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        This is a story for mature readers. It explores sensitive subject matters, including scenes of graphic violence, imagery, language, harm to people and animals, and concepts that some readers may find unsettling.

      

        

      
        Australian English

        This story is written in Australian English, but to ensure it is accessible to everyone familiar with all varieties of English, I have limited my use of Austrayaan English. ;)

        The place name ‘Lutruwita’ is written in all lower case ‘lutruwita’ as per the conventions of the Tasmanian aboriginal language palawa kani.
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        “I want you to act as if the house is on fire, because it is.”

        —GRETA THUNBERG (2019)
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        Ava

      

      

      
        
        Daughters of Adrestia are protectors of Gaia, servants of the Bound, magistrates of the Pleonexia, and executioners for the future. (The Daughters’ Manifesto)

      

      

      The corpses dangled from the streetlights in the evening haze. Ava didn’t fear them. They were there to inspire. Symbols of the revolution. A global uprising that trended across social media and filled feeds for months until the world went dark.

      She was raised by a world which fed on its young, and now it fed on everyone. If it wasn’t the oppressive heatwaves, it was the marauding firestorms or the biblical-sized floods. It was the carcinogenic atmosphere too. And the starvation. Or sometimes it was for simply being a woman.

      As the orange moonlight streaked through the cabin, she wondered if they were really any better than those flayed and left hanging for the ravenous crows to peck at. When does it end? She thought.

      Ava and her half-sister, Dahlia, were on their way to craft their own symbol. Ava wanted it to be over. For the initiation to be done with. To be back in the safety of the Tower with her new family.

      “Nervous, hon?” asked Dahlia, with one hand on the steering wheel, while she played with the tie that kept her red locks in place with the other.

      Ava hid her shaking hands between her thighs. “I’m fine,” she snapped. She wasn’t. She hadn’t slept for three days. Funny thing is, it wasn’t tiredness. Her mind buzzed and her legs bounced.

      Dahlia chuckled. “I remember my first time. I was terrified, but afterwards… it felt, what’s the word? Empowering. You know?”

      Ava nodded. She didn’t know.

      A few weeks earlier, in a fit of loneliness, Ava had tapped on a name she hadn’t for a long time. She’d been desperate to hear a friendly voice, but hadn’t really expected the call to connect. The network rarely worked on the island, let alone connecting to the mainland.

      They’d been close. As close as the long-distance and three-year age gap allowed. Ava grew up with her mother in a small town in Tasmania, the independent island state now called lutruwita. Dahlia with their father in Sydney, or Pemulwuy as the Daughters called it. Over time, the calls and messages between the two slowed and eventually stopped. Ava guessed Dahlia had better things to do than to chat with her kid sister.

      So, when Dahlia’s incandescent voice spoke from the other side, it had lit Ava up with hope. That something, someone, was out there for her. Dahlia asked Ava to join her in Pemulwuy and be part of a family called the Daughters of Adrestia. The Daughters were a link in a global movement of the young and the enraged. A movement that had seized cities, toppled regimes, and redistributed wealth.

      Ava had packed her meagre possessions, farewelled her mother, and made the treacherous trek north to a new family and life. She wanted to find her place in the new world. To find what she’d been missing.

      The hatchback skidded, jerking Ava forward and back before it stopped.

      “Let’s get this party started,” proclaimed Dahlia, with bravado.

      If it was a party, they were about to become unwelcome gate-crashers. Ava’s gut pinched at the thought. She rode it, waiting for it to subside and letting the nerves take over.

      I don’t think I can do this. I can’t do this. I’ll screw up.

      “Come on, justice can’t wait any longer,” said Dahlia, elbowing Ava’s ribs.

      Ouch. “Give me a moment!” Ava growled back. It was all too much, and it all seemed so quick. Six months ago, she was wondering what to do with herself when her high school closed. And now she was hundreds of kilometres away, about to commit an act she dared not think about.

      “That’s the fight I want to see,” said Dahlia, who then stroked Ava’s black, frizzy hair. “Like I keep telling you, your problem is you worry too much. People will walk over you when they see that in you. Don’t be thoughtful, be ruthless, okay?”

