to shatter, knowing that the thing would quickly wedge itself down into the cab and take the driver.

Aaro swallowed, his heart hammering in his ears.

The monster clattered into the window again. He wanted to look away but he couldn’t. His eyes stayed locked on the scene as another car lurched into the one at his side. It backed up and hurled itself forward again. Aaro’s car rocked against the barrier.

The other car came again and Aaro’s back wheel leapt up over the rail, hanging into the gap designed for pedestrians. He was locked in, barely aware, still watching the murderous scene unfold in front of him. Transfixed.

The car lurched again and the entire back end was forced into the gap. He felt his belt tighten around his neck as it took his weight, the nose angled down at more than thirty degrees. He held onto the wheel for dear life as he jostled around, seeing out of the corner of his eye as this new car force its way forward with total disregard for anything else. Beyond, the jeep driver still cowered, the integrity of his sunroof barely holding on, the only thing keep the monster’s jaws from his throat.

The driver slid down now into the footwell beneath his wheel, trying anything to get away from the beast, not daring to open the door and run. He was dead anyway, Aaro knew that. And he probably did too.

There was another great jolt and a grinding of metal as the barrier slid across Aaro’s undercarriage, his front wheels lifting. The car that was next to him now slid into the space where he was and this new car move into its old position, gaining no more than a few metres. Ahead the traffic was impenetrable. Those behind shoved forwards, and those at the front had already gotten out and run.

Aaro’s stomach folded over as his car ground into the outer handrail, the momentum carrying him over. He felt it buckle under his weight, the steel bending and buckling as it took his weight. In those last seconds, everything slowed. The man in the jeep curled into a ball as a shower of glass shards rained on to his seat. The front end of the beast plunged into the cabin. Its legs flailed behind it, sticking upright, its long tail lashing furiously as it scrambled through the jagged hole and into the interior. Blood splashed against the windows. The tail end of his own car sagged over the crushed rail, and he teetered for a moment. The scene in front like a snapshot.

And then he cried out. His attention had been locked on the jeep but now he was moving quickly, sliding off the bridge. He couldn’t see the road anymore. Only the steel girders above the bridge and the milky sky beyond.

The weight shifted and the back dropped, pulling the rest of the car with it. He was weightless, falling. Plunging towards the river below.

A moment of serenity seized the world.

And then he hit. The car stopped violently and he jerked backwards in the seat, his head rebounding off the headrest. The steering wheel exploded and his ears hurt. The airbag ballooned out, throwing his arms into his face. He gasped in shock, dazed and deafened, his ears ringing, and swore disgustingly as the cracked windows buckled and icy water surged into the car, filling it in seconds.

He fumbled desperately for his seatbelt buckle, but his fingers were already underwater and dead numb.

He was trapped, strapped in, the inertia reel seatbelt pinning him to the seat.

He took one last lungful of air before the foaming green water, muddied by the storm, engulfed his head and the car sank below the surface.

His ears ached as the car swirled into the depths of the river, the dim light from the surface fading quickly, replaced by never-ending blackness.




FOURTEEN

PLAYING GOD

2064 AD

Florian Gertlinger had been called many things in his life. “Freak’ by the other kids at elementary school because he’d rather read a book than watch cartoons. “Geek’ by the kids in secondary because he spent his lunchtimes in the library rather than on the playground. “Virgin” and “weirdo” on the weekends when he elected to study instead of attending inane parties, and trying to bed women too inebriated to know what, or who they were doing. “Cheater” and “brown noser” in college when he aced tests that others didn’t. “Nerd” and “pussy” by the cool kids when he graduated top of his class and then still didn’t attend the after-parties. And then, it all changed.

He was shunned and looked down upon and ridiculed and taunted for trying hard in his earlier years, and then after he graduated for the second time with a PhD under his belt, the names were no longer slanderous and coarse, they were the opposite. People called him a “shining example to kids these days”, a “truly hard working man”, a “genius”. People he was in school and college with emailed him and stopped him in the street and acted friendly and told him how amazing it was, what he’d achieved, and that their lives hadn’t worked out quite the way they wanted. They’d not got the grades needed to be an astronaut or whatever else their dream was. They’d knocked up that girl they slept with that one time at that one party where they were so drunk that they didn’t wear a condom. They’d been so messed up on drink and drugs that their friend had stumbled onto a train track and been obliterated by the overnight express freight — a thousand tons of steel and speed churning through Tommy’s body like it did a stiff breeze. ‘Poor Tommy,’ they’d say. ‘It rocked our worlds and ruined our lives.’

Gertlinger would offer his condolences and then pity them. They’d use words like “lucky” to describe his success but it was no more than hard work. He’d smile and tell them to take care and then he’d flip them off as they walked away. And then he’d light a cigarette.

It had been a long time since the name calling had stopped. But for many years it stuck with him. He tried to rise above it. That’s what his mother always said. Be the bigger man. Be the bigger man. Turn the other cheek. Keep your head above the water or you’ll be dragged down and drown. And he had stayed above the water. He’d surfed the waves of doubt and jealousy and come out the other side a lot better off for it. But now, from nowhere, the callous name-calling had returned. But now it wasn’t “geek” or “nerd”. It was worse.

Arrogant.

Heretic.

Monster.

Disgrace.

Evil.

A man with delusions of grandeur.

A man who saw fit to play God.

Pathetic.

These were the words that no longer rolled off his back the way they used to. When he was young, it was easy, but with age his back had grown weak. He felt very far away from everything right now. Surrounded. Enclosed. Trapped. And he was trapped. In a glass box.

No, not glass. Reinforced plexiglass. Three inches thick. Enough to stop a high powered rifle. That was the part that they made sure he knew, as if it was a reassurance and not something to be perturbed by. But, if that was the case then why was his chest being crushed by the steel-plated kevlar-lined vest hidden beneath his shirt and blazer? He adjusted it with a grimace and the velcro cut into his ribs. Someone wasn’t honestly going to try to shoot him, were they?

Angela Perrott fired him a look that someone might shoot a dog chewing its leg. Stop it. He cleared his throat and clasped his hands in front of him. On his left, Angela stood in a smart black pencil dress and heels. It was formal enough to make a good impression, but it still hugged her figure and showed off the best parts — which, to Gerlinger, were all of them. He had to stop himself from glancing at her cleavage every few seconds. She had her chest puffed out, either in confidence or… No, that was stupid. She wouldn’t be doing it for him. That was ludicrous. She was about two thirds his age and out of his league by at least three divisions. He straightened his mind, and his tie. They’d had a drink or two, sure — like that time after Tammy’s show. She’d been friendly, insisted on buying them. She’d laughed at his jokes and reassured him they were doing good work and she’d even laid her fingers on his arm across the table as she did so. But that was her job. To keep him on track. A real chance with her, though? No, it was preposterous. He smiled to himself at the thought. A fake smile to try to convince himself he wasn’t disappointed at the fact.

He hung his head and found himself looking at his feet, a catch in his throat. He breathed slowly for a moment and then his eyes moved left again, falling on the black heels she was wearing before eagerly climbing her smooth legs to the knee, where the hem of her dress clung.

The mention of his name catapulted him back to reality and the thought of Angela’s dress were superseded by the turning over of his stomach. The gravity of the situation returned with gusto and the vest seemed suddenly heavy again. The dull clang of bricks and other heavy objects against the perspex had faded away as he got lost in thoughts of Angela. But now he flinched at each one. He stepped towards the podium, lining up next to McPherson who was standing behind a host of microphones.

In the little glass box, there was a collection of people. Three other GSC employees, four armed guards, two journalists, McPherson, Angela, and him. The box had been airlifted in as one single piece and dropped on the top steps of the American GSC Headquarters in Washington DC.

They were giving an address that was being streamed live all over the world. The “pups” had now matured and had been placed in cryo ready for the trip. To the left of their little box was a collection of trucks stamped with the GSC logo, which were presently being filled with liquid nitrogen in order to keep them at the correct temperature during transit. When they were ready, they’d begin their journey to Cape Canaveral and from there be put into storage at the Kennedy Space Centre until they were ready for the launch.

The address they were giving was an update for the public, who were entirely against the whole thing. Or at least that’s how it seemed by the present turnout.

Either that or the protestors scared the supporters too much to be there in person. Either way, the three-inch shield, designed to stop high powered rifle bullets, although totally protective, was the opposite of reassuring. The fact that it was needed, that someone might try to take a potshot at him or someone else was the scariest part of all. Even though it was bulletproof, it wasn’t soundproof. Specially adapted micro-vents in the material allowed for clear sound transfer, which meant the thuds of the objects striking the glass rang through loud and often enough to be disturbing. And the chorus of the aforementioned name calling was as brutal as if the glass wasn’t there at all.

He moved slowly forward and McPherson beckoned him towards the tentacled microphones growing from the stand like an upturned octopus.

‘And now,’ McPherson said, turning back to the octopus. ‘To shed some light on the hard work that has gone into making this project possible, Doctor Florian Gertlinger.’ McPherson gave a slow clap as the crowd erupted in boos.

Gertlinger seemed to drift forwards on legs not his own and then nervously found himself tapping at the nearest mic with his finger. It hissed and screamed furiously through the sound system and those closest to the speakers winced. As they’d done for McPherson, the words of his preplanned speech illuminated themselves on the inside of the glass. It began with a superficial greeting and had been crafted to be as unbiased and uninformative as possible. He said the first word.

‘Hello.’

After that, he couldn’t bring himself to say the rest. A moment of silence passed, the crowds’ boos subsiding as they waited for his next words. He was sure they’d boo again then.

He took his glasses off and sighed, rubbing his eyes. He leaned in and began, not reading the words in front of him. ‘Look, I want to be honest with you, with all of you—”

As he began veering from the script, Angela appeared at his side and tried to guide him from the mics. She was grinning falsely to keep up appearances. He shrugged off her iron grip and came back to the lectern. He cleared his throat as Angela fired a confused look at McPherson, who was doing his best not to give his anger away.

They were stunned by the act of rebellion, but for the first time, Gertlinger felt liberated. He wanted to face these unhappy people head-on, to explain his side once and for all. So he did.

‘I know that this is controversial. I know that it goes against your morals and your beliefs, but please, hear me out. What’s in those trucks—” he threw his hand to the left to illustrate the trucks parked in line “—is the product of us. They are the product of humanity. God created man in his image, so why wouldn’t we strive to be as much like him as we could? If he knows everything, then in creating us thousands, millions or billions of years ago depending on what you believe, he would have known what we would have become, what we would have done. Don’t you see that if it was an affront to him, he wouldn’t have gone along with it and allowed it to happen? If he didn’t see us fit to strive, to reach for the stars, to reach for the heavens, then he wouldn’t have bothered creating us in his image in the first place. We are not going against anything. You’re wrong if you believe that.’

Gertlinger took a breath.

The boos began to come again now, but more sparsely.

He continued. ‘Don’t you see that this is merely the next step for humanity. If you don’t believe in the evolution of a species then you must believe in the evolution of the mind. It’s all around us in the cars we drive, the phones we use and the food we eat. This is merely one more leap forward for us. And I swear to God, to every god, to any god, that if this is an insult to them and I am in the wrong, then I will stand before them and I will own up to my sins. And if he, or they, see fit for me to burn in hell for all eternity then I will accept that willingly. But, what if we stop? What if we don’t do this, and it disappoints him? What if this is his great plan, for us to do everything that we can to be better, to go further than ever before, every single day — and by stopping, that is the real affront. That is us saying that we don’t want to be made in his image, we don’t want to be worthy of more, capable of more — we just want to be a shadow. What if Archimedes, or Newton, or Hawking, or Einstein, or Tesla, or Edison, or Bell, or Curie had felt the same? We’d know nothing, we’d be nothing. All those great men and women dared to think differently, to rise above the claims of heresy and insanity they faced… Not everyone agreed then, and not all of you agree now, but this is the next step.

‘If you are a good person, a loving person, a person who wishes nothing but good for the world, then do not stand in the way of its salvation. Stand behind it. Stand behind us as you stand behind each other now. Let this cause unite the world as no religion has ever been able to. And you know what? Crucify me if I’m wrong.’

Gertlinger drew a sharp breath after spitting those last words. He turned from the microphones and walked towards the Angela and Mcpherson, the pair of them cast in stone, shocked, waiting for the crowd to erupt into savage anger and a howling discord of disapproval.

But they didn’t.

There was nothing but silence beyond the glass.




FIFTEEN

THE VEIL

2122 AD

Katarina stood in the wash of the spooling rotors.

Her long coat buffeted in the autumn air and a few odd flakes of snow danced around her in the half-light. Aaro had called the night before and told her the news. She’d said few words in response, but told them to get down to the rear courtyard at the plant at dawn. That’s where the chopper was, and that’s where Aaro and Sorina were now. They’d packed up everything they’d want to take with them — which wasn’t a lot — thrown it in a bag and slung it over their shoulders.

Katarina’s hands were in her pockets and her collar was pulled high. Her cheeks had rosed against the cold, but she didn’t seem phased. It was obvious that she was keen to get going. Aaro surmised that the untimely demise of her engineer had set her plans back a little and she needed to get the mission back on schedule.

Katarina extended a hand to Sorina as she approached and she took it. She was taller than Katarina, built a little stronger, and about the same age. The twinge in Katarina’s mouth told Aaro that Sorina was squeezing tightly. He cracked a smile at that and sucked hard on his cigarette. Katarina and Sorina exchanged nods of mutual approval — or something similar — and turned towards the chopper. Aaro swivelled to face Oslo for possibly the last time, walking backwards, took the final drag on his cigarette and flicked it into the wind. By the time it hit the ground, exploding in a shower of sparkling embers, Aaro was already halfway into the chopper. He tossed his bag into the back and clambered in next to Sorina. He sat and she handed him a pair of headphones. He secured them on his ears and Katarina shoved the door closed. She was sitting opposite, her back towards the divide separating them from the cockpit.

‘I’m glad you decided to come along. We couldn’t do it without you,’ Katarina said, her voice tinny in their ears.

Aaro nodded back and Sorina took his hand and held it. She felt proud to be headhunted for something, even though that hadn’t actually happened — Aaro didn’t have the heart to tell her, and from where he was sitting, it would only have jeopardised his chances of getting her onboard for the whole thing.

The engine whined as it stretched into its upper rev range and the cabin shook a little, the rotors dragging the bird into the sky. The wind was stronger higher up and the chopper swayed around in the air, bobbing higher like a buoy on invisible waves.

The metal can climbed into the clouds over the city and swept eastwards towards the border. It was a landlocked view all the way to Stockholm but neither Aaro nor Sorina had seen it since the world all went to hell. The Stockholm-Oslo Highway was visible underneath them as the pilot flew the chopper at full tilt, following its line. Behind them, the bleak skyline of Oslo quickly faded to a smog-spewing shadow, a blot of ink against into the grey canvas of the Norwegian sky.

On the highway below, burnt out corpses of cars and trucks lay still. Spans of fencing, broken or bent, flapped gently in the wind. Either side of the tarmac, the landscape looked not only natural, but beautiful. Outside the walls, things were so horrific and dangerous, it was easy to forget how wonderfully pretty the world was.

It seemed moments before the pilot signalled that they were only about twenty minutes from Stockholm. They’d been transfixed by what was outside the walls. Neither of them had seen it for what seemed like forever.

Aaro turned to Katarina and cleared his throat. ‘So how’s this going to work?'

‘Okay.’ She began with a sigh. ‘We’ll be landing before nine. You’ll have the day to meet the team and go over the plans, check the trucks and study the schematics for the reactor. We’ve put you up at the Royale Hotel, just down the street from the plant. You’ll be setting off just before sunrise tomorrow, to cover as much ground as you can before dark. After that, you’re on your own. We’ll have radio contact the entire way there and back, though, so don’t worry.’ She said the last part with a smile as if it was some sort of reassurance.

Aaro smiled weakly and Sorina squeezed his hand. She was strong, but the task was daunting to say the least. Aaro elected not to ask anything more, in case he fuelled her, and his, fears even more. It’d been more than a decade since he’d been outside of the safety of the city. The last time was fourteen years ago, and it was something he desperately wanted to, but knew he could never forget.

He sat in silence, thinking about it, his fingers growing white under Sorina’s knuckles.

The engine note sagged and the chopper swung around, throwing its tail into the wind with a little wiggle. His window still showed nothing but open, grass-covered ground and lakes, but past Sorina’s rapidly rising and falling chest, he could see Stockholm.

But it wasn’t anything like Oslo.

It still looked like a city.

This deep into the autumn, the sun wasn’t especially strong. And even at half past eight in the morning, it was scarcely above the horizon, just a dim orb hidden in an ocean of grey cloud.

Streetlights burned in the city below, lighting up the streets like glowing veins. Unrationed electricity was a luxury that had long since eluded Oslo. They had flaming sconces and lamps but no electricity on the streets. It was a precious commodity and not to be wasted. But Stockholm looked to be a different animal altogether.

The chopper sank between the tall and clean buildings, sidling through the streets towards a sprawling complex visible through the gap in the dividing wall of Katarina’s shoulder.

It was a large dome of shining glass, steel and white concrete, with two cooling towers. One either side. The chopper circled them and aimed to set itself down on a helipad on top of a low slung square building behind the dome.

In the still morning air between the towers, the helicopter settled gently onto the landing pad and the pilot killed the engine. Before the rotors started to slow, Katarina had already cracked the door and jumped out. Aaro and Sorina exchanged a quick, nervous glance and the did the same. They followed Katarina’s powerful stride off the pad and down a stairwell into the building. The door was freshly painted blue and inside it was much the same. Clean white walls and waxed tiled floors. They walked the length of the bright corridor, the sounds of laughter filtering through the doors they passed. Katarina cast a quick look back and mouthed the word ‘breakfast’ to them, signalling what was transpiring beyond the closed doors.

People seemed happy there.

They kept moving and Sorina grabbed Aaro’s hand again, pressing herself against his shoulder as they walked. He felt her breathing quietly, reservedly. She was nervous, and so was he. They tried to keep pace but Katarina was a well-practised walker. She walked with purpose on long legs and covered ground effortlessly while Aaro and Sorina jostled along behind her, bags on shoulders. It seemed that the general and severe lack of motivation and morale that festered in Oslo was not to be found of Stockholm. Things seemed to be normal here. Or at least what normal was twenty years ago, where people didn’t just survive, but lived instead.

Thinking about that, Aaro didn’t realise that they’d closed ground on Katarina. She was waiting at the end of the corridor, hand on a door handle. She nodded as they drew up to her side and then pushed through.

A more familiar sight and smell greeted them as they found themselves inside the dome they’d seen from the chopper. Welders drowning in fountains of sparks. The smell of grease and oil. And the noise of sockets on bolts. The space was huge, like a hangar. The roof careened up overhead to a central circular sheet of glass in the centre. The solid concrete ceiling was grooved deeply with channels that moved away from the circular skylight and met the floor at the room’s edges, disappearing into the ground and continuing downwards in vertical tunnels that stretched on who knows how far.

The floor was flat and the space relatively empty except for all the workers, the heaps of wiring coiled randomly, the two large, articulated trucks against the far wall, and the one huge central construction sunk into a well in the floor almost ten meters down and fifteen across. Inside it was a bleak obelisk made from lead, stretching towards the ceiling. There were platforms around it loaded up with consoles and computers.

It wasn’t finished, but Aaro knew that he was looking at the reactor housing. The wiring on the floors was for where the control centre would go and the channels in the ceiling were… ‘Blast catchers?’ he said to no one in particular.

Katarina turned to him and half smiled. ‘What?’

‘The channels.’ He pointed at the ceiling. ‘To catch the blast and direct it down there.’ He moved his finger towards the dark tunnels in the corners.

‘Uh, I’m not sure, I didn’t design the place. But I guess that makes sense.’ She wrinkled her brow. The thought had never occurred to her obviously, but the notion that the designers of this nuclear plant were putting in failsafes and safeguards to do their best to nullify any nuclear explosion that may transpire was making her visibly queasy. She shook her head a little to shrug off the nausea and then inhaled deeply. ‘Right. Are you ready to meet the team?’

Aaro and Sorina exchanged another glance and nodded together. Katarina took off again at her normal pace and they followed.

She circled the central hub, abuzz with workers. Engineers assembled, welders welded, technicians were building the consoles, and foremen were gesturing to the next sections that needed work. The three of them weaved through the workers, seemingly oblivious to their presence and headed for the trucks, which, now that they got closer, it was easy to see weren’t normal.

They were hulking long-distance heavy-haulers. But not just that, they’d been outfitted to drive through hell and back.

The tires were thick and knobbled to tackle dicey terrain and there was a stout looking winch attached to the front bull bars in case they got stuck. Mounted in front of them were cow catchers that looked like they’d been lifted off a pair of freight trains. The windscreens were covered by interwoven steel mesh and the doors were lined with razor wire, the seams overlaid with steel plating so that it was all flush.

The top of the cab was outfitted with a rail that ran right around the edge, and mounted on it was a fifty calibre machine gun that would have been at home on the back of a military jeep, accessible via a sub-hatch on the roof, which also doubled as an alternate escape route if things got hairy at ground level, Aaro guessed. The trailer was modified to match. The sides were covered in razor wire and there was a huge steel box on top of them with two thick machine gun barrels, one set over the other, sticking out. The box was on a gyroscopic mount so that it could rotate freely and the undercarriage was coated smooth with steel sheeting. The fuel tanks were buried somewhere in the bowels of it all. 

Steel plates hung half over the tires and were hinged on hydraulic arms, ready to drop, cover the wheels, and the entire side of the truck in a moments notice.

The craftsmanship looked solid and Aaro couldn’t help but stare in awe at the two machines. You’ve got to build monsters to beat monsters, he thought.

He, Sorina, and Katarina all stopped to admire them. After a moment, Katarina spoke, reeling off the specs for Aaro’s approval. ‘Thirty-eight litre V8 diesels, supercharged and auto-clutched with sequential boxes — all lifted out of Swedish Troop Tanks and modified for purpose. Top speed of about sixty miles an hour, but they’ll do it over road, snow, sand, rocks or anything else.

‘The chassis are reinforced and armour plated. The hydraulic suspension is rigged to sink three hundred millimetres at the flick of a switch dropping these plates into place so at night you can hunker down without any worries at all. The wheels and undercarriage will be sealed off so it means nothing can get under there. Not that they could do any damage if they did.

‘The sides have been braced and lined with razor wire and the doors have all been overlaid with flush plating so there are no seams for anything to get their claws into. In emergencies, and to operate the cab-guns manually if necessary, there are ladders that unfold and drop down so you can get in and out via the hatch. There are hatches on top of the trailer, too. One into the turret, and another behind it, in case of emergencies.

‘The rear doors are bolt-locked like a vault, controlled only from the inside, and fold down to form ramps. You’ll need them once you get to Murmansk. I wouldn’t recommend opening them unless absolutely necessary.’

‘I wasn’t thinking to,’ Aaro muttered, looking at Sorina.

Katarina smiled briefly. ‘Inside the cab are the seats and living quarters for the two cab crew. There’s a hard line for communications but no direct internal access. In the back, you’ll find the same. In the front two-thirds are the living quarters — cots, kitchenette and a toilet, but not much else. At the back, separated by a lead-lined wall and hatch is the cargo bay. Both trucks are equipped with specialised hydraulic cranes that will keep the reactor core suspended and safe on the journey back.

‘Both trucks are identical. Two trucks, twice the chance of success.’ She held up two fingers. ‘Oh, and for good measure, that’s a remotely controlled belt-fed fifty calibre MG on the cab with ten thousand rounds of ammunition. Armour piercing of course. And that—’ she pointed to the pillbox atop the trailer ‘—is a dual-barrel eighty calibre anti-aircraft gun. Fires five-hundred thirty-millimetre shells a minute at forty-five hundred FPS.’

‘FPS?’ asked Sorina.

‘Feet per second. It can take out a plane, or a chopper, or a tank without breaking a sweat. So it should do just fine with flesh and bone. No matter how tough those things think they are.’ She laughed, but neither Aaro or Sorina shared the sentiment. She cleared her throat and nodded seriously instead. ‘You know, just for peace of mind. Twenty-five thousand rounds, case fed on two-thousand round belts. Should be more than enough to get you there and back. And then some.’

Aaro scoffed. ‘I should hope so. If it’s not, I want more money.’

She chuckled for his benefit, her lips not parting. They both knew he was serious. That was an obscene amount of firepower.

‘Prepare for the worst. Hope for the best,’ Sorina whispered to Aaro, taking his hand in hers again and clasped tightly.

He squeezed back, swallowed and then nodded to her as much as himself.

Katarina threw her hands to her hips and sighed. She dipped her head towards the trucks and started walking. ‘Come on then, let’s meet them.’

Aaro and Sorina said nothing, but followed just the same. They broadsided the truck and came around the back end. There, spread across the floor was a makeshift mechanic’s shop with tools and gear strewn about, and a number of bodies in between. Some were chatting, others working. A small group was huddled over a fold-out table and were pointing at a large map of Scandinavia, tracing their fingers across it.

Katarina cleared her throat and everyone stopped and eventually looked up.

‘Team,’ she said brightly. ‘These are the last editions. Aaro Emmerson, and Sorina Strand. The Engineer, and the Welder.’ She said it abruptly, as if it was an order for them to be accepted rather than an introduction.

As such, no one ran forward to greet them. They stood like nervous kids on the first day of school. The stooped forms around the map stood, two men and two women, and shifted their weight, inspecting the new arrivals with curiosity, and a hint of what Aaro detected might have been disdain. He knew that their arrival came about as a result of grave circumstances. A mission like this was planned months, or even years in advance, and in the eleventh hour, one of their crew members had suddenly died in a freak accident. And to make matters worse, in order to make space for Sorina, one of their welders had to be kicked off the team.

It was no wonder they looked so sour. They were probably all best friends. And then, suddenly, out of the blue, two new faces show up and they have to accept the reality that their friends aren’t coming back. That Aaro and Sorina are going to get to reap the benefits that rightly belonged to the people whose places they’d all but stolen.

An older guy in his mid-fifties with a lined face and receding hairline, who looked to be ex-military by the way he carried himself, spoke first. He huffed and curled his lip at them derisively. ‘This is who you bring us? No way he can do what Bear did. Look at him, he’s…’ The guy shook a limp wrist at Aaro when he couldn’t find the right word to insult him with.

He assumed Bear was the engineer who died, but before he could retort in any way, the guy continued. ‘And her?' he did the same wrist swing at Sorina. ‘You gave Hendriks the axe for her? Kat, this has gotta be some kind of joke right? We hand-picked this team over the course of eighteen months,’ he said, chopping into his palm with his other hand. ‘I didn’t realise we were down to scraping the bottom of the barrel. Fuck.’ He shrugged and sneered. ‘I’m just glad they’re not on my truck.'

Aaro stood fast but Sorina moved behind him a little, crushing his hand a little harder now. He heard her draw a sharp breath, trying to stay stoic. But it was a hard truth to hear, and an even worse way to hear it.

Aaro had let her believe that they’d both been requested. But now she’d put two and two together and definitely make four.

Aaro’s teeth ground as he watched the soldier look them up and down. Then, another voice chimed in. The second guy had the same ex-military air to him, but was a little younger and had a mass of black hair tied back in a ponytail and a two-week beard hiding his weathered face. He spoke with a gruff voice, undressing Sorina with his eyes as he did. ‘Hey, I’m not complaining. Her ass is a hell of a lot nicer than Hendricks’,’ he snorted.

A few of them laughed. Most just looked a little tired of his jokes.

Katarina started without warning, her voice like ice. ‘Shut it, Ek. There’ll be no more of that. You wanna treat people like shit, you sure as hell don’t do it on my dime. Same goes for you Berg,’ she said, looking at the first soldier with the thinning hair. ‘I know you and Bear were close but he’s gone now and it is what it is. And, as for Hendriks… If I thought that he couldn’t be replaced, I wouldn’t have replaced him. That goes for all of you. You aren’t happy about something, tell me right now and you can go back to slinging goat shit at the farms for all I care. No one is indispensable. Especially not you two. There are a thousand guys in your profession who’d kill for an opportunity like this. Team cohesion is the number one priority. You’ve gotta look out for each other out there or none of you will survive. Work together. Live together. Succeed together. Got it?’

Berg and Ek nodded balefully, grumbling in agreement, but as soon as Kat looked away, Ek winked at Sorina. Aaro’s fists curled automatically. Ek clocked it instantly and his mouth spread into a wide, sly smile. He stepped forward a little as people started to go back about their business. ‘Oh, she’s yours is she?’ he said wryly when he was close enough not to be heard by anyone else. Katarina had been called over by someone and now it was just Aaro, Sorina, and Ek.

‘As far as you’re concerned, yeah. She is,’ Aaro said, stepping closer to the guy. He could smell gun grease coming off him in waves.

Ek was taller than Aaro. Broader, older, and stronger too, without a doubt. As well as trained. He’d be hard to take in a straight brawl.

Aaro’s eyes flitted to a spanner he could see on a nearby toolbox but it was out of reach. If this was going to end in a fight, it’d be the old fashioned way.

‘I don’t like you,’ Ek said coldly. ‘I don’t have to know you to know that. You’re robbing the grave of one friend and screwing another out of a serious paycheck. I don’t like the way you got on this team and I don’t like your face.’ He was nose to nose with Aaro now. ‘But her?’ He cast a lurid eye at Sorina. ‘Her I could get to like.’

Aaro was trying to move his hand but Sorina was still holding onto it. He wished she would let him go so he could floor the sonofabitch, but she wouldn’t. It was probably the smart play. They’d barely arrived. Maybe punching someone wasn’t the best way to go.

‘You don’t have to like me,’ he whispered, letting himself smile. There were other ways to land a blow. ‘All you have to do is protect me.'

He sneered. ‘And why would I do that? Why would I risk my hide for yours?’

‘Because that’s what you do, right? You’re ex-military, and you don’t look like you could spell the word engineer, let alone build or fix anything — and with those fat sausages for fingers, you’d never fit into a pair of welders’ gloves. So that leaves two options. Gunner, or spotter. And you look far too much like you enjoy strangling kittens to be a spotter. So that leaves gunner.’

Ek’s eyes were burning.

‘In other words,’ Aaro went on. ‘You do your fucking job, I’ll do mine, and we won’t have to speak to each other otherwise. Because the thing is, if you get your throat ripped out by a Vara, I can climb up on a gun and start firing. But if you somehow let me get killed by one, then you’re gonna be shit out of luck when it comes to dismantling a core — unless you know how to disassemble a nuclear fusion reactor without, you know, making it explode?’ Aaro raised his eyebrows and waited for a reply.

Ek clenched his jaw and said nothing.

‘So back the fuck off,’ Aaro whispered. ‘Because if I walk, they’ll have a hell of a job replacing me, but if you throw a tantrum and say it’s you or me, well, Kat has already said that you’re easily replaceable. In fact, it would probably be better for me — save me standing here and breathing in your second-hand dog breath. Seriously, do you spend all your time slopping down rotten fucking garbage, or just most of the time?’

Aaro finished and waited, seeing whether he’d take the bait. Whether he’d swing for him. It was maybe a little direct, but either Ek would back off and his point would be made, or Ek would throw a punch, Aaro would go down and Ek would get kicked off the team. It was win-win. Neither of those things happened, though. As Ek stood there, seething, fishing for words in his limited vocabulary that just weren’t there, searching for a comeback he didn’t have the intelligence to articulate, a woman appeared. She was short and petite, but she wedged her way between them and with her back to Aaro, pushed Ek away.

‘Move it,’ she said forcefully, shoving Ek in the chest. ‘We all miss Bear but this will accomplish nothing. Go play house with your friends over there,’ she nodded to another guy with a close-shaved head in his mid-forties sporting same ex-soldier look, who Aaro now noticed was watching them intensely, just in case his pal needed backing up. Aaro guessed that the guy was Ek’s spotter.

The woman locked eyes with Ek and barged him backwards until he tore his eyes from Aaro and turned, slinking away towards the other guy, who’d lifted his chin as if to ask what had happened.

The woman sighed and turned to Aaro, shaking her head slowly. ‘Well, you sure as hell know how to make an entrance.’ She was definitely more upbeat than Ek. ‘I’m Alva. It’s good to meet you, even under these circumstances.’ She extended a hand to Aaro and then Sorina who had now moved back to Aaro’s side. They both shook it. ‘Aaro and Sorina, right?’ She asked happily.

‘Yeah,’ they said in unison.

‘Awh, well, welcome, I guess.’ She seemed genuine. ‘It’s a shame about Bear, everyone liked him, but if it’s any consolation, Hendricks was even more of a prick than Ek, so don’t feel too broken up about it. It’s great to have you guys on board. Everyone was worried that we’d have to scrap the mission altogether. But luckily enough, here you are.’ She hugged them both, which they found odd, but a little comforting too. It’s not something that happened in the pit of despair that was Oslo — things were obviously a little different here.

‘Alva, what do you do? You don’t strike me as a gunner or spotter,’ Sorina said with a smile. ‘Are you a welder, too?’

‘I am a spotter, actually. In the cab though. I navigate and keep an eye out for anything we should avoid. There’s a lot of wilderness between here and Murmansk, a lot of rough terrain and a lot of I-don’t-know-what. The roads are all overgrown and littered with cars. We’ll need to change our plans on the fly, and I guess that falls to me.’

‘So who’s the driver?’

She looked at a man now bent over the table once more. He had kind eyes, a short muss of black hair, and waved when they looked his way. ‘That’s my husband, Robin. He used to be a truck driver back when things were normal. We live in a small apartment out near the sewage plant. This is a perfect opportunity for us to change that. When Katarina knocked on our door, it was a Godsend. He’s been driving a trash truck for the last seven years and I’ve been a school teacher. We fit the profiles and we don’t mind being in close quarters for days on end. It’s perfect. We can’t wait to get back and start our new life. As Katarina said, we’ve got nothing to lose, and everything to gain.’ She beamed at them.

Aaro couldn’t help but laugh a little. ‘She got you with that line too huh?’

Alva smirked and looked over the ragtag group. ‘I think she got everyone with that line.’
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Every thread and article was an anchor in itself. They were swept up in the stampede of water, dragging him down into the dark and icy depths.

Every kick and clawing, pulling stroke was laboured and slow. The car hit the surface and started filling, the water rushing in.

Aaro panicked and gasped against the cold, his body shuddering violently, hands scrabbling at the door. He tried to haul himself out of the car through the open window he was still pinned to the seat.

He fought against his seat belt, wrestling with the latch which seemed hellbent on staying locked. The safety feature supposed to save his life was about to drown him. The straps tightened and cut into his stomach and chest, forcing his lungs to empty and stay that way. A quarter breath was all he could manage before the water engulfed his face, stinging his eyes and nose as it did, sloshing up his nostrils and choking him. The car sagged on the passenger side and rolled sideways under the surface. As the weak sunlight hit the undercarriage, the cabin fell totally dark. Aaro continued to fight as the car slowly tumbled through the water.

The pressure squeezed at his ears and threatened to collapse them.

His fingers were numb, his legs felt like lumps of stone, and his heart ached as it drew futily on the remaining oxygen in his lungs. His brain tried desperately to fail, willing him to take a breath as it pulled all the warm blood from his extremities back to his organs.

The car turned over again and hit something hard, the dull report echoing back in the murky water.

Maybe ten meters below the surface, in perfect darkness, the car levelled on the silty riverbed, settling on its roof. Aaro fumbled for the belt. It was as though he had no fingers at all. He writhed and felt bubbles trickle over his chin through his gritted teeth. His foot struck the dashboard and the dull thud died in the blackness. A wave of sudden excitement rippled through him as the kick pushed him back into the sponge and the belt slackened for a second. The automatic tightening gave and the buckle came free in his hand. He screamed with joy and the last of the air in his lungs sailed upwards between his knees, pocketing in the footwell. He was still upside down in the dark and under a river of water, but he was free.

Adrenaline alone fuelled his escape as he twisted his way to the window and thrust himself out. He righted and planted his feet in the loose weed and stone, feeling the cold wash of the current as he did.

With all of his remaining strength, he pushed off, springing upwards. His lungs howled. His blood roared in his ears.

He clamped his thumb and finger to his nose and blew hard to equalise the pressure. There was barely enough breath to do it.

He counted in his head, making his brain focus on something. Kick, kick, blow. Kick, kick, blow. He’d dived before and the safety briefing was unequivocal. Don’t ascend too quickly. You can burst your eardrums that way. Don’t focus on the distance and don’t think about the surface. It will come when it comes. Just focus on your ears and on your legs. Kick, kick, blow.

His clothes tugged at him, turning strong strokes into weak flailing ones. He could feel the force of the water pushing him down river now, too.

His chest felt shut. Collapsed and crushed by the lack of oxygen.

His vision had blurred and darkened, his eyes burning in his head.

He closed his eyes, feeling less strength in his muscles with each passing second. Come on. Kick. Kick. Blow. Kick. Kick. He couldn’t any more. He let go of his nose and started to claw frantically at the endless water. He wanted desperately to catch something solid, to pull himself towards the surface but there was nothing, just his feeble doggy paddle. He didn’t even know if he was travelling upwards anymore. He felt like he was sinking. He felt like something was dragging him back down, like the devil had reached up and grabbed his ankle, like escaping the car was just a mistake on the reaper’s part and he was never even meant to even get this far.

It didn’t matter anyway. He couldn’t swim any more. He had to breathe. He had to suck something into his lungs. He opened his mouth and it filled with water. It slammed against the back of his throat and he wretched. His stomach twisted and folded and his lungs convulsed and seized in his chest, squeezing against his ribcage, his diaphragm spasming against them. This was it. This was drowning.

He accepted it. He wanted it. The pain was too much.

And then he broke the surface. His entire body inflated with air and it was like being born. His ears stopped ringing and the light returned. He gasped and gasped again, still swimming and fighting, taking water in his mouth with every manic jerk of his limbs.

He looked around, water lashing his face. He’d drifted no more than twenty meters from the bridge. The river was slow moving. But, it was still deep and wide and cold enough to kill him. He needed to get out, and fast.

He saw the closest bank and scissored his legs, propelling himself overarm towards it. With a shivering lurch, he reached for a boulder and hugged it for dear life, its slippery, alga covered surface slick under his blue fingers, digging into the cuts on his midriff, pressing the soaked bandages into the raw skin there. His legs drifted behind in the current, his body half submerged as he caught what he could of his breath. His jeans billowed gently under the surface and the first gust of wind chill hit him.

From the panic, the adrenaline and the exertion, his heart was thundering inside him. He could feel it in his cheeks, his eyes, his tongue. The sound of rushing blood drummed in his skull and forced everything else out. Droplets ran down his forehead, merging with tears. He clung to the boulder, his mind not seeming to function. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t feel. He wasn’t sure whether he was glad, or horrified that he’d once again survived when he shouldn’t have. It seemed to keep happening. He didn’t know why he couldn’t just die.

An explosion erupted behind him on the bridge and his brain sputtered to life. He remembered what was going on now. How he’d gotten there.

He was still alive, but for how long he couldn’t say. Unprotected and alone out there in the wilderness — if hypothermia didn’t kill him, there were always the monsters.

With another full-body shiver, he pulled his legs up and scrambled out of the water, leaving black trails of water on the stone.

The banks up from the river were steep but they were his only option. It was nearing the middle of the day and the temperature had already levelled off. It wouldn’t get any warmer.

The stiff wind whisked away the last semblances of body heat and made the decision for him. There was no way he could stay out in the open like this. Another few hours and the temperature would start to plunge. He’d never dry off in the open air and eventually, he’d slip into hypothermia. If he slept, he knew he’d never wake up. He shook the drips from his hands, clenched them to try to get the blood moving, and then wrung out the bottom of his shirt. His socks squelched inside his shoes as he started the ascent. He took a striding bound up the hill and latched onto a tree branch, pulling himself upwards with all the strength he had left.

It was a slog, made only more difficult by his stiff muscles and heavy clothes. His jointed creaked.

Great plumes of steam erupted from his nose and mouth with each heave. Branches bent and snapped under his weight as he crawled higher, until eventually, gasping for breath, he crested the bank, black with mud.

He squinted through the dim woodland neighbouring the road and tried to make out what was happening on the bridge through the unsettling blur that had clouded his vision. He was shivering so violently he couldn’t see straight.

Things had fallen eerily silent now. The vehicles on his side of the bridge had dispersed and raced off where the highway was wide enough, but the crush of cars on the bridge had formed their own blockade and now lay still. As he approached between the trees, clutching at his aching chest and rubbing his arms, he could make out open doors and unmanned military jeeps.

He slid down into the drainage ditch in a cascade of stones and leaves and then scrambled up onto the road, pausing and looking around, suddenly feeling very exposed. The silence was absolute. Not even the birds were singing.

Nothing was moving on the bridge. There were no people running. There were no soldiers screaming. No guns firing. There were no monsters feasting, or skulking, or hunting. There was nothing.

As he eased closer, the only things moving were the idling engines of the abandoned cars and the smoking remnants of a military jeep halfway down the bridge. The entire cab was exploded and warped from the inside. The door pillars were bent out like the teeth of a venus flytrap. Aaro swallowed but the lump in his throat was too big to move. Someone in that jeep had pulled the pin on a grenade and then either not thrown it or dropped it. Whoever was inside at the time —  or whatever was inside — wasn’t inside anymore. They were strewn all across the bridge.

Aaro shivered again and forced himself forward, measuring his steps and picking his way between the shards of glass littered across the tarmac.

The closest car was an abandoned hatchback. The engine had stalled but the door’s warning chime was still dinging incessantly. Aaro got closer and stole a glance through the window, expecting the worst, but it was empty. He exhaled in relief and skirted it, jumping into the driver’s seat. He pulled the door closed as quietly as he could and locked it, just to be sure. He didn’t think it would make any difference, but it made him feel a little better.

He looked around the cabin for anything dry. His hair was still wet and every second or two he had to sniff back his running nose. The car was pretty much cleaned out but across the back seat was an old blanket. He shed his shirt and snatched it up, throwing it around his shoulders. It was musty and dog fur flew around his head as he shouldered it, but it was warm and it was dry.

He cowered in the seat, doubled over, rubbing his shuddering ribs, willing his diaphragm to cooperate. He tried the ignition but it wouldn’t turn over. It just fired uselessly. He would have done anything for a heater to be blasting. His survival instinct took over as he glanced at the rearview, spying a lot of cars with open doors. His mind was made up and he was already on the road again, squelching his was towards a minivan with the side door open. He climbed in and let himself smile. There under the back seats was a black duffle bag. He hauled it out tore it open, almost breaking down when he saw the pile of men’s clothes inside. He wiped his cheeks and rummaged through them. Jeans, socks, underwear, jumpers, a jacket and even gloves.

He ransacked the contents until the harsh reality came bounding home once more. Under the opposite seat was a small pink suitcase. A little girl’s, no doubt. He paused and looked at it, only now wondering at the fate of the family that surely ran, or were torn, from this minivan. He hadn’t seen any bodies, but did they eat where they killed, or did they simply drag their prey off to devour them?

He hadn’t seen any creatures either. If he had, he sure as hell wouldn’t have ran onto the bridge. At that thought he picked his head up and panned around the windows, looking in every direction, the paranoia dumping more adrenaline into his system. He climbed in, pulled the door shut and changed into jeans, a thick knitted sweater and jacket. He towelled his hair off with a spare t-shirt and tossed the remains back into the bag. He wiggled his freshly socked toes and checked for keys in the ignition. There were none. He snatched up his sodden boots, checked again for the keys, knowing they weren’t there, and slid back out onto the bridge.

Now, a little warmer, and in dry clothes, he realised how biting the wind was. The asphalt was sharp through his socks and his shoes dripped as he carried them along. He could still hear the sound of an idling engine on the breeze, but its whereabouts were a mystery in the throng of cars were piled on the bridge. Aaro came to a blockade in the road and tossed his shoes over the two nose-to-nose cars that formed the barrier. They bounced with a dull thud somewhere on the other side and he turned, sliding sideways over the bonnet of one of them, swinging his legs over. He dropped on to the roadway and looked around. One of his boots was there but the other must have bounced on impact. He cursed under his breath and knelt, looking for it.

He needed to find a running car to use the footwell heaters to dry them. Without his boots, he’d be totally stranded. There was no way he could make his way to Oslo shoeless, that was for certain. And he didn’t like his chances of finding a new pair of size tens somewhere in this mess.

He grumbled and turned around, scanning the dark spaces under the nearby cars. It took a while but eventually, he spotted a lace sticking out from behind the wheel of a nearby sedan. He crawled towards it and slunk lower to the ground, pressing his chest to the floor.

The asphalt dug into his stomach, pressing on the still fresh wounds as he crawled forward to reach it. The underside of the car was still hot. He could feel it on the back of his neck as he crept under the wheel arch. His fingers stretched out and found the heel. He afforded himself a thin smile and pulled it to his chest.

He started to turn around, but as he did, his blood ran cold. There was a quiet squeak of springs, a breath as the shocks compressed. The car jostled a little above him, rolling backwards and forwards as something moved around inside. He could feel the weight of it pressing down and then it relieving. Whatever was skulking around moved to the passenger side and paused. He stayed deathly still, lying face down, torso hidden beneath the car, legs and feet exposed behind. Very exposed.