      Be ruthless. Okay, I think I can be that… if they deserve it.

      The sisters shared blood, but they were very different people. For starters, they didn’t look alike. Dahlia was curvaceous, with a glowing ruby complexion. Ava was willowy, with large splotchy freckles. And her skin was darker, a gift from her half-Samoan mother, which she bore without her mother’s confidence. Even as they wore the same outfit—grey cargo pants and black hoodies—Dahlia appeared adventurous, whereas Ava saw a teenage delinquent in the side mirror.

      Outside the car stood a grand old house. Its Gothic architecture and spire loomed over its estate and the neighbourhood with the majesty of an aging monarch. A high brick fence circled the house akin to a castle wall. It had an old-world charm, which reminded Ava of the buildings back home.

      “It’s beautiful,” said Ava, ignoring the haze which dirtied the view.

      “Nope, it’s a remnant of colonialism and unchecked greed,” replied Dahlia, as she pulled on a pair of red leather gloves. “When we’re inside, don’t use my name—” she added, while pulling out a stick of red lipstick and applying it. “Crimson. Okay?”

      Ava stared at the spire and mouthed Crimson.

      “I won’t lie. When we capture our mark, it won’t be all rainbows and unicorns. You can practise on roadkill, but it’s never like the real thing… if you need to have a cry or quick chuck, that’s cool. Do whatever, just don’t start daydreaming like you do sometimes. Class with Crimson is in session,” said Dahlia, the lipstick painting over her emotions. She had become Crimson. “You’re up.”

      Ava tried on her gloves. They felt too small as she struggled against a stickiness that clung to her skin. It frustrated her, and she wanted to curse, but she also didn’t want to risk Dahlia’s mirth again. When the second hand finally snapped in place, Ava cleansed her lungs and attempted to blow out the swirling dark matter which infested the void within her. The hole she hoped Dahlia and the Daughters would fill.

      This is it. Don’t lose my cool. Don’t overthink it.

      Ava grabbed the backpack between her feet and opened the door. A blast of warm air tainted with the acrid odour of the fire season smacked her senses. She became unsteady. The world wobbled. She drew another breath, dropped her shoulders, and turned her attention to the towering metal gate to the residence and the rusty intercom box next to it. She ambled over to the intercom, wading through the haze that was always thickest in the late evening, while Dahlia’s door slammed behind her.

      Here goes…

      She pressed the button on the intercom.

      There was a stretched silence and then a crackle.

      “Hello?” came a woman’s weary voice through the static.

      “Hey, I’m Kitty.” More silence. “From Tilly’s. I’m here for Mr Miles.”

      “You’re early. Are you alone?” She spoke with a sternness which reminded Ava of Mrs Stanbrach, her high school English teacher. I wonder what happened to her? No… stop it. Focus.

      Ava peered back towards Dahlia, who’d taken position up against the brick wall. A machete hung carelessly from her hand. Crimson nodded.

      “Um, sorry, of course… I was told to come alone… Tilly’s is always…” Ava waited for the rest of the script to come to her. “Tilly’s… is about discretion.”

      She paused and her heartbeat filled the void.

      “Wait there.”

      Ava waited. She thought of chickening out, to make a run for it. She’d have to run all the way back to lutruwita. And then tell her mum she was wrong to leave. Ava shuddered.

      The iron gate shifted, and with a metallic clang, it creaked open. Ava swallowed and stepped through the gate and up the driveway. She caught glimpses of the estate’s ailing garden in the dour light. Patches of dirt, untamed conifers mangled into devilish shapes, and an invading strain of ivy strangling the life from everything else. The urge to turn and run rose within, but she was pushed forward by a greater force, the patter of her sister’s footsteps.

      The driveway curved in a crescent until it touched up against a front veranda which revealed the old building in its destitute splendour. For every amazing arch, there was a busted rectangle. For every neat triangle, a cracked window. At the front of the house was an oak door with red, green, and blue stained-glass panels. A light within the house illuminated the panels like Christmas lights. Awestruck, Ava glided her finger over a pane.