He closed his eyes and stayed motionless, trying to breathe away the intense feeling of blood in his temples. It was like the blood was flowing up, and refused to come down. He could taste it.

The car above fell quiet for a moment and Aaro risked an inch. He tried to rationalise it. It could just be another survivor. Someone holed up and hiding in their car. Someone like him. Someone who was terrified and waiting for the horror to subside. For all he knew, they were scared and thinking that a monster was crawling around under their car, and they were just moving around, daring to get a look at its back from the window.

The notion made his heart slow a little, but it was instantly undone as the chilling scrape of claws on glass filtered down to him.

There was a low growling hiss and then the delicate creak of a car door being pushed open. Aaro racked his brain, hoping to God he hadn’t done something as stupid as crawl under an open door. No, it was shut. He was sure of it. His throat went dry as the car tilted above him. He had his face pressed to the ground and the dust from the road and the undercarriage stung his eyes. He could feel the wheel arch touching his shoulder as the weight moved right over the top of him.

He was wrong. Shit. He was wrong. He must not have noticed and the door must have been ajar. He was stupid— cold and not thinking straight, not cautious enough — and now it would cost him his life. There was nowhere to go. The monster would slither from the car right by his feet and it would drag him by the ankles into the open and tear him to shreds.

He screwed his eyes up and blinked them open and found his vision blurred through tears. In the darkness under the car, he saw Emilie. She smiled at him, lying with her nose to his, her arms folded under her chin. She wrinkled her brow at him and twisted her lip, pained to see him cry.

‘Don’t worry, baby,’ she whispered, edging closer. ‘We’ll be together soon. Just let it happen. Come to me. Let’s be together again. Aaro, I miss you. Come to me.’

Aaro slammed his eyes shut and pressed his face into the ground until it hurt. He sobbed into the dirt as the door groaned open and the car rebounded on the springs, finally free of the weight.

Whatever was inside wasn’t anymore.

Aaro sobbed.

This was it.




SEVENTEEN

PLAYING GOD

2082 AD

His rise to fame was as steep and meteoric as the launch of the Argus shuttle itself.

The name had become popular and synonymous with the project in its entirety, so it seemed only natural to name the shuttle that too. It had blasted off from Cape Canaveral almost twelve years ago now, but since then, the Argus, while carrying the specimens, had travelled out to the GSC Space Station — a gigantic structure in orbit around the moon. This station, the GSCSS, or ‘G-Sess’, as everyone took to calling it, was the launch pad and development station for all the major missions in the last thirty years. The first manned mission to Mars. The rovers on Titan. The ‘Eyes’ —  gigantic spheres fitted with hundreds of telescopes and cameras jettisoned into space without the need for propulsion, spreading out into the vast emptiness, seeing, and subsequently documenting the universe for us. It was how we spotted Orsus for what it was.

The Argus had docked with the G-Sess where the engineers had been working on an experimental nuclear fusion propulsion engine. Building it on earth was totally out of the question. It was basically a gigantic bomb, and if it went off before or during the launch, it would have been responsible for more fallout than the Planetary Nuclear War had, in its entirety, more than forty years before. But in space, without the constructs of gravity and the other forces detrimental to on-earth engineering projects, they could dream big, and they did.

The Saturn V rocket, the one that put man on the moon, had seven million pounds of thrust — and when compared with the measly seventy thousand produced by an engine fitted to the Boeing 747 passenger planes —  some the most famous of the fixed-wing aircraft of the early twenty-first century — that might seem like a lot. This new fission engine, however, produced forty-six million. It would accelerate the shuttle to near light speed, completing the journey in just eighteen years. It was a phenomenal feat of engineering. And now, more than a decade after the launch, the shuttle was out of range.

They knew this would happen. It was simply too far away to contact any more. The ship was programmed for the approach and landing, and the automated systems should do their job from there on out. The shuttle would release the landing pod which would touch down on the surface of Orsus while the rocket orbited. Sensors in the specimens’ rigs would notify the shuttle when they returned and food scent would draw them back into their cryo pods. The automated systems would re-engage, the organic-rovers would be flash-frozen, and the landing pod would return to the shuttle, ready to make the return trip. After approximately twelve years of no contact, the ship would come back in range and begin transmitting the data to Earth again. That was estimated in the year 2093. By that time, Gertlinger would be seventy-four. He hated that prospect.

He was sixty-two now, and that frightened him enough — he was certainly feeling the wear of the years. Life expectancy was well over a hundred for someone in his financial position. And perhaps even a hundred and twenty was within reach, if he played his cards right. But it was still hit or miss whether he would live to see his creations return to earth. If they returned at all. Nothing was certain.

So, as he sat, once more in front of a live studio audience, on some mind-numbing chat show only marginally less awful than the last, his mind was in three places, and three times, all at once. He was perched on a leather armchair, facing a young woman, no more than mid-thirties, with dark skin and curly hair. Her name was Eleanor and she was merely a newer version of Tammy. He was there to discuss the next steps of the mission now that the ship was out of transmission range. That was the first time — the now. That’s where his body was.

The second time that he found himself in was the moment that was displayed on the screen behind him, enlarged for the audience, and the world to see. The launch of the Argus, twelve years ago. They’d already replayed his now world-famous speech — the one given outside the GSC lab in Washington DC and now it was showing the launch from Cape Canaveral. He sat with his head craned and twisted, eyes focused on the screen. This was the second time that he was in at that moment, the time that his eyes saw.

And the third time, where his mind was, was all the time in between. Watching his speech played back had invoked a little pride, but mostly pain. He remembered that day, as he did with most things, quite vividly. After the silence befell the crowd and he finished his speech, Angela had rushed forward and placed her hand on his back. She leaned around him with her PR smile and spoke words of thanks and encouragement into the mic. Gertlinger had been so wired that the only thing he heard was his heart in his ears. Her words had been numb and distant. Applause started slowly in the crowd and then built to a deafening crescendo as she spirited him away from the podium. Now in her embrace, he felt himself settle, and with her arm still around him, she whispered into his ear, almost playfully.

‘I think you just put me out of a job,’ she laughed, squeezing him tighter with her arm.

McPherson gave them a thumbs up as they passed, and then they were off the stage and into the building. She loosened her grip on his waist and he walked under his own steam across the lobby. Their footsteps clinked in unison as they paced the wide marble tiled floor towards the bank of elevators. She pushed the call button and they both stopped. He wanted to ask why she was spiriting him away, and where they were going, but his mouth had gone dry and his ears were still ringing from the speech.

They both stepped into the elevator in silence and waited patiently for the door to close. When it did, Angela Perrott sighed and unbuttoned her blazer, sucking in a deep lungful of air. He half expected a dressing down for straying off the script, for risking the entire public relations campaign that they were running — but it was just the opposite in fact.

She picked her head up and stared at Gertlinger with something he’d hoped to see but never expected to.

Lust.

Their relationship had been platonic, professional, and even wooden at times — but now, instantly, it was something vastly different.

‘You were amazing,’ she said, near breathless. ‘I never expected it from you.’

She hit the B2 button and the box began to trundle down towards the underground car park.

‘Neither did I,’ Gertlinger replied shakily.

Angela blushed a little and looked him in the eye. ‘I don’t quite know how to say this, but I feel like I’m seeing you in a different light all of a sudden. I’ve always thought of you as brilliant, but now… There’s something more.’ She swallowed and looked down. ‘Doctor, I—’

‘Call me Florian,’ he said quietly, trying to breathe. Forcing himself to.  His heart had kicked back into overdrive again.

‘Florian,’ she said, her cheeks flushing even more. ‘I always try to keep my work life and my personal life separate. But since I only have a work-life, it doesn’t leave much room for the personal… And there hasn’t been anyone who… I mean, I haven’t with anyone for a long time, but… seeing you up there, talking like you were, there was just something so real about it, so heartfelt, so raw. I was impressed. And that doesn’t often happen. But more than that, I was moved by it. I’ve always felt that… I mean…  It…’ She shook her head and looked away bashfully. ‘Shit, sorry. Look at me. I’m rambling. I just don’t want this to come out wrong, or jeopardise our working relationship, or—’

‘Angela.’ Gertlinger cut her off. ‘Now you are rambling.'

She smiled at him and he smiled back at her.

‘I just don’t want you to think less of me when I say this. I’ve never been good at the whole should we shouldn’t we, does he doesn’t he… thing.’

He drew a sharp breath, trying to keep up with her rapid mumbling. ‘Angela.’

She paused for only a second before she came out with it. ‘I want you, Florian. And I want you now.’

Gertlinger swallowed and met her gaze. There was a silence between them as the elevator stopped and the doors opened onto the parking garage. The cool air of the basement level circled slowly around them as she kept her eyes locked on his. He was still stunned. He’d hoped she would say those words for so long, and after her strange rambling, he’d even sort of half expected it, but to hear it out loud was still utterly stupefying.

After a minute, the doors began to close and Gertlinger automatically reached across the threshold to keep them open, still searching for the correct response to Angela’s statement.

He couldn’t find one, but he didn’t need to.

As per usual, she had all the words. ‘That wasn’t too forward, was it? I like to be honest and I like to get what I want. There’s no point deluding ourselves, is there? You want me, too, don’t you?’

‘N-No, there’s not — any point deluding ourselves, that is,’ Gertlinger stammered. ‘And no, you weren’t too forward. The perfect amount, I’d say.’ He cleared his throat and tried to rid it of the quiver that was giving his nerves away.

Angela smiled her big, seductive, disarming smile and stepped a little closer to him. ‘Good, then you won’t mind me telling you that I’m very turned on right now.’

Gertlinger swallowed hard, shaking his head. ‘No, I don’t mind.’

‘There’s just something about a man who can stand in front of a crowd like that and turn them…’ Angela stepped even closer. His breathing tightened as the smell of her perfume encircled him. She gently swung her hair off her face and reached. Her fingers delicately ran up the front of his shirt and over his chest, lingering at his collar as she caressed his neck. He shivered under her touch.

‘We can go whenever you’re ready,’ she whispered after a second, noting his hands stiffly at his sides, realising that his apparent lack of reciprocation wasn’t down to anything other than plain inexperience.

Under her direction, they came face to face and she gently pressed her lips to his. They were soft, delicate. She kissed him gently, as though he were about to shatter. He felt like he was.

She dictated the pace and they started tentatively, Gertlinger still floating in a state of blissful languor. He’d expected, at any moment, to wake up and still be faced with the podium and an angry mob after having collapsed in front of it in a puddle of anxiety. That all of this would be a dream. But it wasn’t, and he found himself growing more relaxed, more excited. His experiences with women had been fleeting, rare, and above all else, mundane. He wasn’t all that interested in them, and they were less interested in him. But now, Angela was here, with him, fulfilling the fantasy that he’d harboured for what seemed like forever.

She pushed him against the wall, blind with fervour, and rolled her tongue against his. He felt her body against his chest and his hands traced eagerly along her back down her thighs. Her figure felt slight under his hands, the hands of an unfledged man.

There wasn’t much love in his life — there never had been. He’d slept with only a small handful of women and had never married or settled down. A woman like this, a woman like Angela — beautiful, intelligent, accomplished — she was a mirage to him. A perceived oasis in the sexual desert of his life. One that didn’t exist

A thought crossed his mind, then. What would she think of him? She would want to see washboard abs and the performance of a stallion, not soft fleshy bulges and a ten-second mile. He felt nervous again as her hands ran over his stomach and settled at his belt. His fears reared up and nausea hit. But then, as her hands settled there, not hurried or expectant, his fears seemed to slip away as quickly as they’d come. His hands moved down and curled around her thighs. She breathed softly into his collar as his fingers explored her curves.

He smiled to himself, genuinely happy for the first time in a very long time. There was his work. There was always his work. But he’d always dreamed of more. And now that it was suddenly within reach, he knew that he never wanted to let it go. Let her go. She was it for him, and he wanted to tell her that. He wanted to say it with every shred of man that he was, and even then he knew that it wouldn’t be enough to really convey just how he felt.

She pulled away from him and took his hand. ‘Come on,’ she said, leading him out of the lift. She walked quickly across the parking lot, pulling him along behind her. She reached into her inside breast pocket and pulled out a small black fob. She clicked it and the lights on a black GSC town car blipped in the corner. She amended her heading and moved towards it. The car was long — practically a limo, with a spacious back seat, a cabin divide and blacked out windows. She tore the door open and it swung wide, bouncing off the stop. She shed her jacket and hurled it into the car. With a coy smirk, she grabbed Florian by the tie and pulled him into the back seat. She locked the doors and then set about getting undressed—

‘Doctor Gertlinger?’

‘Angela?’ he replied absently, still deep in the memory of that first triste.

‘No, it’s Eleanor…’ came an alien voice from outside of the fantasy.

Like the lash of a whip, he was back in the room, in front of the huge studio audience, face to face with Eleanor, the chat show host. The movie had finished on the big screen and she was staring at him, eager to start the interview.

He was just glad he had his legs already crossed, because he was still far too immersed in the memory than was appropriate for a live television audience.

Gertlinger cleared his throat and forced himself to acclimate, smiling broadly, like Angela had taught him so long ago.

Eleanor spoke again. ‘So, Doctor, tell us what we can expect over the next few years?’

Gertlinger feigned laughter. ‘Well, the short answer is… nothing. You see, now that the ship has passed out of range, we can merely trust that the onboard computers do their job.’ He made sure to use the word “trust” not “hope”, as he’d been instructed. ‘Every simulation we’ve run has been successful and all the onboard readings were perfect at the time of transmission loss. So things are looking good. We won’t know of course for almost thirteen years, but it’s all fingers crossed.’ He held his hands up and showed them off to the crowd. People laughed.

The exchange continued as Eleanor asked Gertlinger questions that did nothing but make him and the GSC look good. It was a welcomed change from being on with Tamara a decade ago now, when she’d tried in vain to make him look like a brute.

The rest of the interview went by in a blur and then Gertlinger was nodding and smiling to the applause of the audience, a guy next to camera one with a headset on nodding and counting them out. The theme music to signify the show’s end played and Eleanor thanked him one last time for his presence.

The evening sun was low and orange in the sky as Gertlinger emerged back onto the street outside the studios. On autopilot, he pulled out his phone and dialled a number. It rang four times and then Angela answered.

‘What is it, Florian?’ she sighed.

‘I was just thinking about you, and—’

She cut him off. ‘You know you shouldn’t be calling. And especially not to say things like that.’ Her voice stung his ears, but he thought he could hear a sadness there, too. Distantly. Deeply. Faintly.

‘I know, I’m sorry. Where are you?’ he asked dejectedly.

‘I’m working.’

‘I know, but where?’ He was almost pleading. ‘I want to see you. I want to see him, I want to see Max.’

There was silence for what seemed like an age. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ she said, quietly, as though she was cupping her hand over the phone and muttering so that someone wouldn’t overhear her.

‘Not a good idea? I have a right to see him.’

‘I know you do, but I’m working nonstop and I can’t just drop everything the second you call. You know that, Florian.’

‘I know… I know. But I’m happy to come to you. Where are you? Just tell me where.’

More silence. She took a breath. ‘Berlin.’

Gertlinger smiled, feeling his throat ache, his eyes burn. ‘I’m flying into Geneva tomorrow. I can change my flight and connect through Berlin.’

‘You can’t just call me up out of the blue like this and demand—’

‘I’m not demanding anything,’ Gertlinger snapped. ‘I know you won custody, but he’s as much my son as he is yours. You can’t stop him seeing his father. I’ll text you the flight schedule when I know it.’

She sighed. They were both too tired to argue anymore. ‘Okay.’

‘And Angela?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I miss you.’

The words hung in the air and a moment of stillness settled on the line. And then she jerked the noose tight.

‘Goodbye Florian,’ she said flatly.

And then she hung up.




EIGHTEEN

THE VEIL

2122 AD

‘Jesus, Aaro — it’s palatial,’ Sorina laughed, rolling across the bed.

The plush white duvet enveloped her almost entirely as she settled in the middle, looking up at the bright moulded ceiling above.

Aaro smiled and chuckled a little as he twisted the cork out of a champagne bottle on the other side of the room. It popped loudly and surprised him. He hadn’t opened a sealed bottle in over a decade. The gold-foiled container sat neck deep in a sterling silver bucket of ice, on top of a chrome tray that had been placed in their room. A card was folded and stood next to it. The words “Good Luck!” were written in a fancy scrawl.

‘It should be. Could be our last ever night in a bed — I’m glad they’re treating us.’ Aaro examined the cork, sucked on the sodden end, and then cast it aside, aiming for a wastebasket. He missed.

‘Don’t say things like that,’ Sorina called, propping herself up on her elbows. She hung her head backwards and inspected the room. ‘I didn’t even know they still had hotels. I thought they had all been closed down or repurposed into apartment blocks.’

‘Stockholm is a different world.’ It really was like being on a different planet. In a different time.

‘You’re telling me.’ She grinned at him as he approached with a glass for her, the golden liquid misting gently it was so cold. He sat on the edge of the bed and she took it. ‘Here’s to one last night of five-star luxury before the worst and perhaps last few days of our lives.’

She pondered his words before tentatively clinking her glass with his. The mood sank suddenly. ‘Do you really think we won’t make it back?’

Aaro did his best to smile reassuringly at her. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘They’ve definitely prepared well for this trip, and there’s a lot riding on it. I don’t think they’d go through with it if they didn’t honestly think it could work.’

She bit her lip. ‘I guess you’re right.' She drained her glass and motioned for a refill. He did the same. It was the elephant in the room. All of this was a last meal. Prisoners on death row getting one last lobster dinner before they’re strapped to a chair and plugged in.

They both polished off another glass in silence. Aaro looked around, cradling the flute between his fingers.

The floor was oak boarded and covered with an especially regal-looking mauve rug. The walls were panelled white and freshly painted and the coving was thick and ornate, leading into the centre moulding which gave way to a miniature crystal chandelier. The room was bathed in soft white light. He couldn’t help but wonder if all the rooms were like this, or whether this one had been redecorated just for them. A bathroom led off to one side and on the other was a large window. Aaro stood and walked towards it. He had the bottle in one hand and the glass in the other. He refilled on the way and stood, spinning the champagne in slow circles, listening intently as it fizzed.

Beyond the glass, the city lights twinkled.

It was almost unreal. The sound of an old city rung muted through the glass. Car engines and dogs barking. Like a city should be. Aaro swallowed. This was now an oasis in the desert. Out there, beyond the lights and the city walls lay thousands of miles of Vara country, where death lurked in every stagnant ditch and behind every gnarled tree. And that’s just where they were heading. When Sorina had asked him if he thought that they’d get back alive, he’d lied. He knew they were going to die. She’d escaped their clutches once, but all she’d done was run. They’d been in a large group and there was safety in numbers. She’d had a headstart and wasn’t around to face the danger they really posed. She was fast. She was at the front of the group. Her family weren’t. She’d told him what happened. Of how they haunted her and scarred her. Stalking her every waking thought and invading her every sleeping nightmare. But she knew nothing. She knew what she thought, what she dreamed, what she was told… But Aaro? Aaro knew too well from what he’d seen, and what he’d done. He’d faced them and survived, barely, and only by dumb luck. And determination. And he didn’t come out unscathed. He shouldn’t have survived really. He should have died. Ten times over. He always felt like he was meant to, like he’d done wrong by not going to her, by not joining his Emilie wherever she was. She called and she beckoned, but stubborn as he was, he survived instead. Just to live on in this godforsaken wasteland they called Earth. Only to face a death later on, now with less hope in his heart and less resilience in his soul. He didn’t know if he could endure going out there again.

He believed in heaven even less now than he did then, but somehow more in hell than ever. He was sure that there was no God out there — not like the ones Christians spoke of, at least. A merciful, forgiving, understanding, loving God. Aaro grimaced at the thought. No, there was no such thing. Devils, however? Yeah, they roamed freely, cutting down, maiming and eating anyone unlucky enough to cross their paths. They plucked people from one hell and sent them straight to another.

And that’s where Aaro was heading.

I’m sorry, Emilie. Sorry I left you alone for so long down there. But don’t worry, I’m coming. I’ll be there soon.

Aaro blinked and his vision blurred behind a teary sheen. The neck of the flute snapped in his tightly curled fingers and blood ran warmly from between them and dripped onto the freshly buffed floor.

He stared into the distance as Sorina approached. Her bare feet padded softly on the rug as she came up behind him, standing close enough that he could smell her perfume. She clutched at his hand with a pristine white towel, saying nothing, and laid her head against his shoulder. With her other hand, she clasped a fistful of his sweater and held herself against him. He felt her throat move against his skin as she swallowed softly.

‘Don’t worry. I’m scared too,’ she murmured into his back.

Aaro dragged his arm across his face to wipe away the tears, and turned. Tugging his hand free from the towel he laid down the broken glass on the table next to the window and put his other arm around Sorina, holding the bloodied one aloft not to douse her. She looked up at him through her fringe, her lips quivering and cheeks flushed. She looked as though she was about to burst into tears. Her heart was full of emotion. Sadness, hope, regret, but mostly fear. He could see it in her. Feel it coming off her, through her skin like heat.

He pressed his lips against her forehead and held them there, holding her in his arms. After a minute he exhaled and released her. Their eyes met and they shared a long, slow kiss. It evolved naturally from there. Usually, they were no better than animals, but tonight, that didn’t seem befitting. This was a night to be treasured and remembered. One to be savoured. Aaro walked her slowly backwards, kissing her soft mouth, tugging at her bottom lip with his teeth. Warm breath rolled across his face and her eyes fluttered closed as she gave herself to the moment. Her fingers curled in the back of his sweater and gripped tighter as they reached the bed and sank backwards into it. The duck down absorbed them and Aaro lowered himself onto her, pressing his body into hers. She kissed him harder now, as though when she pulled away it would all be over.

They stayed like that for a while, taking their time, stringing out the night for as long as they could. Slowly they disrobed. She shuddered with anticipation, her fingers flexing anxiously in his hair and around the nape of his neck. She wasn’t used to making love like this. She wasn’t used to careful intimacy. Aaro smiled as he watched her battle the urge to throw down and tear him apart. She’d forgotten how to be gentle.

He didn’t mind either way. The important thing was that they were there together. But if she was happy to allow him to, he wanted to take his time. There really was no need to rush. Sunrise was a long way off. When her shirt came over her head, her hair tumbled out and dropped on to her back in a long, thick plait. Aaro tossed it over his shoulder and let his fingers dance across her skin. They traced the line of her ribs and ran over her back to her shoulders. His arms were around her now and her breathing had become shallow. She held her elbows close to her body, taught and expectant. He found her bobble and slowly tugged it loose. He knew this reaction well. He knew her body well. She often had it when he touched her like this. He knew it came with a deep ache. A physical longing for love. He could take her now, and she’d like him to. She wanted him to. But he wasn’t going to. He wouldn’t be rushed.

She shook her head and her hair rippled to life, breaking away from itself and then reforming like a stream of molten iron. It gave new life to her face. He brushed a thumb over her chin and took a strand from the corner of her moistened, glistening lips. Her face had taken on a serene quality now, a softness that she lost when her hair was pulled back. That was her mask. A way to show the world that she was ready for anything, and could give as good as she got. That she could work and that she could weld as well as anyone else clawing for survival inside the walls. And Aaro loved that about her. But now, she was naked. Not in a sense that she was without her clothes, but more so that she was without her mask. Her hair hung messy over her face and framed it. Her eyes shone as she looked at him. She was beautiful. Real. Exposed. The confident, fearless woman before him trembled at his touch. Intimacy had evaporated from her life a long time ago. It wasn’t commonplace these days and definitely not flaunted any more, but here, without distraction, shut away from the world, they could be lovers, and they could be in love.

A wave of pleasure hunger up in Aaro as Sorina hung her head back. Her hair writhed and her back arched. Her chest rose and fell with her breath. His hands found her and she groaned quietly, closing her eyes. He kissed her neck, her collarbone, her stomach and felt his own eyes close.

She locked her legs around his back and took to kissing him passionately, pulling herself against him. His hands ran wild over her body, moving everywhere, their skin slick with sweat.

They continued for most of the night, making love well into the early hours of the morning. Twice they’d gotten up to finish the champagne, ordering another two bottles at around one and then finishing them by around three. They’d showered and then started again not long after. And now, at almost five, they’d finished, utterly spent, satisfied and drained — both emotionally and physically. Sorina was slumped across Aaro, nestled against his chest, her hair in a pool around his neck. Her lashes shimmered gently as she dreamt, her breathing quiet, contented, and slow. Aaro held her, listening to it, feeling her heart against his ribs. He caressed her slowly, making ringlets of her hair around his fingers. He just lay there, staring at the darkened ceiling, stealing a glance at the clock every now and then.

There was no sleep tonight.

He couldn’t. He was glad Sorina could though. At least this way she would wake and they would go. It would be horrible if they both had to lie there, wallowing in that sea of what if in which Aaro was adrift. In just under an hour the alarm would sound and they would solemnly dress and make their way to the plant. Aaro sighed and swallowed. Sorina grumbled as he did and curled a little more tightly against him. He smiled and kissed her head. The dim glow from the streetlights on the street far below the window crept in through the window like a faux dawn, and the ticking of the clock only reminded him that time was constantly counting down.

With a wave of unease, he decided he needed the bathroom. He didn’t but he felt claustrophobic in bed. He entered and stood over the toilet for a minute just in case. Nothing. With a dejected exhale he turned away and re-entered the bedroom. Sorina had usurped his warmth and moved into his space in bed. She was still sound asleep and was nuzzled into the depression in the pillow he’d just left. He told himself that it was too risky to return to bed lest he wake her, so his attention turned elsewhere. They’d been told when they were shown to the room the night before that everything was taken care of. Any food or drink they’d need they should just ask for and it would be paid for. They’d eaten dinner downstairs and were too full to order anything else to eat. And the champagne had been waiting for them when they arrived so they’d not needed to even go near the minibar that sat in the corner. But now the champagne had run dry and it would wake her if he ordered anything from downstairs.

He knelt and opened the small fridge, the internal light painting him blue as he did. Inside he found what he wanted, and holding them between his fingers, he pulled out two miniature bottles of whiskey. Two measures in each. He pulled the caps off and reached for a glass. He gently turned it over and then emptied them into it. Four measures. And it was decent whisky. He dropped the empty bottles into the wastebasket and nudged the fridge closed with his foot. He moved towards the window and stood framed in it, filling his mouth every now and then with the bittersweet burn of the liquor. The horizon sky had burned from indigo to violet and would surely break to red and then fade to yellow after that. Aaro looked down into the plastic cup and wished it was fuller. He wondered how long the buzz would last.

He hoped it would be a while. He prayed it would be a while. With a sigh and another mouthful, he turned his attention to the sky once more, trying his best to shut out the ticking of that incessant clock.

It didn’t work.

Another mouthful. Violet sky. Another mouthful. Red. Last mouthful. Orange. Then, the alarm started to ring. Aaro sighed.

It was time.




NINETEEN

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

The car rocked one last time.

The springs groaned horribly and then fell still and silent. With his eyes closed he couldn’t see it, but the very distinctive and dull thuds of four heavy, clawed paws, followed by the slither of a long, thick tail on the asphalt, told him that the monster was definitely out of the car. The question was whether it was behind him or in front of him. Under the vehicle, in that enclosed space, the sounds from the world surrounding became garbled and static. The faraway rush of water in the river below was a background din punctuated by the strange and warped chugging of a nearby engine.

He breathed slowly, willing himself to open his eyes, to at least see the direction from which his death was coming.

A low hiss and throaty growl gave him the strength, or maybe the fear, to look. He opened his eyes and squinted through the darkness and the dust. There, ahead of him, on the far side of the car, no more than a metre from his face, was one of them. It was crouched low to the ground, its tail raking back and forth behind its hulking body, casting dirt into the morning air. It had been alerted either by the sounds Aaro had made, or by his smell alone, but either way, it had its yellow eye locked on him. It was pressed hard against the ground but its bony, bulbous body was far too big to squeeze under the car, and it seemed to know that. It stared at him with lazy anger from the side of its head. Its eye, almost the size of a snooker ball, was slashed vertically like a crocodile’s, with a deep black crevasse for a pupil, shrouded in a molten copper mottle. Aaro stayed perfectly still as the beast cocked its head slightly, flexing the knotted muscles in its jaw in anticipation, probably wondering why there was a meal hidden under a car and why it wasn’t running and screaming like all the others had.

It lifted its head slowly and stretched one of its strangely humanoid arms out to the side, scratching at the ground just in front of Aaro with hooked talons. Maybe it thought that Aaro was injured or dead already, but whatever the reason, it showed no urgency. Maybe it was just full already.

Its paw fell short of Aaro and the claws dug into the road, gouging chunks out with unnerving ease. It realised it couldn’t reach with seeming interest and returned to looking, its entire head filling the space that Aaro’s body didn’t. Its snake-like lips peeled apart and it hissed again, its forked tongue slapping against its thin and pointed teeth. It was growing impatient.

Aaro braced himself and took his weight on his arms.

The monster froze. It could see he was doing something and it started to move forward under the car, pushing it upwards on its springs. Its neck and head squeezed, almost reaching Aaro. He could smell the blood on its breath like rust.

He swore in fear, his heart slamming against the inside of his ribcage. The stench of death filled the undercarriage. The thing growled like a wolf, it’s lips folding and kinking at its gums as it spat flecks of saliva at him. He shuffled backwards and the beast kept coming. It rolled itself from left to right, worming its way forward, threatening to lift the car clean off the ground to get to him

Aaro had hoped that it would get stuck by now and maybe, just maybe give him some sort of chance at a head start. Though he didn’t know to where.

He swallowed hard, moving faster. He was exposed from the waist down now and the Vara kept coming, driving itself forward with powerful hind legs. It was going to roll the entire car if it had to, and it seemed like it was certainly capable of doing so.

But then it stopped. Aaro was out from under the car before he realised, still propped up on his hands. He was unprotected, and the beast saw it. It growled once more and quickly backed up, dragging itself into the open air surprisingly quickly. The car sighed and settled and then he was looking right at it between the wheels. On reflex, Aaro jumped to his feet, and in unison, so did the Vara. It reared up onto its back legs now to see him fully, standing at well over two and a half meters, staring across the roof of the car. It hissed, streams of milky saliva running from its mouth. The skin on its neck twitching and shivered.

Aaro narrowed his eyes, racking his brain for any option. Running was out of the question. He could go for the river again but he didn’t like that idea. He was still cold from the first time and he didn’t think he had the strength to outswim the current twice. He grimaced at the thought, wondering how long it would take for the Vara to pounce.

Slowly, without breaking eye contact, he reached down and put his other shoe on, bringing his foot up so he wouldn’t have to stoop. It watched him curiously, eager for the chase. Wanting him to run.

He slotted his heel into the boot and saw the Vara lift its crooked arms, bringing them higher and tighter to its tree-trunk body. He could see it leaning forwards, bracing itself to jump. One leap and it would be on him. That’s all it would take. He had to be quick. The monster squared itself and Aaro reached forward. With one last breath and a sudden burst of adrenaline, he moved.

The beast leapt.

It happened in a blur.

The door to the car in front of Aaro opened and he was suddenly inside. He heard the beast hiss in surprise as it sailed over the top of him, sliding wildly over the roof of the car, the scrape of claws on metal frantic and angry as it tried to change its direction mid-leap.

Aaro didn’t look back to see if it had. He clambered madly forward and opened the other front door.

He flopped out onto the road on the other side and rolled over, kicking it closed with a loud thump. Before a second had passed there was a loud scrabbling, the cracking of plastic, and the tearing of cloth. Steam flooded across the windows, its breath hot and close in the cold air.

The monster was inside once more, blind to anything but its prey. Its breath misted on the glass and its eyes flared with hate. It clawed at the door and tore the trim to shreds. Its jaw hinged open, teeth raking at the glass. If it wasn’t before, now, it was definitely angry.

But it wasn’t over yet, the other door was still open and in a second it would realise that and turn around. Aaro moved back from the car and stepped side to side. The beast’s head followed him, still screaming its rage-filled, growling cry. He started to move towards the back of the car and once more the beast tried to follow. It twisted inside the cabin and squirmed into the back, scraping now at the back window, destroying the parcel shelf with its claws, its entire body awkwardly filling the interior. Aaro had counted. Four seconds it had taken the monster to climb into the back. That meant he had four seconds to get the other door closed before he came face to face with the thing, with nothing but fear between them.

He clenched his fists and took a hard breath. The Vara froze. He ran.

It was more like a bound to the door. He landed next to it and fired his left foot behind him, shunting it closed as hard as he could. The latch snapped shut and he stumbled forward catching himself on his hands, the loose stones on the road cutting into his palms. He turned and stood to face the trapped creature. Its eyes had gone wild with rage, and it threw itself around inside the car with reckless fury. But it was useless. The car was a well built German sedan, and Aaro knew the windows to be shatter-resistant, the chassis tough. So, unless it thought to pull the handle then it wasn’t going to break out of there with ease.

Aaro laughed hollowly in the meagre victory, hearing his own voice ringing from somewhere else, from someone else, like he wasn’t in control of it.

A loud crack rang out and the car lurched. The Vara threw itself against the door and the trim shattered, the metal behind it bowing. The car pitched heavily and pieces of plastic splintered off the console and fired around the inside of the car like shrapnel. The Vara charged again and the door shuddered.

Aaro flinched.

It did it again and the window shook. A crack lanced across it like spider silk.

Aaro backed up a little bit.

The beast kept its eyes locked on him. It charged again and the door bent out of the frame, the metal twisting under the impact.

Aaro stepped steadily backwards now. Sticking around would be plain stupidity. But before he could turn and run, something else happened. Something even worse than the door breaking.

The Vara took a seat behind the glass, as if waiting. Aaro didn’t have chance to wonder what for before the Vara filled its chest and hung its head back, its spines rising to jagged points down its back.

It howled.

A bone-chilling, long, pained cry that cut through the doors and windows of the car like they weren’t even there. Aaro froze and listened, rooted in place, until it finally ceased. It might have gone on ten seconds or a few minutes, he couldn’t say, but his body wouldn’t move all the while.

When it did finish, the beast just looked at him, lowering its head slowly. He knew it was his imagination but he could have sworn that it looked smug. Like it was smirking.

Aaro willed his legs to move and he turned, expecting the violent shunting of the Vara against the door to continue, but it didn’t.

In the distance, dim in the wind at first, came the answer that the trapped Vara had requested. It had called for help and one replying howl turned into two, then four, and then after that, the noise steadily rose until a pack a hundred strong could have been calling for their lost brother. Aaro swallowed, but this time he made sure not to freeze. If there were more coming, and a lot more, then he was going to make damn sure he was nowhere near that bridge by the time that happened.

He was already running, and he was running hard.




TWENTY

PLAYING GOD

2082 AD

The flight was smooth and at just before seven in the morning local time, Gertlinger’s plane touched down in Geneva.

The pilot pushed the reverse thrusters into overdrive and the aluminium tubed decelerated unnaturally quickly, much to the dismay of his stomach. It was always his least favourite part and he grimaced as his organs all crushed forward inside his body. He breathed through the nausea and disembarked as quickly as he could. He’d flown first class, supersonic, as he always did these days, but he still wasn’t fond of the whole ordeal. He always felt happier when his feet were on solid ground.

He churned through customs, skipped the suitcase carousel — he always went carry-on — and then exited the terminal into the milky dawn that had settled over Geneva’s outskirts. He drew a lungful of fresh air and then dug into his coat pocket for his cigarettes. With practised precision, he pulled one from the packet, popped it between his teeth and lit it. He sucked hard and looked down at his lighter, a brushed steel flick with a Latin phrase etched onto it.

He read the words under his breath. ‘Per aspera ad astra.’ He let himself smile, albeit abjectly. It was a present from Angela for their engagement, back when she wasn’t such a horrid, bitter bitch. She’d given it wrapped loosely in paper, without much ceremony, as was her way. She said it was fitting. ‘Through hardship to the stars.'

They’d both laughed at that — and then she said it was also inscribed on the crest of a popular brand of cigarettes, the ones that Gertlinger smoked when he’d first picked up the habit. He hadn’t known, so he’d been touched by that. That she’d remembered such a useless and obscure detail about him, and had the foresight to incorporate it into a gift. He gazed longingly at the lighter for a moment more before putting it back into his pocket. He let a long plume of smoke drift from his lips and cast a glance left and right. As he did, a black town car with tinted windows rounded the corner and loped quickly towards him. It pulled up at the curb and the window wound down. A youngish man with slicked back black hair leaned out and smiled nervously at him. ‘Doctor Gertlinger, sorry I’m late. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long. I’m Felix, your driver.’

‘No shit you’re the driver,’ Gertlinger muttered to himself before clearing his throat. ‘No, not long,’ he said outwardly now, climbing into the front seat.

‘Wouldn’t you be more comfortable in the back?’ the driver asked.

‘I’ve just been on a five hour red-eye with a plane full of snoring Americans, I’ll be glad for the conversation. Plus, I don’t want the back smelling like smoke when I’m sitting in there with Max.’

‘Yeah, about that, there’s no smoking in the car. And who is Max? I was told you were alone and to take you directly home,’ Felix said, his voice unsure.

‘Felix, right?’ Gertlinger asked with a deep drag and exhale that filled the cabin with blue-tinged smoke.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said, trying not to cough.

‘Do you own this car?’

‘No.’

‘Do you make enough money driving it to own one of your own?’

‘No.’

‘How long have you been working for this company?’

‘Just a couple of weeks.’

‘And since then who have you chauffeured?’

‘Mostly diplomats, dignitaries, ambassadors, people like that.’

‘People who sat in the back quietly and were too well mannered to say boo to a goose.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Oh, you’re excused. If you weren’t you’d be fired.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Is that a question? I take thirty flights a year in and out of Geneva — for all of which I use your company. You know how much it costs me per trip?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you know that I’m probably a valued customer making up a good chunk of your company’s revenue stream. So think about it Felix, who is going to be the most valued to your company, you or me?’

Felix remained quiet.

‘You wouldn’t be the first driver I’ve had fired, so listen up. Your company lets me sit where I want, and smoke what I want. If I want to light up a crack pipe and get high as a kite sitting right here next to you, then I will. Lucky for you this is a cigarette, so pull your panties out of your ass and get a move on. I’ve been on an overnight, I need a shower, a change of clothes and a decent meal. So if you please, Quai Wilson.’ Gertlinger finished with a sigh, took another deep drag and then flicked his butt out the window. Felix solemnly put the car into gear and pulled off. Gertlinger rested his elbow on the door and stared out of the window as they drove. Neither he nor Felix exchanged another word the entire way there. Gertlinger decided he wasn’t really glad for the company after all.

‘Wait here,’ was the only instruction Gertlinger gave Felix as he slammed the car door and headed for his apartment building. He had a large chateau in the foothills of the Alps, but it was nearly two hours outside the city and travelling there right now was pointless. He had all the comforts of home in his apartment in the city and now rarely found himself visiting the chateaux at all. As such, he’d invested in a top quality security system. The house had a self-contained laboratory in the basement with hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of equipment, not to mention the contents of the house itself and the cars in the garage. All this added up to requiring a five-metre concrete wall topped with razor wire that ran the perimeter, steel reinforced window shutters, and triple deadbolt locking mechanisms on all the reinforced and spring-loaded internal security doors — all of which were wired to motion sensors so that if someone managed to somehow get inside, the doors themselves would snap closed, trapping them in whichever room they were stupid enough to invade first. Round that off with a blast-grade garage door cut into a rocky outcropping a hundred metres from the property perimeter, which fed via an underground tunnel to the internal garage, and then from there into the interior of the property, and the place was practically a bunker.

It wasn’t his choice to buy it, but in the early years when his celebrity status had exploded, and he and Angela were trying to keep their relationship under wraps, he’d made a metric ton of money being contracted for other projects and she’d convinced him to buy it. Four years later, they were divorced with a young child and the house quickly fell vacant. Gertlinger bought the apartment in Geneva while Angela got her affairs in order at the house, then she typed her twelve digit code into the security system in the garage and the whole place went into lockdown. Since then, seven years ago, the house had barely been visited.

Every time he came back to Geneva though, it was in his mind. The house was owned outright but the monthly cost of the security upkeep alone was enough to want to sell it. But then again, it was his home and he did have the money to spare. More than he could spend in ten lifetimes.

He did visit occasionally. And when he did, with Max, it was paradise.

He rode swiftly upwards in the elevator, unlocked the door to his floor-sized apartment and entered briskly.

He dumped his bag on the armchair by the door and headed for the bedroom. He shed his clothes and got in the shower.

He stayed there for what could have been half an hour, washing the clinging recycled aeroplane air off his skin, before he turned off the water and went back into the main living room. The building was a traditional apartment block, and the layout of his apartment was open plan, with a sprawling kitchen come living space lined with half dozen floor to ceiling windows that gave a panoramic view of the lake. He pushed through one of the balcony windows and stood in his robe on the veranda. The morning was still cold and though dawn had now turned to day, the world still wasn’t awake. And that was how he liked it.

He looked down on to the street to see the town car still idling. From his bird’s eye perch, he could see Felix’s fingers restlessly drumming on the sill, waiting impatiently for him.

Screw you, Felix, he thought, reaching into the breast pocket of his robe for the cigarettes he’d put there. He lit one and spent a quiet few minutes smoking it, mentally preparing himself for the journey ahead. He was to head to Zurich that day for a meeting with the project director of a pharmaceutical company that was looking at implanting human ovaries into pigs so that they could be used as surrogate vessels for baby carrying. It was absurd, and not to mention cruel to the pigs. They’d be used and slaughtered to save some shallow housewife’s ass from stretch marks. He laughed. How hypocritical of him. He loved bacon and wasn’t that just as bad? He’d already gone over their proposal papers and had a look at their initial research. They weren’t even close to being viable, and there was no evidence to support that it would ever be possible. But, they were offering eight figures a year and who was he to stand in the way of their dreams? If it took him two years to get around to a definitive conclusion, either way, that’d be fine. He’d get paid regardless. And it wouldn’t be a scratch on their profit margins. This company turned over a thirteen figure annually and employed more people globally than lived in the city in which Gertlinger currently stood. They were a colossus, a company that owned most of the companies in the world. But that didn’t matter. They were a paycheck to him, and nothing more. He was done caring about things.

Gertlinger aimed for Felix and flicked his butt over the railing before turning back to his apartment. No point wasting time.

The door slammed once more as Gertlinger slid into the front seat of the town car. It jostled a little and Felix cracked his neck, trying not to sigh.

‘Where to now, sir?’ he said with a forced smile.

‘To my meeting,’ Florian replied absently, pulling out his phone to check his schedule.

‘Sure,’ Felix said, pulling off.

‘Can you stop for some breakfast on the way too, I’m starved.’

‘Sure.’

‘And one more thing, Felix.’

‘Yes?’

‘Are you paid hourly, or by the mile?’

‘Sir?’

‘This isn’t another threat. I’m actually asking.’

‘Umm… Hourly, sir.’

‘Which is what?’ Gertlinger asked flatly.

‘I don’t know that I feel comfortable answering that.’

‘Humour me. After today we may never see each other again.’

‘Thirty-five Euros an hour.’

‘And you’re paid that for as long as I require your service?’

‘Yes,’ Felix replied tentatively

‘Then I have a job for you.’

‘Isn’t this the job?’

‘Okay, if you want to be pedantic, a continuation of this job.’

‘What is it?’ Felix asked, peeling into a side street.

‘Once we get to Zurich, I’m going to be going into this meeting. You were supposed to meet me afterwards and bring me back to Geneva, but there’s been a change of plans. After my meeting, I’m flying to Berlin.’

‘Berlin?’

‘To see my son.’

‘Oh,’ Felix hedged.

‘I want you to meet me there.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Felix said, hanging a left onto the main drag.

‘I’ll be three or four hours in the meeting, and then afterwards I’ll be getting some dinner, I would think. Then, I’ll catch a cab to the airport and take a flight to Berlin.

‘My meeting is at one this afternoon. I’ll be catching a flight by nine. I’ll be in Berlin by ten. I’ve booked a hotel for the night and then in the morning, I’ll be picking my son up. Once you’ve dropped me off in Zurich, I want you to drive to Berlin.’

‘I, uh… I don’t know if I can. I might have another job tomorrow or… I mean, I…’ Felix stammered.

‘I’ve already contacted your company, and they said they are happy to allow you to remain in my service for as long as I require you. So, I require you to drive to Berlin. It’s a thousand kilometres. Ten hours driving. Once you drop me off at my meeting, you had head straight there. If you make decent time, you should arrive around the same time as me. I’ll pay for your hotel for the night, and then I’ll need you to take me to pick my son up the following morning.’

Felix pondered it. ‘Sorry if I’m missing something, Doctor Gertlinger, but why don’t you just rent a similar service in Berlin?’

‘Because I’ll need you to drive my son and I home afterwards.’ Gertlinger sighed and looked out the window at the passing city.

‘That’s what I mean, why don’t you fly back?’

‘It’s an hour flight, or a ten-hour drive. I don’t get to see my son very often. Ten hours in the back of a car might be the longest time I’ll get to spend with him this decade. Once we’re home, it’s games consoles and internet, and—’ Gertlinger rolled his hands through the air and cut himself. ‘Sorry if it’s not an ideal workday for you but it sounds pretty perfect to me,’' Gertlinger snapped.

‘I apologise. I didn’t mean it like that, but I don’t know. I have things to do and—’ Felix began, but was cut off once more.

‘You started at six this morning, and I’m offering you more than thirty-six hours work at thirty-five euros an hour. That’s one thousand two hundred and sixty euros. I’ll give you five hundred on top for anything you require for the journey, and then I’ll double the entire figure, just as a tip. You can call your girlfriend, or your neighbour, or whoever the hell you need to feed your cat tonight, but the long and short of it is that I’m offering you three and a half thousand euros for the next day and a half of your life. Nothing more. Nothing less. But, at the end of the day, I’m not forcing you. It’s your choice. I can call your company and find someone else to do it. It’s not a problem, and I won’t hold it against you or have you fired. Of that, you have my word.

‘Angela, my ex-wife, got full custody. Max is eight, now. He was just sixteen months old when we divorced. She got full custody and I’ve seen him less than a dozen times in all that time. It would really mean a lot to me that it’s done this way. You may think it’s a captive audience, but who knows when I’ll be able to see him next. So, Felix, what do you say? Because I’ll need to get another drive from your company immediately if you say no.’

There was silence as Felix thought about it, doing the maths in his head. After a while he replied. ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’

Gertlinger gave a little smile and nodded. ‘Good. Now find me some fucking breakfast. I’m starving.’




TWENTY-ONE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

Outside the hotel, things were quiet. The city still slept and the streets were empty.

The hotel staff gave earnest nods to Sorina and Aaro as they exited the stairwell and made their way across the lobby. About halfway, Sorina reached for Aaro’s hand and laced her fingers into his. They said nothing, but just returned the nods afforded to them and continued onwards.

They were the only last-minute additions to the expedition and as such were the only ones staying at the hotel. Everyone else had more permanent residences in the city. Sorina had risen when the alarm had sounded, and by that time Aaro had finished his drink, showered, dressed and was preparing his bag for the journey — a modest rucksack with his tools, and some clothes. He had a pretty strong buzz going and it was fumbly in the dark, but he got the job done. And then, when Sorina grumbled gently from the bed, Aaro cast a glance over and found her to be only partially covered by the quilt and naked. He latched his rucksack, shed his clean shirt and crawled towards her. They made love again, savouring each other and the softness of the bed one last time before they faced the days ahead. And then they got up and got ready. As such, they were late.

Aaro pushed through the revolving door and then he and Sorina were out on the street. She shivered and swore under her breath, wrapping herself up from the cold. Aaro just smiled and reached into his breast pocket for his cigarettes. The alcohol was still warming him. He felt a little more sober now but the gravity of the situation was still kept well at bay. He felt quite relaxed, so he figured that he was still at least halfway drunk. They took to the sidewalk and strode through the stiff breeze towards the plant.

Fifteen minutes later, rubbing the cold from their hands, Aaro and Sorina were let through a door by a bleary-eyed security guard, into the hangar-grade core room. At the far side were the two trucks. Painted across the bonnets were the names “Fido” and “Rover”. Aaro got it. Because they were going to fetch the core. Nothing like a bit of humour to take the edge off impending death.

Katarina waved to them as they approached. Preparations were already well underway. Robin and Alva, the driver and navigator of the first truck were packing a box with food and water, and Berg, the gunner, was polishing a mountable Browning MG. He looked up at Aaro and turned out his top lip, continuing his work. Aaro shrugged it off and met Katarina’s eye. She was measuring them.

‘You two ready?’ she asked with a wide smile did nothing to cover the nervous look in her eyes.

‘Ready as we’ll ever be,’ Sorina said back with a forced grin.

Katarina beamed at them. It was making Aaro uncomfortable. ‘Good, I’ve got a really good feeling about this,’ she said.

‘Ha, you would,’ Aaro laughed. ‘You’re not going! You get to sit here in perfect safety while we’re out there.’ Maybe he was a little drunker than he thought.

Katarina’s smile faded. She couldn’t tell if Aaro was joking. He wasn’t sure either. After a second or two she looked down and pulled out her checklist. ‘Well, I’ve got a lot to do. I’ll leave you guys to get ready.’

She left promptly and circled to the other side of the nearest truck. Sorina shoved Aaro. ‘Nice going. Idiot.’

Aaro shrugged. He could still feel the whisky, and he always lost his tact when he drank. Sorina shook her head and walked off towards Rover, their truck. Aaro followed. Their driver and spotter sister-brother duo, Sabina and Samuel, were sitting in the cab, going over the map route. She had short blonde hair, and he did too. They clocked Sorina and Aaro and nodded with a smile. They’d barely said two words to them.

Aaro and Sorina returned it and continued to the back. As they rounded the corner, Bjork and Ek, the two gunners, abruptly stopped their conversation and looked up at them. After a few seconds, they gave Sorina and Aaro a slight nod. They were going to be living on each other’s backs for the next couple days so there was no point being on bad terms. If they ended up killing each other before the mission was complete then no one would get paid. They were happy to let things lie, regardless of how these two newcomers had secured their spots on the truck.

There were two large backpacks lying on the floor next to the ramp to the back, with sticky labels on them reading ‘Emmerson’ and ‘Strand’ respectively. Aaro scooped his up and opened it. A sleeping mat and bag, some energy bars, two chocolate bars and a very lonely and thin looking banana. Aaro smiled wryly. All the comforts of home. Sadly, it might have been a step up from his cell in Oslo.

He looked at Sorina who was also inspecting the contents. She reached in and pulled out a case from the bottom. It was metal with a locking clasp, about the size of a decent socket set. She opened it up to find a medical kit stocked with bandages, antiseptic wash, a scalpel, forceps and tourniquet tubing. She went a little white at the thought of needing it. She lifted up the first tray and under it sat a twelve-inch survival knife, a collapsible canteen, a bagged poncho and a flare. She went swiftly from white to green at the thought of needing those, too.

Aaro saw and put a hand on her shoulder.

Ek saw and spoke up. ‘Those are just in case.’

‘In case of what?’ Sorina mumbled.

‘In case by some fucking catastrophe you find yourself outside the truck,’ he said with a cruel laugh.

‘Why would you go outside the truck?’ she said, looking up, her eyes like saucers.

Ek smiled strangely. ‘You wouldn’t. Not unless we need to run for our lives, that is.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ Aaro whispered reassuringly.

‘I wouldn’t worry about it anyway,’ Ek said aimlessly, going back to his own bag. ‘There’d be no hope outside the truck. You’d never survive, no matter what we put in that kit.’

‘Great.’

‘If it’s any consolation,’ he laughed, ‘you won’t ever have to run. Each of us gets a 9mm Glock, so if things do get that bad… I’ll make it quick for you.’ He grinned coldly. ‘Both of you,’ he added, looking at Aaro. ‘Does that make you feel better?’

‘Not at all,’ Sorina said, shaking her head in disgust.

Ek laughed and went back to his conversation.

Aaro took Sorina’s hand and stepped over his bag. He embraced her tightly and she pressed her lips against his shoulder, her arms encircling him and squeezing hard. ‘I don’t know if I can do this,’ she whispered into his coat.

‘We’ve got to.’ Aaro said with all the sternness he could muster. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect you. Everything will be fine.’

But even as he said it, he didn’t believe it.

In each other’s arms, time slipped by and suddenly Katarina’s voice was echoing from somewhere behind them. ‘We’re mobile in four minutes. If you need to need to piss or throw up, do it now. You’ve got five hundred miles to cover by nightfall. No stops. You’re on the clock, people. This starts now.’

Sorina sighed and pulled away from Aaro, smiling weakly at him. ‘I’m gonna take her up on that — I think throwing up a little might make me feel better. God knows I feel like it.’

‘That’s just the hangover talking,’ Aaro said, returning it.

She feigned a laugh and turned away from him. He stared after her but she didn’t look back. A couple of seconds later he heard Katarina speak to Ek and Bjork. He turned and as promised, she was handing each of them a gun case. She came to Aaro next and handed him two. His and Sorina's.

‘One modified nine millimetre Glock .45 semi-automatic pistol. Rifled barrels and integrated flash hiders. Magazines have the capacity for twenty rounds plus one in the chamber,’ she said with practised flatness. This was the tenth time she’d said it in the last five minutes.

Aaro opened the case. It was filled with foam and sitting it a vacuum formed depression was the gun. It was sleek and matte black. He pulled it out and held it up, moving it around to inspect it. It had been a long time since he’d held one, and even longer since he’d used one.

‘The magazines are spring loaded,’ Katarina said, pointing to the grip. ‘Hit the release button and it’ll pop out. New one slides straight in. Remember, it’s not in 'til it clicks. There’s no safety and when does, it will self-load. Pull the trigger and a round will be pushed into the chamber. No need to cock it. Pull again and the gun will fire. There’s a laser sight fitted here and toggles on and off with this switch.’ She gestured to a little switch reachable with the trigger finger. ‘We’re giving each of you five full magazines. All hollow points. Should be plenty. Just in case. They’re already loaded in the mags — just put them in and you’re good to go. This is the suppressor here.’ She pointed to a long tube sitting next to the five black rectangles in the case next to the pistol space. ‘It screws straight into the barrel. You got all that?’

Aaro nodded. The gun was redesigned for speed so that it could be withdrawn, loaded and fired in seconds by someone with zero experience of guns. He wasn’t sure if it made him feel better or more nervous to have it.

‘Good,’ she said.

Aaro pushed the Glock back in its case and Katarina pushed the lid shut.

‘Don’t pull this out unless you intend to fire it, alright? I don’t want any accidents and there’s no reason to have it out of the case in the truck. You got that?’ She looked at Aaro first, and then at Ek and Bjork, who barely acknowledged it. ‘I trust that you can relay all that to Strand when she gets back?’

Aaro nodded.

‘Good.’ She checked her watch. ‘Two minutes. You ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be,’ he replied emptily, pushing the cases into his and Sorina’s packs. As he stood, Katarina hugged him. It was impulsive and rushed. She squeezed for a second and then let go. He hadn’t expected it and didn’t know what it meant. If it meant anything. A manifestation of her guilt, maybe? He couldn’t tell. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know, either.

‘Good luck,’ she said quietly before she brushed past him and walked into the open space in front of the two trucks.

Aaro shouldered his pack and watched her. As she walked into the hangar, Sorina passed her from behind. She uttered the same good luck wish and touched her shoulder as she went by. Aaro hauled Sorina’s pack into the air and handed it to her as she approached. She smiled briefly, her skin still pale and flushed, and shouldered it too, standing next to Aaro. She held his hand and looked forward. Aaro could faintly smell the vomit but said nothing. He knew she was torn up inside and was putting on a brave face.

He held her hand tighter and waited. Katarina looked at her watch, counting down the seconds. After a few more she turned and nodded towards the door. Another worker had appeared there and threw a switch next to a large roller. It shuddered and squealed upwards.

The dim morning sun spilled in and a cold breeze came with it.

The door scraped up until it was fully open, revealing an overgrown road through the plant beyond.

Katarina cleared her throat. ‘Okay people, time to go. Good luck. We’ll be in contact with you constantly. Now get moving.’ She held her thumbs up at them, at a loss for anything else to do, and forced her mouth into a happy smile. It looked everything but.

The cab doors slammed shut and the roaring diesel engines poured into life. Plumes of black smoke billowed from their upright exhaust pipes and the revs flared.

Ek and Bjork were already packed and halfway up the back ramp. Aaro tugged Sorina’s hand and she reluctantly moved after them. Aaro wasn’t halfway into the trailer before they started driving.

He dropped his pack into the back and turned to close the tailgate as they pulled into the grim light of day. He pushed and held the button, staring out of the closing back end at the disappearing hangar. He caught sight of Katarina one last time — she looked thoughtful, maybe sad. Maybe even hopeful. He didn’t have time to study her face before the door closed with a hiss and they were sealed in. The trailer jostled as they left the plant, and then they were outside and heading towards the city’s perimeter wall.

Aaro walked further in, through the containment section, where the core would be sitting in less than two days time. It was a lead-lined steel box with a wall running across the bed that separated the compartments.

Aaro pulled the hatch open and stepped through into the sleeping section. It was spartan, with two cots each side, a sink, camping stove and fridge across the far side. Above them, filling most of the front wall was a monitor. As Aaro approached, Ek touched a keypad next to it and the screen came to life. It split into two halves. The left displayed an in-cab cam, showing Sabina and Samuel jostling up and down as the truck hammered forwards. The right displayed the rear end of the other truck. In the centre of the screen was a crosshairs. Ek picked up a controller that wouldn’t have been out of place for a video game and began fiddling with the joysticks. The image jerked and panned across the landscape. With another push of a joystick, the screen moved a full three-sixty before returning to the truck in front.

Ek smiled and ran his hand over his head, the short and thin crop of hair there sticking up at odd angles like hackled cat fur. ‘Fully operational.’

Bjork made a mental note of it.

‘That’s the MG right?’ Aaro asked.

‘Yeah, that’s right.’ Ek seemed almost friendly now. Or at least professional. Aaro was glad of it. His hangover was starting to set in. ‘We have full control from here: remote firing. Lets Sab and Sam concentrate on the road,’ he replied, still testing the movements.

‘That’s amazing,’ Sorina said, glad that no one would need to be outside to operate it.

‘Yeah. High definition display, up to thirty times zoom, accurate to a thousand metres, and—’ he pressed a button and the screen changed again, this time painting the world in shades of green ‘—night vision.’ He pressed again and it turned to a blur of blues and greens and reds. ‘Thermal.’ He pressed once more and the screen went black, displaying their surroundings in a static-like golden colour. The fizzing lines were detailed enough to make out the buildings but not much else. Aaro was puzzled but as the trucks emerged from the outer limits of the plant and back onto the city streets, the display became apparent. Running alongside the trucks were the sharp and detailed golden shapes of people wishing the convoy well.

‘Motion detection,’ Aaro said, in awe of the machine. ‘That’ll come in handy.’

‘It certainly will,’ Bjork snorted.

‘Can they hear us?’ Sorina interjected, pointing to Sab and Sam.

‘Yeah, we’ve got full two-way comms,’ Ek said, tapping on the keypad next to the screen. The silence was broken by the sound of classic rock and Sam singing along.

‘Hey guys, can you hear us?’ Ek called to the screen.

Sab perked up on the monitor, wrestling the wheel. She seemed chipper. ‘Hey, yeah we can, coming through loud clear. Everything ok back there?’ she asked brightly.

‘So far so good,’ Ek replied. ‘How’re things looking?’

'We’re about two or three minutes from the wall. I’ll give you a heads up when we’re about to go through.’ She smiled, glancing down at the GPS.

‘Okay, give us a shout when we’re there,’ he said, touching the keypad again and cutting them off.

On screen, they both nodded and gave thumbs up. Ek hit another button and the sound of the engines filled the compartment.

‘These are the external mics. They allow us to hear everything going on outside the truck—’

‘Like sneaky fucking Varas skulking around in the night,’ Bjork interjected, thrusting the knife he was sharpening into the air in a stabbing motion. He twisted it brutally. Aaro hadn’t realised he’d even had it in hand. ‘We’ll leave them on at night and if anything comes creeping through the brush, we’ll hear it. These mics are sensitive, mounted low down to hear everything on the ground. It’s why the engine sounds so loud.’

With that Ek cut the feed and silence fell in the trailer.

Aaro and Sorina stared at the monitor, now back to normal and displaying the city as it passed by, the buildings growing smaller as they neared the perimeter.

‘We’re coming up on it now.’ Sab’s voice echoed around them. A second later they flew through a gate without slowing and then they were outside the walls. The buildings disappeared and the thick forests of a world devoid of humans filled the screen.

The wonderment of the guns and the camera faded instantaneously. A thousand miles of road untravelled for more than a decade lay ahead, as well as God knows what else.

But there was no turning back now. 




TWENTY-TWO

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

With a moan of defeat, Aaro stumbled to an exhausted stop and leant forward, his hands on his knees. He drew a heavy breath and then let out a primal scream of anger. It seemed to be the only thing that made sense as the scene before him unfolded.

He stood in front of the mess of cars on the roadway, looking ahead. On the far side of the bridge, cutting off his escape, quickly approaching around and over the tangle of vehicles, was a horde of Varas. Skulking forwards, claws scraping on metal and lips slapping on teeth. He looked back towards the trapped beast and the impenetrable wall of steel blocking the entrance to the other side. He couldn’t go back.

Why? Why me? He couldn’t help but think it. Was this divine retribution? Should he have died last night? And this was overcompensation? Whatever it was, it was getting old. His fear had turned to exhaustion and rage. Aaro didn’t want to run. He was too tired and he’d almost died too many times today already. His stomach was still hurting, the blood now seeping through the wet bandages and into his shirt. His hair was tousled, silty and matted and his skin was dirty and scratched from the grime and asphalt under the car.

The Varas advanced, and in a state of detachment, he calmly looked around for a pole, or a stick, or something to defend himself. And then he spotted it. Sitting at the side of the road, only twenty feet from him. A military jeep, and on the back, a mounted machine gun. He glanced at the pack, still a hundred meters away yet, and made for it. On autopilot, he scrambled up the bonnet and onto the roof. The hatch that protected the gunner from the chest down was spattered and soaked with fresh blood. When a Vara had overrun and ripped him out of the hatch, it hadn’t been gentle.

Without thinking about it, Aaro slipped into the hole and pulled the gun to attention. It was being fed by a long belt of ammunition that disappeared into a slot next to the mount. The barrel was still warm and the blood around him still wet. He grimaced and wheeled the sights around to face the horde. With a single breath, he tensed his shoulders, steadied the weapon and pulled the trigger. There really was no time to waste and they were already within charging distance.

Locked in place on its mount, the gun didn’t kick back, but like a firehose from the pressure, it rocketed upwards, sending a stream of bullets into the gathering clouds. The weapon roared, deafening him. After a couple of seconds, the individual clacks of the rounds disappeared inside his head. The clink of the empty shells as they rattled off the roof of the jeep, the incessant chatter of the barrel, and the deep, bone shuddering rumble of the mechanisms inside the gun all faded away into a roll of constant thunder. Between the muzzle flashes, like a high-speed strobe light, Aaro could make out the Varas still approaching, dancing back and forth, mouths agape and hissing. He kept his finger firmly down and roved side to side, letting loose with a torrent of rounds, a constant river of white-hot lead that swung from left to right in a deadly blade.

Howls and yowls echoed through to him as he hit at least one of them, the dull thwap of bullets in flesh punctuating the thunderous call. It was impossible to tell whether he’d killed some, or none, or all, but he wasn’t going to release that trigger and risk finding out if it was either of the former. He was going to keep firing until the hammer fell uselessly on an empty chamber, and not a second before.

His hands were numb and his chest was hurting from the vibration already. His teeth chattered and his eyes wobbled in his skull. But he kept firing. Shapes moved beyond his field of vision, beyond the dragon breath. Beyond the fire breathing weapon that he was clinging for dear life. He realised he was yelling, nearly blind from the force.

But then, even in his disoriented state behind the weapon, things became apparent. A growl from his right and dark flash in his vision made him wheel around. He twisted the gun, firing point blank into a shapeless black mass as a Vara reared up next to him, right on the jeep. They must have raced forward between the cars as the bullets whizzed overhead, and now, they were there. Aaro swung the weapon and let loose into the bulk of one of the beasts. It squealed and convulsed as it was pummeled backwards, bouncing off the side of a nearby car before falling motionless at its side.

Aaro looked front now and saw the onslaught, at least two dozen, still coming, and far too close for comfort. He straightened the barrel and kept firing. They scattered and weaved. He wrenched the weapon up and down and in circles but he couldn’t hit them all. Couldn’t keep them all back. They came forward like a wave and then from nowhere, one was on the bonnet of the jeep. It leapt up from the bumper and was within arms reach, and by the time Aaro rammed the muzzle in its face, it was all but on him. The force of the bullets blasted it backwards and the monster twisted and rolled limply over the railing, plunging down towards the river below. His own experience with that tumble seemed like an age ago now, but in reality was really only an hour, if that. He swallowed and got his mind back on task. It seemed futile. They were surrounding him now, leaping at the jeep, every one getting closer to him each time. He was fending them off as best he could but the belt of ammunition would run out sooner or later, and then he’d be swallowed under a mountain of teeth and claws. He took out two more and glanced over his shoulder. He was done for. One would circle around and catch him before he could turn the gun, and that would be it. It was a heroic idea, but it was unrealistic in all senses of the word. A last-ditch attempt that was about to be over.

Frantically, he searched for an out. It was useless, he was trapped like a rat, cornered in the open. He swore through gritted teeth, pulling harder on the trigger. Bodies started to tumble and mount up around him but every second he spent there, half-exposed, was another one that felt borrowed.

And then the belt ran dry.

As quickly as the barrage had started, the gun suddenly clicked uselessly, and without warning. He hadn’t noticed it nearing the end and it took a second to sink in, for his mind to reboot. A hiss erupted from behind him and he spun quickly, folding his legs and dropping down into the cab of the jeep as he did, barely avoiding the Vara screaming over the roof towards him. On the bloodsoaked metal, it slid over his head, scrabbling for purchase with its hooked talons on the flush steel plating. The circle of sunlight visible through the hatch above blinked for a second as a huge body moved across it, and then it disappeared altogether as Aaro snapped the hole shut, shoving the sliding hatch across with a clang.

He lay on his back, panting, hands aching and tingling from the gun. The sounds of the monsters outside were dull through the metal hull, but no less distinctive or terrifying. He caught his breath and rolled over, trying to avoid looking through the windshield of the jeep and into the eyes of the beasts misting the windows with their breath as they tried to dig their way in through the glass. Luckily it was plated and probably bulletproof, so they wouldn’t be getting through any time soon.

Aaro climbed into the driver’s seat and checked the ignition. No keys. He swore. It wasn’t like he could have driven anywhere anyway, the bridge was packed with abandoned cars.

He looked under the seat and in the sun visor anyway, but they weren’t there. He checked the glove box on the off chance and found nothing but a map and a pistol. He looked at the gun and pulled it out, releasing the clip as he did. It was alien to him, he’d only ever fired a pellet gun before, and that was as a teenager, but he’d seen so many television shows and movies and on autopilot, did what he knew was right. He took the magazine out and checked it. It was full. Seventeen rounds he counted. He slammed it back into the butt of the pistol and cocked it. A bullet slid into the chamber with a satisfying click and the lethality of the weapon struck home. He laid it carefully on the dashboard and looked at the map. As he did the vehicle rocked violently. He steadied himself on the wheel and looked across the passenger seat. The Varas still milled around outside, leaning and clawing on the outside of the jeep. Two had leapt on it at the same time and the springs wallowed under the weight. Aaro shook it off and looked left, out of the driver’s window. The rail was tight against the door and beyond was nothing but space. The height made his stomach lurch and he returned to the map, but then, the jeep rocked heavily again and sank into the wheels. More were on top now, and piling on. Aaro tried to put it out of his mind, willing his engineer brain to trust the strength of the materials as he traced the route ahead to the refugee camp which was circled in red and labelled. Once more, the car wallowed and this time smacked into the rail with a dull gong-like clang. Aaro swore loudly and shot the Vara staring into the passenger window a mean look, cursing further. It bared its teeth and growled at him. Aaro flipped him off in return. The mass of Varas outside was thick. At least twenty of them. God. Did he even hit a single one?

The vehicle pitched again and metal squealed as the jeep was forced harder against the rail, tilting onto two wheels.

‘No, no, no, no, no…’ Aaro muttered, grabbing the pistol as it began to slide off the dash. The car righted itself and then was pushed again, tilting more. The sound of the bolts shearing on the rail was blood-curdling. It bent. The vehicle shifted and skidded. The Varas knew. It dropped a wheel off the side of the bridge, bowing the rail.

Aaro scrambled into the passenger seat. If the jeep was going over, he wasn’t going to be in it this time. He was not going back in the river.

The Varas pushed again and the car was half off the bridge, held only by the broken rail stretching around the bumper like a strap. Aaro crouched on the passenger seat, on the opposite side from the river, with the Vara against the window no more than three inches from him, pistol in one hand, door handle in the other. Counting, waiting, poised.

The jeep’s undercarriage scraped on the edge as it moved closer to tipping point, and then Aaro felt the telltale shift of momentum as gravity took hold. The rail snapped with a loud twang and they all jolted.

He threw the door open, much to the surprise of the Vara on the other side of it. In that split second, he jammed the pistol under its jaw and fired three times. The noise and shower of skull fragments startled the others and they reared back. Aaro kicked out of the seat as the jeep toppled off the edge and for a moment he was suspended in the air, between the jeep and the bridge. And then he started to fall. He came up short of the lip and sank below it.

The Varas regained themselves and rushed forwards to where their brother had been shot, but as they peered over the edge, all they saw was the plunge and crash of the vehicle into the water below.

They cried in anger at the escaped meal and writhed and pushed impatiently, waiting to see if it would surface, so they could continue the chase down on the river banks. But it didn’t, and for all intents and purposes, to them at least, Aaro Emmerson had gone into the depths with the jeep and drowned.

But Aaro wasn’t dead. He hadn’t followed the vehicle into the icy choke-hold of the water. In his brief flight, he had pumped three slugs into the soft palate of flesh under the monster’s jaw, listened as the skull exploded, the bullets flying skyward, and then succumbed to physics, beginning his fall. But as he did, and as he’d hoped, he was close enough to the bridge to reach for it. The odd angle of his descent carried him under the Vara filled asphalt top and diagonally towards the undercarriage of the bridge, into the maze of girders and struts.

Aaro stretched out, his shoulders aching under the extension, knuckles still white around the grip of the smoking pistol. With a painful thud, his forearms connected with a horizontal beam. He bit his lip to quell the shout of anguish and tasted blood. He didn’t doubt the ingenuity and agility of the Varas and he didn’t want them even attempting to climb down after him. His only hope was if they thought he was dead. So he clung on for dear life, his legs swinging wildly over the void.

He waited for the sway to stop and locked his free hand over the other wrist, bracing his weight against his chest. Rust flakes cut into his elbows and forearms like razors. He breathed through the pain and hauled himself up, hooking his foot over the strut and then straddling it. He caught his breath and listened for any movement above. They were definitely angry. He smiled. Fuck you. Fuck you all. He took the gun and popped the round out of the chamber and into his palm. He released the magazine and reloaded it before wedging the pistol into the back of his belt. He’d seen a movie once where a guy had put a loaded gun into his trousers at the front and inadvertently fired by accident, blowing half his leg off, as well as his testicles. That image stuck in Aaro’s mind as he thought about where exactly to holster it on his person.

He tried not to look down as he placed his palms on the girder and pushed himself to a shaky stance, balancing like a filthy high-wire artist. He steadied himself on the one overhead and then began edging forward. The formation was set in triangles, but it was walled on each end by concrete with no way to get to either bank. He chose his path carefully, stepping cautiously towards the far side of the bridge, making no hasty decisions or taking any unnecessary risks. If he fell it would all be for nothing.

When he neared the end he took to the outer edge of the trusses and leaned over the drop. He had to reach, but just about came within a finger’s reach of the bottom of the support rail on the roadway above, but only with one hand, and only on his toes. He cursed under his breath and tried to get settled. There was no time to waste.

He flexed his feet and jumped, it was a terrifying instant of weightlessness while he moved from under the bridge, relying only on his fingers to keep him from death. But they caught, and clamped down on the rail and once again he was hanging over nothing but space and the river twenty meters below. He swung once and then grabbed the rail with his other hand.

His wounds twinged horribly as he pulled himself up the barrier, shimmying up the vertical rails, his skin burning, and swung his leg up. He always tried to stay fit, and now was thankful he had. He stared down the bridge, now full on the outer rail, to where the frenzied mess of Varas still writhed, growling and barking in frantic tones at the space where the jeep had gone over. But they wouldn’t wait for him to surface forever. Soon they’d move off, spot him, and he’d be cornered once more.

He skulked forward in the opposite direction towards the open side of the bridge, searching for some means of escape.

And then he saw it.

A bike.

It was laying on its side, stalled and scratched, but it was perfect. He ran over and righted it, swinging his leg over the saddle. He flicked the key and the dials lit up, but the electric starter was dead. He pushed it again and the dials dimmed as he did. The battery was low. Nearly dead. The ignition and headlight had been left on and it’d run down. He’d have to kickstart. He did. The engine fired twice and then died.

‘Come on,’ he mouthed, kicking it harder. It chugged like an old lawnmower and then sputtered out. He kicked it again and it coughed and cut out. And then in the second between kicks, he noticed a horrible sound.

Silence.

The growls and barks echoing behind him had ceased. He swallowed and turned his head. Behind him, still for the moment, were the Varas, all craning their necks to see this new source of sound. They looked, all together, two dozen sets of mottled yellowed eyes, zeroing in on him.

And then, one did.

It let out a low, bone-chilling howl. And then the others joined in the chorus one by one until the sound echoed through the hills and forests for miles around. The hunt was back on.

‘Come on, you bastard!’ Aaro yelled, shunting the peg down again. There was no time for subtly now. It chugged futily and he jumped, landing on the starter with all his weight. ‘Start, you piece of shit!’

He rolled forwards, pushing the bike between two cars and towards an open space as the beasts started to run behind him. He had maybe ten seconds before they were on him. He flicked the key again and twisted the throttle, dumping petrol into the engine. He gripped the clutch and kicked down hard.

The bike misfired on the petrol and then spat into life.

He pushed the gear changer down into first and dumped the clutch.

The wheels span and he took off, the sounds of thunderous stampeding paws behind him. He swiftly cranked through the gears, up into second, then third, then fourth. He stuck to the shoulder, hugging the line between dirt and road, avoiding the abandoned cars while the howling of the monsters behind him slowly died away.

And then, things were quiet.




TWENTY-THREE

PLAYING GOD

2082 AD

Berlin felt clinical. Gertlinger always thought so. Everything was clean and neat and robotic. The city was like a pressed and starched white shirt.

He smiled a little to himself, thinking how much that suited Angela, the cold bitch that she was, that she’d become. He stood outside a grey apartment block, leaning against the town car. Felix stood next to him, hands clasped in front of his stomach. They’d shared a table at breakfast, but nothing in terms of conversation. After this weekend Gertlinger wouldn’t ever see him again and as such, wasn’t going to bother to learn anything about him. He was paying him thousands for his service, and that was respect enough.
Gertlinger checked his watch. They’d been there for ten minutes now. He’d called Angela twice and both times she’d said that they were on the way down. He pursed his lips impatiently as the doors to the block remained closed and translucent, obscuring any view of the interior. Another few minutes rolled by and still nothing. Could he call again? He could, but should he? Did he really need to rush her, or would it just be fun to annoy her by calling? He went over the options a couple of times and when he was almost to a decision, a pair of shapes loomed behind the frosted glass.

Gertlinger straightened and drew breath, but unfortunately, it wasn’t Max that appeared next to his mother in the doorway.

Angela exited briskly and headed down the steps towards him with a hard look painted on her face. She was still beautiful, but she was a bitter sight to see. Her cheeks were pulled taut — from the first facelift she’d bought with Florian’s credit card. Her eyebrows were higher than he remembered and her forehead was tighter than a new bed sheet. A second facelift, then. And her lips looked plumper, like she’d been socked in the mouth. She’d had more work done it seemed.

Her “enhanced” breasts remained perfectly in place as she descended the steps. Gertlinger remembered paying for those too. She moaned that Max had ruined them and that they needed fixing. He relented. He always did.
She stopped in front of him, her hands hanging at her sides, the wrinkles on the backs of her hands the only giveaway of her true age. ‘Florian,’ she said sharply.
‘Angela,’ he replied, nodding with as much courtesy as he could force himself to produce.
‘I don’t know what to say,’ she said, shaking her head.
Gertlinger peered over her shoulder at the man with whom she’d exited the building. He was tall, with a shock of dark hair and swarthy features. He was Hispanic and looked miserable, as if unhappy Angela was even speaking to Gertlinger. He had to be at least twenty years her junior, no more than mid-thirties. If that.

‘Don’t know what to say about what?’ Gertlinger asked, looking at her again now.
‘About Max.’ She sighed.
‘What — you mean why he’s turned into a forty-year-old Spanish man?’ Gertlinger sniped.
She shook her head. ‘You never change. That’s Antonio. Max is upstairs.’
‘So what, you keep Max, and I get Antonio? You fucked me hard in the divorce, but that’s still a shitty deal, even by our track record,’ he snarled.
‘Max doesn’t want to see you.’ She hit back.
‘I have a right to see him.’
‘Yes but he doesn’t want to see you. He wants to stay with us.’
‘Us? What, you and Antonio? Playing happy family with my son?’ Gertlinger was rising, his fists clenching at his sides.

‘You chose not to be a bigger part of his life, it’s not my fault if—’
‘No, it is your fault. You got custody and you took him from me,’ he said cutting her off. ‘You moved to another country with my son—’
‘He’s my son as well!’ she yelled.
‘You can’t do this you heartless… I don’t even know what to call you. Bitch doesn’t quite cut it,’ he spat.

At that moment, Antonio started down the steps, rushing to Angela’s aid. Gertlinger clocked him as he did. ‘Don’t,’ he snapped, pointing his finger over Angela’s shoulder. He wasn’t a tough man, but he wouldn’t be walked all over. Especially not by the stranger raising his son.
Antonio stopped. ‘Hey,’ he shouted. ‘You can’t speak to her like that!' He pointed back with the conviction of a lapdog protecting its owner. He was a kept man for sure.
‘She was my wife, and that’s my kid up there, so I’ll speak to her however I damn well please,’ Gertlinger sneered.
‘She’s moved on! And so should you. You’re not wanted here!’ He had a smug smirk begging to be slapped off his face.

‘Yeah, sure. Fuck you, Antonio, you’ll be gone soon enough, so shut up and let the grown-ups sort this out. This is a family discussion, thanks.’ He finished and turned back to Angela. ‘Let me see him.’
‘No.’
‘You can’t do this.’
‘I’m not doing anything. I asked him to go with you. He pleaded to stay. He doesn’t want to see you. Not now, not ever. He’s upstairs crying because he thought we were going to force him,’ she said with what Gertlinger had to admit looked to be sincerity.
He was sideswiped. Lost for words for the first time in a long time.

‘No, I don’t believe that,’ he muttered.
‘Believe it, Florian. It’s the truth,’ she said, welling up. ‘It makes me sad to hear it, and even sadder to say it. I loved you once, and so did he. But things have changed. It’s too late. Accept it.’ She paused, swallowed, and then sighed. ‘I have to go. I’ve got to get back to him.’
Gertlinger watched her turn and leave, wiping the tears from her botoxed cheeks with the sleeve of her designer blouse. 
Antonio waved him a cocky goodbye. Gertlinger fired him the middle finger. ‘Enjoy her while it lasts. She’ll trade you in for a younger model in a couple of months!’
‘Then I guess I’ll have to make the most of the time we’ve got together, huh?’ he jeered, turning and grabbing Angela’s ass roughly as she moved past him. She stumbled a little as he did but did not turn back. Gertlinger could see the look on her face anyway, she didn’t need to turn her head.
‘Great choice Angela, a real gentleman!’ he bellowed after her.

He knew how to get at her, and though he knew he had, he wasn’t proud of it. He’d baited Antonio and he’d bitten. He’d lost the war but won the battle. Angela would dump Antonio for that show of crudeness alone. For that show of weakness. He knew she would. She was ruthless like that.

It was something at least. 
In seconds they were back inside the building and the early morning street in Berlin was once again empty, except for a wounded father and his driver.
Gertlinger sighed and reached for his cigarettes, throwing one into his mouth. He wouldn’t have dared show it to Angela, but that exchange cut deep. He took three long drags and turned to Felix, who looked saddened himself.

They looked at each other for a moment and Gertlinger opened his mouth to say something.

After that, there was nothing.

Just darkness.

And then light.



2096 AD

Gertlinger stirred from his dream feeling as terrible as he had at that moment in Berlin fourteen years earlier.

He’d not seen Angela or Max since that day, but it was still vivid in his mind.

The tone of a morning alarm was, as always, grating. But as grating as it was for him at six forty-five, when he usually woke up, it was even worse at ten past four. Except, as he gained his senses, he realised it wasn’t the alarm. The high pitched bell that was filling his apartment wasn’t emanating from his bedside clock, it was coming from his phone. He swore, double checking the time, and reached for it.

He picked up, squinting at the blindingly bright screen, waiting for his eyes to adjust. The number flashed up as unknown and he answered it.

‘Hello?’ he croaked, not moving from beneath the covers.

‘Hello, is that… Um…’ the voice paused as if searching for a name on a piece of paper. ‘Doctor Gertlinger?’

Gertlinger sighed. ‘Yeah, what is it?’ he assumed it must be someone with another job offer for him. Someone in a far away country, where it wasn’t four in the morning. He should just retire, he thought every time someone called him like this. One day, he was sure he would.

‘My name is Caleb. You were on the call list, and—’ the slightly nervy voice came.

‘Look, it’s four AM here. If this is about a job offer, can you call back in a couple of hours?’ Gertlinger mumbled, rolling back onto his pillow.

‘Sir, it’s a matter of urgency. I was instructed to inform the people in this list immediately when—’

Gertlinger shut his eyes and moved the phone from his ear. He pressed the end call button and dropped the phone into the quilt. Whatever it was, it could wait.

But then, it rang again. He groaned and lifted it up. Same number. He answered. ‘Hello?’

‘Sir, don’t hang up — I’m calling from the GSC Headquarters in Cape Canaveral, Florida. The shuttle is back in range.’ The voice said quickly.

Gertlinger sat upright, the sleep gone from his brain in an instant. ‘What?’

‘The shuttle. The Argus. It’s back in range, sir. We received the first transmissions nineteen minutes ago. We had a list of people to inform immediately, you were on that list.’

‘You call nineteen minutes immediately?’ Gertlinger snapped, rolling to his feet and rubbing his eyes.

‘Sorry, sir, you weren’t first on the list, and as you can imagine, it’s been difficult to reach some of the names at this hour,’ Kaleb replied frantically.

‘Okay. It’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m on my way.’ Gertlinger said, hanging up.

He and a handful of other key staff were contracted to live in Orlando during the years that the shuttle was estimated to come back in range. He’d been there for two already. They weren’t sure when it would begin transmitting again, so it was all approximations. But now, all of a sudden, it was back on their doorstep again. The first technical readings would be in within the hour and then the mission data would start coming through in lumps. It was about forty-five minutes to the GSC HQ from where he was now, so by the time he got there, the information should be rolling in at a steady pace.

Just under an hour later, he was in a queue of people, flashing his ID badge at the GSC gate. The guard waved him through, and still shrouded in the predawn darkness, he swung his car into the parking lot and got out. He was getting old now, almost seventy-five, but he was still fairly spritely. Top-notch health care and living life without a care in the world about the cost will do that for you. His life expectancy was well over a hundred and that gave him some comfort — but he still felt a little stiff, especially with such a rude awakening under his belt.

He swiped his clearance card at the automated employee entrance and entered. The elevator took him swiftly to the sixteenth floor. The command centre. The parking lot was quiet, the corridors and the elevators empty, but when the doors opened into the small corridor that housed the break rooms and bathrooms, opening at the end via glass double doors into the command centre itself, it was not deserted, empty, or quiet.

Even muffled by the closed doors, the excited sounds of discussions and shouts rang loudly through to him as he approached. Throngs of bodies moved seamlessly in the room beyond and the motion-sensitive doors gave way to an odour of tangled limbs and flop sweat. The room was huge, with a back wall entirely filled with monitors. Sixty of them, which could display singular images alone, or link up to display one huge one. In the front were rows of computers on desks and around the back, in front of the door, where Gertlinger currently stood, was a raised catwalk with stairs leading down to the command floor. The catwalk was dotted with screens affixed to the rails and had seats that extended from the walls for the higher-ups to perch and watch the action, away from the mass of subordinate bodies below.

Still trying to fully wake himself up, Gertlinger stayed back from the melee and didn’t descend the steps. He paced the catwalk and surveyed the images on the screens, making his eyes focus, gathering his own conclusions. The entire right half of the wall was filled with a huge schematic layout of the Argus. It was reeling off numbers and code that was alien to him, but from the systematic flashing of small sections of the blueprint, he assumed that it was a full mechanical readout of the ship. Areas that had already been checked were painted in green, which he guessed was good. But some areas were coloured red, which he guessed was bad. The status readout of the check was at twenty-six percent and rising as the program ticked off the sections one by one.

On the left-hand side of the wall, individual screens displayed timelapse photo feeds from inside the shuttle hull, shot from different angles. All lined up neatly like coffins were the cryo tubes that kept his creations sleeping peacefully. The images were dark and grainy with tinges of green. Gertlinger studied them but they didn’t change, even as the timestamps rolled forward days at a time.

Across the bottom was a grid with one hundred coffin shaped icons lined up. Seventeen of them were black, the rest were white. Just as he came to the conclusion of what that signified, someone called out him.

‘Doctor, I didn’t see you come in,’ McPherson said, beaming. He was now older too, a little more so than Gertlinger, his hair nearly all grey and white, but looking well all the same. He was holding what was probably his fifth coffee of the hour judging by how it was shaking in his hand. No one could be so upbeat at this hour without a considerable amount of caffeine in their system.

‘And yet, here I am,’ Gertlinger retorted with a wry smile.

‘Yes, quite. Have you been briefed?’

‘No, I didn’t want to interrupt,’ he said, gesturing to the manic crowd below.

‘Well, there’s good news and there’s bad news,’ McPherson said glumly.

‘Isn’t there always. What’s the good news?’

‘The mission data looks strong.’ McPherson leaned on the rail and interlaced his fingers. ‘Everything went better than we planned. We only lost seventeen Varas. It means that the atmosphere on Orus is habitable. We half expected them all to die the moment they stepped off the landing craft. And not just that but the timers on the ground rigs, the harnesses that the Varas wore, well, they clocked in at more than two months. Which means that they were able to survive out there, too. The vitals look good, even. We don’t know what happened to the other seventeen, whether they died accidentally, didn’t make it back to the shuttle, or they simply managed to get out of their harnesses… But the important thing is that eighty-three did survive, and got back to the ship.’

‘How the hell did you get them to come back?’ Gertlinger questioned. surely if they were surviving out there — food, water — they wouldn’t just come back? And the food scent wouldn’t carry very far.”

‘That was the issue we were grappling with. What if they did survive and didn’t come back to the ship looking for food? We just figured that the craft would return home without them and we’d have the mission data to play with, but then, a programmer named… Smith, or Smithe, or Sma— or something with an S came up with this idea… We wrote it into the system a few months before we lost contact. It was a simple idea that would either work or not, but we had nothing to lose either way. The harness rigs had audio recording built in. So, Smi— the Programmer got them to detect and record the noises the Varas made, discerning based on information gathered about wolf-pack-mentality here on Earth, the different sounds. They would take howls and calls that were of a distressed nature and catalogue them, so that when the Varas were moving too far away or had been away for too long, the ship would literally beckon them back with their own calls. The program re-used the ships built-in communications system to play the distress call and, well, it obviously worked.’ He gestured to the screens with his hand. ‘When they came within a certain range of the ship, the proximity sensors triggered on the harnesses as normal and the cryo chambers dropped food scent — pungent pheromones that lured the Varas inside. They climbed back into the chambers to find the source of the smell, the pressure sensors in the chambers activated and the lids snap shut. After that, it was all automatic. The shuttle lifted off and rejoined the Argus before heading home,' McPherson finished proudly.

‘And that’s the good news?’ Gertlinger asked. ‘Why was it so important to have them back, and not just the mission data?’

‘Well,’ McPherson laughed, ‘apart from being global heroes, those ugly bastards are going to give us much, much more. We’re gonna cut them open and see how the atmosphere and change in gravity affected them physically, if they were affected at all. It will allow us to plan for a manned mission in the future. It was a welcomed addition to the mission data. It will take a lot of guesswork out of the next mission. So yes, that is the good news.’

‘And the bad news?’ Gertlinger refused to get his hopes up.

‘It seems the Argus ran into some problems on the return journey.’

‘What problems?’

‘We think it entered an asteroid field. The variables for planning the trip were infinite. We couldn’t have known, only hoped.’

‘So how bad is the damage?’

‘We’re waiting on the full system scan to run its course and then we’ll know, but so far, we know there’s at least one hull breach.’ He sighed. ‘That’s why the monitors are all dark like that. The hull is a vacuum. The emergency systems have gone into effect to save power and the lights have turned off. The cameras have switched to night vision mode, which is why we’ve got this grainy green shit going on here.’ He flicked his hand at the monitors.

‘And the Varas?’