      There’s still beauty in this wretched world.

      She bent her knuckles and knocked.

      A shadow lurked behind the glass, and the door opened with a deep yawn. A pale, wrinkly woman poked her head through the gap. Her hair was tied in a plush purple towel that matched her nightgown. She raised a thin, shaped eyebrow at Ava, inspecting her like she was a beggar. Her expression turned to horror when Dahlia exploded from the darkness and barged through the door. The woman huffed and tried to slam the door shut, but she was too late. It heaved open and Dahlia disappeared inside like a wild storm riding through a broken window.

      Ava chased the chaos into the house, her chest pounding as she trailed the panicked whispers up the corridor and found Dahlia and the woman in a drunken dance. Dahlia swayed and shoved the woman against a wall with her elbow.

      “One more sound and I’ll hack off your silly little nose,” she said, while waving the machete.

      Crimson.

      The woman’s wispy grey hair hung from her head in shame. Her hands pleaded for surrender as her eyes reddened.

      “Where is he?” hissed Dahlia.

      The woman’s eyebrows arched, but her lips remained tight.

      “Miles!”

      She twitched, but still gave nothing away.

      “Oh, come on, you’re hardly the mute type. I’ll bet you’re pretty good at being heard when you want to.” The machete pushed against the woman’s cheek and her head rocked back.

      Ava sensed a growing frustration in her sister. Don’t hurt her. She’s an old lady.

      “Fuck it, I’m going to pocket your stubborn little snout,” said Dahlia, pushing harder against her.

      Ava reached out and placed a hand on the woman’s arm.

      “Hey, we won’t hurt you. We’re only here for Mr Miles, and then we’ll be gone.” The words were an act of kindness, but their meaning spoke of something sinister. Ava had to try, before it became bloody.

      “Yes,” the woman snivelled, and tears streaked down her pallid cheeks. “I’ll take you to him.”

      Dahlia winked at Ava, pulled at their hostage’s arm, and kicked her forward with the toe of her boot. “Your generation really doesn’t cope well with adversity.”

      They escorted her up the hallway until she hesitated and stopped in front of a closet door.

      “What’s in there?” asked Ava, not sure if she was hiding the shake in her voice.

      “Him,” the woman sniffed.

      The sisters peered at each other. Ava pulled the closet door open to a rack of coats. Dahlia brushed them aside with the machete to reveal a dark cavity where the back wall should be. Beyond it was a narrow staircase going down.

      “What in the fuck?” said Dahlia. She shoved the woman through the closet and down the stairs.

      Ava brought up the rear, taking her time with each step. Careful not to fall as her heart drummed a dark, suffocating ditty, and dark thoughts crossed her mind.

      What if this is a trap? What if there’s nothing but dead teenagers down here?

      They traversed the stairs until they reached a metal door. The old woman slid the door open to a rectangular room with stone walls and a shiny concrete floor. At the end of the room was a standing desk with a laptop and a golden microphone on top of it. The microphone glistened under a pendulum light. A stocky, bald man stood by the table with his back to them, wearing headphones, shorts, and a pink shirt. He babbled into the microphone and flapped his arms around, unaware of their arrival.

      Dahlia rushed forward, her shoulder connecting with the old woman in her eagerness. She toppled over, crashing onto the hard floor. Her ancient eyes swung around and glowered up at Ava. Ava gulped down the stagnant air and offered her hand, but the woman sneered at it. Well… fuck you too. And then she felt a wave of guilt.

      Crimson stalked her prey until the bald man spun around. His eyes bulged and he stumbled. His forehead flashed pale pink to orange, and then a deep red.

      “W-what in the devil’s name?” he stuttered.

      Robert Miles. He was much older than the image Ava had seen of him. He had to be well into his eighties. Ava had been told he was once an infamous radio shock jock who was sometimes cancelled, but always rewarded. In this new world, he streamed his hatred from hidden locations.

      He doesn’t look like a man who could make politicians grovel. He looks like someone’s grandfather.

      “What do you whores want?” howled Miles in defiance. Then his eyes drew outwards, and an innocence spread across his lined face.