‘We’re pretty sure they’re all fine. The vitals are reading normal. The cryo chambers are sealed and still have atmosphere to sustain them. We’re more worried about re-entry. The external cameras are all down, battered and broken by the asteroids, we’re guessing. The field was full of small objects it seems, from what we can piece together from the data we have so far — not enough to destroy the shuttle, but enough to strip a few layers of paint off. When the ship comes back into the atmosphere, depending on the external damage, it could be fine, or it could be a disaster. The aerodynamics could all be off, or the landing gear may not deploy. The flaps probably won’t open like they should. It will be near impossible to estimate the trajectory the ship will take prior to its entry. Worst case scenario, the whole thing comes apart and the breaks up entirely. We’ve just got to pray that it’s not over a populated area.’

Gertlinger nodded slowly, taking it all in. ‘Sounds like a shit-storm.’

‘You have no idea.'




TWENTY-FOUR

THE VEIL

2122 AD

‘I’m not complaining, I’m just saying I’m a little surprised is all,’ Sorina mused.

Her and Aaro lay on a cot, entwined, her fingers laced through his. They’d been on the road for more than seven hours now and Sorina was commenting on the level of attention they were attracting, or seemingly not attracting, from the local fauna.

‘You say stuff like that and you’ll jinx it,’ Ek replied, scanning the screen for anything out of the ordinary. ‘We are pretty close to the gulf though. There’s not much food down here and they aren’t exactly known for their love of swimming.’

‘Yeah, this is the middle of nowhere,’ Bjork chimed in. ‘There’s probably nothing out here for them to eat.’ He was slumped on his cot opposite Sorina and Aaro.

‘Enjoy it while it lasts, I doubt our luck will stretch all the way to Murmansk.’ As the words left Ek’s mouth, the engine noise changed and started to wind down. He pushed the intercom and leaned in. ‘Everything alright? Why are we slowing down?’

Sabina appeared on the screen and she gave a thumbs up. ‘Yeah, nothing to worry about. We’re a couple of miles outside of Umea. The debris on the road is getting thicker. We’ll be at a crawl from here on out. Robin called us, we’re stopping for a few minutes, swapping drivers. Stretch our legs a bit. It’s going to be a long night.’ She cut the connection and changed down through the gears smoothly. The trucks slowed to a halt and Sorina looked at Aaro.

‘You wanna go for a walk?’ he asked quietly.

‘No, I don’t,’ she replied abruptly, her eyes suddenly wide.

‘Me neither,’ he laughed.

Ek moved between them and Bjork and jumped, grabbing the handle that was affixed to the ceiling. His weight swung a ladder down and he climbed to the hatch at the top of it. He unlocked it and pushed upwards. A flood of fresh air poured into the space and Aaro drank it in. He hadn’t realised how stuffy it had gotten in there.

Ek hauled himself up and sat on the lip, his legs dangling into the trailer. He whistled to Bjork and held his hand out. Bjork was up and had pulled two scoped rifles from their gun chest under the cot. He passed them up to Ek and then climbed out after him, disappearing into the afternoon sun.

After a minute or two of silence, Aaro stirred. ‘I could do with a breath of fresh air.’

He rose and moved towards the ladder, mounting the steps quickly. He emerged onto the roof to find himself surrounded by trees. ‘I thought we were right on the gulf?; he said out loud, turning to survey the area.

‘We are. It’s just through those trees,’ Bjork called back, motioning with his rifle to the right of the trucks. The two soldiers were both crouched, scanning the trees and the spaces between them with their scopes just in case. Below them, Sabina and Sam were at the side of the truck, stretching. Sam was urinating into the grass and Sabina was programming her watch. Ahead, the Fido was sitting idle. Robin and Alva were standing around, smoking a cigarette and chatting.

Now Aaro wanted one. He lit up and offered the pack to Ek and Bjork. They declined. He took off at a slow pace, meandering down the length of the trailer, around the turret, until he reached the back. He paused and stood, surveying the trees and wide open spaces, something he hadn’t seen for more than a decade. He forgot how nice trees were, how much he liked the smell of pines and firs, and just how quiet the countryside was.

And then it became a lot less quiet. From behind the mask of trees came a low and rumbling howl. Aaro paused mid-drag and stared at the solid wall of greenery. The sound echoed in the silence and sustained in the still air for what seemed like an age. Ek and Bjork snapped up their rifles and pressed the scopes against their eyes.

They scanned for the source, finding nothing but an impenetrable curtain of branches gently swaying in the breeze

‘Time to move,’ Ek mumbled, strafing towards the hatch.

‘Emmerson — back in the truck!' Bjork yelled angrily. 'Jansson — shake the drips off and let’s go!'

Sam zipped up and bundled back into the truck after his sister.

The hatch slammed shut, the engines fired up and the trucks lumbered forwards once more. Ek and Bjork stayed glued to the screen, flicking through the feeds from thermal to motion and back again. Bjork had plugged in a pair of headphones and had one firmly against his ear.

The camera danced across the landscape but revealed nothing other than trees. There was no sign of the Varas, but they were out there, that much was certain. Skulking, lurking, just beyond the realm of the visible. They were just choosing their moment to strike.

The trucks ploughed forward in sequence, weaving in and out between abandoned cars at a steady pace. Fido, the lead truck continued to gain pace. Ek and Bjork were in constant contact with Sabina and Sam in the cab, feeding them information and updates, letting them concentrate on the driving.

Sab’s voice echoed through the trailer. ‘Shit!’ she swore, swerving around a car that the Fido clipped. ‘That was close.’

They continued on until the shapes of buildings loomed ahead. Umea. They closed in on it quickly and the voice of Alva from the Fido crackled around them. It was from the radio in the cab, and the noise filtered through to them second hand.

‘The road is blocked ahead. Looks like a bus has overturned, we’re going to have to swing through the centre of Umea to get around it. Hold on.’ Alva sighed and grunted and the Fido swerved four lanes, bouncing through the gravel ditch that separated the carriages. Sam swore into the mic and followed blindly. Aaro reached for the wall to steady himself but was thrown from his cot as the truck dropped into the depression. He hit the ground hard and slid, scrambling to his feet as Bjork did the same. The trailer lurched violently back up before settling and continuing on. The engine roared and everything whined under the strain of being pulled forwards, the metal groaning as it twisted. They were keeping as much speed as they could. The two trucks cornered violently and sailed through a roundabout up towards the town. They stuck on the gas and straight-lined the next one too, the wheels thundering over the curbs.

There was a loud crash beyond the trailer walls and on the screen the broken corpse of a car flew out from in front of the Fido. The road was filled with abandoned cars and there was no choice but to plough through. The microphones tried fitfully to filter out the engine noise, and give some semblance of what was transpiring outside, but it was useless. Between the grinding of metal on metal as they scraped and slid past cars, and the scream of the struggling engines as they gained and lost revs with every metre, it was nothing but white noise, that is until the howls came back, one at a time, rising in volume until they were all there was.

Things started slowly. Ek called Bjork over and they stood side by side, flicking through the screens, panning the camera from left to right. Bjork had the headphones pressed to his head and a walkie talkie in his hand, exchanging information with the Fido. After a few minutes, the first shot sounded. It was dull through the steel hull of the truck and emanated from the road ahead. But it was still unmistakable.

The Fido had begun firing. Aaro didn’t need to see what at to know.

Bjork started gesturing wildly for Ek to pan left and turn on the motion scope. From then on it was incessant. A constant chatter of rounds. Flurries of gold streaked on the screen, darting between cars and inside abandoned buildings at the roadside. Ek kept his finger on the trigger, shooting at everything that moved, and lots of things that didn’t. The sound of the bullets tearing through metal and glass was reassuring in a way, like they might actually serve as protection against everything that was out there. But then, there was a different sound. A sharp crack that wasn’t distant or dull. The trailer rocked and a loud bang echoed through it. Aaro cursed and stumbled, staring at the wall.

Something heavy had smashed against the side of the truck.

Sorina swore loudly and leapt away from the wall, and Bjork and Ek wheeled around to look to their right. There was another loud crack and the whole trailer jostled again. Aaro looked at Sorina who was staring at him, terror in her eyes.

‘What was that?’ she asked, breath tight.

But she knew what it was. They all did. They were hurling themselves at the truck. It was obvious. It didn’t need to be said. Ek turned the camera around and sure enough, the streaks of gold on the right were everywhere.

‘Shit,’ Bjork muttered. ‘I’ll handle this.’ He snatched the joystick from Ek and motioned his head towards a second hatch in the ceiling. Ek nodded and moved towards it. With methodical ease, he jumped and pulled down another ladder, climbed it and popped the door that opened into the gun turret above. Bjork panned back around to the left and started firing again and no more than five seconds after the hatch snapped shut above them, the big gun started shooting too. Each shot rippled through the trailer in a shockwave that made Aaro’s teeth chatter together.

The storm of fire raged endlessly from there on out.

The noise, a bloody symphony of death, was split between the two guns, the engine, and the Varas throwing themselves recklessly against the truck.

The trailer jerked upwards as something rolled and crunched underneath them. A shrill screech echoed for a moment before being swallowed in a barrage of fire. Bjork lost his footing and swore loudly, his head clanging audibly against the wall. He pushed the intercom and Sab and Sam’s frantic voices filled the air.

‘What the hell was that?’ Bjork yelled, scrambling back to the joystick.

‘These things are jumping at the truck!’ Sab shouted back, swinging the Rover to the left. The truck lurched and then bounded upwards again as another audible crunch of bones rang from below. ‘If I try and miss them I’ll roll the whole fucking rig! We’ve got to go straight through. I’m not losing ground on Robin. I’m sticking on his ass, lizards or not. Look ahead, tell me what you see,’ she commanded, just a panicked voice in the ether.

The camera swung around to the front and Bjork switched the feed over to the high-def camera, and as he did, the true horror of the situation became apparent.

The streets ahead were lined with cars, abandoned and rusted, but between them, in front of them, behind them, and on them were Varas — stacked up and shouldering against each other. A corridor of jaws and hard-packed muscle, ready to shred whatever came their way.

They hissed and growled and ran alongside the trucks, lashing out sporadically. One hit the cab and clawed at the steel cages on the windows before falling off. Another jumped, snatching at the gun, but slipped down past the windshield and fell underneath, the huge wheels sucking it in like a vortex. The truck jumped again as the beast was crushed beneath them, its cries of pain and anguish only fueling the rage of the others.

‘Tell me we’re close to getting out of this place!?’ Bjork’s teeth were gritted, his voice hoarse. He was firing blindly into the swirling mass of black fur and scales. The bullets seemed to disappear into them, not doing any damage at all. One or two fell but the impact seemed too minimal to be real considering the calibre of their weapons. Their ranks just ate them like they ate everything else.

‘Another quarter mile and we’ll be back in the open— fuck!’ Sabina’s voice erupted in surprise as the Fido smashed into a car ahead and sent it spinning into their path. She tried to swerve but struck it side on. The weight and pace of the truck practically obliterated it, the cow-catcher sending it spearing into a boarded up shop front. The engine sagged and threatened to quit. Sab changed down quickly to accommodate and pumped the accelerator, charging the revs back into the red.

On the monitor, the Fido began to shrink into the distance ahead, the gap quickly growing.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Sab babbled, the engine screaming under the strain as she tried to manhandle some speed back into it. The distance was now more than four or five truck lengths — an eternity in their current situation. The Varas swarmed like an army into the space, forming a barricade, a raging wave of matted and spined bodies. ‘Hold on!’

And then they hit the wall.

She kept the gear low and the revs high, ploughing her way forward with brute force. The cow-catcher ripped through them and gore bounced all across the grill and roof. Ek’s shouts of indignation rang through the hull as he was splattered with blood and guts between the slats in the turret.

It was as if they were moving through water. The bodies writhed in front of them, like a braid of snakes, scrambling to get out of the way, or to attack before being pinned against the truck and smashed out of the way, or sucked under the churning and bloody wheels.

The trailer bounced left and right as the bodies rolled under them, straining against the linkage holding it to the cab. The engine mewled and lost revs under the struggle. Sam beat on the dashboard and willed it on. Horrific threats from Sabina of what she’d do if it cut out all together came through in a solid stream.

It went on and on and on, and then the gunfire ceased.

Bjork staggered backwards and sank to one knee before falling against his bunk. He held his hands in front of them, watching them shake.

‘We’re through,’ Sabina called through the intercom, almost in tears. ‘Back on the highway. Up to forty and climbing. We’re leaving them behind,’ she sighed. ‘Thank God they can’t keep up.’ She sobbed a little, but they could have been tears of joy — it was hard to tell through the mic.

‘Good work guys,’ Sam added, giving a half-hearted thumbs up.

He cut the connection and Ek dropped down from the hatch above, splattered with blood. He landed softly and sat on the bunk, smearing red across his face. He spat some on to the floor and coughed. ‘That was brutal.’

‘Did you see them?’ Bjork said, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘They took the bullets like it was nothing. Didn’t even phase them.’

‘I thought they’d run for the hills when the big gun started, but they didn’t flinch,’ Ek added.

‘How are there so many of them?’ Sorina asked. ‘How do they survive up here without anything to eat?’

‘They’re eating each other,’ Aaro muttered.

‘How do you know?’ Sorina asked, surprised he’d even said it.

‘What else is there for them to eat? They must have hunted every species of animal up here into extinction by now. Bears, wolves, deer, cattle, horses, people. You saw what it was like — nothing could survive out there, nothing but them,’ Aaro spat.

No one spoke for a while. They just dwelled on that fresh horror.

The intercom eventually crackled and Sam’s voice came through. ‘I’ve got Berg on the line — he wants to speak to Ek and Bjork. I think everyone needs to hear this though.’ Berg was the gunner on the Fido, a heavyset ex-soldier, just like Ek and Bjork.

There was a high pitched screech as he merged the feeds and then a gruff voice started to speak. ‘I know that was rough, but it’s only going to get worse. I’m not gonna shit you guys, we’ve already churned through a lot more ammo than I’d have hoped. I knew it was going to be heavy but I didn’t know just how heavy. We’re still more than fourteen hours from Murmansk. And there are eight more towns just like Umea to pass through. I don’t know how they are going to be but at this point in time, we have to assume the worst. Skelleftea is next, then Pitea, Lulea, Tornio, Rovaniemi, Kemijärvi, Kandalaksha, and Monchegorsk. And from there on to Murmansk. Our best guess says that Murmansk at least, will be uninhabited by those things.’

‘How can we be sure? What if we get there and the whole place is overrun?’ Ek interjected.

‘We can’t be sure, but after the war ended and the Total Decommission Treaty was signed, Russia dumped more than a hundred and ten nuclear submarines in Kola Bay. By now they are probably partway rotten at least. Satellite images show the radiation readings in that area are too high for sustained life, at least in the immediate vicinity. Nothing can live there. There’s a thirty kilometre exclusion zone around it to stop people going in. No one’s lived there for sixty years, and no one ever will again. So, unless the Varas have got a hard-on for radiation poisoning, we should be ok,’ Berg said semi-confidently.

‘I like the use of should,’ Bjork snorted sarcastically.

Berg sighed over the airwaves. ‘Look, I know it’s not what we expected, and if it’s unanimous, we can turn around — head back to Stockholm. But I can tell you this. No one will get paid if we do.’

There was silence. No one spoke out to voice their opinions. After a while, Berg started again. ‘That’s what I thought. We’re more than a quarter of the way there so I just say we stick close to each other, go through at speed, guns up, eyes open, expect the worst and hope for the best. Sound good?’

It didn’t, but it was the best option they had.

In reality, it was the only option they had.




TWENTY-FIVE

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Over the last eight kilometres, things were becoming steadily more congested.

For so long it was just empty roads and abandoned cars. The people had disappeared altogether, having fled, or worse. Aaro had visions of coming up behind a fresh horde of the creatures, working their way through the people like a field of crops, but for a while now, the blood spatters had been getting fewer and farther between. When he did eventually catch up with the crowds, nearly fifty miles from the bridge, the people weren’t running, they were walking. Ambling down the road carrying bags and dragging suitcases, layered up with winter clothes and hungry eyes.

Maybe the monsters were full for the day. Maybe a pack hadn’t come through here, yet.

Aaro didn’t know.

He slowed now, from a wrist-locked full throttle, to a low-geared idle. He weaved slowly through the masses as they oozed forward, filling the spaces between the gridlock of cars abandoned on the roadway. There were more military jeeps on the verge, waving the people forward as they moved ever-closer to the makeshift refugee camp. Tens turned into hundreds and then thousands until both lanes were completely full of people. Guys in military fatigues were rolling cars off the roadway.

The afternoon wore on and the pace was slow as people filed one at a time into the camp somewhere in the distance ahead. Aaro dismounted and pushed the bike. It was easier than riding it and he wanted to save what petrol he had left. All he was getting were dirty looks and empty threats from the tired walkers as he weaved through them, clipping elbows with his handlebars. He resigned himself to travelling on foot too, not wanting to get knocked off, or worse, have the thing stolen from him. He took the keys out and buried them in his pocket.

The passage of time was strange and seemingly non-existent.

The scenery didn’t alter, and neither did the pace. It was as though every step was the same one over again and not a new one. It was a constant ambling stride, with an ebbing sea of familiar bodies and faces all around. You’d walk next to someone, and then manoeuvre around a car and then another and then another, and find yourself next to them again with that same disheartened and broken look on their face. It was ever-changing but constantly identical all at the same time, like walking through a field of mirrors.

The sun was low in the sky by the time the gates of the camp finally came into view over the heads of the walkers in front. Aaro’s stomach rumbled with hunger and his body ached. The blood had now soaked right through his bandages and shirt and fell to the ground in sporadic drops.

The day seemed like a dream, like a distant memory.

It was strange to think that it was less than twenty-four hours since that horror had transpired in his home, now wrecked and invaded, desecrated… by them.

But he felt no sadness, only emptiness. It was like tearing off a plaster, he thought. If it was a slow, excruciating pain, feeling every hair rip from the root and every cell pull away from its neighbour, then the pain would have stuck with him. It would have been memorable and lasting, lingering even. But such a quick, snapping upheaval, as it had been —  the pain was a flash, and then it was… gone. And that’s just how it felt. Too traumatising to be real, too strange to be reality, like he would just wake up at any moment and it would all be a dream.

There was a vague memory of the trauma, but no pain.

He had the time to dwell on that as he walked. He thought that maybe it was shock, that he hadn’t had time to reflect on what had happened, that it was yet to dawn on him, the harshness of the now. A wave of nausea rolled through his body and he saw Emilie in every face of every person walking. He saw the face of his wife, of his child in hers. Another wave. He blinked and his eyes blurred with tears. He tried to swallow but the lump in his throat wouldn’t let him. He couldn’t breathe. His legs quaked and he stumbled and sagged. The weight of the bike became apparent in his arms and pushed against him. He sidestepped and sank a little, breathing hard. The sea of people parted around him and moved past like a current, knocking him with stray bags and elbows.

He forced a breath into his lungs, trying to get himself right, but it only got worse. His heart started to beat harder, his throat constricting to a pinhole. His chest felt like someone was standing on it and his hands went numb, his fingers stinging with pins and needles.

He took one last, fitful, gulping breath and sank beneath the waves of the crowd, engulfed by it all.

Cries of indignation rattled through from passers-by, telling him to get up, to get moving, but he couldn’t. He wanted to sit down, to lie down and curl up in a ball.

But before he could fall, a body caught him. He felt the warmth of a hand on his face and felt his head turned against a chest, an arm around his shoulders. With his head hung, he couldn’t see, and didn’t want to look up. For a moment at least, it was Emilie, comforting him as she knew how. As only she could.

A tear fell from his cheek, making a spot of darkness on the dusty roadway. A splotch of love in a day of horror. And then she was gone again, the fleeting smiling face inside his eyelids.

‘Hey,’ whispered a young, female voice.

Aaro shuddered, trying to look up, trying to pick his head up as the person who could have been Emilie’s fingers caressed his face.

‘Hey,’ came the voice again. ‘It’s ok,’ she said, running a gentle hand down his spine.

‘No, it’s not,’ Aaro muttered, a second tear joining the first.

‘Yeah, it is,’ she said.

‘You don’t understand,’

‘Trust me, I do,’ the girl said with a smile. Not a fake or forced smile, but a genuine understanding, concerned smile.

Her grasp loosened.

‘We’ve all lost someone,’ she said softly. ‘Some of us have lost everyone. I’m guessing you fall into the second category.’ The voice was sweet, comforting almost.

Aaro only mustered a nod, Emilie’s fingers suddenly there at his jaw again, guiding his face up and down.

She took her hand from his back and supported herself on the ground, moving from a crouched to a seated position. She nestled next to him as he knelt, hands still on the bike. She rested her arms on her knees and didn’t say another word.

‘What are you doing?’ Aaro said after a second.

‘Just sitting,’ she replied.

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. I saw you kneeling here and — and I know what you’re feeling. We don’t have to go to this “camp”, we don’t have to do anything. We only have to go if we want to. But right now… it’s fine to take a minute.’

Aaro reached down and pushed the kickstand out on the bike, resting it upright. Only now he looked upon her.

She was young, maybe seventeen, at the most. She was slight, delicate, with ashen hair and pale eyes. Her face was angelic almost, sweet, but drawn. She’d been awake for longer than one ever should be, not eaten in a day, and looked as though she’d seen her own share of horror. That much was obvious.

Aaro didn’t need to know who she was, or why she would want to show him any kindness. He was simply grateful for her presence. Some sort of notion that the world wasn’t totally hopeless. And maybe that was what it was for her too — maybe for her, he was a comfort, someone just to be next to for a little while. He rocked backwards and sat too, cheeks still wet. She smiled again. She understood. She knew.

‘Won’t someone be looking for you?’ Aaro said before he could stop himself. He regretted it immediately. He already knew the answer.

‘No.’

There wasn’t anyone to look for her.

‘You’re alone?’ Aaro asked.

‘No.’

‘Do you need help looking for them?’

‘No.’ She half smiled.

‘Why not?’ he asked, thinking that if there was anyone left out there for him to find, he would want to do it.

‘Because the people I have left are all around me. Him, her, them.’ She nodded at random walking shapes around them. ‘And you.’ She looked at Aaro now. ‘None of us are alone. We’ve lost people, but this isn’t about family any more, it’s about survival. It’s them and it’s us. Everything else is a blur. Enemies become friends, strangers become brothers and sisters. This is it from now on.’ She spoke with an empty wisdom. But Aaro understood what she meant.

‘My father was someone who believed in a lot of things, mostly the power of people, of the goodness in people. Hope survives so long as the people who carry it do. It’s been two days since he died, one since my mother. My sister last night, my brother this morning. It’s sad, sure. I’d be as bad as those monsters if I didn’t think so, but death isn’t finite. It’s not. You know it’s not. What was her name?’

‘Emilie,’ Aaro croaked. He knew what she meant, who was he crying for. Who those tears in the dirt had been shed for.

‘Is Emilie gone?’ she asked plainly, but with a familiar empathy and tact.

‘Yes,’ Aaro mumbled. ‘No. I don’t know.’

‘You still see her? You still feel her with you? You can remember the way that she used to do things? The little things that only you knew about her? They still remain in our memories, in our hearts. And while they do, they will never truly be gone. How did she die?’

‘One of those things—’

‘That’s not what I meant.’ She smiled and Aaro felt warmer.

‘She tried to save me. She threw herself at one to save me.’ Aaro blinked hard and another tear tumbled down his cheek.

‘Yeah, she did save you. Like my father, my sister, my mother, my brother. They didn’t die in vain, not so long as we sit here, living and breathing, remembering them and carrying on hope. So we can take a minute, no more than two strangers in the crush of all these people, and sit, and that’s fine. But we have to get up, we have to move on eventually, for their sake. Otherwise, Emilie, she will have died for nothing. You understand?’ The girl put her arm around Aaro again.

He sighed and looked down into Emilie’s eyes. She was still here, her smile in the air, her fingers whispering over his skin.

She’s right you know. I died to save you Aaro. Because I love you. I want you here with me, with Lila. I want to be with you, but it’s just not the same, where I am and where you are. It’s not life. Not really. If you join me, you’ll be sorry you didn’t fight, sorry you didn’t try. I’ll be here, always and forever. You’ll hold your daughter again some day, but someday is a long way away yet. You’re a good man Aaro, you can help people. It wasn’t your fault. Please know that it wasn’t your fault. And, that I love you. Know that, always.

Aaro exhaled and Emilie faded away in the tender swirl of his breath. He lifted his head to look at the girl again. ‘Thank you,’ he murmured. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Lila,’ she said with that same soft smile.

He let out an abject chuckle and choked up again. ‘I had a Lila. She’s gone too now — my daughter.’

She nodded, maybe lost for words, maybe just not wanting to alter his own perception of what that meant, but it didn’t fill him with sadness, it struck with a strum of hope.

He pulled his feet underneath him and rose.

Lila stayed sitting, not wanting to invite herself anywhere. She was polite. Aaro kicked the bike off the stand and took the weight. She was prepared to let him leave and go on alone if need be. But it didn’t need to be like that. Aaro turned to her. ‘You want to walk with me?’

She nodded, the smile not dislodging from her pale lips.

He offered her a hand and she pulled herself to a stance. She dusted her jeans off and, once more they moved forward with the crowd, part of a whole again. Both alone, but both with each other, and everyone else.

They reached the camp gates and passed through them, no more than makeshift steel slabs on hinges hung off posts driven into the ground. The fence matched, erected overnight by an army. Chain Link and concrete posts. Even now the military worked, driving posts in, twisting ties, spinning razor wire, bracing the supports. They had used a natural break in the road, where the trees stopped and opened into fields. The roadway led straight into the camp which spanned further than they could even see from the gates.

People with tablets and megaphones instructed people to keep moving, to head to the centre of the camp for directions. And so they kept moving, trundling down a corridor hemmed in by tents, until they approached a crossroads. Four separate roadways converged and the camp had been built around it. Between the roads were tents with red crosses, ones draped with camouflage netting. There were idling trucks, ambulances, and guard towers, and thousands of people. Aaro was in shock. People were pouring in from all directions, clustering together in a loud, stinking crowd.

When they reached the crossroads, they filed into a queue heading for a circular setup of desks and trucks, right on the asphalt, where dozens of people in military jackets held tablets and assigned specific areas for people to head to. Get your section and find yourself a bed inside a tent with a hundred strangers. That was the plan. There was nothing else they could do, Aaro supposed.

He couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that they were sheep heading to slaughter, but he was too exhausted to question it. Lila was too, by the look of her. She trudged along next to him, dipping and stumbling every now and then, dark circles under her eyes, thin more than slim. She had no more than strength of will driving her forward. Aaro admired it.

They oozed forward in the melee. There were cars everywhere, pulled off the road and left on it, squeezed between the tents, wedged bumper to bumper and door to door. No one said anything about Aaro’s bike. People were carrying bags and pulling trolleys and suitcases with their belongings in. All he had was that bike and the clothes he was in, and neither belonged to him. Lila only had a rucksack that looked not even half full. They reached the assignment area and were directed to Zone H, a collection of tents that were quickly filling. They chose the biggest one that also housed a makeshift soup kitchen where volunteers were handing out food, water and aid supplies. Aaro picked a cot next to a flap in the tent wall that could be peeled back. He wheeled the bike through it and left it there on the kickstand in the small walkway between theirs and an adjacent tent.

He replaced the flap and stretched, every joint popping and cracking. He sank on to his cot and sighed, rubbing his eyes.

A man approached with some sacks slung over his shoulder. He offered one to Aaro. A survival pack. He took it, and one for Lila too, who had disappeared for the moment. He spotted her in line for some food. He would join her in a little bit but he needed to sit for a while. He opened his sack and pulled out the thin sleeping bag that was inside. There was also a foil blanket, some food bars, water and a tarp. He laid out the sleeping bag and lay back on the canvas cot, staring at the grubby white ceiling.

He must have dozed off for a moment, because when he stirred, Lila was there. He opened his eyes to find her offering him a plastic bowl full of thin broth.

‘Stew,’ she said, spooning it into her mouth as quickly as she could. ‘It’s not bad. Best I’ve had in the last few days.’

Aaro didn’t bother with the spoon. He was still cold. Ever since the river. He slurped it down gleefully, straight from the bowl. It was warm and that was the important thing.

There wasn’t much else to do, and as the afternoon started to fail, so did Aaro. He kept his jacket and boots on and wiggled into his sleeping bag. He fell asleep quickly, practically passing out from exhaustion.

And when sleep came, so did the nightmares. The night before was replayed over and over on a continuous loop. The storm, the cries of his daughter, the silhouette over the cradle, the blood. Emilie. Lila. The glass. The pain. The rain. The ground. The darkness. And over again.

As he was experiencing it for at least the fiftieth time, he jolted awake.

Just outside the tent wall, centimetres from him, the pounding of footsteps on the ground were loud, and numerous. That strong, unison stride of dozens of soldiers and the clacking of guns being cocked and loaded was the first hint that things were going wrong. The military was mobilising.

None of the troops were talking. They were trying to be quiet. Not to start a panic.

The loud clang of steel on steel, the butt of a rifle clipping the bike as a soldier ran past was the confirmation that it wasn’t a dream. He sat bolt upright and looked around. The tent was in total darkness. No one heard it. No one seemed to care.

There were too many people sobbing or talking for them to register. The hum of a generator in the centre. The whistle of a kettle on a camping stove. The snoring of those who managed to sleep. It all drowned out the boots and rifles. No one else had roused or picked up on it. He looked at Lila. She was sleeping, her face contorted and flushed. He checked his watch. It was almost four in the morning. He leaned down and opened the flap, sticking his head out. In the darkness, droves of dark shapes, a legion of troops, all ran in the same direction.

They were assembling for something, but not just for something.

That implied that Aaro didn’t know what it was, but he did. The troops made no sounds of alarm. They weren’t alerting anyone. If there was a panic, it would be impossible to organise the army, to get them where they needed to be. No, they would just go about it as quietly as they could, try to deal with the issue without waking anyone or starting an evacuation. It made their jobs easier. It made mounting a defence easier, but Aaro knew all too well that by the time the first shot was fired, it was already too late. If the fence was overrun, or when the fence was overrun, they’d all be savaged in their sleep. He thought for a second, weighing it up. If he woke everyone, he’d never get out. They weren’t near the edge of the camp, and they were closer to the side on which the military was amassing than they were the far side.

The camp was just outside Kongsberg, eighty kilometres from Oslo. That was still the best bet. It had to be. A larger population, as well as the government headquarters, and everything else of any importance. That’s where the military would concentrate their forces, surely? It would be fortified and protected. It had to be. It was their only hope.

He wasn’t a he anymore, he was a they. Him and Lila. He couldn’t leave her. He couldn’t lose anyone else.

His heart was hammering as he rolled out of bed. He knelt next to Lila’s cot and shook her gently. She stirred and he shook her again.

‘Lila!’ he hissed. ‘Wake up. Lila!’

She grumbled quietly. ‘Aaro? What is it?’

‘We’ve got to go.’

‘Go where? What time is it?’ she mumbled, rubbing her eyes.

‘Oslo.’ He turned now, stuffing his stuff into the survival sack. He made sure he kept the pistol on him, jamming it into his belt.

‘Why?’ she asked quietly, sitting upright.

‘They’re back. They’re here,’ he said quickly, turning to look at her.

‘What?’ she said a little loudly, suddenly alert. People around them began to stir now, perturbed by the noise.

‘Shh!’ Aaro urged her. ‘Come on, we’re getting out of here before shit hits the fan.’

Aaro pulled the cloth sack tight and looped the strap over his shoulder and across his chest. He pulled Lila off her cot and sat her on his. He pushed her boots towards her and jammed her sleeping bag into her rucksack without being asked.

Within a minute they were slipping through the flap in the tent. The sun wasn’t close to rising yet but the camp was far from asleep. Soldiers were still running south in droves.

Aaro climbed onto the bike and pushed the key into the ignition. He nodded to Lila and she got on behind him, her hands around his waist. He twisted the throttle to get some fuel into the pump and then kicked the starter. The bike spat into life, the noise of the engine cutting through the witching-hour silence like a gunshot itself. But it didn’t matter.

He changed from first into second and took off at a steady pace. The bike was a lot less nimble with two people on it and the corridors between the tents were dark and narrow. He had to be careful.

From the centre heading out, the density of the tens began to thin until they neared the outer fence, where they pulled up altogether. He cut left onto the trodden-in path around the edge and headed towards the northern entrance. Two soldiers ran into the road at the gate with their rifles hanging in one hand, the others raised to stop them. Aaro hit the brakes and skidded to a stop, leaving a black streak on the tarmac.

‘Stop,’ the first commanded. ‘Where are you going?’

‘We need to get out of here,’ Aaro said exasperatedly.

‘The gates are locked. And we’re under orders to keep them that way. Nothing gets in, or out,’ the second soldier said harshly.

‘You don’t understand—’ Aaro started.

‘No,’ the first guy cut in. ‘It’s you who doesn’t understand. This place is safe. We’re safe behind these fences. Those things can’t get in. If you go out there, you’ll die.’

‘If we stay in here we’ll die. We all will. Those things can’t be stopped, especially not by chain link fences and machine guns.’

‘What are you talking about?’ the second guy asked, a little more concerned now.

‘Shit,’ Aaro shook his head. ‘You haven’t even seen one have you?’

‘We’ve been briefed on the situation and are well equipped to deal with it.’

‘Bullshit. You don’t know what you’re doing. Things are about to get really bad here. As soon as they breach the fence, it will already be too late. All you can do is run.’

The two guards shot each other an uneasy look.

‘So what, we just organise a mass evacuation for no reason?’ the first said emphatically, shaking his head.

‘No reason? Do you not see all the guys with guns running south? That’s not for no reason!’ Aaro nearly yelled, annoyed by this wastage of time.

‘Civilians are not supposed to know about that!’ the other said sharply.

‘Look, I don’t care what your plans are, but I’m telling you that if you don’t let us through this gate right now, and then make a break for it yourself, we’ll die, along with everyone else in here.’

They exchanged another look. ‘So what, we all just run away, is that it? Abandon our posts? We don’t hold our ground? Fight?’

‘There is no fighting them. And no, there’s no point running either. You can try but on foot you’ll never make it.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. We’ve got two hundred men. Rifles. Machine guns. This will be over before it starts. Now go back to bed.’ The second one half scoffed it, determined to carry out his mission to the letter.

Aaro growled in frustration. ‘No it won’t. It doesn’t matter what guns you have, how many men — there’s nothing you can do. Everyone here is already dead. Just get a vehicle, and get out while you can.’

‘We can’t just leave our posts. We’re bound by our orders,’ the braver one said as resolutely as he could.

‘And you will die because of them. Please, just open the gate, close it once we’re through if you want. Just please, let us through… Please,’ Aaro pleaded.

They looked at each other again before looking back at Aaro. ‘I’m sorry, we’re under strict orders. It’s not safe. You’ve got to stay in the camp.’ They stood firm now, decidedly disbelieving of Aaro’s harsh truth.

He sighed and was about to argue more when he felt Lila’s hand on his back. He felt her fingers lift the back of his jacket. He didn’t know what was happening until he felt her hand close around the grip of the pistol. She tugged it free, her eyes not leaving the soldiers over his shoulder, and reached carefully around Aaro’s waist, under his hem, laying it on the top of his thigh. He turned his head, his heart in his throat. She leaned in and whispered in his ear, her voice steady. ‘Do it. I’ll get the gate. I don’t want to die here, Aaro, do you?’

He swallowed hard, his hands suddenly shaking around the handlebars. Killing a monster was one thing but to gun down these two innocent men because they’d been severely misinformed of what they were up against? That was just cold-blooded murder.

But then again, if the soldiers stayed, they would die anyway. And wasn’t it more humane this way? A bullet to the brain over getting torn apart by a wild beast?

That was his reasoning. It made just enough sense in his mind. Lila hugged him a little, squeezing gently in encouragement before she swung her leg off the bike.

This was it. He had no other choice. It was this or die. Kill. Or die.

The two men moved to stop her, to ask her what she was doing, but they didn’t get chance. Aaro levelled the pistol and fired twice into the soldier who was closest. He hit him in the throat and then the cheek. His face exploded in a bloody mess and he spun to the floor, already dead. The other guy swore loudly and fumbled to lift his rifle. He staggered backwards but never got it above his hips. Aaro fired three times. The first struck him in the arm and he let out a pained scream, the next connected with his upper chest. His flak jacket stopped the round but still knocked him off balance, winding him too. The scream was cut short in the darkness as the wind was ejected from his lungs. The next shot hit him in the soft palate of flesh under his chin. He had lifted his head as he staggered and the bullet tore clean through his larynx and straight into his brain. He hit the ground with a loud thud and laid still.

Aaro froze, spots from the muzzle flash dancing in his field of vision. He was numb, ashamed, sickened.

‘Aaro. Aaro. Aaro! AARO!’ It was Lila, yelling at him.

The gate was open enough to squeeze through. He shook himself back to reality and gunned it, weaving between the dead bodies, not daring to look at them. He stopped just over the threshold and waited for Lila. She dashed through and pulled it closed behind her.

They didn’t say another word as they sped off into the pre-dawn. They just listened in silence to the first sporadic pops of distant guns behind them. In seconds they grew to a constant rattle.

And then came the screams. Haunting, pained screams that seemed to echo through the forests around them like ghosts.

Ghosts that followed them all the way Oslo.




TWENTY-SIX

PLAYING GOD

2106 AD

He felt a mixture of things, standing in the command centre, in the same spot he had been ten years before.

Gertlinger leaned heavily on the catwalk rail. For the last decade he’d been waiting, afraid he’d die before it ever happened.

He retired at seventy-six, just after he’d had the call that the Argus was back in range. It had felt like the right time. He’d been comfortable and relaxed since, set up for life a hundred times over, and spent his days as most rich and lonely old men do. He sat on tropical beaches with beautiful young women, drinking expensive drinks and indulging in all of his fantasies. As clichéd and lecherous as it was, who wouldn’t? Who, without a family or friends, fresh from a life of moving here there and everywhere, working eighty hours a week, every week, wouldn’t spend their remaining days living they way they always wished they had.

He took his phone everywhere, monitoring the program that constantly calculated the ETA of the Argus, watching it count down from nearly eleven years. The kilometres rolled towards zero a blur, but the numbers were colossal, gargantuan even. Tens of trillions. But slowly and surely with the passing of time, they churned by, accompanied by a little spaceship icon that rode along a little line on the screen, sweeping past dots as landmarks, all with annotations, getting closer to the last dot, the destination. A dot for Pluto, a dot for Neptune, Uranus, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Moon and finally Earth.

As Gertlinger stood, tired and old on the catwalk, eighty-six years old, watching a massive version of his phone program displayed on the screen, he sighed.

It had been so long.

So much riding on this mission.

Such a leap forward.

And now, battered and bruised, the Argus was on approach, and it was coming in at two hundred and fifty thousand kilometres an hour. They were getting ready to engage the retro burners, but if they didn’t fire and the ship didn’t slow it would hit the atmosphere like a brick wall and would burn up and disintegrate in seconds. It was just about to round the moon and would reach the Earth in less than two hours if things didn’t go as planned and the burners didn’t kick in. If they did, it would gradually slow and reach home in about ten hours. That was what everyone was hoping for.

This was it.

As with everything at the GSC, it was utterly precise. Two technicians sat with fingers on switches, watching a counter near zero, and when it did, they would flick the switches and the thrusters would start, or they wouldn’t. And then they’d know if it was all worth it or not. That was why Gertlinger sighed, because everything was life or death, win or lose. And here was another ultimatum. Quite frankly, they were getting boring. His life seemed to be filled with them.

Ten.

He stood and stretched.

Nine.

He cracked his knuckles.

Eight.

He nodded to McPherson as he ascended the steps, looking old and thin.

Seven.

He settled back on the rail.

Six.

He watched McPherson approach.

Five.

McPherson leaned next to him.

Four.

He took the cup of coffee he was offered.

Three.

He thanked McPherson.

Two.

He turned to look at the screen.

One.

He held his breath.

Zero.

The techs flicked their switches and previously empty status bars across the side of the screen started to fill with colour, edging into the danger zone at the top. Eight of them all danced between green and red as the thrusters burst into life. Life. This time it was life.

The speed readout began to decline as the ship slowed. The ETA started to climb adversely and congratulatory whoops and hugs swept the room.

Gertlinger just looked at McPherson. ‘This coffee tastes like shit.’

‘It sure does,’ McPherson smiled back. ‘We’re some of the only ones left, you know. If the original team. You hear from Angela much these days?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘And Max?’

‘Not at all.’

‘I’m sorry.'

‘I’m not. You wanna take a walk? I could do with a cigarette,’ Gertlinger said pushing himself off the rail.

‘No, I’ve got things to do. I’ll catch up with you later on.’ And with that, he left. They’d not been in contact much the last few years, and the familiarity they shared — like all the other relationships in his life — seemed to have withered and died.

Gertlinger sighed again, stretched again, and headed for the elevator.

Just under ten hours later, showered and changed and after a little rest, Gertlinger was back on the same rail with another terrible coffee, watching another countdown. This one was at two minutes.

Two minutes to reentry. The display had switched to a cross section of the atmosphere with the Argus coming in from above. Dotted lines showed possible trajectories with crash sites marked in Kansas, Missouri, Montana, North Dakota and as far North as the Yukon. The calculations had been done and the burners adjusted accordingly so that the ship would crash somewhere in central Northern America, but where exactly, it was impossible to tell. Satellite images of the ship passing had shown the extent of the damage to the external shell, and it wasn’t good. There was no way the Argus was going to come in for a soft landing. The parachutes might not deploy and the flaps looked damaged already. It was a miracle really that the burners had fired at all. There was a fleet of choppers waiting outside with the blades already turning, ready to fly Gertlinger, McPherson and other core staff out to the crash site, wherever it was going to be. High altitude planes were circling, filming the approach from inside the atmosphere. Everyone was on pins. There was silence in the command centre. Various camera feeds showed the same black dot in a clear blue sky.

The counter reached thirty seconds and everyone stopped what they were doing to watch the monitors. Gertlinger felt his heart begin to accelerate. The nerves kicked in and he rose off the rail, breath between his teeth.

The dot exploded into flames without warning, hitting the top layer of the atmosphere. The counter reached zero and flashed red. The fire glowed white around the nose and one of the technicians yelled from the floor. ‘Flaps!’

Gertlinger wasn’t sure if it was an order to try and deploy them manually, or him telling everyone that he’d just tried to do that, and failed.

People suddenly became frantic, typing furiously. The flaming dot was very far away for a long time and then it blazed past the camera, filling the screen with blinding light as it did.

‘What’s happening!?’ McPherson roared from the catwalk next to Gertlinger. ‘Where is it?’

‘We’re working on it!’ someone yelled.

‘North Dakota! No, wait! Montana! It’s going to be Montana!’

Before the voice had even finished speaking McPherson had his hand on Gertlinger’s arm and was pulling him towards the exit.

As they got into the elevator and turned, the feed readjusted, showing the Argus plunging towards the Montana desert.

Then, the doors closed and the screen vanished.




TWENTY-SEVEN

THE VEIL

2122 AD

No amount of preparation could have readied them for what they faced beyond Umea. Hoping for the best was a nice idea but the positivity waned horribly after Skelleftea.

They entered the next township at speed, at just before dark. The motion sensors showed lots of movement and from the time they saw the first one skulk past, the gunfire never stopped. They kept close to each other, the two trucks, nose to bumper, shunting debris from their paths rather than going around it. It was easier and less likely to get them all killed.

Pitea, Lulea, Tornio, Rovaniemi, Kemijärvi, Kandalaksha — they were all the same. Derelict, abandoned and overrun by those monsters.

Monchegorsk was the last hurdle. It was nearing midnight and they were coming up on it fast. Beyond that, it was one road. A straight shot to Murmansk. They would camp in between, start early in the morning, get to the port and get to work.

Aaro and Sorina sat in the trailer of the truck, cradling rifles in their laps. The workload had been too much for just Ek and Bjork. The Varas caught on pretty quickly to the guns and started attacking them; hurling themselves recklessly at the machine gun on the cab and climbing the turret, scratching at the steel shell.

So, the extra work was divided. Ek wanted them to draw straws but Aaro was adamant that he would assign his and Sorina’s role. They had the option of either hanging out of the hatch on the top of the trailer and shooting off any Varas that managed to climb onto the cab, or to squeeze inside the turret next to the gunner and fire through the gun holes, at any Varas that tried to attack on the sides that couldn’t be fired at from the mounted gun.

Taking the exposed hatch was bordering on suicidal. No protection, just a weapon which was only mildly effective with a headshot, and totally ineffective with anything else. If you hit one in the stomach or legs it wouldn’t do much damage, and only would only succeed in angering them more. Aaro could vouch for that much. And if you hit them in the back or neck, their thick hides and fur would stop the bullets altogether.

Aaro immediately volunteered Sorina to be on turret duty. Bjork and Ek exchanged looks.

Ek folded his arms. ‘I know this is hard for you two, but we’ve got to stay on mission. There’s a priority hierarchy for each team. For us, it goes Emmerson, Me, Bjork, Strand, Jansson, and Jansson.’ He stacked his hands in the air to make the point clear. ‘That means that if we’re all gonna die and we can save one person, it’s Emmerson.'