      “Apologies, dear listeners. If you’re wondering what’s happening, well, I can inform you that a couple of strays have wandered into my studio. No doubt they’re here to steal. These parasites who are done with suckling on our goodwill and now they want to tear everything down. They’ve already destroyed many of our towns and cities and if we don’t stop them soon, they’ll take the rest of this once great country. Dear listeners, you know me. I won’t be intimidated. I’ve had enough. We’ve had enough!” said Miles, as beads of perspiration formed across his bare head.

      Dahlia took another step and leant towards the microphone. “Robbie, I’m offended. Such nasty words to the sex workers, who you ordered.” She turned back to Ava, and a red-lipped grin spanned her cheeks.

      Oh my God, she’s actually enjoying this.

      Miles saw the smile, and his neck swelled. “Get off this property, you woke cunts!”

      “Oh, he’s very good with words, isn’t he? Grab the hammer, sis.”

      Ava dropped her backpack and dug through it until she pulled out a blue-handled hammer. It felt awkward and heavy. She gripped it with both hands, hoping no one would see it shake.

      The indignation across Miles’ face morphed into horror. “I’m warning you! The government might be in hiding, but this is still illegal. I’ll make sure you go to prison. I’ll make your life a misery, I’ll—” Miles screeched, his voice echoing around the windowless room. Dahlia had the collar of his shirt in her hand.

      He didn’t fight back. Instead, he froze and all the rage and hostility liquefied into a patch on the front of his shorts. “D-don’t hurt me,” he cried. “Take what you want. Do you want money? I have a Mercedes. Do you know what a M-mercedes is?”

      Dahlia slammed him against the table. The headphones slid from his head and bounced on the concrete floor. He sputtered and attempted a different tack. “If you want blood, then take her.” His saggy stare shifted to the woman sobbing on her fours. “She owns this house. She set this studio up, she set it all up.”

      Dahlia snorted and released him. She skipped around the terrified old man and swiped up the microphone.

      “Dear good sheep of fuckery. We, are the Daughters of Adrestia, here to collect restitution from the Pleonexia for the death of our future. We don’t accept payment in money, or crypto, or gold, or even in Mercedes. The Daughters collect their payment in flesh. Consider this the farewell broadcast for Robbie. Though what’s left of him might hang around for questions.” Dahlia snickered and chucked the microphone against the stone wall.

      Miles ducked, holding his hands above his head. “I-I meant no harm. It’s her, and it’s the government. They’re the ones who’ve done you wrong. Not me.”

      Dahlia grabbed his shoulder, and the old man dropped to his knees. Ava caught a nod from her sister and dug back into the backpack, swapping the hammer for a leather pouch. With pouch in hand, she stepped around the wailing woman and moved over to Crimson.

      So, this is it. It’s really going to happen. I think I’ll be sick.

      Ava shook as she presented the pouch to Dahlia. Her sister unwrapped it, studied its contents, and selected a knife from it. She examined the blade like a surgeon. Then, with her free hand, she reached out and Ava felt the warmth of her touch. “Have faith, sis. Justice has arrived.”
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        Victor

      

      

      
        
        1896—Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius finds that burning carbon affects the atmosphere.

      

      

      Victor hadn’t stepped into a church for years. Not since he farewelled Olivia. And not because he’d lost his faith, or was angry at God. Though he was. It was because he’d spent the last few years falling through a black, bottomless pit where spirituality and humanity do not exist. Committing unimaginable acts. Violent acts. Ungodly acts.

      Despite existing in that dark underworld, Victor believed he would pass through it. At some point, he’d make it to the other side. That’s when he’d have finally fulfilled Olivia’s dream of escaping the city. Away from everyone and everything. Away from all the bullshit.

      Until that day, church and God could go screw themselves.

      And yet, Victor stood outside a church. He wasn’t there to join this congregation or to seek forgiveness from a divine power who had long forgotten him. He was there for business. To meet his current employer.

      Not that this was really a church. It wasn’t the type of place of worship his parents dragged him to when he was a kid. Nor the type of chapel he and Olivia had been married in, or the crematorium where he said goodbye to his true love. No, the plain glass door on this house of God said ‘Church upstairs’. The rectangle building it was in fronted a once busy road, and a row of now empty chained-up shopfronts sat on the ground floor.

      Victor removed his black beanie and trudged up the staircase. Bad knees, an inflamed back, and weak lungs made him feel every bit and more of his fifty years. He wanted to whip out his pain relief inhaler when he made it to the top. To ease the pain and settle the nerves.

      No, I’ve got to make it last.

      The internal door  of the church had ‘Rise Church’ printed on it in a flashy gold font that would’ve suited a nightclub or a gentlemen’s lounge. Underneath it said ‘Pastors Melinda and Michael Day’ and ‘Services Sunday 11 am and 4 pm, or by appointment.’

      Victor pocketed his beanie into his blue overalls, scratched at his greying scalp, and pushed through the door. He entered a long, open room. The scent of incense lingered in the soulless air. Windows overlooked the street on one side, and chairs were stacked on the other. A small stage with a pulpit and a cinema-size screen were at the far end of the room. Next to the pulpit stood a silver cross adorned with a golden Jesus as tall as Victor.

      He strode to the centre of the room and spun around, searching for signs of life. Then peeked at his watch. He was early. A lifelong habit.

      There was a squeak, and an older man wearing a silk suit and a blue tie appeared from a door behind the stage. He had snow-white hair and a stern frown. Victor took him all in. Polished shoes, silver belt buckle, and gold cufflinks. Here was a man who acted like the world hadn’t imploded, like it was still normal to wear your Sunday best and flash your riches. At least he was a step up from the tracksuit-wearing wannabe gangsters and grubby loan sharks Victor usually dealt with.

      The man swaggered toward Victor with a confidence that set him on edge. It was funny how money and power did that to him. Even as a grown man with few fucks to give.

      I guess he’s this Faceless Man.

      “Mr Demur,” said the man in a preacher’s tone. He held out a hand, and Victor shook it. He had a firm hold. Victor respected it.

      “Call me Victor, and you?”

      “Names are so limiting. How does one greet the Maharajah, or King James?”

      Victor hesitated. King James? Fuck me. “Is this your church? I’ve driven past it for many years, but⁠—”

      “Let’s get straight to business,” interrupted the Faceless Man.

      “Sure,” replied Victor, peering around the room, which suddenly seemed not so open.

      “Did you expel the infestation?”

      “The house is ash, and it won’t be mistaken for anything but the work of an activist group,” said Victor.

      “How?”

      “As instructed. I left a message on a nearby wall. D-O-A, right?”

      “And nobody saw you?”

      Victor frowned. Does this fella think I’m a fucking idiot?

      “And what about the occupants?” The Faceless Man continued with his line of questioning.

      “What about them?” Victor grinned; his scruffy moustache spread outwards across his cheeks. A poker face he’d mastered in the mines.

      The Faceless Man forced a smile back. His was akin to a semi-trailer doing a U-turn in a narrow street.

      That’s it, smile, you parasite. Believe what you want. Just pay me what I’m owed.

      “We like you, Mr Demur. You get things done with little fuss.” The Faceless Man spread his feet and relaxed. “This relationship is an investment, which we can build upon. It has become difficult to find people who understand the correlation between honest hard work and money.”

      Of course, I understand that. The world is burning, but money still speaks. It’s going to deliver me from this bloody place, for starters. To the mountains and a running creek. Chickens, a horse, and a couple of sheep. Our dream.

      “If you keep paying, I’m your man,” said Victor, still grinning. This time, he got nothing back.

      “Come,” said the Faceless Man, waving and moving to the window overlooking the street.

      Victor followed and looked outside to check his green van was still where he left it. Vehicles were a more valuable commodity than ever, particularly those that ran without traditional fuels or required connecting to the unstable grid. He had converted his van to run on solar panels and biofuel when the price of petrol sky-rocketed. His knack for tinkering was an advantage in this new world.

      A gang of kids on electric scooters zoomed past outside.