‘Screw the hierarchy. I won’t do it,’ Aaro snarled. They were about to condemn Sorina to the most dangerous job because they deemed her life to be worth less than his.

Ek looked at Bjork again, who spoke now. ‘Strand.’

‘Yeah?’ Sorina said, voice shaky.

‘How much do you know about nuclear engineering? Would you be able to remove a reactor core from a defunct Russian submarine?’ He asked it plainly, eyebrows raised.

Aaro scowled. He’d already made the point.

Sorina shook her head. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’

‘Okay, what about you, Ek?’ He asked.

‘Nope, wouldn’t have a clue,’ he replied with a sarcastic shrug.

Bjork nodded and walked over to the intercom. ‘Hey, Sab, Sam, you guys have any idea how to remove a nuclear reactor core from a sub?’

They’d heard the entire conversation thus far and were plainly briefed on this hierarchy that Ek and Bjork were talking about.

Sam and Sab shook their heads on the monitor. ‘No,’ they said in unison, not wanting to be any more in the middle of this than they absolutely had to.

‘Hmm,’ Bjork scratched his chin. ‘And what about you Emmerson? You know how to remove a core?’

‘Fuck you,’ Aaro said coldly. ‘You made your point. But I don’t care. I’m not letting her go out there.’

‘It’s okay, Aaro. I understand what they mean. I’m expendable, you’re not,’ Sorina said quietly, a choke in her throat.

‘You’re not expendable,’ Aaro spat. ‘Not to me.’

She opened her mouth to argue but she was just trying to be noble. She didn’t have the heart to argue the point. She didn’t want to man the hatch, and knew that Aaro was going to be indomitable. She closed her mouth without saying a word. Aaro didn’t either but it was the lesser of two evils. It was just after Lulea they’d had that conversation, and now, coming up on Monchegorsk, Aaro felt empty. Sorina was shaken through, but no worse for wear. Aaro on the other hand was spattered and soaked with blood. But not his.

Ek had begrudgingly shoved an assault rifle into Aaro’s hands. He sighed. ‘Since everything went to shit, the government collected up all the decent guns. These were the best we could get hold of. The rest were shipped to the frontlines when everything started. Needless to say, none of them came back. This is a REC7. It was one of the best weapons in its day. It was in service for more than thirty years. Magazine fed simple point and click interface. These mags are fed with a dummy round five from the bottom. When the rifle misses a shot, the mag is ready to be changed. Might just save your life.’

Aaro nodded and loaded the rifle.

Fifteen minutes later he had the butt rammed against his shoulder, squeezing off bursts at the Varas as they stuck their heads over the lip of the trailer. He’s survived this far. Barely.

During their trip through Kandalaksha, things were rough. It was pitch dark and the wind had picked up. The edge of the trailer was barely visible, let alone what lay beyond. The turret rotated behind him and the MG swung around on its rail ahead, firing based on the motion monitor in the trailer, but he couldn’t see anything with his own two eyes.

He squinted in the wind, his face aching in the cold. A thud sounded behind him and claws scraped on metal. He wheeled around as quickly as he could and one was there, right on him. Jumping distance. Clawing distance. He levelled the rifle and fired, but it kept coming. It advanced with jaws wide, illuminated in the strobe of the muzzle flash.

It was right in front of him, readying itself to rear before a bullet found its way into the soft flesh at the back of its throat. Arterial spray covered the trailer, and him, but he kept firing. The monster just wouldn’t go down. It stumbled and tried weakly to lurch at him but fell short, claws gouging at the slick steel as it tried to keep itself from sliding off. Aaro kept firing until the rifle skipped a round and then fired on an empty chamber all together, clicking uselessly. His ears rang and his eyes burned from the blood as the MGs continued to blaze all around him. He watched the beast’s eyes glaze over. It went limp and slowly slid sideways, the movement of the truck shuffling it towards the edge. It smeared its own blood all over the metal hull before slipping over the corner, swallowed up by the night just as quickly as it had appeared from it.

That was close, and now, coming up on the last town, he’d have to do it all over again.

Monchegorsk.

Sam gave them a two-minute warning from the cab and Ek and Bjork went about their preparations.

Aaro snapped a fresh magazine into the rifle and cocked it absently.

Sorina eyed him anxiously.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, checking the gun’s firing mechanism. He pulled it back and forth a dozen times, dislodging congealed blood and what looked like a chunk of cartilage.

‘I can do it if you want,’ she said with a forced smile.

‘Do what?’ he asked, picking scarlet sludge out of the muzzle brake.

‘Man the hatch.’

He paused. ‘No way.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘I mind.’

‘Aaro,’ she said, lowering her head. ‘Come on…’

‘Sorina, I’m not losing you,’ he snapped, eyes cold. ‘It’s my fault that you’re here, and I’m not going to be responsible for your death as well.’

‘Don’t be stupid, just give me the rifle,’ she said, rising. ‘You’ve done enough. If you die, then the whole trip is pointless. If I die, it doesn’t matter.’

Aaro released the mechanism with a sharp snap. ‘What don’t you get about this, Sorina? You’re not doing it. You’re just not. Okay? Deal with it.’

Ek and Bjork had stopped what they were doing to watch the exchange and now slowly carried on.

Sorina looked broken.

He looked her in the eyes and tried to smile, moving closer. This was love and nothing else. But his face seemed unwilling. ‘I can’t lose you. Not you. Anyone else, but not you. I promised myself I’d never lose anyone else that I cared about, and I intend to keep that promise.’

And with that, he kissed her. It was a soft, yet passionate meeting of lips, tainted with the dried blood of a hundred dead monsters. She was surprised. They hadn’t had a day of love. It had been tense and terrifying, but now, in his embrace, her body against his, their lips joined, it was an oasis. A respite from the hell outside the truck.

It lasted for a small eternity before Aaro pulled away. By the time Sorina opened her eyes, Aaro was already halfway up the ladder, his hand on the hatch.

The cold air hit him once more and he sucked in a lungful. The eerie shapes of buildings loomed ahead. This far north and into Russia, Aaro hoped that there would be less of them out here. Food would be even more scarce. There wouldn’t be any fresh water not frozen to drink and in the winter, the temperatures plunged to minus forty at times. His fingers numbed on the rifle instantly. He’d strapped a torch to the barrel after the last close call and was working off a thin beam of light that barely pushed its way to the cab through the icy fog, but no further.

‘Shit,’ he murmured, scanning the lip, fearing the flashlight would do nothing but focus his attention on empty space.

In the sliver of illumination, he saw flakes of snow begin to fall. And then, on the wind came the first chilling howls.

Once more, the onslaught was heavy and constant. Blood now coated the entirety of the truck it seemed. The wipers moved non stop in the cab sweeping the slush and crystalized, frozen blood from the windscreen.

There was another close call that forced Aaro to duck back into the hatch to avoid a heavy swing of a taloned paw. The Vara then stuck its head in the hole and received a burst of fire point blank to the face. It recoiled in pain and slumped forwards, dead, its blood pouring into the hatch and all over him. Aaro shoved the muzzle of the rifle into its neck and pushed it out of the way with his free hand before resuming his post. Its hide was thick and cool, like leather coated in sweeping brush bristles.

Aaro blinked and realised he was back outside, firing again.

But then, in a blur of blood and swirling snow, it was over and they were through.

Next stop Murmansk.




TWENTY-EIGHT

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

The night air was cold. Once the rush of adrenaline from pumping bullets into innocent soldiers had worn off, Aaro began to shiver. It was dark and empty on the road, with no one in sight. Everyone from fifty kilometres around had poured into that camp.

The ocean of trees rolled past endlessly on both sides as the sound of gunfire and screams slowly faded away behind them.

He kept the throttle pinned, squinting into the gloom as they hammered along at full tilt. The engine whined in discomfort, but there was no letting up. Slowing down would only endanger them both. He was responsible for Lila now. Another Lila. Not his Lila, but a Lila all the same. She pushed herself into his back, clutching him tightly to stay out of the wind. He didn’t mind. It made him feel human. It was reassuring that someone could still stand being near him after what he’d just done, like it somehow wasn’t as bad as he knew it was. They’d be dead if he hadn’t done it. There was no other option, no other choice. That’s what he had to tell himself.

The passing of time was non existent. The scenery didn’t change and the drone of the bike was hypnotic. They reached a clearing after who knows how long and Aaro had to pull over. The sky was just beginning to boil over red, sunrise still a ways off.

He let the bike simmer, cooling a little, and swung his leg over. Lila got off and sat next to it, cradling her knees in her arms, trying to get warm against the engine.

Aaro couldn’t stay still. He started to pace, flexing his hands. They were shaking, either from the frigid air, or the evil that they’d committed. The body of the pistol felt cold against his back, a dark reminder of its capabilities. He wanted to throw it away, into the woods, but that would be the dumbest thing he could do. He knew that.

He dug his hands into the pockets of his jacket to get some warmth into them — the jacket he’d stolen from a car on the bridge. His left hand fumbled over something familiar.

With a grim smile, he pulled out half a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He let it stay there. He’d given up when Emelie had fallen pregnant. She’d said he had to. A heartless thought crossed his mind. Well, guess it doesn’t matter now. He blinked and tears came to his eyes.

Shit.

He pinched a cigarette from the top of the packet, and with quivering fingers lit it. He sucked hard and filled his lungs with smoke. As it always had everything fell away for a second.

Solace. He smiled and exhaled before taking another drag. He approached Lila and offered her one, feeling a little steadier now.

She shook her head. ‘Where are we?’

‘I don’t know,’ was Aaro’s answer. It was the truth.

‘Are we close?’

He checked his watch. ‘We’ve been riding for an hour. We’re probably about twenty kilometres out.’ He blew another fog of smoke into the night and looked at the cigarette, holding it up in front of his face. The ember smouldered quietly.

‘You really like smoking, huh?’ she said, watching him.

‘I quit over a year ago. This is my first since then.’ He paused for a second. ‘The long term effects don’t really scare me anymore,’ he half laughed.

She feigned a smile.

A crunch of twigs in the undergrowth behind them burst Aaro’s protective smoke bubble. He narrowed his eyes and stared into the darkness. It was useless, all he saw was a curtain of bottomless blackness. He hadn’t come this far to die on the roadside for no reason.

He flicked the cigarette into the dewy grass and ground it in with the toe of his boot. In seconds they were on the bike and moving.

He accelerated hard, only stealing a look in the mirror as he did. Nothing moved behind them but he had a feeling that just beyond the reaches of his sight, there crouched one of those villainous monsters, looking to snatch another life before the night was out.

Not this time.

It was all pines for a few more kilometres until the trees started giving way to small towns and houses. The streetlights illuminated doors and front lawns, not dusty roadsides and ghostly trunks. Cars were neatly parked and not just abandoned. It seemed that the horror hadn’t quite reached this far, or at least not in the same way that it had in the rural areas. And yet, things were still dead. Everyone should be home, but there were no lights burning. No curtains were drawn and most of the driveways were empty. The houses were all lifeless.

Aaro slowed, seeing a red notice stuck to the windscreen of a hatchback. An evacuation order was in effect this close to the city it seemed, and seeing as there were no meals hiding within, the monsters hadn’t seen fit to terrorise the houses. It was almost normality. Almost.

They passed a sign that said they were ten kilometres out and Aaro eased up to cruising speed. The hard ride had drained a lot of their remaining fuel. He didn’t want to run out and have to walk the last leg. If the Varas had ventured this close to the city already, then they’d be following the food, which was all ahead of them, he guessed. If everyone was retreating to Oslo, the beasts would be stalking them to the doorstep. The closer they got the more dangerous it would be. He knew that he and Lila had both probably come to that conclusion, but neither of them said it. He just proceeded watchfully.

His eyes began to ache in the orange of the streetlights. The houses became steadily more dense until up ahead, the lights of the city skyline loomed, the sky bloody behind them. He felt Lila shift against him, craning her neck over his shoulder to see.

He felt nervous. They were closing the distance fast. There was still no sign of any trouble, but it had to be any minute now, surely.

Headlights appeared on the road ahead and a convoy of military jeeps screamed past in the opposite direction at full throttle, gunners readied on the roof-mounted MGs. Soon after that, they passed the first nomads — people walking, laden down with blankets and belongings. They picked up their weary eyes and watched enviously as Aaro and his ward sped by on the bike. Then, the cars began, once again abandoned, but not in a mishmash as they were on the bridge. These cars were left in an orderly fashion.

The bumper to bumper queue stretched all the way to the city.

These people had decided to leave their cars. They hadn’t been forced to. That reassured him a little. He pressed on, sticking to the centre line, skimming passed the empty vehicles. And then, as always, when things seemed to be looking up, they changed.

Aaro was suddenly aware that the thickening crowd of walkers on the side of the road had stopped. They’d all just paused, poised like statues, staring into the distance.

The stop rippled back through the crowd and Lila turned to look at it.

Aaro stood tall on the bike and stared over the roofs of the cars, but it was impossible to tell what was going on. The noise of the bike was loud but as he slowed to idle, the reason for the crowd’s sudden change of heart became apparent.

Echoing howls drifted in the air. Between them and the city.

And then it all became surreal. Why were they heading to Oslo anyways? As if that would be some refuge. It had the densest population. The biggest food source. Surely that would be the first place hit?

Gunfire started to answer the howls. Lots of it. Barrages. Battalions. A roiling hurricane of it. An army firing altogether.

Maybe Oslo was a refuge. Maybe there was safety there.

The only problem was the sea of bullets, blood, and beasts between it and them.




TWENTY-NINE

PLAYING GOD

2106 AD

‘Get me the Command Centre,’ McPherson barked at an analyst already sitting in the chopper as he climbed in.

The guy nodded and tapped frantically on his laptop. ‘Okay, sir, we’re on.’

As he said it, background noise filled the cabin. Gertlinger hoisted himself in after McPherson and the chopper briskly lifted into the air, swinging steeply away into the sky. Gertlinger’s stomach lurched but McPherson’s resolve was, as always, steely.

‘Where is it?’ he called into thin air.

‘It’s just crash landed in Montana. We’re uploading the coordinates now. It’s about a hundred twenty kilometres north of Miles City,’ came an anonymous voice from the command centre.

‘Okay, and what’s our ETA?’

The pilot’s voice came through now from the cockpit just in front of them. ‘About thirteen hours, including fuel stops,’ he said it knowing it would disappoint McPherson.

‘Jesus, can’t we get there any faster?’

‘I can fly you to MacDill, scramble a jet for you from there and fly you into Glasgow. Could shave a few hours off,’ the Pilot said, picking up his radio.

‘Do it,’ McPherson grumbled, rubbing his eyes. ‘What’s the situation in Montana? Do we have flyover?’

‘We will within the hour,’ said the analyst in the seat opposite.

He sighed. ‘And how long before we have people on-scene?’

‘We’re mobilising teams from Vancouver, Washington, and San Francisco. Should be within three hours. Troops from Malmstrom AFB will be on scene shortly after the flyover to secure a perimeter.’

‘My god, what a clusterfuck.’ McPherson scowled. ‘If the press get wind of this before we get there, it’s going to be a crucifixion.’

Gertlinger said nothing. He just looked out of the window aimlessly. It was going to be a long night.

It was a slideshow of vehicle interiors. Gertlinger slept in fits and starts throughout the journey. McPherson received updates constantly. Shortly after the troops from Malmstrom arrived, there was an incident. The reports were unclear as to what happened. Gunfire suddenly came over the airwaves, accompanied by screams and shouts of panic. Of the fifty troops on-site to secure the area, four were found alive, walking through the desert twenty kilometres away having escaped the carnage. The rest were found dead, and some were never found at all. The crash site was quiet after that. They were keeping the chatter to a minimum until investigators arrived.

Gertlinger was shaken awake in the back of a jeep. He cleared his throat and stared around, shielding his eyes from the mid-morning sun.

Twelve hours after the crash, the site was buzzing with people. The shuttle was encased in a huge white tent two stories high and a hundred metres across. Helicopters circled overhead, warding off press and spectators and jets did flybys every few minutes. Hundreds of vans, jeeps and armoured vehicles dotted the barren desert and the personnel count had reached almost a thousand. Investigators, engineers, analysts, technicians, scientists, pathologists, emergency services, and soldiers. Patrols walked constantly, rifles up, in case of any more danger.

McPherson was already out of the jeep and storming towards the nearest encampment of analysts by the time Gertlinger even stepped into the Montana sunshine. He walked slowly, achily, towards the tent and when McPherson appeared at his side, they were beckoned inside. Fleets of men in white overalls scoured the wreckage of the ship while gigantic tubes sucked away the last of the lingering smoke. They poured over the hull and ground surrounding like ants. A man with a tablet, the head of the analysis greeted them warmly, but with a half smile that resembled a grimace more than anything else. He shook Gertlinger’s hand hard and said how much of a fan of his work he was, despite what had happened only hours ago.

Gertlinger didn’t know what he meant. The incident that left forty-six men dead was still a mystery to him, although a picture was starting to form.

The shuttle had broken in half on impact, leaving the hull with a huge tear in it, wide enough to fit ten men abreast.

When they were walked inside the huge titanium carcass, the situation became blindingly apparent.

The interior, now caked in dust and soot from the burning, was a vision of hell.

The cryotubes were in varyings states of disrepair. Some were intact, others were smashed, and some had been torn clean out of the hull and hurled about haphazardly.

Scientists worked on the ones that were whole while men in overalls inspected the others minutely.

‘My god,’ Gertlinger muttered. ‘They survived?’

‘Some, yes,’ The analyst said. ‘Out of the eighty-three that were alive and healthy upon reentry, we’ve counted fifty-one bodies. Some perished in the crash, some died during reentry, and the others…’

‘Escaped?’ McPherson spat, cutting him off.

‘Not necessarily. We think they could be buried under the wreckage,’ said the analyst hopefully.

‘So when you get this shit all cleared away, then you’re going to find thirty-two bodies, right?’ He rose to an indignant bellow, pointing at the ship.

‘We don’t know, sir. We’re waiting to have a sonar scanner brought in to tell us how many—’

McPherson was visibly seething now. ‘That wasn’t a question. I can tell you for a fact that there aren’t thirty-two under there. And do you know how I know?’

‘How, sir?’ asked the analyst begrudgingly.

‘Because forty-six good men died last night. They were eaten alive by those things, which, now, have disappeared. You understand? Get me that exact figure, and get it now. I don’t care if you have to get down on your hands and knees and dig in the sand like a dog. Just fucking do it.’ He turned on his heel and left, and Gertlinger left with him.

Outside, McPherson took a breath. The bodies of the Soldiers had been airlifted to a nearby hospital for autopsy, and now all that remained were their bloodstains in the sand.

‘My God, Florian, what are we going to do?’ McPherson sighed.

‘I don’t know.’

‘We didn’t plan for this. We didn’t have a contingency in place. We’re going to have to hunt them down.’ He sighed again and called two nearby soldiers over. ‘Who’s in charge here?’

‘Lieutenant Colonel Hicks, sir,’ One replied.

‘Get him for me. We need to start preparations immediately.’

The soldier nodded and ran off.

‘Tell me this is going to be alright?’ McPherson said to Gertlinger.

‘I don’t know.’

‘You made the damn things! If anyone knows how good our chances are, it’s you,’ McPherson said exasperatedly.

‘Honestly?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not good.’

Within half an hour, another tent had been set up and filled with people of importance. McPherson, Gertlinger, Colonel Hicks, ten Air Force pilots and six technicians. A map of Montana was laid out on the table between them with an X marking the crash site. Circles had been drawn around it, marking the potential distance that the Varas could have travelled by that time. They were in blue and red. Blue for minimum distance, red for maximum. By now, they could have been eighty kilometres away. The group were marking out a grid to search. Gunships were on their way and jets were already circling.

Over the next eight hours, reports began to come in of vicious animal attacks, which were all marked out on the map. And things only escalated. The attacks were sporadically placed, like they’d all split up. Everyone assumed they were travelling as one pack, which was quickly ruled out.

Two small packs were found and gunned down by an Apache by the time the light faded on the first day. But that was only seven of them — three in the first and four in the second. That still left twenty-five out there. At night, the search was called off. The thermal cameras couldn’t pick up the Varas’ body heat. They were cold-blooded and couldn’t be tracked like that.

By the end of the second day, more than two hundred aircraft and satellites had joined in the search. All roads had blocks on them and a national warning had been put out.

Floods of calls were now coming in saying that people had seen them from the Lewis & Clark National Forest to the Flathead National Forest. Yellowstone Park, Bismarck in North Dakota, Regina in Canada were all claiming sightings too. They had spread out at a phenomenal rate and were becoming more difficult to track by the hour. The hunt continued to grow, but the Varas had effectively disappeared. The containment action was failing and as the days and weeks passed, casualties were continuing to be reported. Mostly farmhouses and other remote residences.

The circles were ever expanding with the days.

The situation was deteriorating at a disastrous rate, and only got worse as time dragged on. 




THIRTY

THE VEIL

2122 AD

‘Okay, we’re just coming into the hot zone now,’ Sam called through the intercom. On the map on his lap, he’d marked out several rough rings around Murmansk in varying sizes. ‘This is the first tier. The radiation here is elevated above normal, but isn’t harmful, especially not inside the truck. Another ten clicks and it will start to change. That’s where we’re going to hunker down for the night. Nothing can survive outside in those levels for an extended period, so there shouldn’t be any activity. The lead lining of the trailer should be sufficient to keep us safe. It’ll be a quiet night.’

But it wasn’t. They reached the threshold and stopped on the road. Ek engaged the hydraulics and the trucks settled down. He and Bjork retired quickly to their cots. Aaro and Sorina weren’t so tired.

Sorina stood and walked over to Aaro. He was sitting against the wall, the rifle still slung across his lap, his arms spattered in blood. He was staring absently into space.

‘Jesus, you’re freezing,’ she said surprisedly, laying her hand on his wrist.

He was cold. Inside and out.

She snatched a blanket off his cot and slung it around his shoulders. ‘Come on.’ Her voice was soft as she pulled him to his feet. He got up reluctantly, still clutching the rifle.

She led him through to the back portion of the trailer, the housing for the core, and closed the hatch. They’d have some privacy in here at least. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up.’

She sat him against the outer wall and disappeared for a second, reappearing with a bowl full of water and a rag.

She spent the next half an hour sponging the caked blood off his arms and face. All the while he never broke his gaze with the wall. She sat in silence until he was clean, and then wrung the rag into the reddened water and laid it down.

She sighed and shuffled next to him. His knuckles were still white and locked around the rifle. She tried to pry it from him but his fingers wouldn’t give.

‘Hey, Aaro,’ she whispered. ‘Time to give up the gun, yeah?’

‘Why?’ he replied flatly after a second.

‘You don’t need it. Not in here.’

He looked down at it and his grip loosened a little before tightening again. ‘I don’t want to give it up.’

‘You’re gonna hold on to it all night?; she asked sarcastically.

‘Yes. And all day tomorrow.’ He pulled it against his body now and folded his elbow over the stock.

‘I don’t understand.’ Sorina shook her head.

‘Things are going to change tomorrow — the way things work,’ he said with a strange calmness. ‘It occurred to me, watching Bjork and Ek talk. You see, there’s no reason to keep us around.’ His eyes were glazed. Like he wasn’t really there.

‘What are you talking about? You heard what they said earlier, the hierarchy — you’re indispensable.’

‘For now. Until they get that core back on board, but then what?’ He looked at her now with sorry eyes.

‘And then we all go home,’ she said reassuringly, cupping his face with her hands. His skin was pale and cold to the touch.

‘No. I see it playing out another way. Maybe that was the plan at first, but now, things have changed. We’re more than two-thirds of the way through our ammunition, and we’re going to be travelling back at a slower pace than before, not to risk damaging the core. Our fuel is more than half gone from the pace we had to keep, getting here. I saw the readouts on the screen. I’m sure of it. We’re not making it back, Sorina, not as planned.’

‘What are you saying?’ her voice trembled with fear.

‘I’m saying that they don’t need two reactor cores. Tomorrow, they are going to tell us that they only want to retrieve one core, to save time. And then they’ll break the news about the fuel and the ammunition situation — or they may not even tell us at all before they do it.’ He smiled now, his face a convolution of emotions.

‘Before they do what?’ she asked tentatively.

‘Kill us.’

‘Kill us?’ The words were alien in her mouth. ‘What are you talking about?’ She dropped to a whisper. ‘Why?’

He shrugged. ‘To shed the weight. To save the space. To not have to deal with the backlash of our objection. Hell, if we aren’t shot, they’ll tie us up throw us out for bait, distract the Varas when things get really bad. It’s what I’d do.’

‘My god, Aaro, you’re serious. How do you know? What can we do?’ Her cheeks were flushed and she was gripping Aaro’s arm nearly as tightly as he was holding onto the rifle.

‘We could kill them before they kill us. Get the core, consolidate the fuel and ammunition into one truck and then head back.’

‘Them? Who’s them?’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Ek? Bjork? Berg? Strom?’ She named the four gunners, the four ex-military mercs who’d been brought on as protection.

Aaro set his jaw. ‘Maybe. It’s hard to say.’ He looked down at his feet for a second. ‘They’d be my bet. They know each other, know what each other are capable of. Maybe they don’t know yet — Ek and Bjork have been thinking about it, that much I know. Whether they’ve made a plan yet, I can’t say. But if the situation is the same in the other truck, then you can bet that Berg and Strom will be coming to the same conclusion. If they haven’t already.’

Sorina’s voice was barely audible, as if saying it would make it real. ‘We can’t just kill people. You can’t just kill people — not for just thinking… for suspicions, and—’

‘Why not?’ Aaro asked, meeting her eye for the first time. She saw someone she barely recognised looking back. ‘We’re here, aren’t we,’ Aaro continued. ‘We could pop them in their sleep, at the same time. I’ll do Ek, you do Bjork. They’d never even know. The real problem is the other truck and what the others are thinking. Whether anyone else has figured this out. There’s no way to tell, but there’s not a chance in hell that two trucks are making it back with twelve people on board. I’d bet my life on that.’ He held the gun tighter and looked down at it. ‘When things get bad, you stay behind me, ok?’

‘Don’t talk like this. They aren’t our enemies. The monsters are. The ones out there.’ She jabbed a finger at the outer wall. ‘Not in here. You don’t know what you’re talking about — you’re exhausted… The stress must be—’

‘No,’ he snapped, cutting her off. ‘I’m thinking clearly. I’m thinking about you. I’m thinking about us — why we came. It wasn’t to die. Especially not being shot in the back while we sleep. Don’t say a word about this to anyone, okay? Let me handle it. I promise nothing is going to happen to you. I will not lose you.’

‘You’re scaring me, Aaro,’ she said, tears in her eyes.

‘Good. Fear will keep you alive. If you want to help… that’s fine. If not, stay behind me and keep your head down when things go sideways. Do you understand?’ he asked coldly.

She swallowed and looked for any hint in his face that this was all a joke. She found none.

‘Do you understand?’ he repeated.

She slowly nodded, tears now rolling down her face.

The morning came slowly. Aaro and Sorina awoke with the blanket draped around their shoulders. The door to the sleeping area opened with a creak and they jolted awake. Ek stood there, two steaming cups in his hands.

‘Coffee?’ he asked with a warm smile. ‘I know things were tough yesterday, but we’re going to reach Murmansk within the hour and then it’s plain sailing from there. Bjork and I have talked. We’re going to replan the route, so the way back will be a lot smoother. You guys worry about the core, we’ll take care of everything else.’

Aaro and Sorina exchanged tentative looks and took the coffees. Ek closed the hatch and went back to whatever he was doing.

‘The only thing they’re taking care of is themselves,’ Aaro said coldly, the rifle still on his lap. ‘I promise you that.’




THIRTY-ONE

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Aaro narrowed his eyes and stared into the distance, his hands frozen on the handlebars.

Gunfire and screams still echoed back but no one was moving.

The crowd was still around them, petrified by the noise. But there was no panic just yet. No one was running. Yet. That meant that the screams were far enough ahead that the panic hadn’t spread to them. But it would. Like a wave, it would rush back and everyone would trample each other trying to escape, trying to get anywhere but where they were. And if that happened, he and Lila would be overrun. They’d be thrown off the bike, maybe dragged or shoved. But whatever happened it would be too late by then.

He wasn’t going to let that happen.

Aaro pumped the clutch and kicked the bike around a woman with a shopping trolley full of her belongings. He weaved around her and sped forwards into a gap between two cars.

‘We're going towards that!?’ Lila yelled over the wind rush, hugging him tighter.

‘No,’ he called back, grabbing the brake and manhandling them into an alleyway between two houses. They zipped through quiet suburban streets over until they were out of the throng and then he hung a left back towards the city. It wasn’t the main entrance road, but he’d made the commute so many times for university he knew how to avoid traffic when he needed to.

‘Where are we going?’ Lila asked, looking over his shoulder.

He eased off the throttle, conscious of the fuel needle creeping closer towards empty. ‘I know another way into the city. There’s a promenade that runs along the water, leads right into the centre.’

They rounded a corner and Aaro headed for an iron archway leading into a park. He slowed and took the corner, bumping them off the tarmac and onto the pavement. They wound through the trees, his reactions struggling to keep up with the narrow walkway, and then they ended and the headlamp stretched into the morning sky. They were right on the fjord.

In the distance, across the water, the lights of Oslo were burning. The road ahead swept around in a long, undulating horseshoe. They weren’t in the clear yet, but the path ahead was empty. They’d be there in minutes.

Aaro and Lila both let out a sigh of relief, and for the first time, felt like they might actually make it.

He swallowed and then set off slowly. The road wound away from and back to the shore in gentle bends, cutting through the trees and winding between houses and buildings until it found the water again and pushed forward in a straight shot to the city.

‘We’re almost there,’ Aaro said, half to himself. He was exhausted, wounded, running on fumes.

The quiet of the promenade was soothing, the lamps illuminating it burning in twenty-metre intervals. It felt like nothing was wrong here, and his mind was struggling to keep reality and what he was seeing separate. He could feel his eyes drooping — the adrenaline finally wearing off. Each blink was getting longer, the breeze on his eyes making them ache.

A smudge of black loped into the road ahead and then suddenly shrunk back into the trees. Aaro did a double take, his brain misfiring, not sure if it was real or just a trick of the light. He slammed the brakes, the back wheel locked, and the bike awkwardly skidded to a halt. The engine faded to an idle, stuttered and then cut out.

Aaro didn’t move.

He squinted through the glare of the lights, focused on the patch of darkness where he’d seen something. Or at least thought he’d seen something.

‘What's wrong?’ Lila asked, panicked. She’d not seen. ‘Is it one of them? More?’ He felt her fingers scrumple hard into his coat in fear.

‘I don't know,’ he said. It was the truth.  He was sleep deprived, stressed, and sick to his stomach from the last twenty-four hours. He wasn’t sure whether it was anything at all. Or death. Either way, he wasn’t moving until he was sure.

‘What are we going to do? We can't just stay here,’ Lila whispered into his collar.

‘I know,’ Aaro muttered back, not daring to turn away. They were an easy target just sitting still. They had to keep going. It was either that or turn back. Aaro kicked the bike and it spurted to life. He revved it hard but then it died again.

‘Shit,’ he hissed, looking down at dials and trying it for a second time.

It didn't even turn over.

‘What’s wrong?’ Lila asked, scared. He could feel her heart against his back.

‘I don’t know,’ Aaro said, stamping on the starter again.

It chugged a few times and then cut to silence. A noise ahead snapped his attention back to the road.

The smudge was moving again, oozing along the shadow line. It blurred through the halo of light before melting into the foliage.

Lila had seen it too. She shook him, squinting into the distance. ‘Aaro!’ Her voice was thin and sharp.

‘Yeah, I know!’ He kicked the bike again. Nothing.

‘Aaro!’ she said, rising a little as the smudge skulked closer this time.

‘I’m trying!’ he snapped, twisting the throttle. The lights on the dials dimmed a little.

‘Look!’ She shook him again and nodded towards the nearest streetlight. ‘There!’

Aaro stopped and looked up. Now only ten metres away, a tree bent out of the undergrowth, its canopy curling over a lamp. Behind its gnarled trunk, something crouched. Waiting. It bulged from behind the tree like a shapeless growth.

Aaro swallowed and kept his eyes fixed on it. He couldn't make out the eyes but he knew they were there, that they were staring right back at him. He tried to breathe slowly, calming his heart. He was listening for any sign of movement, not trusting his eyes, but the thrumming of his blood in his ears drowned out everything else. He kept his heel on the kick starter and squeezed his hand behind his back. He pulled the pistol out and held it tightly, his hand shaking, and rested it on the handlebars of the bike.

‘Aaro,’ Lila whispered again. ‘Is that…?’

‘I don’t know,’ he lied.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘I’ve got a plan,’ he lied.

She nodded gently, putting her life in his hands. He felt it on his shoulder. He refused to look away. He felt her grip tighten on his back as she nestled in closer, out of the sight of what lurked beyond the reaches of the light.

Slowly, Aaro reached down and twisted the key, turning the ignition off. He let it sit for a moment, cooling, and forced himself to count to five. The thing was curious. It was the only conclusion he could draw. It was waiting for them to run. So it could chase. So it could hunt.

‘Aaro,’ Lila whispered again, almost serenely this time.

‘Yeah?’ he whispered back, feeling the bike lose heat under them.

‘You should go,’ she muttered, her hands loosening in his jacket.

‘What?’ The words didn’t make sense.

‘Both of us aren't going to make it. You should go, I’ll try… I’ll try and lead it off or something…’

‘What are you talking about? That’s suicide,’ he snapped, forcing himself not to turn around to look at her.

The smudge was moving. It seemed to be crawling up the tree in some strange way, mutating and erupting from behind it, growing in size.

‘I’ll head back towards the road,’ she said. ‘It’s not far. I’ll meet up with the others and I’ll see you in Oslo.’ She said it without fear. Something had happened in her mind. a switch thrown. He could hear it in her voice.

‘You’ll never make it,’ Aaro said, his voice small.

‘Maybe. But you can.’

‘No. You’re not going.’ He turned to look at her and saw emptiness in her eyes. A need for it all to just stop. They shared a moment of it and then Aaro went back to the shadow hiding at the treeline, unsure if it’d moved.

‘Why?’ he asked, biding his time. The bike was overheated. It needed to cool down. He’d ridden it hard.

‘I'm alone,’ she whispered. ‘I don't want to be any more. This world is not what it used to be and I can see now that it never will be again. I want to be with my family again.’

‘I do, too. But killing yourself is not the answer.’

‘Why not?’ she asked, genuinely asking for an answer she didn’t have.

‘Because we’re all alone. All of us. But if we all give up, then no one will survive and the people who’ve already died will have died for nothing. You said that yourself. My wife died trying to protect me. She gave her life for me. These things — they took my daughter too. I can't believe that that means nothing.’ Aaro's voice quavered, the words pouring out.

‘But what if it does. What if we're only prolonging the inevitable? What if it’s meant to be? What if this is the end for all of us? What if the decision was never in our hands at all?’

‘You think that? You think we have no control over our own lives? The evil that took your family and mine is not out there in the stars or heavens, it’s right fucking there!’ Aaro half shouted the last part, unable to control himself. He jabbed the pistol at the trees, hateful of what was lurking there. As if offended, the mass behind the trunk began to hiss, the sound of crunching bark under claw ringing through the quiet. Aaro set his jaw, watching it, stealing every second he could before trying the engine again. He didn’t think they’d get two tries.

‘I just don't feel like I want to go on anymore. I don't feel the same way as I did.’ Lila snivelled behind him. ‘I'm ready to see my family again.’

Aaro felt her fingers let go of his jacket, her weight shift as she went to swing her leg off.

‘The hell you are!’ he said with gritted teeth. ‘If you think a higher power is in control of everything we do then—’

He twisted the ignition key hard and stamped down on the starter. The bike sputtered to life and he kicked it into first. He pulled back on the throttle and they slingshotted forwards with a squeal of rubber. Her hands buried themselves in his jacket on reflex, clinging to him as they snaked forwards over the loose stone. He shifted through the gears, gaining speed as quickly as the engine could give it to them. He kept his eyes fixed on the tree as they came up on it, the pistol on the bars. The mass shifted and moved from the tree, giving itself a clear run.

It leapt.

Aaro’s arm flew up, his finger bouncing on the trigger, pumping rounds into flashing teeth and claws.

Whether he hit it, wounded it, killed it or just plained startled it he couldn’t be sure. The thing yelped over the gunfire, twisting backwards from the bullets in shock.

They passed by and it lurched awkwardly into the light in the mirror.

Its mouth opened, it’s black fur hackling around its bulbous neck, and it took up the chase, bounding after them, claws raking on the ground.

Aaro squinted in the wind rush, checking on their lead. It wasn’t much. The beast was fast at a run, it’s powerful muscles rolling under its leathery hide.

The speedometer said they were doing thirty-five and he didn’t dare go faster.

The promenade was lined with trees, their roots pushing the walkway into treacherous lumps. The path was narrow, too, the gravelly surface uneven and loose under their tires. He couldn’t risk losing control. It would be on them in seconds.

A visible trail of blood streaked behind it and with every stride, it lost ground on them. He must have hit it in the mouth or some soft patch of flesh. It was losing speed.

As their lead began to stretch it barked loudly. The noise was mangled and cold, like metal on metal. They knew what it was calling for.

‘Faster, faster!’ Lila yelled, holding herself hard against Aaro’s back.

Up ahead, between the trees, the lights of Oslo grew brighter. They were closing in. A few minutes. That was all.

‘Aaro, look!’ Lila yelled.

He grinned, thinking she meant the city lights — her will to live restored. But then he realised she didn’t mean the city. She was pointing into the woods.

He glanced up and left, following her finger.

The call to arms had been answered. Dark shapes, like puffs of smoke in the spaces between the flashing trunks, closed in.

Aaro pulled harder on the throttle, keeping the revs high, feeling the wheel rebounding over the roots and undulations, barely able to hold on. They were outrunning the tide, the horde unable to get up to full speed in the trees. They were riding a wave of teeth and claws, and it was licking at their heels. Faster was dangerous but it was the only option. They were edging closer with every step.

If they were cut off, if the wave caught them, if the Varas made it out of the woods, they’d hit a wall and be thrown from the bike. And that would be it.

The path straightened and he kicked the bike into fourth and accelerated hard. The engine cried, the wind buffeting at their ears. Everything was blurry and cold, the sounds of thundering paws around them like drums.

Come on.

Aaro willed the bike on, measuring the draining distance to the city as howls, growls, barks and hisses built around them like an orchestra. He could feel their weight on his shoulders, the wave rising behind them, ready to crush them and suck them into the bloody depths.

Come on!

Almost there. 




THIRTY-TWO

PLAYING GOD

2106 AD

A month had passed and things were still steadily declining.

Gertlinger had been to twelve military bases across the Northern US states in as many days, and once again, he was standing in front of a large group of soldiers and officers, in front of a large screen, trying to explain the gravity of the situation.

The death toll had risen to one hundred and sixty-three confirmed dead, eighteen still missing and the range was now from Minnesota to British Columbia. Since day eight, not a single one of the Varas had been killed.

The Canadian Special Forces had managed to pick off a pair that were feeding on the carcass of a cow in rural Alberta with high powered rifles, but since then, there had been nothing.

There were titters in the crowd as Gertlinger gestured to the screen, on which a large anatomical diagram of a Vara was displayed.

‘They can grow up to four and a half meters in length from snout to tail and are capable of standing on their back legs. Fully erect, they are over three meters tall, and—’

A ripple of childish laughter echoed through the group at the usage of the word “erect”. A mean looking Lieutenant with a bald head started to yell. ‘You think this is funny? Seventy-five soldiers, our brothers, have already died at the hands of these bastards. So I ask again, do you think this is funny?’

‘No, sir!’ they replied in unison.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t hear you over the laughter. Is this funny to you?’

‘No, sir!’ came the unified roar.

‘Good. Now shut up and listen to Doctor Gerbinger. It might just save your life!’

‘It’s Gert-linger, actually — you know, never mind.’ Gertlinger forced a smile and then carried on. ‘Varanus Lupus is an extremely dangerous predator. They can run at upwards of forty-five kilometres an hour and can leap almost twice their body length. They can scale cliffs, steep banks, walls, trees, or anything else with relative ease. Their claws are hooked and sharp, up to twelve centimetres long and their jaws are capable of breaking a human femur like a twig. Their hide is leathery and thick and will stop a small calibre bullet unless it hits something soft. The throat and underbelly should be the primary targets. These creatures are ruthless and should be engaged from a distance. If they come within striking proximity, then it’s already too late, there’s no escape. Retreat should be a priority if you are losing ground. They are cold blooded—’

‘So are we!’ Came an anonymous voice from the crowd. It was joined by ‘Hooahs!’ and whoops soon after.

Gertlinger pressed his lips into a line. They’d never understand the true danger these things faced. Not until they were looking them right in the eyes.

‘Excuse me, Doctor,’ another officer interjected. ‘What about weaknesses? Is there anything to exploit? What are we looking at here?’

‘The unfortunate part of the situation, is that they have none. We specifically bred them without weakness. Their biological imperative is to survive.’ Gertlinger finished and rubbed his head. ‘And they are very good at it.’

‘Forgive me, Doctor,’ the officer continued, a little angry. ‘But that seems like a really fucking stupid thing to do — you know, to create an unstoppable killing machine like this. Didn’t you think about this possibility when you created these things?’

‘No, I didn’t,’ Gertlinger retorted.

‘Well, don’t you think you should have?’ the officer said, rising now. Everyone else was silent.

‘No — this was never a possibility because they were never designed to come back to Earth. They were never supposed to survive. They were kept heavily sedated before the launch, matured in test tubes of artificial embryonic fluid. Like big glass eggs. They were put straight into cryo from there and shipped off to the next goddamn solar system. Their potential threat to us didn’t occur to me because it never
existed. They weren’t supposed to come back here and if I’d have known that they might, then I would have considered the implications, I assure you. But, that development was only introduced after they set off. So while I did design them, this is not my fault. But please, if you want to undermine me, take over. God knows I’m not going to be the one out there in the dark, hunting the most dangerous animal in history with nothing but a rifle filled with bullets that might not even break skin in my hands to protect me.’ He stopped and took a hard breath. ‘So please, come on up and give us the benefit of your wisdom.’ Gertlinger waited, his frail shoulders rising and falling gently as he seethed. This was the third outburst like this that he’d quelled in as many bases and each time, his patience was wearing thinner, his argument getting sharper.

Needless to say, the officer backed down and nodded a quiet apology.

Another officer soon spoke up instead. ‘What about tracking them? luring them into a trap?’

‘They can’t be tracked from the air. By now, they know they’re being hunted. They’ll be sticking to the shadows, moving at night. We implanted them with a flight receptor as a fallback to the pack mentality,’ Gertlinger replied, thankful that the comment wasn’t just more ridicule.

‘In layman’s?’

‘The Varas will move in packs. They’re groups, usually consisting of one mature male and a group of females if it’s small. Or, if it’s larger a few males, depending on an establishment of hierarchy — an alpha male and then the betas. It’s hard to say. We haven’t observed them in the wild. But, we know they will move cautiously, sending scouts out to scour the area for food and potential predators. Those two that were killed in Alberta? They were scouts. Two isn’t a pack. When the scouts don’t return, the pack goes into flight mode. Predators nearby — run and hide. It was in case they ran into any indigenous life on Orsus when they landed.’

‘Aliens?’ asked one of the faces in the crowd, his eyebrows nearly disappearing into his hair.

‘Effectively. But they wouldn’t have been the aliens — we were, or at least the Varas were. They are the ones who came down in a ship from the sky. But anyway, we didn’t know what they’d encounter there, and we didn’t want them to get caught up in some sort of battle for territory or food and die the second they got there. It was just in case — but we programmed them with the ability to ascertain the situation, flee if necessary, and regroup. They didn’t run into any life at all so far as we know, so that imperative didn’t matter there. But down here, being hunted by us, they’ll hide, they’ll run, and they’ll survive. They can live in any terrain, in any temperature, on very little food and water. The pack that belonged to those two scouts — we’ll never see them again. We certainly won’t find them to kill them. All we can do is wait for them to kill again and then pick up the trail from there, or hope that they die of old age in the meanwhile…’ Gertlinger chuckled a little to try and lighten the mood. It got no response. Perhaps this wasn’t a good time for jokes. He cleared his throat and looked around for any further queries from the crowd.

‘How do we track them? Thermal imaging doesn’t work, right?’ someone keen asked, pen and paper poised at the ready.

‘Right. The only way to do it is on foot. The old fashioned way. Follow the tracks. Horseback would be easiest. You’d be able to keep up with them then. On foot, they’d outrun you without breaking a sweat.’

‘Horseback? On Foot!?’ The officer laughed. ‘You’re kidding, right? We can’t go after these things on foot, it’s suicide! We need tanks. Gunships!’

‘And they will run if they see them. And we’re back to square one with a cold trail. They’ll head into rougher terrain where they can’t be followed. And there’s no way you can follow a trail from inside a tank. On foot, they won’t run. They won’t see you as a predator.’

‘They’ll see us as prey!’

‘Exactly. You’ll be able to draw them out. Kill them,’ Gertlinger said flatly.

‘We’d lose more men than it’s worth. I’m not sacrificing soldiers needlessly,’ the officer said dismissively.

‘Then I don’t know what else to suggest,’ Gertlinger said, raising his hands. ‘I’ve had this conversation a dozen times at a dozen different bases. Everyone says the same. But if this threat is not contained quickly, then the task will become impossible.’

‘Why? What’s going to happen?’ the officer asked, a little more concerned now.

‘They are pushing north. They’ll reach Alaska within the next month. A month after that they’ll cross the Bering Strait into Siberia. Once that happens, it’s down to the Russians. That’s their country, their jurisdiction. For now, they don’t even know the problem exists. If the first they know of it is the death of one of their citizens, and they find out we unleashed a host of unstoppable killing machines into their country — well, it won’t do anything for political relations. If they are allowed to reach Siberia, we’ll never stop them. There’s thousands of kilometres of forest for them to move through, totally unhindered, free to hunt and kill as they please. They will spread like a virus until there’s nothing left. Priority one should be containment — at all costs.’

After a further hour and a half of explaining, Gertlinger clicked off the last slide and the talk ended. It hadn’t reassured anyone. In fact, it seemed to have scared them. The officers and soldiers alike had asked questions to which Gertlinger could only give vague or disappointing answers.

He was packing up his laptop when an officer approached, the same one that had attempted to give him a dressing down earlier. ‘Doctor?’ he said as he approached, his voice low.

Gertlinger looked up and sighed, readying himself for another stern argument. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I just wanted to apologise for my outburst earlier,’ he said sincerely. He was a fairly large man with a flat nose and a sandy coloured hair.

Gertlinger was caught off guard. ‘It’s alright,’ he said.

‘No, it’s not. I’m not usually an outspoken person, but this situation, it’s unprecedented.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I don’t feel very reassured by what was said today.’

‘I’m not surprised.’ Gertlinger sighed again, zipping up his bag. ‘The situation is dire.’

‘Yeah, seems that way. In all honesty, I’m scared — scared for my family.’

‘Where are you from…’ He trailed off, fishing for a name.

‘Master Sergeant Guzman. I’m from Arizona, but I was stationed here in Francis Warren two years ago,’ he replied, unsure of where this was going.

‘You still have family in Arizona, Sergeant?’ Gertlinger continued, still packing up.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do you have family here?’

‘Wife and two children. Girls. Six and eight,’ the Sergeant said, half confused.

‘What family do you have in Arizona?’

‘Uh, my brother and his family, and my Parents. Why?’

‘Go to them,’ Gertlinger said in a hushed tone. What he was saying was inciting insubordination.

‘Sir?’ Guzman asked, instantly conflicted.

‘Go to them. Get your wife and your kids and go.’

‘I don’t understand…’ Guzman stammered.

‘You’ve got to understand. I’ve got talks like this all week, and probably all year. I’m speaking at bases across the country, radiating outwards from Montana. The ones closest are the highest priority but give it a few weeks and I’ll be in Colorado, Nebraska, Idaho, Missouri. Staying ahead of the spread.’ Gertlinger finished packing up. ‘They aren’t planning on it being stopped because it’s not going to be stopped. This is just press. Propaganda.’ He was sick of lying.

‘But the whole army is looking for them. The Navy, Air Force, National Guard, local Police forces. We’re going to find them and we’re going to stop them,’ Guzman said with a patriotic chest puff.

Gertlinger smiled. That’s what they wanted them to believe. ‘That’s a notion that will get us all killed. There are things that I’m not allowed to tell you. Things that I’m not allowed to tell anyone. Things that would change that attitude instantly.’

‘Things like what?’ Guzman said, probing the old man.

‘It’s classified. If I told you it would start an irrevocable panic.’ He wanted to. He wanted to shout it from the highest building he could find.

‘You’re starting one anyway,’ Guzman scoffed, rising a little.

‘Just trust me. Get out while you can. Once they reach here, it will already be too late. They won’t attack a fortified army base. They’ll go for the easy targets. Houses where the strong military fathers with guns are away at work and the wives and kids are left unprotected. Understand?’

Guzman nodded gravely, envisioning it.

‘You should go. While you still can. Head to Arizona. Get the rest of your family, and then go south. As far south as you can. Once they reach the southern states, they’ll shut down the borders to stem the flow of people. This won’t be quiet forever. The government are pouring all their resources into keeping this out of the news, but it won’t last. The country will crumble in days once this hits the headlines. The army will be spread so thinly, trying to enforce a state of emergency, that the Varas will just slip through the net. There’s no stopping them. They’re a force that will only grow.’

‘Grow? What do you mean grow?’ Guzman asked worriedly.

Gertlinger pressed his lips into a line. ‘I’ve said too much already. I’m sorry, I have to go, I’ve got a plane to catch.’

‘Doctor, wait. I can’t just leave. I’ve got a duty. If I run they’ll hunt me down and throw me in jail for going AWOL.’

Gertlinger laughed abjectly at the idea. ‘If they waste even a single man chasing you instead of them, it’ll be a mistake on their part — a big one. But if you can’t leave, for moral reasons or otherwise, at least get your family to safety. Even if you stay, send them South before it’s too late.’

‘I can protect them,’ Guzman said sternly.

‘No, you can’t.’

‘There must be a way,’ he assured himself.

‘There is. Run. It’s all any of us can do. In a month it will be Colorado, then Arizona, Mexico, Panama, Brazil, Argentina. At the same time, Russia, China, Europe. The only safe places? Islands. Britain, Iceland, Madagascar, Australia, New Zealand, Japan. They’ll be the only refuges. But they’ll shut the borders once the migrants start flooding in. Mark my words. Things will get bad, fast. Good luck, Sergeant. I wish you all the best, I really do.’

And with that, Gertlinger gave him one smile, turned on his heel and left.

Guzman stood still, thinking about Gertlinger’s parting words, and when Gertlinger stole a glance back from the door, Guzman was gone. He just hoped that he’d gone to his family and not to try to fight the invasion. If he had, then he, and his family were as good as dead already.




THIRTY-THREE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

It was practically a conference call.

Sorina and Aaro stood in front of the screen with Ek and Bjork while the other truck’s team did the same on their end. Ek blandly relayed the information they’d had from the base in Stockholm about the radiation surrounding the town.

The trucks set off around eight in the morning and trundled down towards the harbour in Murmansk. In the early twenty-first century, the rotting carcasses of no more than a dozen or so subs lay there, but now, the harbour was full to the brim, courtesy of the war and the following denuclearisation treaty.

The trucks had been parked side-by-side with the tailgates facing the water. The feeds showed no movement or life of any kind. The mics came back with an eerie silence. Not even birds lived here.

‘The current readings of the residual radiation are as we suspected,’ Ek said. ‘Sealed overalls are required for the dust and respirators are vital. Take them off and you’re dead. Even so, long term exposure with them on will kill you. So don’t waste any time.’ He let that sit for a second and then said it again to make sure we knew what we were in for. ‘Do not take your masks off for any reason. If you breathe in the dust out there, you’ll be going home with rotting lungs. Fortunately, the subs are different. They’re lead lined and sealed. Most of them never saw action, so they should be intact. Inside, you can take your masks off in sealed sections and get to work. Radio us when you’ve got the core and we’ll back the trucks down to the water and start working on the crane.

‘It’s going to be dark for another two hours, so by the time you locate an appropriate core and get to work, it should be light. We’ve got six hours of daylight from that point — we want to be back on the road before dark. That means that we’re leaving at least an hour to load and secure the core.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ve got seven hours. Let’s get moving.’

He clapped his hands together and Sorina jolted. She was rattled by the conversation Aaro and her had shared, and stayed quiet throughout because of it. She was on edge. No one noticed though. It was easy to assume that it was because of the ride here, and not from anything else. Especially not from Aaro telling her he was intent on murdering half the crew. Or at least Aaro hoped that’s what Bjork and Ek would think.

If they knew something was off, it would throw a real spanner into the works. He kept stealing glances at them. They seemed fairly relaxed, as though they were in full control.

He smiled. They weren’t.

A few minutes later Aaro wriggled into an overall and strapped the gloves on tight. He fastened the neck seal and shouldered a toolbag from the back of the truck before going for the gun case under his cot.

‘Woah, what’re you doing?’ Asked Ek suddenly, jumping up from his cot.

‘What do you mean?’ Aaro asked, cocking his head, one hand on the case.

‘You won’t need that out there,’ Ek said with a fake smile, coming forward to try and take the case out of Aaro’s hands.

‘It’ll make me feel better,’ Aaro said, pulling it out of reach.

Ek’s hand hung in the air, their eyes locked. ‘The feeds show nothing. You won’t need it. It’ll just get in the way.’ He grabbed at it again.

‘It’s just in case. If any of them show up, I don’t want to be unarmed,’ Aaro said calmly, gripping a little harder.

‘That’s why we’re here, to protect you.’ He looked over his shoulder. Bjork was poised at the edge of his cot, ready to launch himself to his feet. ‘Don’t you trust us?’ Ek said with a little laugh.

‘I don’t know, is there some reason you want me out there unarmed?’ Aaro narrowed his eyes.

Ek’s smile faded as quickly as he’d gotten up. He cast a quick glance at Bjork, who looked as unsure as him. They weren’t ready to show their hand yet.

Bjork gave a little nod and Ek let it go. ‘No, of course not,’ Ek said, grinning. ‘Whatever helps you concentrate on the task at hand.’ He held his hands up innocently.

‘Good. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.’ Aaro beamed.

He pushed the case into the bag and followed Sorina to the back door, making sure not to bump Ek with his shoulder as he passed.

She looked at him for a second, the look on her face telling him she’d just watched the exchange and her fears had been confirmed.

Aaro was right.

Ek didn’t know whether Aaro knew, and he couldn’t withhold the gun without giving it away.

Aaro was just glad that he’d gotten the case. Now he wasn’t completely defenceless —  they weren’t completely defenceless.

Ek closed the hatch behind them and the tailgate started to lower. Aaro and Sorina pulled their masks on — old fashioned gas masks with a pair of filter cans on the front.

The cold wind hit them hard, pressing their suits against their skin and chilling them to the bone instantly. The air was bitter.

There were radios fitted inside the masks for communications with the trucks and crew and they could already hear chatter on the line.

‘The other team is just ahead of you,’ Ek said, his voice without emotion. ‘We’ve fed them the hull IDs they are looking for. Rendezvous with them and confirm the location of the first sub. Then they’ll help you find the next one.’

‘Got it,’ Aaro said calmly, trudging down the frozen road towards the harbour with Sorina in tow.

The town surrounding was abandoned, and now, exposed to the elements and without upkeep, it was practically in ruins. Murmansk had once thrived, but during the war, conscription and parts-salvage had decimated the population and what little industry went on there. The town withered and most of the inhabitants moved south. The services and amenities started closing up and the harbour was designated as a nuclear dumping ground as it had been during the twentieth century.  It was perfect for it the first time they used it and it was just as perfect the second time around —  remote, with limited access via road or sea. There were still some die-hard residents left in the outlying villages and houses when the Varas showed up but the area was so far off the beaten track that no one even noticed the extermination. A sporadic call or two got through to the emergency services but they were ignored in favour of larger population centres. The people here were abandoned to die, just like the submarines.

The houses had fallen into disrepair and those looking to salvage anything they could in the early days had stripped the meat from the bones like vultures. All that was left now were walls and overgrown streets. The trucks were parked just short of the port authority building and behind them were the subs. Black lumps in the bay.

Aaro walked into the car park in front of the building and looked around. The town was larger than he’d thought it would be and it was unnerving to think that every building was empty. But then again, the wristbands they were given with a screen on them did say a hundred and ninety-three Rads.

Less than a hundred would make you sick if you lived there. One to two hundred in a day would cause ARS, or Acute Radiation Syndrome, and would be lethal in prolonged circumstances. Between two hundred and a thousand in a single dose would make you seriously ill, with a bad prognosis. Extended exposure above two hundred would kill a human being. The suits would give them extra protection. Aaro just hoped it was enough. All the same, he wasn’t about to drag his feet.

The readout in the truck had reached a hundred by the time they got to the town. It had steadily risen as they’d closed in on the port and now was teetering on two hundred. It’s why the trucks had stopped where they had.

They had seven hours but Aaro didn’t want to spend a moment more out there than he had to. The entire place was dead. Not even the Varas dared venture here. He smiled at the thought. It would be perfect if it wasn’t for the radiation — total safety from them.

Aaro kept pace with Sorina and they walked briskly towards the other two masked figures already nearing the docks — the other engineer and welder. They were checking hull numbers against a list.

The temperature was just above freezing and the cold was brutal and endless. It was almost as ruthless as the Varas, and twice as incessant. By the time they met up with the others, Aaro’s hands were already numb.

They were inside the Arctic circle here and it was easy to tell.

Nils Ivarson and Thea Holme couldn’t have been any more different to look at, but dressed in their masks and sealed suits it was almost impossible to tell them apart unless they were side-by-side and you could pick them out based on height. Aaro couldn’t see their faces, just hear their voices in his head through the com. They gave a quick greeting to Sorina and Aaro but their disdain for the residual lethality in the air was apparent. They pushed swiftly on.

The four of them checked twelve subs before they found the one they wanted, moored at the far end of a concrete jetty.

The sub was huge — easily twelve metres across and ten times that in length. It sat quietly on the thin sheet of ice covering the still water in the bay. It looked tired and sad, rusting away in the farthest reaches of the world.

The group of four took it in for a moment and then got to work. Nils beckoned to Sorina and then hurled his duffel bag across the gap and on to the top of the hull with a loud clang. Sorina did the same and then they stepped out onto the small overhang jutting off the jetty.

There were iron rungs in the concrete, fastening points for a gangplank.

Except there wasn’t one. It was long gone by now and there was no way across but to jump. The sub was tucked tightly into the side and secured by huge chains to stop any unwanted movement — by natural causes or otherwise — but the curve of the hull still meant there was a gap to clear. From the small precipice, it was a quick hop to the side of the sub where a ladder was cut right into the hull.

Nils walked up without hesitation and stepped out across the gap. With a dull thud, his foot hit a rung and he was climbing. Sorina followed, albeit a little tentatively. Aaro watched her as she shuffled to the edge.

Nils turned on the ladder. ‘Come on!’ he yelled through the comm.

She nodded a little and readied herself before stepping backwards, her head shaking. ‘I can’t do it,’ she said exasperatedly. ‘I can’t.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Nils yelled from the top of the ladder. ‘Get a move on!’

‘I can’t,’ she said, shaking her head. She looked at Aaro, as if for support. ‘I can’t swim.’

Aaro raised his eyebrows under his mask — it was news to him.

Nils swore loudly and it echoed through their heads. Berg, the gunner from the other truck, suddenly came on the line. ‘What’s the problem?’ he snapped.

‘Nothing, there’s no problem,’ Aaro said back, still looking at Sorina.

‘The hell there isn’t!’ Nils shouted again. ‘This bitch you brought can’t swim! She won’t make the climb.’

‘Hey, watch your fucking mouth!’ Aaro growled, pointing at Nils.

‘Guys, stop,’ Thea said sternly, raising her hands. ‘Sorina, you’ve got to go. We’re on the clock here.’

‘I can’t, what if I fall?’ she said shakily.

‘You won’t fall.’ Aaro stepped forward and laid his hand on her shoulder. He smiled but she couldn’t see past the mask. He tightened the shoulder strap on his bag and made the jump. It was a small gap over the icy water onto the ladder, but he could see where the fear might have come in. Falling into the water was as good as going toe to toe with a Vara. If he wasn’t trying to prove a point to Sorina, he might have hesitated himself.

He climbed a few rungs and leaned backwards into space, reaching out with a hand, offering it to Sorina.

‘Jump,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you.’

She hesitated again.

‘Come on, bitch. Before we all die of radiation poisoning!’ Nils spat.

Aaro stayed quiet and kept his eyes on Sorina’s. He counted for her. ‘On three, ok? One, two, three.’

She took a step and then jumped. Her arm hit his and he locked on. She swung into the hull and her foot slipped on a rung, the rubber squeaking on the steal. She almost slid into the water but Aaro held fast, her body thudding against the side.

His shoulder jarred as he took her weight.

He grunted as she searched for footing, his arm staining, but she found it quickly and came up the ladder behind him.

They both mantled the sub and stood straight.

‘Yay, finally,’ Nils jeered, clapping. ‘Can we get on with it now?’

And then Aaro lost it. In a second he was in Nils’ face. He snatched his mask out of the air and gripped the filter can, pulling his face towards his own. ‘Say another word and I’m going to break your fucking legs and throw you in the ocean, got it?’ Aaro snapped through the coms.

Nils was silent, shocked by it, his hands out to the sides in submission.

Aaro had no patience today. ‘Or maybe I’ll just pull your mask off and let you choke to death on the radiation,’ Aaro continued, shoving Nils away.

He regained himself and cast a glance at Thea. Whether she objected or not, Aaro didn’t know, but she stayed quiet all the same, staring up at them from the dock.

The hierarchy.

While that reactor core was still in the sub, Aaro was more important than Nils.

‘I’d like to see you try,’ Nils muttered, as most cowards do, when he thought Aaro wouldn’t hear it. Except it was inside the mask and Aaro heard it clear as day.

Aaro paused and turned. ‘What was that?’ he said coldly.

‘Nothing,’ Nils replied quickly.

‘Didn’t think so. Now, what is your job?’

‘Excuse me?’ answered Nils.

‘Your fucking job. The reason you’re here?’

‘Welder,’ he said bluntly.

‘Okay, and the job description for that  involves welding, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Nils said quietly.

‘Good, so get to it.’

Nils said nothing. He knelt at his bag and pulled out his torch and gloves. The hatches on the subs had all been sealed shut years ago and needed to be reopened.

Sorina and Nils started on opposite sides and worked their way around while Aaro watched. Thea joined Aaro on the sub and they stood in silence.

He wasn’t sure whether Nils and Thea were in on Berg, Ek, Bjork, and Strom’s plan, but he didn’t want to risk it. At least now, if it came down to it, he wouldn’t feel so bad about shooting Nils, the prick. Thea, he wasn’t sure about. They’d never said so much as two words to each other.

An hour passed while they worked.

Even in the thermal underclothes, the cold still made his bones ache. After the first twenty minutes, Berg had come on the line. ‘Hey guys, everything ok down there?’

‘All good,’ Thea replied happily. It was obviously put on.

‘Okay, we’re gonna check over some equipment so you won’t be able to raise us on the comms for a while. We’ll let you know when we’re back up, ok?’

‘Okay,’ Thea replied without batting an eye.

Was it too casual though? Did she know what they wanted the radio silence for and was trying to be nonchalant? Or did she genuinely have no idea and thought it was perfectly innocent? He looked at her but her face was impossible to read behind the mask.

And that was it. Silence from the trucks. Aaro envisioned them loading weapons and scheming about how to streamline the crew. They were unsupervised and would surely be switching over the fuel and ammunition, compiling them into one truck ready for the journey back. Making a plan for how it was all going to play out.

He just had to keep his cool in the knowledge that he was armed. But then again they’d know that too — Berg, Strom, Ek, Bjork. And they were better armed. And trained.

His attentions were divided between the task at hand and the problems that lay ahead. But at least he’d have some quiet to think now. How would they do it? They’d back one truck down on to the jetty so that the crane wouldn’t have to move the core too far. Maybe they’d conserve all the ammo. Load the truck, hold them at gunpoint, shut the door and drive off, stranding them there before they even knew what was happening.

Everyone would rush to the other truck to find it empty of fuel and weapons and that would be that. If Aaro could get a look in while they were loading the core, and he spotted the weapons and supplies, he’d know. But by then it might be too late. He’d be inside the hornets’ nest. He might even get as far as to draw his Glock, but he’d have a just pistol against four trained soldiers, who’d without a doubt be armed to the teeth. It was long odds, even in a best-case scenario. He’d have to think of something else.

Their schedule was tight so he’d have to do it at the right moment. Split them up, take them one at a time if he could. Maybe he could get Thea and Nils in on it, if they weren’t already. He didn’t want them turning on him as well. One on four was tough odds. Three on four wasn’t so bad. One on six was suicide. Sorina he couldn’t count on. He didn’t want to have to, either. There was no coming back from that.

He sighed inside the mask. While he and Thea were working on the core, Sorina and Nils were to cut through the hull of the sub, making a flap large enough to fold down and unload the reactor. From there it was a quick trip down the ramp to the truck that would be waiting just outside. It had to be before then.

Sometime in the next six hours, Aaro’s, Sorina’s and six others’ lives could be at risk. Robin and Alva, Sabina and Sam, Thea and Nils. They could all be dead before they left Murmansk. It would certainly make their story easier to pedal to Katarina when they got back if there was no one left to dispute it.

Four heroes return and save Stockholm.

Not a chance. Aaro refused to allow it.

Over his dead body, he thought.

Though, he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.




THIRTY-FOUR

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

The path swept away from the water once more and wound into the trees. The curves were tight at speed but there was no option to let up. They emerged from a right-hander and the road straightened out, the trees thinning, the surface flattening.

‘What the hell?’ Aaro murmured as the headlights caught something up ahead.

Lila’s arms tightened around him. ‘Aaro?’ she asked as he eased off the gas.

‘Yeah I see it.

‘What is it?’ She craned her neck over his head to get a better look, but in the darkness with only a dim headlight stretching into the distance, it was hard to make out.

It was blank. He thought it might have been an overturned truck, the blank trailer blocking the road, but as they got closer, he knew it wasn’t.

It was far away for what seemed like minutes, and then they were right on it. It rushed out to meet them — a blank grey canvas that cut right across the entire roadway. Aaro kept the throttle pinned as long as he could. If they had to find a way around he wanted to keep as much distance between them and their pursuers as possible.

The last stretch had let them open a lead, but as soon as they slowed, he knew it would be lost.

At the last second, he locked the back wheel and the bike skidded towards the blockade. The tyre screeched and the bike pulled sideways, clattering into it. Aaro righted himself and looked up at the concrete slab. It was blockade — ten metres tall.

It was flat and vertical, like the side of a building. No windows, or doors. Just solid concrete, sunk into the ground, running away from the path in both directions.

He laid his hand on it and felt that it was cold and smooth. The realisation still hadn’t dawned.

‘What the hell?’ he murmured again.

‘What is it?’ Lila asked, entranced by the featurelessness of it.

And then it was obvious. Running off in both directions, freshly erected and without respite.

‘It’s a wall…’ he said slowly, moving his hand across the surface.

‘A wall?’ Lila exclaimed. ‘A wall for what?’

‘My god. It’s the city. They’ve walled off the entire city,’ he said, his voice barely a whisper.

‘What? How are we going to get in?’ she said exasperatedly.

He was about to answer when a howl rang out from behind them.

There was no getting through, so Aaro did the only thing he could. He kicked it into first and took off again, skirting the wall. Keeping tight to it. To the side of the path, whoever had erected the wall had cleared a line of trees for it and as such a narrow corridor sat in its shadow, just wide enough for them to squeeze through. The broken ground was uneven but the cold had frozen it hard and they jolted along.

His hands ached as they ploughed forwards.

The wall was endless and turned out to be huge rectangular slabs twenty meters long each, laid end to end and sealed with more concrete at the joins.

They must have been dropped in with helicopters. Big ones.

But there had to be some sort of entrance. They wouldn’t close off the entire city without any exits, would they?

The headlight bounced off the stumps and churned earth as they raced along, and then the trees broke and the bike jumped onto a flatter surface. They dropped from a bank and found themselves on a tarmacked road. It was blocked too, but stencilled on the wall there was a message: NO ENTRANCE. MAIN GATE ON E18.

The E18 was the major road into the city, the one they were on to begin with. The one with all the people. It wasn’t far. If Aaro was right, and he hoped he was, it was a few minutes away at most.

He sped off again, heading away from the wall this time, following the road as it slowly looped back towards the wall and the E18.

The sound of the monsters behind them had died off. They knew they couldn’t keep up on the roads and there was no hiding in the open. But Aaro knew they were still there, skulking and stalking just out of sight.

It wasn’t long before they neared the wall once more, the road looping back in to join the E18. But it was deserted. The throng of people they’d been stuck behind was gone. Nothing moved. Are expected it to be packed with people all heading to Oslo, but it wasn’t.

The reason they’d detoured to begin with was because of what they’d heard up ahead. But it was silent now. They’d gone around the crowd and ended up at their original destination anyway. What had happened in the meanwhile though?

They glided down a slip road onto the E18 and stopped.

The road was lined with buildings on either side that lay abandoned and dark. The roadway itself was wide — six lanes across with that huge wall running straight through the middle of it. The solid concrete was broken only by a steel gate that had been secured on massive hinges. It was two cars wide and on either side heavy gun turrets were set up. But that wasn’t what stopped Aaro.

In front of the wall, it was a massacre. A sea of bodies lay bleeding and dying. Humans and Varas alike were entwined seamlessly. Belongings and vehicles of every description were overturned and cast randomly on the ground like litter. Some were smoking, some were on fire. Some were burnt out. But every one, without exception, was soaked in blood. Bullet holes plagued the asphalt. Thousands of welts that turned the smooth tarmac into a cheese grater.

Eerie groans of dying corpses echoed in the still night air.

The chests of the struck Varas rose and fell slowly as they clung desperately to life, their legs flailing, claws turned out like knives.

Tall barriers either side of the road made the entire road a kill box.

With just one exit it made it the perfect hunting arena for the Varas — but it seemed they were outmatched in the close quarters by the huge machine guns mounted on the turrets above the gate.

That was the commotion they heard up ahead. An ambush by the creatures as people waited to get into the city. But this killing field was quiet now, for the moment at least. It’s why the Varas were cautious in following them down there. They’d seen their pack mowed down and had quickly learnt what going near the wall meant. Aaro and Sorina trundled forwards, winding carefully through the bodies.

Lila gasped, then gagged, and then quietly sobbed into Aaro’s collar.

They made it to the gate before he stopped again. On the surface of the steel, there were hundreds of handprints, smeared in blood. Between them were the unmistakable gouges of claws. People had travelled hundreds of kilometres to get to the city, only to be turned away and eaten at the gates. They’d all been trying to get in. The nomads to safety, the Varas to dinner.

Neither had succeeded.

Aaro looked solemnly at it for a moment before a loud clunk echoed from above them and they were bathed in a harsh spotlight.

Lila and Aaro both shielded their eyes, waiting for some sort of contact, but none came.

‘Open the gate!’ Aaro yelled.

There was no response.

He knew there were people up there, behind the spotlight, but they weren’t talking back.

‘Open the damn gate! Let us in!’ he screamed.

Nothing.

Aaro made an indistinct noise and pulled the pistol from his belt. He levelled it and held it up at the light. ‘Open the fucking gate!’

Now, someone called back. The telltale clicks and rattles of rifles being cocked and shouldered rang out. Dozens of them.

‘Lower your weapon!’ came a gruff call.

‘Open the gate!’ Aaro yelled back.

‘Lower your weapon or we will be forced to shoot!’ the voice came again.

‘Come on, it’s just the two of us! Open the gate, just enough to squeeze through!’ he pleaded now.

‘We can’t do that. We’re under orders to keep this gate sealed until further notice. There’s too much activity out there. We can’t risk a breach!’ came the same stern and obedient voice.

‘So you’re just going to let us die out here?!’

There was silence again.

After a few seconds, a shuffling filtered down to them, like a tussle — two people having a hushed argument. Fragments of words and nothing more reached their ears. They were blinded by the light and could only wait.

Suddenly, an angry voice rang out, the same gruff one from before, except this time, it wasn’t speaking to them. ‘Stand down, Private! Lower that before I have you court-martialed for insubordination! We are under orders and we will obey the chain of command!’

‘He’s going to die out there!’ came another voice. The one of the person he was arguing with.

‘It’s not our duty to save lives, our duty is to protect this gate, and that’s what we’re going to do!’

‘That’s bullshit! I’m not letting him die out there!’

‘Stand down, private!’

‘Let go of me!’ came the second voice.

A fight was breaking out.

Suddenly, a third voice rang through the shouts. It wasn’t weighing in on the argument though. It was much worse than that.

‘Contact!’ came the battle cry. The argument immediately ceased and a team of searchlights flashed to life and began combing the far side of the killing field. Aaro looked past Lila and saw what they were looking for.

They’d been shaken by the failure of their first attack, but now with numbers, the Varas were emerging from the shadows like floodwater, surging forward in a foaming, seething mass.

They were about to launch another onslaught, with only Aaro and Lila standing between them and the gate.

The pair were locked in place as the storm began. It started with a few warning shouts and then erupted in fierce yelling and a hell storm of bullets.

The machine guns went off all at once, raining down onto the ground and the beasts. The screams of surprise and anguish from the monsters rang amongst the clatter of fire. The ground shook under the stampede of clawed feet and lead as the monsters writhed over each other, trying to avoid the bullets.

The gunfire formed a wide arc around the gate, keeping them at bay. But with every passing second, they encroached, determined and half-starved. The circle of fire closed like a noose.

Aaro squinted into the flashing of the muzzles, sure now that their plea would go unheard. Lila clutched at his back with her elbows, her hands clamped to her ears.

Aaro blinked and the noise of the guns seem to fade to a distance ring in his ears, a faraway bell in the darkness. The scene was surreal. A curtain of golden fire separated them and him. If that curtain dropped, even for a second, even for a reload, they’d be on him and Lila, and they’d both be torn to shreds.

It seemed now like a matter of when, not if.

The gate was locked, the soldiers preoccupied and the only exit was totally blocked by the very thing they had barely survived so far.

He hung his head and sucked in a slow breath. The acceptance came and the fear drained away. He turned a little and looked at Lila. She had her eyes tight shut, shying away from the noise and the muzzle flash.

‘Hey,’ he whispered, leaning his head back towards her.

She opened her eyes a little, her cheeks wet with tears.

‘It’s ok,’ Aaro said.

She widened them, unsure what he meant.

‘This was inevitable. It really was… but… thank you.’

‘Thank you?’ Lila whispered back.

‘For saving me.’ He smiled.

‘I didn’t save you — you saved me.’

He shook his head and a soft look moved over his face. ‘No. Before we got to the camp yesterday, I’d given up. You kept me going. You showed me kindness when I didn’t think there was any left in this world.’

She blushed a little, the light of the guns dancing in the tears on her cheeks. ‘I’m just glad I’m not alone — for the end, I mean,’ she eventually said, the sadness becoming acceptance, harmonising with his.

‘Me too. I don’t know if it means anything but, Lila, I’d have been so proud if my daughter had grown up to be like you,’ he said, his voice cracking.

‘Aaro,’ she smiled, breaking his heart. ‘That’s so… Wait.’

‘Wait?’ Aaro said, a little taken aback.

‘What the hell is that!?’ she shouted, throwing her hand over Aaro’s head.

He wheeled around on the bike and followed her finger.

There, hanging over the wall was a rope. It was thick and knotted untidily. It wasn’t there a moment ago and must have been tossed over during the fray. Whoever was arguing on their behalf had taken the opportunity and thrown them a lifeline.

They looked at each other for a split second before dismounting the bike in unison. Aaro dropped it and it clanked loudly to the floor and cut out. It didn’t matter. In a minute or two it would be buried beneath a sea of blood and claws.

They dashed to the wall and took a breath beneath the rope. It hung overhead just low enough for Aaro to grab, but he wasn’t going first.

He didn’t ask for permission before he knelt and picked Lila up by the thighs. He threw her upwards into the air, her legs scrambling on the sheer steel of the gate. She reached out and snatched at the bottom knot. She yelped in shock as her hand slipped, her other just getting purchase before she fell. Aaro stood beneath, ready to catch her if she fell, but she didn’t.

If she had, he doubted he would have had enough time ot strength to throw her again and then go himself. He stole a glance behind and regretted it.

They were close. Really close. A single break in the fire and they’d be on him. He could feel them watching him through the wall of bullets, waiting for their opportunity to strike.

He tore his eyes away and looked up. Lila was slowly hauling her way up the rope.

Come on!

Her heels cleared the bottom knot. Yes. Move. Come on. Faster.

He checked over his shoulder again. Five meters. Shit. Striking distance now. They were cocooned in the fire — a shrinking little bubble that seemed to close with every passing moment. They’d be at the gate in a second and in two they’d be sinking their teeth into his flesh.

He looked up and broke into a desperate grin. He took one step and pushed off the gate, kicking upwards towards the rope. He snatched at it and it held. He swung around on one hand, dangling almost a meter and a half from the floor. His shoulder ached as he pulled his other hand up. Lila was already ahead, her feet planted on the wall. As such the rope dangled away from the surface.

It swung wildly under his weight and Lila called out in surprise as it was pulled from her hands. She clung on and they both swung into the steel with a clang.

Aaro swore loudly. ‘Are you ok?’ he yelled up to her.

‘Yeah,’ she called, voice strained. ‘I’m ok — my wrist —  but I’m ok.’

Aaro looked down, his worst fears realised. Below him, the noose had snapped tight. Beyond the range of the machine guns, beneath their field of motion, right against the gates now, the Varas sloshed back and forth like an ocean. Aaro pulled his legs up and clamped his knees to his chest. He took the rope around his wrist and locked it there. Lila was still stationary up ahead but he was no more than three metres off the ground. The Varas were in a pile, scrambling over each other to get away from the bullets. It would be seconds before one steadied itself enough to take a swipe at him. And he was well within their range.

‘Climb!’ he yelled to Lila, hauling himself upwards.

‘I can’t!’ she screamed back. ‘I’m slipping!’

‘Don’t you fucking dare!’ He put hand over hand with strength he didn’t know he had left and reached level with her legs.

‘The rope is swinging, I can’t do it!’ she cried, hugging the line.

Aaro growled. Fear of her falling fuelled him, filling him with anger. They’d come so far. They were so close. ‘You have to move! Shit!’ he yelped as the talons of a Vara struck the steel gate just to the right of his ankle.

‘Bastard!’ he shouted angrily, hooking his foot around the rope. He drew the pistol from his belt and pointed it between his feet, fighting the sway with his arm. Below, they’d noticed how close he was and began to jump. He steadied the barrel and fired between his feet. Three loud cracks rang out and the Varas below flinched in shock before returning. The bullets seemed to be swallowed up in the mass of black fur. He didn’t know if he was even hitting them, let alone hurting them.

‘Lila, you’ve got to move! I’m dead-meat down here!’ He pumped off two more rounds to a chorus of hisses and growls below.

‘I can’t!’

‘If you don’t we’re both going to die!’

‘I can’t do it! I’m not strong enough—’

‘Yes you are!’

‘I’m not, I’m not!’ she sobbed.

With a determined grunt, he wedged the pistol into his belt and unhooked his foot. The hot barrel burnt his back but he didn’t even feel it.

‘Hold on!’ He spat through gritted teeth, dragging himself upwards. ‘Hang on. I’m going to go ahead and pull you up!’

‘Stop! The rope is shaking!’ she shrieked.

‘We can’t stop now, we’re so close!’ he called, surging upwards.

‘I’m slipping!’

‘Just hold on!’

‘I can’t!’

‘Lila!’

‘Aaro!’

And then she slipped.

In slow motion he watched the rope slide through her fingers.

They snatched at the air as she tumbled backwards.

He was almost level with her.

Another ten seconds and they would have been safe.

He stretched out, right hand locked around the rope like a vice, left hand screaming out for her — for her hand, her arm, her jacket — for anything.

He strained and the rope bucked wildly, crushing his wrist. His other hand hit something solid and clamped down.

He had her by the sleeve of her coat and as she fell, the material snapped tight. His shoulder popped loudly as the weight pulled it clean out of the socket.

He howled in pain as she swung hard into the wall. She impacted with a loud crack and hung limply.

‘Lila!’ He screamed. ‘Lila!’

But she didn’t reply.

She hung like a corpse, dead weight in his hand.

His fingers clung to the fabric but he couldn’t hold her.

He called out for her again but she made no sound. His eyes snapped shut in pain and he blinked them open, bleeding tears. He stared down at her, spikes of pain stabbing through his body from both shoulders and hands. His brain roared at him to let go but he couldn’t, not after all this. He watched in horror as the Varas circled below like sharks. It was sick.

He felt sick.

‘Lila!’ he called out, more meekly this time, streaks of black pulsing in his field of vision.

And then he saw it. On her pale, angelic face. Her ashen hair clung to her head, matted in blood. Droplets ran down her cheeks and off her chin, staining her clothes. The crack he’d heard had been her head hitting the wall. He didn’t know if she was unconscious or dead. But she just hung there, lifeless all the same.

‘Wake up!’ he cried.

But she didn’t.

The Varas grew impatient and began to leap at her ankles.

‘Leave her alone!; he grumbled, his grip loosening. The streaks of black got longer and wider, the pulsing slower. His heart thrummed in his ears like jungle drums counting down to a feast.

The images played out in his head before they happened. He’d let go, and then watch her be torn apart, and then his shoulder would give out and he’d join her. He’d probably still be conscious as they tore the flesh from him.

A wave of nausea rolled through him and he blinked heavily.

It was happening.

He looked down at Lila once more, her face serene and peaceful, drenched in blood. And then she was gone.

A lone Vara reared up like a crocodile and locked on to her leg.

The bones crunched in its jaws and she was ripped from his grasp.

For a second, she sank into the abyss, still visible. Still within reach.

But then, she hit the surface and was pulled under in the vicious riptide.

They growled and barked at each other like hounds as she was divided into chunks. Trails of hair, clothing and skin were strewn into the air like confetti.

‘No…’ he whispered, fighting back the darkness. ‘Lila…’

But she was already gone.




THIRTY-FIVE

PLAYING GOD

2106 AD

The entire place was a madhouse.

Trying to get in was the most difficult experience of Gertlinger’s life.

He’d been searched three times, been through four x-ray scanners, five metal detectors, had his shoes removed twice, been threatened with a cavity search once, and after answering facetiously to the question, ‘Are you concealing anything we should know about?’ with his answer being, ‘Why don’t you come over here and find out?’, came very close to having one. He’d also had two sniffer dogs acquaint themselves with him in the most intimate of ways. But finally, after an ordeal of security checkpoints, he found himself on plush carpets, surrounded by walls full of gold-framed portraits and high ceilings supporting chandeliers.

Gertlinger was, in his current location, about three weeks ahead of where the Varas were — in Washington DC. He’d spent the morning in McPherson’s office and was now in the foyer just outside the Oval Office. At the White House.

He sat quietly and looked at his knees. He was late for his appointment due to the forty-five-minute brush with security, but if all of the President’s guests underwent such stringent inspections, then they would all be equally as late and therefore the schedule would be kept, albeit an hour after time.

He checked his watch. It was almost three o’clock.

A few seconds later, a woman appeared. Smartly dressed, slim, with brown hair tied back in a bun. She had a hard face and clutched at a tablet with claw-like hands. She was a secretary of some kind, wearing a skirt and blazer.

‘The president will see you now,’ she said abruptly, typing things into her pad.

Gertlinger nodded and stood, following her into the Oval Office.

As they walked in, the dozen or so people inside all stopped what they were doing and looked up. There were seven people crowded around a large digital table surface that displayed a map of the United States. There were red pins and circles drawn all over it, with lines intersecting and joining them. Out of the seven people around the table, Gertlinger recognised three instantly. The first was McPherson. He nodded gravely to Gertlinger as he entered. The next two he recognised were the president himself, and the vice president. The other four he couldn’t identify.

The rest of the people in the room, just technicians and analysts, continued what they were doing without hesitance as Gertlinger was introduced.

‘Mr President,’ the secretary who led Gertlinger in began. ‘Doctor Florian Gertlinger.’ She nodded to the group and backed away quickly.

‘Ah, Doctor, good of you to join us,’ the president said with a politician’s smile. ‘Although you are a little later than we were expecting.’

‘Your security screening process is very… thorough.’ Gertlinger smiled back.

The president laughed disarmingly, perhaps a little annoyed by the delay, but eager to press on nonetheless. ‘Yes, quite. Anyway, we’ve been hard at work here and we’re all ready to hear what you have to say. Please.’ The President motioned to the table and Gertlinger approached.

‘Let me introduce my Vice President, the Secretary of Defence, the Secretary of Homeland Security, the Director of National Intelligence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.’

The five men and women nodded in turn as they were introduced. ‘And you already know Mr McPherson of course.’

‘Of course.’ Gertlinger nodded politely.

‘We’re doing our best to track these monsters of yours, but it’s proving difficult.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ Gertlinger said with a sigh, hateful of the idea that they were his at all.

‘The last sighting was made by a woman driving home from work at around three AM this morning on a country road in southern Illinois, which means that they are still pushing outwards at a steady rate. We thought that it would make them easier to contain, if they were split up, but now, eleven weeks after the crash, they’re spread so thinly it’s impossible to know where they are going to be. We’ve got every drone, chopper, and plane that we have in the air looking for these things but containment is becoming tougher by the day. And all this air traffic is attracting a lot of attention from our neighbouring nations. They want to know what we’re up to. The public is starting to take note, too. We’ve got an army of technicians working around the clock to quash all the forums and sites that are popping up. Conspiracy theories are circling, as are the rumours to match. We’ve got to figure this out fast. If we lose the support and the faith of the people, we’ll be looking at nationwide panic and rioting. So please, doctor, tell us that you have an idea, or a plan, or even a little bit of good news for us. As I understand it, you oversaw the autopsy of the two specimens that were killed three weeks ago?’

‘Yes,’ Florian nodded. 'I’ve been flying here, there, and everywhere, briefing military and air force bases on how best to deal with the situation, so I only had chance to get to the lab and see them for myself a few days ago.’

‘Well, go on,’ the president urged. ‘McPherson said that you found something during the autopsy that is of importance, but that you would be the one to explain it as he didn’t have the pertinent information — I’m hoping it’s a weakness you’ve identified?’ He sounded almost desperate.

‘Not exactly,’ Gertlinger said cautiously.

‘What do you mean not exactly?’

‘Well, it’s an anomaly. We thought it impossible, and when the original plans for Argus were put into place, it wasn’t really considered.’

‘My God, doctor, just tell us!’ the President blurted out impatiently.

‘They are pregnant,’ Gertlinger said flatly.

The president blinked in shock. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Pregnant, Mr President. Or at least the females are,’ he said with a smile, which quickly faded as he read the indignation in the president’s face.

‘You’re joking?’

‘I’m afraid not, Sir. We didn’t think it possible. We thought that the alterations to the genetic code would hinder their ability to reproduce and it may well have done had the environment been as harsh as we predicted. Judging by the residual levels of radiation contained in the bodies of the dead Varas, we suspect that the atmospheric makeup on Orsus isn’t dissimilar to that of Earth… A billion years ago. Radiation, carbon dioxide, and oxygen levels were much higher then, which accommodated a much more accelerated evolutionary trend.’

‘English, please, doctor,’ the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff interjected.

Gertlinger cleared his throat. ‘We never programmed them with any sort of sexual instinct. We removed the parts of the brain that called for it. Coupled with their genetic makeup — a mishmash of reptile and mammal, all the simulations that were ran said that there was no way that they could reproduce. The radiation, along with the other environmental factors there — an abundance of food, a lack of predators… their other biological imperatives were suppressed. How it happened, we can’t say for sure, but somehow, they were able to conceive. They were designed as carnivores, but the remnants of what was left in their gastrointestinal tracts was all organic matter. Various plant species similar to those here found here on earth during the Neoproterozoic era, which also attributes to the evidence that Orus is in a primaeval state. The air, the earth, the water, and everything else is very rich in minerals and the plants grow and cycle much more quickly there than here on Earth. The vitamin content of the organic matter there is vastly higher, and was capable of providing huge amounts of nourishment—’

He was cut off as the president raised his hand. ‘That’s all well and good, doctor, but the problem we are discussing is here on Earth, not a million miles away. I’m happy that the expedition was a success, but the fallout has been nothing short of catastrophic. I was promised that this was not even a possibility when we commissioned the project. And yet here we are. So if you could give your full attention to the issue at hand, we’d all be very grateful.’

‘Sorry,’ Gertlinger said, folding his mouth into a line.

‘Now, iterate on this pregnancy issue,’ the president sighed, leaning forward.

‘We rewired their brains to find sustenance and to survive. The need to reproduce was given a backseat and shouldn’t have even occurred to them. But with the abundance of food and lack of predators they had there, the need to survive became instantly satisfied, allowing the reproduction prerogative to surface. Of the two specimens that we dissected, one was male and the other female. The female was carrying a clutch of eggs, and going by the reptilian gestation cycle, would have been ready to nest. Because of the mix of DNA that they possess, it was difficult to predict how the offspring would be born, as reptiles or mammals. The best case scenario was mammals. Born as small litters totally reliant on their mothers.’

‘And how were they actually to be born?’

‘As reptiles. The clutch was twenty-six eggs. The mix of DNA means that the eggs were to be born with fully matured foetuses.’

‘Meaning?’ said the president, struggling to keep up.

‘The eggs incubate in the womb. They don’t need to be laid in a nest and protected while they grow, like with most lizards, the clutch is born ready to hatch.’

‘Twenty six at a time?’ The president gasped.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And how long is the incubation period?’

‘We estimate about four months.’

‘My God, and how often can they reproduce?’

‘Biannually,’ Gertlinger said plainly, trying to outlay the information as quickly as possible.

‘Once every two years?’ The president laughed with relief. ‘Thank god for that.’

'No, sir… biannually is twice a year.’ Gertlinger coughed awkwardly and cleared his throat.

The president’s face twisted into a rageful scowl. ‘So you’re saying that these beasts could lay up to fifty eggs a year?’

‘Unfortunately.’

The president whirled around and pointed at McPherson. ‘You knew this, and said nothing? This is the worst possible news! We’ve got to hunt these things down before they lay a single goddamn egg!’

Gertlinger swallowed. ‘Mr President?’

‘What is it?’ he snapped.

‘I think that’s why they are so quiet.’

‘Quiet? We’ve got a death toll in the hundreds!’ he roared.

‘Believe me, sir, if they wanted, they could have killed a hundred times that. They are hiding — finding a safe place to birth their young. In the next few months, when the young are old enough to hunt on their own, expect that figure to explode. The young are born and then hatch almost immediately. After two weeks, they’ll be the size of a fully grown domestic cat and about as mobile. They’ll shadow their mother to learn to hunt and then be integrated into the pack. The packs can be as large as thirty we suspect, so with each litter, we think a new pack may emerge through division. Things will start slowly but within a year’s time, their population will have skyrocketed. When they are strong enough, they’ll go where the food source is most abundant.’

‘Farms? Ranches? Livestock?’ The president said, eyebrows raised, his voice incredulous.

Gertlinger drew a slow breath, not wanting to correct him. ‘Cities,’ he said after a few seconds.

‘Good god,’ someone murmured from the other side of the table.

The president rubbed his head. ‘So what are our options?’

‘Pridefully? Or honestly?’

‘You think this is a game?’

‘Run. Hide. Survive,’ Gertlinger said.

‘And just hand the entire country over to these things?’ The Secretary of Defense scoffed. ‘You must be mad!’

Gertlinger let out a breath and shook his head earnestly. ‘If you start now, you can wall in the major cities before they become overrun. Once the population is protected, you can start working on contingencies. But we need safety for that. Numbers. We cut off their food source, work on a long term strategy… It’s our best chance. But you’ve got to break the news to the other countries so they can begin preparations, before it’s too late,’ Gertlinger urged them. ‘At this point, we’re looking at a global crisis. If we don’t consider it one, then it’s already over.’

‘So you’re saying there’s no hope?’ the president asked quietly.

‘I’m not sure there is. But it’s still all we can do…’ Gertlinger swallowed and looked at every face in the room. ‘Hope.’




THIRTY-SIX

THE VEIL

2122 AD

Aaro took stock of the situation quickly.

They were almost there.

The core still had to be disconnected in the correct order but it was almost done. In about fifteen minutes, he and Thea would be down to the last few bolts. Everything was ready.

Nils would be calling the truck in imminently.

They’d finished cutting the hatch out of the hull, and sunlight bled into the interior of the sub through the weld seam. Now, all that remained was the removal. The truck would be backed down to the edge of the jetty and a chain would be secured. Using the brute force of the truck, they’d pull the flap down, bending the steel to form an opening and makeshift gangplank in one. The back of the truck would be positioned and the crane moved inside.

Aaro been calculating throughout the day, and he saw just one way to do it without arousing suspicion.

He’d only have one chance.

It would need to be an accident — or at least appear that way.

‘Okay, we’re good to go,’ Thea said, pulling away from the core and nodding to Nils before standing up.

He called it in. ‘Robin, we’re set.’



‘Affirmative,’ came the grainy voice in reply. The muffled startup of an engine echoed through the comm as Robin fired up the truck. In a few minutes, they were there. The noise of the engine was audible through the gaps in the hull. It was just outside. They already had their masks on, and had done since the welding had started.

Aaro heard doors opening and closing, and then the squeaking of the tailgate lowering outside.

He pretended to busy himself, tidying his tools away ready for the move. He gave a quick glance to make sure Nils and Thea were otherwise occupied and checked his Glock. Loaded and ready. He laid it carefully on top of his tools and pulled the bag closed to cover it.

He was acutely aware of his heart hammering in his chest as he stood. He tried to calm himself but he knew that this was it. He’d either live or die in the next couple of minutes.

Nils was with Thea at the hatch. They’d carried chains in with them and threaded them around the seam now, feeding both ends through the gap and outside. In another minute, they were secured. The engine flared and the chain pulled taut against the metal.

Everyone backed up and the truck pulled. The power of the engine was more than a match for the weakened steel and it peeled away like the skin of an orange. It bent with a groan and warped downwards to form a gangplank. In the darkness of the interior, Aaro’s eyes had adjusted and he had to shield them now from the afternoon sunlight. A cold wind blew in and he shuddered.

It was time. Through the gap, roughly two meters square, the truck and the four gunners were visible — Ek, Bjork, Berg, and Strom — indistinguishable from one another in their suits.  They weren’t carrying rifles, but Aaro didn’t doubt they had pistols tucked in their belts. Still, everything seemed normal, for now.

They were on the jetty, wheeling out the crane. It bobbled on the concrete but between the four mercs, it was an easy job to force it up the gangplank. It jostled inside with the men in tow and suddenly it was very crowded inside the reactor compartment. Aaro quietly beckoned to Sorina and she moved next to him. She cast a strange glance at him through her mask and he nodded a little, gesturing to the next room along. Each section was segregated by a thick blast door designed to lock down the sub in case of a leak. It was what would keep her safe in the fray.

Berg looked stern, his eyebrows fastened into V, and stood in the opening with hands on hips. Even in his mask, Aaro could see his stony expression — the job. It’s not killing people or doing anything wrong. It’s just the job.

Aaro exhaled shakily.

The crane was wheeled up to the core and Aaro approached. Nils and Thea stood next to it, prepping for the final removal, with the mercs waiting in the wings.

Aaro avoided their eyes as he knelt next to the reactor. He took the socket wrench he’d left there earlier and loosened the final bolts as the core was chained to the winch.

He turned the last bolt and it popped free.

The crane groaned as it took the weight of the reactor and the whole thing swung heavily before settling under tension.

There was a sigh of relief in the comms. ‘Well, the hard part’s over,’ Berg laughed.

The others laughed with him, bullies in the schoolyard. They thought the easy part was to come — just tying up loose ends.

They stood back, far enough to see everyone, as Aaro and Nils started to move the crane. Nils took the front and guided it as Aaro pushed.

This was it.

He pushed hard and then stumbled. 
‘Shit!’ He cursed, dropping the wrench in his hand. It landed and bounced forwards. The crane skidding across the metal floor, moving sideways as Aaro fell into it. One of the wheels caught the wrench and stopped. The momentum carried the core forwards and the whole thing swung violently around, twisting. The centre of gravity shifted and the whole thing went light. Aaro caught a glimpse of Nils’ eyes widening as the back wheels left the ground and the crane toppled towards him. Everything was still for a second as it rocked past the tipping point, and then it fell. He had no time to move before it clattered into him, throwing him to the ground and the following him there.

The crunch of bones filled the room as the reactor collapsed onto the back of Nils’ legs. He wailed into the mic and it crackled in their ears.

Berg and Strom surged forward to his aid, followed closely by the two others. An accident that couldn’t be helped.

Aaro found himself smiling before he could help it. Focus. Stick to the plan. ‘Wait, I’ve got a jack in my kit!’ he yelled, diving for his bag.

Before Berg could tell him not to move he was already on his knee, fingers closing around the grip of the Glock. It was cocked and ready to go.

He twisted and levelled it, taking stock of his targets. Berg and Strom were trying to lift the crane, whether to save the core or Nils’ legs — he assumed the former, but either way, their hands were on the crane on and not on their weapons. Ek and Bjork on the other hand still stood at the hatch, ready to help, but vigilant all the same. Both were positioned the same, braced, one hand lowered, the other behind their backs, hovering on their guns, ready to draw if needed. It was the automated military reaction to something unexpected, defend themselves and their brothers. But their attention was on the crane and Aaro only needed a second.

He levelled the barrel and squeezed two shots into Bjork before he could doubt himself, right over the top of Berg and the core. Bjork took them centre mass and sagged backwards, blown out of the hull and onto the gangplank. It took Ek a second to react, shocked by the development. He tried to rip the weapon from his belt but before it was even up, he took a shot to the shoulder. Aaro had misfired a little, aiming high in the excitement. He hadn’t taken his time but it didn’t matter. Ek reeled backwards and stumbled, firing blindly into the ceiling. The bullet pinged into the hull, ricocheting off the steel in a shower of sparks.

He took another two shots to the chest this time and followed Bjork. His screams of shock died quickly as he bounced on the gangplank and rolled into the icy water between the sub and the jetty.

Berg cursed and tried to draw but Aaro was gone. Sorina had taken the direction and moved into the next cabin and now so had Aaro.

Berg’s bullets followed him but they went wide and dinged off the metal interior.

Aaro could hear him screaming in the comms but it was only just louder than his own heartbeat and was twice as muffled. He dashed forwards, diving through hatch after hatch as he put distance between him and Berg. He couldn’t see Sorina but he knew she was safe, hiding somewhere if she had any sense. It was just him and Berg, and Strom.

He stopped to catch his breath. Berg and Strom were shouting in his head, directing each other and roaring in indignation, calling his name, cursing him.

The steel of the sub was cold through the suit as he crouched in the darkness of one of the hundreds of compartments that had now been stripped of its innards. He was nestled between two steam ducts. He’d memorised the path from the outer hatch to the core room and he had that on his side. Berg and Strom had never been in there, so it was a home-field advantage if nothing else. Their heavy breaths echoed in his mask as they chased him. The near total darkness inside was his ally now. He was outnumbered and outclassed. They were both trained for this.

‘Where the fuck is he?’ barked Strom.
‘We’ll find him,’ Berg hissed back.

‘Ek and Bjork are both gone. He killed them both.’

‘I know. That motherfucker is dead, don’t worry. You hear that?!’ Berg called. ‘You hear me, Emmerson? We’re coming for you! You’re fucking dead, you hear! Where are you, you piece of shit!?’

Aaro stayed quiet. He calmed himself. He wasn’t dying here. He couldn’t. He’d survived worse and he would again. They were close now. The floor shook with their footsteps, the vibrations bouncing through the dead skeleton of the abandoned beast. Maybe one or two rooms away. How they’d come, he didn’t know, but he needed to be ready. Surprise them if he could.

A flash of light bounced into the room that Aaro was hiding in, the final compartment that led to the outer hatch. It was long and lined with pipes. He was hidden for now, but if he was seen he’d be trapped and he’d have no time to get to the hatch.

Shit, Aaro had hoped he’d have the darkness to ambush them.

The beam was closer now, a flashlight combing each section as they checked them off as clear.

Radio silence had fallen. They’d reverted to their training, moving in a pair, checking every corner and covering the other.

And then another voice came through. ‘What’s going on in there?’ It was Alva. She was frantic. ‘Guys? Hello! Is anyone there? Thea is out here, she’s screaming! She’s taken her mask off but we can’t understand what she’s saying! She’s gonna die out here! Hello? We can’t open the doors, we don’t have any breathing equipment? Hello? Anybody?’ She sobbed helplessly into the silence.

Aaro heard someone stifle a cry in his ear. He could have sworn it was Sorina but he couldn’t be sure. He couldn’t do anything right now anyway.

The light was at the door. Aaro was halfway down the room, pressed against the wall behind the pipes, pistol held to his chest.

‘I can hear you breathing…’ came a cold voice. Berg. ‘That scared, shallow breathing of someone facing their death. We will find you. Come out now and we’ll make it quick.’

Aaro smiled.

I won’t.

A dull clunk of boots on steel told Aaro they were in the compartment. Slow, methodical footsteps.

He steadied his breathing and stayed tight to the pipes. He’d let them pass and strike from behind, take both of them as quickly as he could.

Three metres.

He breathed slowly, keeping it even. Holding his breath would make it obvious. He didn’t want to risk it.

Two metres.

He could hear them moving, the rustling of their suits, the subtle clicking of their pistols in their hands, the squeaking of their boots.

They were passing. They didn’t see him between the vertical piping.

Berg first, then Strom.

He let them.

He took one slow step into the corridor. They were thirty centimetres apart, Berg aiming right, Strom hanging on his shoulder, aiming left, covering the whole corridor.

Except for their backs, that is.

Aaro didn’t think he could shoot them both with true enough shots that they wouldn’t round on him in time. He took a deep breath and measured the distance.

Then he struck.

He stepped low, left arm under Strom’s. He threaded it up quickly and pushed his hand across Strom’s faced, pinning his arm over his head as he did. The mask was tight against his face but Aaro took it by the can and forced it up, covering his eyes. Strom yelled in shock and his free arm flailed. He dropped the torch and fired into the air. Berg stumbled and wheeled around.

Aaro didn’t waste any time. He shoved the barrel of his pistol into Strom’s back and fired three times. Blood spray filled the room, bursting from the front of Strom’s yellow suit.  It doused Berg and he cursed, wiping the blood from his mask. He smeared it across the visor and swore again, waving the pistol madly in Aaro’s direction.

He ducked behind Strom’s corpse and used it as a shield. The last remnants of life quickly slipped from it as it absorbed a half a dozen of Berg’s shots.

Aaro grunted under the dead weight as he shoved Strom at Berg. Through the bloodied mask, he didn’t see the body coming. Strom crashed into him and he staggered backwards, holding Strom up as best he could.

Aaro rushed forwards and lashed out at Berg’s arm with a hard kick in an attempt to disarm him. The gun span into the darkness and clattered against the wall. Aaro tried to raise his pistol but Berg was fast. He’d shrugged Strom off and was on guard. He snatched Aaro’s hand out of the air and twisted it roughly.

Aaro cried out and his fingers opened, releasing the pistol. The only light in the room was coming from the two flashlights. Strom’s was now rolling near his body and Berg’s was still in his left hand, illuminating the room with a narrow, whipping beam, silhouetting the two of them as shadows and nothing more.

Aaro wrestled his hand free and stepped back, taking stock of Berg who seemed in no rush. He stood like a man who knew how to fight, and who’d just lost three friends. Rage was coming off him like heat.

Aaro was a brawler at best, but Berg was trained. They were both unarmed but Aaro was still outgunned.

There was only a second of stillness before Berg pounced, half blinded by Strom’s blood.

He hit hard and Aaro tried to parry but the blow got through. Berg’s closed fist clattered into Aaro’s mask and his visor cracked.

Aaro scrambled backwards and closed his hands around the seams. It was useless now. He took one deep raking breath as he did and held it before tearing the mask off and throwing it into the dark.

The cold air scratched at his face, the radioactive dust stinging his eyes. It filled the entire sub. The reading on his monitor was far beyond the safe level but there was no other option. The cracks would have allowed the dust to seep in either way.

He had a lungful of air — maybe thirty seconds in the struggle.

His mind whirled.

There were two functioning masks left in the room: Berg’s and Strom’s.

One of them would need to be reached in time.

A single breath of unfiltered air would make his lungs bleed and he’d drown in his own fluids.

Berg’s was already in use and Strom’s was on the other side of Berg. The odds weren’t good.

Could he reach the reactor room in time? A sprint there and he could take one of the other’s masks. Doing that would give Berg the advantage. He could get his gun and fire into Aaro’s back before he reached the door. No, it was now or never.

He moved, thinking Berg’s blood-smeared mask might have given him an edge.

Aaro swooped in close and lashed out with a hard right hook to Berg’s ribs. He winced as it struck but the hard stacked muscle absorbed the blow like hitting a steel plate. A ripple of pain shot through Aaro’s wrist and he bit his lip to stop any air escaping. He tried to pull away but Berg was ruthless. He rained down in a hammer blow and his elbow struck Aaro on the side of the neck. Another pang of pain washed through his head and his lips parted now, a delicate stream of air escaping. No.

Aaro sagged to his knee and squinted upwards at the shadowed figure of Berg standing over him. He wound up for another hit, tossing his torch into his right to bludgeon Aaro with it.

With gritted teeth, Aaro struck low. He fired a punch into the inside of Berg’s knee. A loud crack rang out in the darkness. Berg twisted awkwardly on his feet but Aaro wasn’t sure if he’d dislocated something in Berg’s leg or just broken his own hand. Everything was hurting.

His eyes went blurry in the pain now, his hold on consciousness beginning to slip. Berg’s guard was down and Aaro had no more than a few seconds of breath left. The last shot had almost emptied his lungs. But this was about to be over. His hand mangled, he pivoted on his knee and hooked his left arm under Berg’s thigh. With a shallow grunt, he threw it upwards. Berg’s unsteady stance gave way and he toppled. Aaro drove forward with all he had left, throwing Berg’s knee into his own gut. It was impossible for him to counter in time and he tumbled backwards, landing with a clang on the metal grated floor. He let go of his flashlight and it bounced away under the pipes. But even in the pitch darkness now, Aaro knew his way and he knew his target. He was on top of him.

He clawed his way onto Berg and straddled his chest. Berg regained his senses, but it was no use. Aaro ripped Berg’s mask off and pinned one of his arms under his knee, leaning into it with all his weight. Berg cried out in anger, arching his back to try and buck Aaro off, but he heard only the rushing of blood in his ears. The dust in his eyes and mouth stung like hornets but he barely registered it. His legs kicked wildly but Aaro was too high up on his chest for it to do any good.

Berg’s free hand scrabbled at Aaro’s shoulder and chest but it was too little too late.

Aaro straightened himself before falling hard onto Berg’s face with the only weapon he had left.

He felt Berg’s nose crunch under his forehead.

The pain was blinding, but his right hand was definitely broken and his left hand wouldn’t do enough damage to finish him off in time.

It was the only way.

He drew upwards again now, Berg’s screams of anger turning to shrieks of pain. He dropped again, harder this time. His eyes were closed but he could feel the blood running over them. He hit him again and with each strike, he felt the kicking grow weaker.

Soon.

He hit him again. And again. And again.

And then the kicking stopped.

Aaro collapsed forward onto Berg’s limp body and weakly reached out for the mask. It was there in the darkness somewhere. His hand found it but his fingers wouldn’t close around it. He whimpered, hooking his decrepit hand around it and dragging it towards him. He lifted it and pushed it against his face with his left. The foam sealed and he inhaled, rolling onto his back. He lay there for a minute or two, eyes still closed, drowning in the air. The pain in his wrist was agonising and he could feel blood pooling in his mask, building up around his eyes. His head was split pretty badly. He couldn’t see it, but he knew Berg’s would be no more than a crater at this point.

Under his forehead, he’d felt three or four breaks. Three or four cracks where the bridge had shattered in his nose, and maybe an eye socket, the jaw, a cheek. Either way, it didn’t matter. The darkness that surrounded them both, the steel hull of the sub and the radioactive air that filled them, would all form the tomb for Berg. The deed was done, but he wasn’t finished.

He still had to find Sorina, and then they had to get home.




THIRTY-SEVEN

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

He stared blankly over his swinging arm, hanging at an odd angle, twisted and limp from the shoulder. The blackness was swallowing him up, his brain willing him to let go of the rope. His fingers started to loosen but his wrist was twisted. He wouldn’t fall.

How cruel he thought it was, to keep him suspended there, to watch the carnage below as the dark crimson of Lila’s blood still spurted and sprayed from the parts of her that were left. The only things now visible that were still recognisable were the strands of hair that floated through the blood mist. The gunfire penned them in but under the gates, the Varas were safe from it, and they knew it. They wasted no time in ripping her apart.

The darkness came quickly for him and with each blink, his eyes grew blurry and heavy. Each breath was laboured and slow and each second of life seemed to drain through him like sand through an hourglass.

His last sight was that of the horror beneath. He stared into hell itself. And then he passed out. The horrid, peaceful darkness embraced him — just as it had Emilie, and now Lila too.

If there was any justice, the nightmare would end and he would be allowed the mercy to die — to finally die and be rid of his life.

But there was no justice.

A hammer blow to the chest ripped him from the void. He sat bolt upright and sucked in a huge lungful of bloodied air.

Death was obliterated and life returned to him in waves.

‘Lila!?’ was all he could scream.

‘Calm down, you’re ok!’ yelled a somehow familiar voice over the barrage of fire. It belonged to the same soldier that was arguing with his CO on top of the wall. The one who’d thrown the rope.

Aaro was on his back, the private kneeling over him, his fist still pressed against his chest, an adrenaline shot buried between his ribs. The private pulled it out with a nagging sting, but then that pain in his chest was replaced by the one in his shoulder. His arm was cradled in his lap. He looked down at it but his fingers wouldn’t respond.

‘It was pretty badly dislocated but I put it back in while you were unconscious. It must have popped out when you lost consciousness and the muscles relaxed. You’ll need to bind it and sling it for a few weeks but you should be ok. You’re safe now, don’t worry.’ The private smiled warmly at him. All around soldiers were hanging over the rail on top of the wall, firing into the horde.

The private dropped the syringe back into the first aid kit next to them and pushed it back under the small bench set against the rail. Aaro was on the battlement above the gate. He could have only been out for a minute or so. They must have spotted his body dangling above the road and hauled him over.

He tried to stand but the private kept him down. ‘Woah, not so fast! Stay down, catch your breath.’

‘Where’s Lila?’ he asked, knowing the answer.

‘Who?’

‘Lila, the girl I was with!’

‘What girl?’

‘The girl on the rope.’

‘There wasn’t anyone else on the rope. You were hanging there, your wrist tangled. You must have passed out from the strain. It doesn’t look like you’ve eaten or slept for days.’ He looked Aaro up and down, at the blood soaking his stomach, still eeking from his fresh wounds. The smile turned from one of warmth to one of concern. ‘You’re in real bad shape, you need to see a doctor.’

‘Lila first!’

‘There’s no one else, it’s just you.’

‘No, she was on the bike with me! She could still be alive!’ Aaro roared suddenly, emotion erupting inside him. He tried to push the private off again, but he found himself too weak. He found he was yelling indistinctly.

‘Listen! You came in alone! You road down the road like a madman, screaming for help, waving your pistol around, demanding we let you in! But you were alone! It was just you. I pointed that searchlight right at you. I’m telling you, there was no one else with you.’ He had his hands on Aaro’s shoulders now, trying to calm him.

‘'No, she was on the back, she must have been hugging me, hidden behind me, you must not have seen her!’

‘Trust me, you were alone. There was no one else. You’re in shock — it’s not uncommon for people to project things — see things — nightmares, hallucinations you know. It’s the PTSD. I’ve seen it—’

‘No, I’m not hallucinating! She was there, she was real!’

‘No, she wasn’t.’

‘Yes, she was! And I have to save her! She saved me and now I have to save her!’

‘You can’t save her because she’s not real!’

‘Listen to me,’ Aaro cried, feeling the warmth of tears on his dirtied cheeks. ‘You have to let me go, I can help her!’

‘Stay down!’ The private shouted, pushing Aaro backwards as he tried to get up. ‘Hey, hey!’ He pulled him in, sobbing and spluttering. He held him against his chest and restrained him there.

Aaro sobbed wildly, struggling against the stranger that was telling him that the girl who’d saved his life, the one he’d been bound to for the last day and a half, the one that had helped him open a gate, persuaded him to kill two men, the one who had fetched him food and held him as he wept, wasn’t real.

The two strangers stayed locked in that embrace for a few seconds before Aaro relented.

Was she real?

She was, to him at least. What he felt, the sadness, the gratitude, definitely was.

Lila.

Her name.

His daughter’s name.

He told her that he would have been proud to see his daughter grow up to be like her. Was that too close, too coincidental? Was it a final goodbye, the only way that his mind could process the loss? He’d taken it in his stride. He hadn’t had time to grieve, for either of them. Emilie stayed with him but he hadn’t thought of Lila, or had he only been thinking of her? So much that she manifested herself to him?

He didn’t know, he couldn’t process. He was too tired, too hurt, too strung out.

His fingers curled into the fabric of the private’s fatigues, and he clung there like an infant.

‘I’ve called the paramedics. They are on the way to get you. They’ll look after you, ok? They’ll take care of you. I have to go now but I’m gonna be right there if you need me. You just call my name, ok? It’s Henning. You shout for Henning and I’ll be there, ok.’ He smiled and patted Aaro gently, warmly, on the back, before turning to the rail and picking up a rifle.

Aaro watched as he did and thought of Emilie, and of Lila. He fell back and looked up into the night sky above, searching for silence. For peace.

He needed to process. He needed to grieve. He needed to sleep. And then, in a single blink, he did.




THIRTY-EIGHT

PLAYING GOD

2107 AD

Gertlinger didn’t bother knocking before he entered the same wooden-doored office that he’d first stepped through some forty-six years earlier.

‘Ah, Florian,’ McPherson said wistfully, nodding to an old friend from his place at the window. McPherson was a little older than Gertlinger, but not by much.

They were both old men now, Gertlinger was eighty-seven, and McPherson eighty-nine.

McPherson’s hand shook and the expensive cognac in his glass swilled gently.

‘I thought I’d call in before I headed off,’ Gertlinger said. ‘My flight leaves in a few hours. Have you decided where to go yet?’ he asked concernedly, steadying himself on the desk.

‘No, not yet,’ McPherson replied, staring into his glass. ‘I was thinking of staying here. I don’t much feel like running. I’m too old to run.’

‘But if you don’t go, you’ll die,’ Gertlinger said, a tinge of pain in his voice. He’d known McPherson for more than half his life now.

McPherson sighed. ‘You know, I feel like I deserve to. Look around.’ He gestured through the window to the streets below. They were empty. Military jeeps rolled down them slowly with soldiers mounted on guns hanging out of the roofs. Posters were plastered up in every street enforcing curfews and martial law. Following the announcement of the imminent danger the Varas posed, the entire United States had plunged into turmoil. The National Guard had been called in to reinforce the police, but people were rioting, looting, and mostly fleeing. Escaping the cities into the countryside. The number of reported deaths from Varas had risen accordingly. They were hiding out in the wilderness and the city goers were venturing into their territory now. Easy prey, away from their comfort zone.

People had been instructed to stay indoors — to keep their houses locked and to not go out at night. They were all waiting for an end that was coming quickly. The airports had been shut down. No incoming or outgoing commercial flights. The borders had been closed. Families had been stranded and cut off — and all for no real reason. There was no stopping it. Restricting movement and locking everyone in was just making it easier for the monsters to move around undetected.

Gertlinger had pulled strings with McPherson’s help and had managed to charter a private plane to Europe along with a few select celebrities and other VIPs who’d bribed their way out of the country, heading for islands as far offshore as they could. Europe and Asia were still under the illusion that the monsters wouldn’t spread to them, but it was only a matter of time before they realised.

McPherson sighed again. ‘We caused this. It’s our fault. I can’t speak for you but I deserve to be here, to reap what I’ve sown.’

Gertlinger swallowed. ‘We could never have known. Now please, come with me. I’m going home. We can survive this in peace. I hated Angela for what she did to the house, all the shutters and walls, but I’m thanking my lucky stars for them now. It’s safe there. We’ll be safe,’ he pleaded.

McPherson sneered, half drunk. He turned and hurled his glass into the wall. It shattered, exploding into tiny fragments, leaving a splatter of thousand-dollar cognac on the oak panelling. ‘Nowhere is safe. Nothing will survive this. Everyone will die.’

‘I don’t believe that.’

‘Then you’re a fool!’

‘Come with me, please.’
‘No. Run if you want, but you won’t get far. There’s no stopping this. I’m going to stay here and face the things that I’ve done. I owe it to them — to everyone out there whose blood is on my hands.’

‘Their blood is on mine as well. You don’t think I feel the guilt too? The remorse? I feel it more than you, but I don’t want to die, not just yet. So please, come with me.’

‘Just go. Get out. Run away like a coward,’ he spat, the cognac taking true hold. Gertlinger guessed it wasn’t his first, or fifth.

‘Well then.’ Gertlinger hung his head and forced down the lump that had formed in his throat. ‘I guess this is goodbye, old friend.’

‘I guess so,’ McPherson said croakily, staring at Gertlinger with glazed eyes.

Gertlinger extended a hand. ‘I hope that you find what you’re looking for here, and that when the end comes, you don’t regret not coming with me.’

‘I won’t. I’m deserving of this. You are too.’

Gertlinger half-smiled and nodded, knowing that leaving him here was condemning him to death. But McPherson’s mind was made up. ‘If you change your mind — the offer stands, indefinitely.’

He left his hand extended for a few more seconds before he retracted it, unshaken.

Almost fifty years of friendship and as Gertlinger walked through the door, he knew he’d never see McPherson again — and they’d parted ways without even a simple embrace or exchange of goodbyes.

A tear formed in Gertlinger’s eye as he tried to picture McPherson in a better light, not drunk and wishing death upon them both. But for the life of him, he couldn’t.

He knew McPherson was right, he just didn’t have the heart to admit it to himself that he was almost single-handedly responsible for the end of the world.

Shit. Now he needed a drink.

He checked his watch. His plane was leaving in an hour and a half. There was a roadside bar was just across the way from the little airfield that he’d be departing from.

It would do.

He was just draining his third whiskey when his phone rang.

He reached for it. “Unknown Caller”, the screen read. His brow furrowed as he answered.

‘Hello?’ he said gruffly.

The line crackled a little as though the signal was poor.

‘Hello?’ he said again.

‘H— Hello?’ said a shaky voice in reply.

‘Who is this?’ Gertlinger demanded, trying to focus his eyes.

‘Is this… Florian Gertlinger?’ the voice asked quietly.

‘Yes, who is this?’ Gertlinger said, more abruptly now.

‘It’s me, dad — it’s Max.’

There was a silence while Gertlinger processed. The Scotch was slowing his brain.

‘Max?’ he stammered. ‘Is it really you? How can… How…’

‘Yeah, dad, it’s me… I know it’s been a while—’

‘Twenty-four years,’ Gertlinger muttered.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ Gertlinger asked, his voice cracking.

‘For not being there. You’re my father, and—’

‘It doesn’t matter. I’m glad you called.’ Gertlinger broke into a smile. He thought this day would never come.

‘Look, I don’t know what to do. I didn’t know who else to call…’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s all over the news. Those things that escaped when the shuttle crash landed. They’re saying that they don’t know where they are, that they are spreading — but that it’s ok, it’s under control, and they aren’t dangerous. But… But I don’t believe it.’

‘You shouldn’t,’ Gertlinger said, cupping his hand to his mouth and lowering his voice.

‘I remember mom saying, when I was younger, how dangerous they were and… and… I thought you’d know better than anyone.’

Gertlinger chuckled once, abjectly. Angela would never stop undermining him to his son, even now. He sighed. ‘Won’t she ever give me a break? I can’t believe she isn’t dead yet.’ He laughed a little. The whisky was strong.

There was silence on the line and then Max cleared his throat. ‘Actually, she is… She died last year. She gave me this number in case I ever wanted to get in contact with you.’

‘She’s… dead? I had no idea,’ Gertlinger muttered, a sadness taking hold of him suddenly.

‘Anyways, Dad…’ The word sounded odd from his mouth, unnatural even, but he continued. ‘I’m still in Berlin. I’m scared. I’m scared for my family.’

‘Your family?’ Gertlinger said, imagining his son all grown up, a tear in his eye. He couldn’t picture him as anything other than a little boy.

‘They’re planning to close the borders, shut the airports as a precaution, to stop people panicking. There’s no news coming out of the US. No one knows what’s going on. What do I do dad? Is it safe here?’

Gertlinger was choked. ‘No, it’s not safe there. It’s not safe anywhere.’

‘Shit,’ Max swore. ‘Where do we go?’

Gertlinger paused, at a crossroad. He thought for a second before the answer became clear. ‘Go to Geneva.’

‘Geneva?’

‘The airports and ports will all be closed to every island in the world by now. Everyone will flock to them but they won’t let them in. You’ll just get trapped in a holding camp or something if you try. And then, you’ll never leave. Get in the car and head for Switzerland. I’m about to board a plane there myself. I still own the house in the hills. It’s fortified. We’ll be safe there’

’Are you sure? My family—’

‘You’re my family,’ Gertlinger cut in. ‘You always were and you always will be. I won’t let anything happen to you.’ He checked his watch. ‘Shit, I’m late for my flight. Send me your number. I’ll call you when I land. Start packing, leave as soon as you can. And Max?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I love you. I always have and I never stopped. You know that right?’

‘Yeah, I know. I’ll wait for your call. And thanks, I know you could have hung up once you knew it was me… So thanks.’

A tear rolled down his cheek and he broke into a smile. ‘I’ll see you soon, Max.’

And that was it. The line clicked off. Gertlinger sat, paralysed for a minute before he mustered the strength to stand and head for the airfield.




THIRTY-NINE

THE VEIL

2122 AD

‘Sorina…’ Aaro croaked into his comm. His throat was raw from the dust and his eyes stung. He could taste blood in his mouth and he could see it pooling in his mask.

‘Hello?’ came a shaky reply. ‘Aaro? Is that you?’

‘Sorina?’ he said, aware that his voice was hoarse in his ears. He bounced from wall to wall as he made his way through the sub.

‘No, it’s Sabina…’ sobbed the voice.

‘Sabina? What’s going on, are you ok?’

She coughed. ‘No, I’m not…’ She sounded like she was in pain, her voice strained. ‘They… They shot me. Bjork shot me… Is Sam with you?’ She was scared, her breathing fast. ‘Ek took him before Bjork blindsided me. Is he there? Is he ok?’

‘No, he’s…’ Aaro paused for a second. ‘I don’t know where he is.’ He lied. He knew he was dead. There was no other reason he wouldn’t be on comms. ‘I haven’t seen him,’ Aaro said quickly. ‘Where are you?’ He could barely stay upright. He was light-headed now and one of his eyes had swollen shut. Maybe one of those cracks he heard was his cheek or nose breaking and not Berg’s. He tried to draw air through his nose. He couldn’t. He’d definitely broken his nose. His whole face was throbbing painfully.

‘I’m in the Rover. We put extra masks in the cab, just in case. Ek said our comms weren’t working. He got Sam to open the door and then he dragged him out of the cab, the next thing I know, Bjork’s at my door. That fucker shot me,’ she spat. ‘I think I’m ok. But I can’t move. Find Sam, Aaro. please.’ He listened to her breath tighten as he stumbled. There was no way she was ok. She was just tougher than Bjork thought.

‘Sorina?’ he called softly into the ether. There was no reply.

He made it back to the core room and found Nils where he’d left him. He was pinned under the core, a pool of blood around him. The weight had smashed his legs to pulp and he’d bled out.

He was dead.

Aaro reached down and pulled Nils’ mask off with his left hand. He clutched it in his shaking fingers as he stumbled towards the hatch. His was smeared with blood on the outside and filled with it on the inside. He dragged it off his face with his maimed right hand, shuddering with pain as it slid over his broken nose. He dragged his sleeve across his head to mop some of the blood off before he pressed Nils’ mask on in place of the old one. It was slightly better.

Ahead, he could see the Fido. The port was quiet.

On the gangplank, one body lay face down, blood running into the water below, speckling the thin sheet of broken ice red. It was Ek, or Bjork, he couldn’t remember which he’d shot first and which had fallen. There was a smear of blood where the other had rolled into the bay, but he couldn’t see the body. It was trapped under the ice. Both were dead, and that was the main thing.

He staggered down onto the jetty and circled the Fido. Thea was there, on her knees, motionless. Her mask lay at her side, her fingers curled against the cab’s door, already stiff. She was dead too. The dust and cold had gotten her. A few minutes exposed was all it took. She’d taken her mask off in a panic and that was it.

Aaro walked towards the body and checked for a pulse just in case.

She was gone.

He looked up now, into the cab and sighed with relief. Alva and Robin were there, safe. They sat, cradling each other, eyes closed, trying to comfort one another.

‘Robin, Alva?’ Aaro called into the mic. ‘Hello?’

They didn’t respond. Aaro knocked on the window and they both jolted in surprise. Aaro motioned to his mask and Robin leant forward, a grave look in his eyes, and flicked a switch on the dash.

The comm crackled in Aaro’s ear and then Robin spoke. ‘Emmerson, I’m sorry, we couldn’t let her in. We didn’t have masks, or suits. We’d both die. I had to turn off the mic, we couldn’t listen to her scream any more. I’m sorry,’ he cried. Alva had gone into shock. She sat still, staring blankly out of the window.

‘It’s ok,’ Aaro said, leaning on the truck and leaving bloody handprints. ‘It’s over now. They’re all dead.’ He sighed painfully.

‘Who? Who else is dead?’

‘Ek, Bjork, Strom, Berg, Nils, Thea… I don’t know about Sorina, or Sam yet, but Sabina’s ok — Bjork shot her but she’s alive, she’s in the Rover. I’m going to head there now.’

‘Bjork shot her? Why?’ Robin asked, pressing himself to the glass.

‘Self-preservation. We didn’t have enough supplies to all get home. They were going to re-establish the hierarchy.’

‘My god… And they’re all dead?’

‘Yeah, we’re safe.’ Aaro nodded to reassure them. It didn’t look like it worked. ‘I’m going to find the others. Stay here, I’ll be back.’ Aaro gave him a thumbs up and Robin returned it awkwardly.

Aaro turned and looked down the jetty towards the Rover in the distance. He sighed and took off, looking down, putting one foot in front of the other.

It was an age before he got there, but eventually, he felt his good hand hit the cold metal of the trailer. He smiled in relief and approached the cab. He opened the door and leaned over Sabina. She was still and cold but she was breathing. She’d been shot in the stomach, above the liver as far as he could tell, but from what he could see it’d gone straight through and missed everything important. If it hadn’t, she’d be dead already. Her jeans and shirt were soaked in blood, and she clutched at her gut. Aaro grabbed her arm and her eyelids flickered. ‘Sab?’

She grumbled quietly.

With a grunt he hauled her off the seat and onto the ground, bracing her weight on his shoulder. She stumbled and dragged her heels but he managed to walk her, half conscious to the tailgate. He hit the button and it squealed to life, lowering itself to accept them.

Aaro breathed through the pain as the ramp hit the floor. He looked up and froze. ‘Sorina.’

She was sitting in the rear section, curled up in the corner with her knees to her chest.

He walked Sabina in and laid her on the floor against the wall, flipping the switch. The ramp began to close. Next to it was a filtration pump. The back had filled with dust by now and had to be ventilated. He hit the button and it whirred to life, sucking the bad air out and pumping clean back in.

Aaro fell at Sorina’s feet and reached out for her. She recoiled at his touch but said nothing. ‘Sorina?’ he whispered.

She looked at him through her mask with tearful eyes.

An upbeat ding sounded behind him, signalling the air quality was high enough to breathe and he ripped his mask off. Sabina did the same at his side, swearing and clutching at her stomach.

‘Sorina. Are you ok?’ Aaro coughed, blood dripping from his lips.

She shook her head.

Aaro sighed and wobbled on his knees. ‘Sorina, I need you. We need you. Sabina’s been shot. I can barely stand — we need your help. Please,’ he pleaded, sagging sideways and rolling onto his back.

He lay there quietly, staring up at the ceiling. His right hand was hurt, probably a broken knuckle or two, or a finger, or two, or both. His nose was badly smashed and his neck was still aching from where Berg had hit him. He smeared more blood across his face with the back of his hand and coughed again. All he could taste was metal. The bitter taste of blood filled his mouth and nose. But then, Sorina appeared over him, still tearful and silent, but there all the same.

She helped Sabina up and walked her into the other section. Aaro listened as she laid her on the bed and fetched the first aid kit. He heard Sabina yowl in pain as Sorina tended to her, cleaning the wound, stitching her up — he wasn’t sure which. Cries of pain filled the trailer but he couldn’t do anything about it. His throat was raw, his lungs tired. He just lay there, drowning in the safety of his position, not counting down to death any more. For the moment at least.

He must have slipped unconscious for a while because when he opened his eyes, Sorina was kneeling over him, wiping the blood from his face with a swab. He tried to speak but his mouth was dry and sore. He tried to swallow but that was futile too.

She made no attempt to speak to him. He didn’t know what was wrong. Was she hurt? She looked okay. She was one of the only ones that was unharmed. There wasn’t a mark on her. His brain couldn’t make sense of it. His left eye had swollen shut now but he cast a quick glance at his right hand with his other. It had swollen up too, around the middle knuckle. It was definitely broken. He couldn’t even make a fist.

He bleated in pain as Sorina wiped his face off and tears streamed from his eyes as she roughly reset his nose. She didn’t seem to care that she was hurting him. The pain was unbearable and he once more slipped unconscious.

When he awoke for the second time, his head was bandaged, as was his hand. He tried to sit up but found it harder than he remembered.

‘Sorina…’ he said weakly, looking around. The trailer was dark and they seemed to be moving already. ‘Sorina,’ he mumbled again.

‘Stay down,’ she replied, pushing him backwards. He was on his cot. She must have hauled him there.

‘What’s going on, where are we?’ he said quietly.

‘We’re heading south. After I laid you down, I went back to the Fido, brought Robin and Alva back. They switched over what was left of the fuel and ammunition and we set off as quickly as we could.’
‘Where are we?’ he asked, tilting his head towards the screen. It was black. The whole trailer was dark. The only sound was the rattling of the metal and the roar of the engine somewhere in front of them.

She shrugged, no more than an outline in the dark, the only source of illumination coming from a dim red light under the roof hatch, showing the way to the emergency exit. ‘Dunno. Somewhere outside of Murmansk.’ She sighed and rubbed her head. ‘We’ve been driving for around an hour.’

‘You saved us.’ He smiled as best his face would allow, reaching out for her hand.

She pulled it away.

‘What’s wrong?’ he said, concerned suddenly.

‘It’s… I… I just don’t…’ she trailed off.

‘You don’t what?’

‘I just don’t feel the same, okay.’ She said it almost abruptly.

‘What are you talking about? Sorina? I love you…’ he blurted out.

‘Don’t say that,’ she muttered, twisting her face into an ugly grimace.

‘But it’s true.’

‘It’s different now.’ She turned away and folded her arms. She was sat on his bedside but she was a million miles away.

‘No it’s not. Everything will be fine.’ Aaro winced, trying to sit up again. He failed. ‘We’ll get back and we’ll explain what happened.’

‘How you murdered five people in cold blood?’ she spat.

‘'I did that for us!’ Aaro coughed, a streak of pain shooting through his body.

‘No, you did it for you. I didn’t ask you to kill anyone. You’re not who I thought you were,’ she said coldly.

‘Sorina…’ he practically whimpered. ‘Please, you have to understand… If I hadn’t, they would have killed us.’
‘I don’t care. If that’s what was meant to happen, then it would have. But there was no guarantee that it was going to. You killed them on a hunch… On a suspicion. You’re worse than they are.’

‘They shot Sabina. Killed Sam.’

‘You don’t know what happened.’

‘I know that—”

‘I don’t care, Aaro,’ she said, an unmistakable sadness in her voice. ‘I’m done. With this. With you. I just don’t care anymore.’

That cut deep.

‘It was us or them,’ Aaro said slowly.

‘Self-preservation?’ she huffed.

‘Yes.’

‘Wasn’t that their reason, too? Huh? What’s the difference? They thought we should die, you thought they should. You made that decision. You killed them. You’re a murderer and I… I feel sick.’ She looked at him, her eyes filled with revulsion.

Aaro was at a loss for words. His jaw moved slowly but no sound escaped his lips.

‘See, you can’t even deny it. And don’t even try,’ she said, driving another stake into his heart.

‘You’re upset…’

‘I’m not upset. I’m disgusted. I wanted to leave you there. Roll you out of the truck and let you die. Robin and Alva convinced me otherwise. You should thank them. They’re the only reason you’re still alive.’

She didn’t look at him as she stood and walked away.

She sat on her bed opposite and stared at the wall, pulling her knees into her chest again.

On the cot next to him, Sabina slept, groaning in her sleep.

Aaro did nothing. He said nothing. He lay there in silence, feeling his cheeks wet in the darkness.

He’d lost her.

He’d lost everything.
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The days following were hard. Aaro grappled with the idea of Lila being just that and nothing more — an idea.

He’d woken in a makeshift hospital bed set up in a tent somewhere in Oslo, surrounded by dying and recovering patients who’d tangled with the Varas or other survivors and lived to tell about it. Groans and cries of pain filled the nights.

He couldn’t get out fast enough.

He’d spent three days laid up before he’d checked himself out. They were glad of the free bed.

Refugee camps filled the streets on the outskirts, offering cots to those who managed to make it into the safety of the walls surrounding the city.

Aaro bounced around from place to place, slipping through the cracks and finding a bed wherever he could. After three weeks, the walls still ablaze with fire, and the shrieks of the monsters beyond still echoed through the darkened obelisks that had once formed the skyline of Oslo. They cut through smoke riddled clouds that swirled overhead like daggers.

Aaro couldn’t sleep normally. He didn’t know how anyone could in the constant crying and gunfire. He had to wait until he was so exhausted that sleep came for him.

He took to drinking. Every bar was full to capacity at all hours of the day as the landlords bled the patrons dry of every penny they had left in exchange for some sort of numbness.

It was mid-afternoon as Aaro pushed a lonely peanut around a sticky bartop with his finger, toying with the idea of spending the last of the emergency money they’d given him when he arrived on another beer. Shushes echoed through the room as the landlord quietened the crowd. He turned the television to full volume and the President of the United States took a stage in front of an American flag and seal.

There was no sound from the crowd as he began speaking, safe in some remote underground military bunker, where he’d ride out the shit-storm in perfect safety and comfort.

‘My fellow Americans. Citizens of the world,’ he began, sighing and swallowing. He looked drawn. ‘Dark times have fallen. Today, we lost contact with the nation’s capital. The last refuges within the city were overrun or abandoned. We have officially entered into an era of silence. No Communications are coming out of any of the major cities in the US, now. We were too late. Too slow to act. Too proud to realise the grave nature of this threat. But, we have hope. Hope that mankind will endure.

‘Just because we cannot speak to the survivors out there, it does not mean that this message will not ring through the halls of the schools where children once played, through hospitals where people visited their loved ones, through the building where people made their livings, and the houses where people made their homes. And if there are people still listening, then I know it will fall on ears still turned to the sun.’ He took a moment and looked into the camera. Aaro looked back. ‘Even without the people to fill them, these places will endure. Our legacies will stand the test of time and it’s from them that we must now draw inspiration.

‘This evil that has taken hold will bed in deep, but just as the tide erodes the cliffs and shores, over time, we shall erode their grip. They are too arrogant, too single minded to prevail. The human race is resilient — strong of will, and strong of spirit. We instructed countries around the world to wall in their cities, to protect their people, because regardless of the landmarks and histories that were built there, it’s the people that make those strongholds safe. And that is how they will remain.

‘If we cannot push them back, we will stop them from advancing, and we will resolve to survive until the day comes when we can take back this planet. We took what we deem as ours from the animals, and we built the modern world. This is simply a paradigm shift. We became the dominant species on the planet, and we forgot, that once we were not. We are no longer at the top of the food chain, but given the chance between extinction and survival, I know that every one of you out there will choose the latter. It may not be pretty, but it is better. And when the dust settles, we will claw our way from the darkness and we will lead full lives again, where your children will dance and play in the halls of their schools, and they will grow up to have families of their own, and they will share in love and happiness as we all once did. It will not happen quickly, and it will not be easy, but we will prevail, as we always have. Mark my words, and do not take this lightly — if you are in a place where the darkness has not yet reached, enjoy your last few days or weeks, because this will not stop until it has reached its end — until they are everywhere.

‘A dark veil has befallen humanity, but it will lift and the sun will shine again. Be strong. Be kind to your fellow man. Stay safe. And learn from our mistakes here. Protect all that you hold near and spend your last days with the ones closest to you. I cannot guarantee your safety, or even my own, but with your help, we can all hope for a better future. If not for our children, then our children’s children, and theirs in turn.

We will stand resolute and we will weather this storm as we have before, and as no doubt, we will again. The squabbles of man have faded into obscurity in light of this new enemy. But every enemy will bleed when struck, and these are no different. Your only job is to survive, to ensure our survival, so that one day we will be able to live without fear.

‘Good luck, my fellow Americans, and, my fellow human beings. I believe in you. I believe in us. And I hope that you do too.’

And with that, the screen faded to black.

Silence rang through the bar for the rest of the night as those words soaked in.

After that, no one heard from the President ever again. 
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The small clutch of high society huddled around the screen at the front of the Learjet, watching the news footage unfold. A middle-aged man was standing in Paris, outside the international terminal of the Eurostar train station, a crowd of indignant travellers standing behind him.

‘All gates are now closed as the United Kingdom joins the growing list of island nations that have closed their borders in the wake of mass immigration, following the announcement of the transit of the creatures that are spilling out of the Americas and across the Bering Strait,’ the reporter said. ‘Thousands of people began rioting yesterday in Italy and Spain when the ferry ports to the Balearic and Canary Islands closed to the public. We can only hope that the same doesn’t happen here.’

After that, he rambled on about numbers and other trivial matters while crowds jostled in the background. Gertlinger sighed, staring into the bottom of his empty glass. The malty aroma of the Scotch drifted up to meet him. They were just into Swiss airspace and would be descending momentarily. The group of celebrities talked and mused about the state of affairs and where they’d hole up to survive this while the authorities took care of the problem.

Gertlinger scoffed. There was no taking care of anything. The Varas were firmly in control. The sooner everyone realised that, the sooner that mankind could set themselves on a goal to survive this ordeal, which would surely last decades, or very possibly never end at all.

Their best hope was that the Varas would hunt everything else into extinction and eventually starve to death.

He mulled the thought over, not caring about anyone else on the plane, or their fates in the slightest. They were plastic faces that had whored themselves to the world for money without any real contribution — unlike him, the world ender, the bringer of doom, the creator of these monsters — the God-player.

They descended into Geneva as normal and the plane rolled to the private rear gate of the airport. There was no need for security checks for these new arrivals.

They left the plane in an orderly fashion and were greeted by various chauffeurs and drivers in blacked-out jeeps and limos. Gertlinger had his usual town car waiting. He approached slowly to try to counteract the whisky, edging down the steps of the jet carefully. In the distance, a man, aged since the last time they met, exited the car to open the door for Gertlinger.

‘Doctor,’ he said with a paid smile.

‘Felix,’ Gertlinger said, greeting his usual driver. The company knew not to provide anyone else.

‘How was the flight?’

‘Long.’

‘Where are we headed?' Felix asked, holding the door for Gertlinger to get in.

‘Home,’ Gertlinger said, slumping into the passenger’s seat.

‘Into the city?’ Felix asked, climbing into the driver’s side.

‘No, to my home in the country. It’s near Saanen. Head for the village and I’ll direct you.’

‘Okay,’ Felix said, pushing the car into drive. ‘Sannen it is.’

The drive to the small town was quiet, and became quieter still as they wound their way into the foothills of the Alps. Gertlinger checked his phone several times to see how Max was doing but he’d heard nothing. He closed his phone for the last time and directed Felix up a twisting road until they came to a small straight. They pulled into a dusty lay-by and Felix killed the engine.

‘This is it,’ Gertlinger said, opening the door. He stepped out onto the gravel and looked over the car into the valley below. The sprawling countryside was picturesque, with small hamlets and beautiful mountain vistas stretching off in every direction. It was sad to think that in a few months the entirety of it would be overrun with bloodthirsty monsters tearing people from their beds and devouring them without a second thought. He sighed again and lit a cigarette.

He dialled the number Max had text him during the flight and waiting for it to connect.

‘Hello?’

‘Max.’

‘Dad. We’re just at the border now. We’ll be a few hours,’ he said, his voice tired.

‘Okay, I’m at the house now. You remember the way here?’

‘Yeah, we know the way. I’ve got to go.'’

He hung up and Gertlinger stowed his phone. He turned to Felix who was leaning over the roof of the car. ‘Everything alright?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, my family are on the way.’

‘Your family? Matt, was it? God, how long ago did we go to Berlin? Twenty years?’ He squinted in thought.

‘A little more — and it’s Max,’ he said with a warm smile. He was too old to be bitter and abrasive anymore. Too tired.

‘You patch things up in the end?’ Felix smiled back.

‘Only recently, and I’m not even sure — but he’s my son. I couldn’t turn him away.’

‘And the ex-wife?’ he laughed. ‘Patch things up with her too?’

‘She’s dead.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘I’m not,’ Gertlinger laughed. ‘Anyway, what do you plan to do when the proverbial shit hits the fan?’

‘I don’t know,’ Felix said dejectedly. ‘I’m still working for now. They’re pretending like everything’s alright. When the time comes, we’ll head south I think. Try to find somewhere safe.’

‘Nothing in place though?’

‘Not yet.’

Gertlinger thought for a second. ‘If you don’t manage to find somewhere, you’re welcome here. We’ve got plenty of room, and these walls won’t easily be breached.’

‘Thank You, but we’ll be okay.’ Felix smiled, but he was obviously worried.

‘If you change your mind, it’s no imposition. You’ve been good to me over the years.’

‘Thanks. I’ll bear that in mind.’

‘Well, I’m going to head inside. Take care,’ Gertlinger extended his hand over the car.

Felix took it and shook. He bid him goodbye and then drove away. Gertlinger watched him leave before he turned to the keypad on the wall with nothing but a small overnight bag filled with clothes and a bottle of Scotch.

The thick steel door sat flush to the sheer rock wall that bordered the layby, with nothing but the small metal box that housed the keypad next to it to hint that it was anything other than a slab of immovable steel.

He entered the twelve-digit unlock code and the door creaked heavily on its unused hinges.

Gertlinger shuffled into the hundred-metre long tunnel and took a slow walk through the cool dark air.

It fed into an underground garage where several cars sat under dust sheets, surrounded by various other objects covered in a similar fashion. At one point he knew what they all were — hell, he was the one that bought them and then covered them when he left. But those memories had long since faded.

He approached the door to the house and stepped into the stairwell that connected to the main living room.

He’d called ahead to the cleaning company that used to look after the house and asked them to come and clean up, stock the larder and the fridge with cans and other long-life items. As such, there was coffee and milk. He didn’t feel like drinking anymore just then.

He spent the next few hours in silence, sitting on the wide veranda, obscured from the road but exposed enough to look out over the same vista that he’d admired from the road below.

He heard a car approach and stood at the rail to see. The rockface acted as a boundary wall, but he could see the top of a car stopped outside the garage door.

His phone began to ring and he answered it. ‘Max’

‘We’re here,’ he said with relief in his voice.

‘Good, get to the keypad and I’ll give you the code.’

Gertlinger smiled to himself and headed down to the garage to meet them.

The car was an estate — high end — and the bright headlights filled the darkness with a shadowless glare. Gertlinger shielded his eyes as they pulled up and killed the engine. The door opened and a young man stepped out.

Max was tall, lean, with his mother’s dark hair and tanned skin. He smiled at Gertlinger through his week-thick beard. ‘Dad,’ he said with a grin and approached.

Gertlinger extended his hand but Max hugged him instead. A wave of emotion rolled over him as he did and Gertlinger buried his face in Max’s shoulder. ‘Son,’ he said, barely above a whisper. ‘It’s been too long.’

‘It’s great to see you.’

Gertlinger looked up to see a woman and girl next to the open doors of the vehicle. The woman was in her mid-thirties and was slender, with long dark hair — she had to be his wife. The girl, who had to be his daughter, was no more than three or four, and was clutching at a teddy bear. This was all that was left of Gertlinger’s family. Another wave filled him and a tear formed at the corner of his eye. ‘Your family is beautiful. I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘Me too.’ Max squeezed a little harder.

Gertlinger sobbed and a grin formed on his quivering lips. He closed his eyes, sinking into the moment.

Another dull thud of a car door closing pulled him away from Max.

There in the darkness behind his daughter-in-law stood a shape — the thin shape of an old woman, hunched with age.

‘No…’ Gertlinger murmured.

‘I’m sorry Dad, I had no choice…’ Max held onto him as he tried to pull away.

‘Hello, Florian,’ Angela said in her usual, cold manner.

‘Angela… You’re supposed to be dead…’ he mouthed slowly.

‘Fortunately, I’m not. This isn’t ideal for me either, but let’s make the best of this, shall we?’ she said, flashing him a smile with the teeth of a much younger woman.

Gertlinger shrugged Max off and looked at him. ‘You lied to me.’

‘Dad…’

‘How could you…?’ Gertlinger mumbled, shaking his head.

‘I had to. I knew you’d say no if I told you the truth,’ he mumbled.

‘How would you know? You haven’t spoken to me in twenty goddamn years!’ Gertlinger spat, the anger bubbling inside him.

‘Mom said—’ he started.

‘Mom said? She’s a controlling manipulative bitch. Of course she said!’ Gertlinger yelled before he could stop himself.

‘I told you this would happen,’ Angela sighed, looking at Max.

‘Oh, did you? You told him I would be a little bit pissed off that my son contacted me after twenty years and lied to me, just to smuggle you to safety. Big surprise!’ Gertlinger laughed, tears still in his eyes.

Max’s daughter clung to her mother’s leg in fear.

Gertlinger seethed, saw, and then dragged in a fast breath and turned away, ashamed that it was the first thing his grand-daughter saw of him. ‘I’m going upstairs,’ he said quietly. ‘You do whatever you want — but you’re right, this is far from my idea of ideal.’ He took one last look at Max, and then resigned himself to staring at the ground. ‘I just can’t believe you lied to me.’

He took a step towards the stairwell, leaving them standing in silence.

He half expected Max to call out for him, come after him. He hoped.

But Max didn’t. 
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Aaro wallowed in pain as the truck trundled south.

Robin was driving, and Alva was sleeping next to him. The feed on the screen showed the backs of their heads.

The wind raged outside, thrashing against the broadside of the truck. The display showed snowflakes lashing past the windscreen in the glow of the headlights.

‘We’re heading into some bad weather,’ Robin said through the comm.

They’d been back in touch with Stockholm, and told them they were heading back. Robin had said that there’d been some complications but he hadn’t gone into detail and told Katarina they’d be in touch soon. Aaro had wanted to finalise the story with everyone before they broke it to Katarina.

Robin’s voice strained as he fought the wheel on the frozen, overgrown road. ‘There’s a storm rolling in from the east, out of Siberia. Sounds rough by what Kat was saying, but we should be alright.’

There wasn’t a lot of reassurance in his voice.

Aaro was sitting up now, propped against the wall on his cot. Sorina was attending to Sabina who was still laid up and now awake, groaning in pain.

‘Sorina,’ he called quietly.

‘What?’ she replied, not looking up.

‘What are we going to tell Katarina?’

‘What do you mean?’ She scowled.

‘About the mission.’
‘What about it?’

‘It’s a failure. We didn’t get the core and—’

‘What do you mean we didn’t get the core?’ she asked, arching an eyebrow, a mess of bloody bandages in her hands.

‘Well, we didn’t…’ he said, wincing as the truck jostled.

‘But we did. It’s in the back right now.’ She dipped her head cooly to the rear of the trailer.

‘What?’ Aaro coughed, trying to get up and failing. He collapsed backwards, weak.

‘Robin, Alva, and me wheeled it over and put it in the back.’

‘You’re kidding? Why didn’t you say?’

She shrugged.

He sighed in relief and couldn’t help but laugh a little. ‘Thank God.’

‘Don’t thank God. Thank us,’ she grunted.

‘Why did you go back for it?’ he asked.

‘We wouldn’t have gotten paid without it. I need the money.’

He grinned. ‘I could kiss you.’

‘Don’t even come near me.’ She looked up now. Her eyes were fire. ‘The second we land in Stockholm, I’m getting my cut and I’m leaving,’ she said scornfully.

He smiled as warmly as he could at her. ‘Any ideas where you’d like to live?’ He hoped that this would blow over, that somewhere, deep down, she still wanted the same thing he did. The house, the dog. But even as he asked, he knew she didn’t.

‘Somewhere far away from you.’ She put the bandages down onto Sabina’s cot, her fists clenched into them, and leaned in so he couldn’t mistake her words. ‘I’m going to tell them what you did. I’ll be amazed if they even let you go. They’ll probably put you to the firing squad for what you did. And you’d deserve it.’

‘You don’t mean that,’ Aaro replied quietly. He was more perturbed by the fact that he felt nothing when she said it than the fact she’d said it at all.

‘I do. I sincerely do,’ she said, not breaking eye contact.

He thought for a moment. ‘You can’t. They’ll actually kill me for this.’

‘You should have thought of that before you did what you did.’ She crushed the bandages into a rough ball and shoved them into a trash bag.

‘I won’t let you throw me under the bus — especially not for saving your life,’ Aaro said, suppressing the anger rising in his guts.

‘What’re you going do, kill me too?’ She smiled at him, the anger in her eyes now turned to something that looked like sadness.

Aaro was about to answer back to tell her that he never would when the trailer leapt into the air, landed heavily and then slid sideways. He swore loudly, rolling from his cot and hitting the floor.

‘What the fuck was that!?’ he yelled, getting to his knees and pulling his injured hand to his chest.

‘Sorry!’ Robin yelled back through the comm. ‘The air temperature outside has dropped to minus twenty. The roads are cracked and frozen. They’re slicker than oil.’ He wrestled the truck straight and barrelled onwards. ‘Don’t suppose we have any volunteers to go outside and chain the tyres?’ He paused for a moment. ‘Didn’t think so. I’ll keep you posted on the weather as it heads in. On the bright side, the windchill is near enough forty below, so with any luck, it should keep those bastards off our backs a little longer.’

‘Every cloud,’ Aaro grumbled, retaking the bunk.

Sorina looked tired, and hopeless next to him.

The feeling was starting to spread, the sense of unease setting in.

They’d barely made it there at all, and now, heading back, they were under the knuckles of an Arctic hurricane and were down the four men who were employed to keep them safe.

Sorina was the only one who was physically able in any sort of way, but in the hatch above them, sitting in that metal box, with the slats letting the wind and the snow in, it’d be a quick death. No one could stay warm exposed like that, which meant no one could go up there, able-bodied or not.

They were defenceless to the Varas with only the front facing gun at their disposal, and it only saw what was ahead. From the sides and rear, they were blind and vulnerable. The term sitting ducks crossed Aaro’s mind once or twice, though he refrained from saying it out loud.

He could tell they all felt the same, even if no one said it.

The image of Robin’s face, stoic and sad on the screen above was enough to dissuade anyone of the notion that this trip was going to have a happy ending.




FORTY-THREE

THE BEGINNING

2108 AD

Things only got harder in Oslo as the days and weeks passed.

Everyone was always crying. Women in the street, men in the gutter, children in pens, herded like animals — orphans rounded up from the city streets, plucked from slavery and subjugation, or worse, and caged like animals.

They were without parents now, the children of the apocalypse. Left behind, abandoned, or just lost, they were rounded up and put together, to suffer together.

Aaro hadn’t smiled since he’d been here, and he wasn’t sure he ever would again.

He was walking, as he always was, trying to find solace — a quiet place away from the horror, but weren’t any. Anywhere. Every corner and doorway was filthy and crowded.

Aaro griped to himself, exiting a back alley and found himself on one of the main streets, surrounded by beggars and peasants. He could be one of them, all he had to do was sit down and ask passing strangers for money. That’s all that the line separating them was, sitting and standing.

Then, he spotted something. A poster, plastered on a wall. He looked left and right — they were pasted everywhere there was a space. They read:

All individuals possessing any trades or qualifications in construction, engineering, carpentry, electronics, or plumbing — report to City Hall.

Any assigned work will be rewarded.

We must all work together to secure our future. Help us build a better Oslo.

And that was it. Aaro narrowed his eyes and drew breath. He looked towards City Hall and saw a small number of the individuals in the streets gravitating towards it.

Help us build a better Oslo.

He scoffed.

Well, it can’t get any worse.

We must all work together to secure our future.

Future.

There was a terrifying prospect.

But little did Aaro know exactly what the future held.

Little did anyone know.




FORTY-FOUR

PLAYING GOD

2108 AD

‘Jesus, Florian! Will you stop going outside every five minutes for a fucking cigarette?’ Angela snapped, curled up on the sofa under a blanket. ‘How they haven’t killed you yet I’ll never know.’

Gertlinger shot her a toothy smile, enjoying her misery. ‘Well, I guess there’s no justice in the world, is there.’

It had been five months since their arrival. Tensions were wearing thin. Every news station in Switzerland had gone into standby mode and were no longer transmitting anything but blank screens. All the radios were broadcasting the emergency messages and no one had driven past on the road below in almost a month and a half. Darkness had quickly descended. Switzerland had been one of the most concerned countries and had ordered a state of emergency be declared. Lots of other countries were carrying on like everything was fine, assuring their populations it was, trying to keep the panic from spreading. It would reach them too, eventually.

For night after night following Gertlinger’s homecoming, screams and cries had echoed from the valleys below, joined sporadically by the haunting howl of the alpha Vara as it signalled the start of a hunt. Or the end of one. They ran like clockwork, so it was hard to tell which was which.

Now, there was only silence. The streetlights had petered out as well. Gertlinger supposed that the power station running them had been abandoned and as such, the houses that it fed had been left to the wolves — literally. Their power was coming from a generator. There was enough bottled gas for another winter — maybe more if they rationed it. But with a young child and a cunning old bitch under the roof, they were burning it constantly. The heating was holding on for now, but they had to be sparing with it. It wouldn’t last forever. Though Gertlinger seemed to be the only one concerned about it.

He had hoped he might have whiled away his last few months ploughing through the stockpile of aged spirits in the cabinet, until Max had called. Then he’d planned to spend his last days getting to know his granddaughter — but Angela was always coiled around her like the snake she was, warding him off like he was one of the monsters beyond the walls.

Now, there wasn’t enough liquor in the world to numb the pain of his own situation. Sometimes he thought a quick death at the jaws of his creations would be a better end than this. Or more fitting at least. More just.

McPherson had wished him dead, and he was beginning to think that maybe he deserved it. Any longer in this house and he would seriously start to contemplate it.

Death no longer seemed evil now, but more like an old friend, beckoning him to his grave — to the warmth and comfort that lay there, and beyond. 
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The hours passed.

Nobody spoke.

The storm worsened.

Sabina had slipped into a restless sleep. Her brow was slick with sweat and she was breaking into a fever. Her wound was infected.

They were in Finland now and the windchill had dropped to forty below.

They were making good time but the storm had chased them every mile from Russia and was right on top of them.

At least for now, the Varas seemed to be hiding from the blizzard and not attacking them. The truck slithered back and forth relentlessly on the frozen road. Aaro watched the screen, half of it showing Robin, the other half facing forward, looking out from the camera mounted on the gun. The night vision cut through the storm to about twenty metres. Everything beyond that was a total whiteout. The display swayed left and right as the truck slalomed over the ice-rink tarmac.

‘The snow is thickening by the second,’ Robin said, the exhaustion apparent in his tone. He’d been wrestling the steering wheel for almost eight hours without rest. ‘We might have to stop for the night.’

‘No,’ Aaro said sharply. ‘We keep going. The storm will dissipate as it heads south.’ If they stopped and waited until morning before carrying on, there was a good chance Sabina would die.

Robin stared into the camera, his eyes scared and sad. ‘I don’t know how long I can keep her straight, Aaro.’
‘Well, keep us posted,’ Aaro said sternly, wincing.

Another hour passed before anyone spoke again, despite the line being kept open. The constant rocking was nauseating.

‘Aaro?’ Robin called.

‘Yeah?’
‘I’ve got Katarina on the line but it’s shaky. I’m putting her on.’

‘Hello?’ came a crackly voice. ‘Emmerson?’

‘Kat,’ Aaro pulled himself up.

‘What’s going on?’ she demanded.

‘We’re heading south. We’re not too far outside of Rovaniemi—’

‘I can’t raise the Fido,’ she cut in. ‘What happened?’

‘There were some complications.’

'’What complications?’ she asked quickly.

‘Uhh,’ he said, looking at Sorina. She wasn’t looking back. ‘Murmansk wasn’t exactly deserted,’ he said. ‘The Varas were further north than we anticipated. They got the drop on the Fido. They reached the harbour first,’ he lied. ‘We lost Berg and Strom. The Varas overran the truck. Robin and Alva survived. They’re in control now. The rover was attacked too. We took up a defence but we lost Sam. Sab was tagged in the crossfire trying to help Robin and Alva. She’s ok, but for how long I don’t know.’ He pulled the story out of thin air. He’d been in so much pain he’d not even thought of anything to say, and no one else had been interested in offering a story. He was hoping he’d have until they arrived in Stockholm before he had to start lying. He didn’t want to explain now. He didn’t have the energy too and it would come out wrong. He knew there was a way to tell Kat, but he wanted to do it face to face when she could see the state of his — the proof of what had happened.

‘My God,’ Kat replied.

‘We played it safe after that, rolled the truck right up to the sub, got the job done. Ek and Bjork went to help Berg and Strom, but they never came back — we got out as quickly as we could.’

She paused for a few seconds, taking in the information. She swallowed, almost ashamed to ask. ‘And the mission?’

‘We have the core.’

She sighed with relief. The story was harrowing, but the lives of a million people depended on their success. ‘What’s your ETA?’ she asked solemnly.

‘I’m not sure, the storm is slowing us down. We’ll keep you up to date.’

‘Do that. The weather will get worse before it gets better. We might lose contact altogether for a while. Get home safe.’

She hung up.

Aaro exhaled slowly and realised his heart was beating hard. She’d have more questions when they got back. Why did Sam get killed when he was supposed to stay in the truck? How did Sabina get shot at all and by who? What was she doing leaving the truck? But the answers to those questions weren’t to be explained to her now. The mission was almost complete, and that was the important thing. They were expected to die, to fail — the fact that some had survived and they’d even managed to secure a core was the best news they could have hoped for, regardless of the losses that came with it.

They closed on Rovaniemi as the storm reached breaking point. The wind had built to nearly a hundred and twenty kilometres an hour and battered them from all sides it seemed.

Robin slowed the truck and changed down through the gears.

‘Why are we slowing down?’ Aaro yelled, getting up and moving towards the screen.

‘You want to take a look at this.’

‘At what?’

‘There’s movement up ahead.’

Aaro ignored the searing pain in his face and blinked to clear his eyes, staring at the screen. ‘What is it? I don’t see anything.’ He grabbed the remote and cycled through the feeds. The night vision camera showed a green blizzard, the thermal showed only white, but when he got to the motion sensor, he saw. It was going crazy.

The blizzard was filling the screen with golden rain, but dense clusters of sparks moving alongside them were clearly visible. Dozens, hundreds possibly. It was hard to make out but Aaro knew what was happening. The Varas were converging on Rovaniemi, taking refuge from the storm in the ruined buildings that made up the town.

‘Stop,’ Aaro called in reflex.

Robin stood on the brake and the truck ground to a shuddering halt.

Aaro stopped and thought. ‘How far outside the town are we?’

‘Less than half a click.’

‘Find us an alternate route.’

‘There’s a turning ahead with a road headed south, but it’s a hundred kilometres out of the way and everything other than a highway will be suicide in this weather —  buried under snow and ice — we’d never keep her on the road.’

Aaro ground his teeth as Robin stared into the camera, right at Aaro.

‘What else is South?’

Robin pulled the map off the dashboard and ran his fingers over it in the dim cabin lighting of the cockpit. Alva was still asleep next to him, huddled against the door in a shivering ball. Robin shook his head and shrugged, offering his hands. ‘Nothing. There’s nothing south of here. No major towns or roads until Oulu on the coast, or Kuopio by land. This is the only way through.’

‘Where’s the storm headed?’

‘South by Southwest.’ Robin said, squinting at a screen in the centre console that was feeding him weather updates in text from Stockholm. There hadn’t been satellite coverage for years.

‘Will it hit Kuopio?’

‘The tail end might,’ he replied, shaking his head again. He didn’t know what Aaro was asking.

‘Raise Kat.’

‘What?’

'Get Kat on the line,’ Aaro yelled.

‘Okay, okay,’ Robin grumbled and hit a few buttons, rubbing his eyes.

‘Hello?’ came Kat’s crackly voice once more.

‘Kat,’

‘Aaro?’

‘We’re heading south. The town up ahead is overrun. This storm will slow us down and we’ll never make it through.’

‘What? I’m struggling to hear you,’ she shouted, dipping in and out.

‘We’re heading to St.Petersburg,’ he said flatly, leaning his hands against the wall either side of the screen.

‘Did you say St.Petersburg?’ she yelled back. The storm was ruining the reception.

Sorina fired him a scornful look from her cot.

‘Yeah. Get them on the line, tell them to expect us within twelve hours.’
‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s the only way — Robin, take us south. Head for Russia.’

‘Aaro…’ he said, unsure.

‘Do it!’ he yelled. ‘If you don’t, Sab is going to die. And there’s no way we make it back to Stockholm through this. It’s the only way.’

Robin sighed, locked his jaw, and pushed the truck into gear. The engine growled and they trundled forwards.

‘Kat, let them know,’ Aaro said. ‘We’ll refuel there and make the trip down to Denmark and then up to Stockholm. We have to keep moving. If we stop here we’ll die. And if we don’t make it there, we won’t make it at all.’

‘Okay, I’ll get them on the line. Keep me posted,’ she said sadly. The hope that was in her voice during their last conversation had now waned.

‘Yeah, we will,’ he said, cutting her off.

‘Robin, you alright with this?’

‘Do we have another choice?’ He was really asking.

‘If you have any ideas, please. Now’s the time. If not…’

He nodded gravely and they set off south, pulling onto the other road, the storm still hammering them.

‘This is suicide,’ Sorina muttered, her breath misting in front of her face.

The temperature in the trailer was steadily dropping.

‘Yeah, probably,’ Aaro muttered back.

‘You’ll kill us all.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Aaro growled, tired of her anger. ‘If it comes to it, I’ll make it quick for you.’ He said it without any remorse.

He was done with being the good guy.

He was evil through and through after everything he’d done — he realised that now. It was only thinly masked by that facade. He was crusading to save the city, the girl, himself.

For a moment, he thought he was the hero.

But heroes fail.

Heroes die.

And he wasn’t ready to die.

Not yet at least.




FORTY-SIX

PLAYING GOD

2108 AD

The power was out.

The gas was depleted.

Coldness seeped into the house like a virus.

Food was running low and the little group of survivors spent their days huddled in a corner for warmth. Max. His wife. His daughter. Angela.

But not Gertlinger.

He spent what little time he had left in the basement, under the light of a little battery lamp, scrawling in a notebook — the dying thoughts of a man soaked in guilt and whisky.

He was recording everything. From the day it had all began, until that very moment. If someone ever found their way to this place, he’d leave behind his story so that the people who found it, if anyone ever did — be it in ten, a hundred, or a thousand years, if this ever stopped — would know what happened, how the world came to the brink.

He dotted the last sentence and closed the book. ‘I lived my last days at home, with my family. Don’t be sad for me. Just accept my apology —  for this is my fault. It’s all my fault. I’m sorry. To whoever finds this, and for whatever your world is like. I am sorry.’

Gertlinger stood, and took the long walk down the tunnel to the garage door.

He punched in his code and the door slowly creaked open.

He stepped into the cold afternoon air and he took a deep breath.

The bleak sun hit his thin, old shoulders, and he basked in the silence of the mountains.

The door closed behind him and locked.

He paced across the road and stepped over the crash barrier.

He leaned back and sat on it, staring out at the valleys that he’d enjoyed so many times before, back when things were okay. Back when they were normal. Back when he was happy. If he ever was.

He enjoyed it now possibly more than he ever had before.

He smiled to himself and a single tear rolled down his cheek.

He dug in his pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. Inside it, there was one left.

He’d been saving it for months, for this very moment.

He pushed it between his quivering lips and lit it.

He took one slow, despairing drag as an eerie, haunting howl sustained in the stillness around him, and echoed.




FORTY-SEVEN

THE VEIL

2122 AD

Bad was a vague and ambiguous word, and it didn’t even come close to describing the situation.

The Varas had not let the truck go unnoticed for long. From above the storm howled, and from the sides, so did the monsters.

Aaro had taken up the mounted gun and was firing blindly into the storm, but the bullets were lost amidst the snow and seemed utterly useless.

The Varas hurled themselves tirelessly and endlessly against the hull. The dull clunks of their heavy bodies hitting the metal was like a chorus of drums.

The truck took a bend and headed up an incline.

‘Shit!’ cursed Robin from the cockpit, throwing the wheel left and right to try and maintain control. Alva was up now, navigating as best she could as they steered blindly through the night. The wall of lights that filled the front of the truck and blazed into the storm seemed to do nothing for the visibility. The snow was thick and heavy, the air hazy with ice and monsters.

‘What’s wrong?’ yelled Aaro, his finger still locked on to the trigger, the numb rattle of gunfire filtering back into the trailer.

‘We’re slowing!’

‘Why?’

‘I’m trying to keep pace but this hill is too much for her. I’ve got no traction. We’re going to slide out at any second!’ Robin roared, fighting the wheel madly on screen as it bucked under its own free will, the tires spinning and surging under them.

‘Do what you can! Turn round if you have to, but we can’t stop.’

He cursed loudly from the cabin and tried, but it was useless. Aaro could feel the weight shifting, the momentum dying. The hill was long and shallow, but in the snow, the wheels couldn’t find any grip.

From all around the Varas swarmed, hungry for a warm meal in the storm.

Sabina had fallen unconscious, moaning in delirium as the infection took hold.

Sorina had done what she could but she wasn’t a doctor and the bullet had done its work. Aaro wouldn’t let her suffer much longer and he wouldn’t let her get ripped apart either.

The trailer began to slide as Robin gave up. He stopped turning into the hill and threw the wheel full lock in the other direction.

The truck’s engine revved to the redline as the wheels spun wildy, trying to drag the trailer around. Head down, find another way — it was their only option, but it was too little, too late. As the truck turned, the trailer did too, but the smoothed underside transformed it into a toboggan on the hard packed snow that the cowcatcher had shunted onto the other side of the road. The truck and the trailer jackknifed and began to slide, deep in gravity’s hold.

Aaro cursed as the shift threw him off balance.

All the bags and everything else not bolted down began to slide to the side of the trailer, piling the weight on the low side.

They were out of control.

Shouts from the cockpit echoed through the back and Aaro clambered desperately over the cargo to stay afloat.

Sorina clung to Sab’s cot and hung there on the high side of the trailer, trying to keep her on the bed.

The road was buried, the cameras showed only white. They were deep in the Finnish wasteland now, a hundred clicks from everything with nothing but trees to break up the featureless tundra.

The truck dropped and bounced as they left the raised roadway, the steel belly of the truck grinding across the corner of the asphalt. Everything shook and then they were sliding again, spinning into the grassy ravine that lay beyond the shoulder.

Everyone screamed as the Varas continued to hammer the truck.

‘Robin!’ yelled Aaro, trying to leap over a mountain of duffle and kit bags. ‘Get Kat on the line!’
‘I can’t!’ he screamed, holding onto the wheel for dear life.

‘It’s too far gone, let her slide! Call Kat! We need to relay our position—’

But before he could finish, a deafening crunch of metal rocked the truck and Aaro was thrown like a ragdoll into the wall, along with all the cargo. The truck had caught a tree on its descent and had split in two, cleaving the trailer from the cab.

The trailer dug in and began to roll. The low centre of gravity that kept it steady on the road now hurled it into the air. As it pitted, the force of the roll swung the heavy bottom upwards, the momentum catapulting them down into the trees.

A moment of stillness swallowed the trailer as it careened through the air, it smashed into the ground and buckled. Aaro bounced around, watching as everything span in front of him. Freezing wind filled the space and what little heat there was left was snatched away, the cold raking at their exposed skin like claws.

The hull was breached.

Snow spilled in through the cracks in the walls and the split seams in the corners and poured down over the debris in the trailer.

He looked around desperately for Sorina but in the blur of the tumble, he saw nothing but darkness. The lights strobed as they rolled, over and over, tossing him like a ragdoll.

And then nothing.

He opened his eyes and dragged in a frozen breath.

The trailer had settled at the bottom of the slope, on its side. Everything was upended. Every piece of cargo was battered and overturned, lying in a heap on the side of the truck.

The only light came from the emergency lamp under the roof hatch.

The trailer was bathed in bloody red.

Sabina. Her limp body was face down between boxes.

Sorina? Where was she?
Aaro struggled to his knees and clawed his way over the bags and boxes, bruised and breathless.

‘Robin!?’ he yelled to no answer. The screen was cracked and black, hanging lopsided off one mounting bolt.

The trailer had separated from the cab. It could have been anywhere. He couldn’t go out to look, not in this weather, not with them outside — and if the trailer had buckled in the roll, with all its reinforcements, then the cab must have too — and if it had, then they’d be dead in minutes if not already.

The temperature in the trailer plunged as Aaro clambered forwards, already shivering. He rolled Sabina over and checked her pulse, his fingers stiff. She was still breathing, but barely. The fall had opened her wound and blood was pouring onto the bags around her, shining like ink in the half-light. He pulled her upright and tugged a toolbox out of the way so she could sit.

He shook her but she wouldn’t wake.

Her head lolled limply on her shoulders.

‘Sorina?’ he called, turning to the darkened space.

There was no response.

A thin layer of snow was beginning to settle on the cargo, the flakes glistening as they drifted down.

‘Sorina?’ he called again, louder now.

There was no reply, not from her anyway. Instead, a snarl and grunt rose from outside the walls. The wind licked at the hole in the hull above him and sang a long, warbling note. Clawed feet crunched in frozen snow. One leapt up and scrabbled onto the roof.

He glanced up and kept moving, aware suddenly of the volume of his voice, his breath, his heart.

‘Sorina!’ He hissed this time, pushing boxes and bags out of the way. Sabina was now a lost cause, he knew that. She was losing more blood, and if she hadn’t already, she was about to go into septic shock. There was nothing he could do for her.

He kept digging.

‘Sorina!’

There. There she was, lying crumpled on her side. He scrambled forwards and rolled her over. She lay there, still. Eyes open and glassy. For a second he thought she was dead, but then she calmly turned her head towards him.

‘Sorina?’ he whispered, trying to hold her, to gather her in his arms.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she said back, her hushed voice devoid of any emotion.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked his voice shaking as badly as his hands. He was shivering violently.

She smiled sadly at him. ‘No, I’m not.’

‘What’s wrong!?’ he muttered quickly, running his hands over her legs and body, checking for injuries.

She didn’t push him off, she just turned her head away. ‘Just let me die,’ she said, tears forming in her eyes.

‘What? No. We can get out of this!' He tried to pull her up again but she shrugged him off, pushing away his hands.

‘Just let me die!’ she shrieked without warning, flinging tears into the darkness.

‘I can’t!’

‘Why?’ she screamed, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘Why? I don’t want to live anymore! Everything I ever believed in is gone. Let me die! I want to die!’

‘I can’t.’ he croaked, falling backwards, sitting on his heels, his hands laid on his thighs, soaked in blood. His. Sabina’s. He didn’t know. It was pouring from his nose, his head now.

Rumbling hisses echoed through the hole. More were coming. The scent of blood was thick in the air.

‘I love you, Sorina.’

‘And I loved you. You were all I had.’

‘You still have me,’ he pleased. ‘I’m right here.’

‘No, you died the second you raised your gun against Ek, or Bjork, or whoever you killed first. The second you pulled that trigger the barrel might as well have been in your own goddamn mouth.’

‘No.’

‘Yes. You shot four people in cold blood. Murdered them. The Aaro Emmerson I knew, the Aaro I loved — he wouldn’t do that. He’s gone. And he can never come back. I don’t know who you are!' She swiped at him with her arms, snatching at his face, and he fell backwards to get out of the way.

She locked eyes with him — hateful, regret soaked eyes.

The Varas above had swarmed, their claws and bodies dancing across the metal, scraping and scratching to get in, digging at the steel. It groaned under their weight as they pressed down on the trailer.

Howls echoed in the night as they found the breach. The hisses and growls seemed right in Aaro’s ear now, but he couldn’t have cared less. The corner of the trailer had buckled and a hole no more than thirty centimetres across had opened in the metal like a puckered mouth.

Teeth and eyes flashed in the gap as they tried to wedge themselves in, cutting their necks and jaws on the jagged edges, opening it a little at a time. They couldn’t get inside yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

Aaro turned back to Sorina. He swallowed, his voice small. ‘We can still make it. We can get out of this,’ he said, though he didn’t know how they would. How they could. He just needed to hear her say she was with him.

‘No. I don’t want to.’ She stared over his shoulder, at the dented wall of the trailer. ‘I just want this nightmare to end. To finally end. There’s nothing left on this earth for me, or you. Or anyone. I’ve finally realised that. Let me go. Don’t make me stay awake any longer.’ Her eyes drifted down to her feet. A pistol lay there. It was her’s. She must have taken it out of her bag when Aaro was unconscious. Just in case.

It was loaded, ready, and just within arms reach.

‘Make it quick,’ she muttered, closing her eyes.

Aaro reached for it with shaking fingers. He stifled a sob as they closed around the grip.

He pulled it up and levelled it. He’d killed for self-preservation, to save his life and others, but this was different. This was wrong.

The Varas wailed above him like banshees, foam dripping from their jaws and into the hold through the ever-widening gap.

‘I… I…’ Aaro stammered, holding the gun up, pointing it at her. He looked at her over the sights. He couldn’t pull the trigger. Couldn’t kill her. Not her.

‘Do it,’ she sobbed. ‘Do it now!’

‘Sorina—’

‘DO IT!’

He pulled the trigger.

The hammer fell.

The pistol kicked back in his hand, the flash from the muzzle blinding him for a second. When his eyes cleared, he blinked and she came into focus, slumped sideways. Blood dripped slowly from the smoking hole just above her right eye.

Aaro broke down, staring at her, vomit rising in his throat.

He crawled to her corpse and dragged it into his arms, her blood running over his chest.

The monsters kept coming. He looked up at them through the gap and cried into Sorina’s bloodied hair, feeling it hot under his fingers. He held her tight, trying to squeeze the life back into her cold body, but it was futile.

She was gone. And he had done it.

He could feel the pistol in his grip, his fingers still tingling.

He cast a quick glance at Sabina, her face pained and twisted, blood still running from the wound in her side. She didn’t deserve this. Or what was coming through the ceiling.

‘I’m sorry,’ he mouthed, levelling the barrel once more.

Through bleary eyes, he pulled the trigger again. His trembling hand pulled his aim wide and the bullet missed, hitting a bag next to her instead with a dull thump.

He groaned, trying again. This time the bullet struck.

It hit her mid-chest and her body convulsed once before falling still. Her shoulders no longer rose and fell with her weak breath.

She was gone too, spared the misery of being ripped apart.

The Varas let out hateful screams, angered that the pleasure of the kill was being robbed from them.

Aaro grimaced and looked at them once more, writhing in the gap, thrusting themselves in, just moments away. Blood poured through the hole in thick streams as they maimed themselves on the shrapnel-sharp edges.

He deserved it, for everything he’d done, to be ripped limb from limb. But he just didn’t want to give them the satisfaction.

They made him this way — when they killed his wife, and daughter. They shaped the man that he had become. They uncaged the evil within him, gave it somewhere to fester and grow —  in the dark hole they’d torn inside him.

‘Well… fuck you,’ he said coldly, with every ounce of loathing he could muster.

And then, Aaro Emmerson raised the still smoking barrel to his lips and slotted it between his teeth, nearly grinning that it had come to this, the limp and still-warm corpse of Sorina laid across his lap.

And pulled the trigger.




Author’s Note

If you’re reading this, then it means you not only made it to the end, but you cared enough to hear what I have to say.

An author’s note is something that I wasn’t sure I wanted to add, and yet, here we are.

The Veil was a labor of love. It was a book that I thought about and penned the first draft to when I was just eighteen. It looked vastly different to how this version does, and if I had infinite time and energy, then it probably would have looked very different again. But, if that were the case, it never would have been finished, and it never would have graced these pages.

There comes a time when we just have to put things out there, and for me, the time felt right.

The Redemption series probably isn’t quite like any other sci-fi series you’ve read. There’re are definitely times when a suspension of belief is required, but heck, that’s what fiction is for, right? And yet, this isn’t how we go on. The series was conceptualised to challenge conventions, and the novels will take you from the past to the distant future, across space and time, and through a cast of characters that are lovable and hatable in equal part.

The next stop is Paris, 1942, during the German occupation. And if you’re wondering how we get there from here, then there’s only one thing to do.

Turn the page and find out. But, before you, I just wanted to say thanks. It’s been a journey to get here, and that you enjoyed my novel is something that’s wonderfully special to me. Truly, without readers, writers are just talking to themselves. So, honestly, thank you. 




The Redemption Series

THE THREAD

Book 2 in the Redemption series

Paris, 1942

A Nazi patrol strides purposefully through the quiet residential streets, keeping time with the brutish calls of their commanding officer. ‘Ein, zwei. Ein, zwei.’

Everything is still, the inhabitants cowering behind their curtains, watching the soldiers pass.

And then, the air splits.

The soldiers recoil from a blinding flash.

Blood spatters on the cobblestones.

Severed limbs flail through the air.

Men scream and die, helpless and shocked.

Sebastian Beauclaire announces his arrival as he always does. Every time, things are the same. The same seven weeks on repeat. Except, now, things are changing.

For the first time in what seems like an eternity, things are different, and history is about to be rewritten.

The Thread is coming soon and life is starting to unravel. 




Enjoy This Book?

Did you enjoy this book?

Authors live and die on their ratings, and readers look to those who have come before to make judgements about books. When all write-ups say the same things, it can be impossible to stand out from the crowd. But, you can help.

If you could spare just a moment or two to leave a review, that would mean the world to me. Good or otherwise, all feedback is invaluable.

Thanks again, and hopefully, I’ll see you next time!



cover.jpeg