      The Faceless Man licked his lips. “It’s easy to lose faith when a poisonous mist has befallen our country.” He pointed at black smoke rising from a distant fire, and then to the graffiti and broken windows in a neglected building on the opposite side of the street. “This is why the work of the Silent Mass is so important. It’s God’s work.” He waved his finger. “And it’s work on behalf of the good folk. The quiet majority. They don’t want this anarchy, this crime and lawlessness, which has snuck its way into God’s country. They were content with their lives.

      “Sure, the changing weather has taken its toll. But that’s the work of our Lord. It’s not for us to question, but to embrace. Unfortunately, the good folk now live in fear. They’re prisoners to this perverse uprising. Leaders of our community, here in Sydney, are being butchered and strung up around our streets. It’s the work of the Devil.” The Faceless Man sighed. “These are the times we live in.”

      Victor nodded tepidly. He didn’t care for either side, if he was honest. He had moved on so far from caring about the environment, the economy, the politics, and the people. All he worried about was who paid and who didn’t.

      The Faceless Man continued, “You know, when I was twelve, my parents bought me a German Shepherd puppy. My father warned me I had to discipline him, and I promised I would. But I didn’t. It was too much hard work, and I couldn’t see any problems with how he was developing. After all, he was affectionate and loyal to me. As he grew, he got into trouble. The usual things for an untrained mutt. Tearing apart cushions and digging up my mother’s garden bed. He barked at strangers and even nipped them if they entered our house.” The Faceless Man pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped a speck of spit from the corner of his mouth.

      “I ignored his behaviour, because I kept telling myself ‘he’s only a puppy’. But my inaction was rewarding his disobedience. By the time he was two, he was a big muscular dog, and a menace. He killed our neighbour’s cat one morning.”

      Bloody hell.

      The Faceless Man narrowed his eyes. “The dim animal shouldn’t have been trespassing. Then, one day when I was walking him, he escaped from his leash and attacked a child who lived down the street. Bit a chunk out of his leg, which required surgery. My father thrashed me that night.

      “The next day I committed to training him. But the old adage was true. He had a passing respect for me and my father, and that was it. He couldn’t be trained.” The Faceless Man clenched his jaw and waited as a motorbike zipped by the building.

      “My grandfather visited us one day and after a couple of scotches with my father, he went out to the backyard for a cigar. That damn dog mistook him for a stranger and went after him. Nearly killed him. And would’ve killed him if my father hadn’t reacted quickly. You see, my father wasn’t one for second-guessing. When Opa called for help, he grabbed his rifle. I pleaded for him to put the gun away, but he shoved me aside, went out the back, and shot my dog.” The Faceless Man folded up the handkerchief and placed it back in his pocket.

      “My father was right. I should’ve disciplined the mutt properly from the start, and he was also right to have put him down. I should’ve put him down as soon as he disobeyed my commands.” He paused to let the story settle.

      Victor nodded. They could’ve shared fathers, but not perspectives. That poor dog, you miserable asshole.

      “We like you, because you’re our rifle. You’re the weapon that helps us put down these wild, untrained dogs. Anti-fa, Daughters of Adrestia, Green Insurgents, all of them.”

      “Thanks.” I think. He’d never been referred to as a gun before. He knew his way around them, but never liked them. Guns were the crude tool of the unimaginative, unlike fire, which was beautiful and required skill to master. Still, he understood the analogy. “What’s next?”

      The man’s eyes held Victor’s without wavering. A frostiness crossed his face. He was back to business.

      “This time, we have a different task for you. We need you to retrieve something, and it’s very important you return it undamaged.”

      “Sure, what is it?” asked Victor, intrigued.

      The Faceless Man looked out the window again. “It’s a child. We don’t care what you do to any witnesses, but bring the child back alive and unharmed.”

      “Christ, a child?” Victor rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “Sorry, mister, but I don’t harm kids.”

      The man lifted his white eyebrows. “Good, because that’s exactly what I’m asking you not to do.”

      “I don’t know. What does the Silent Mass need with a child?” Victor tried to shut out his own misgivings to that question.

      The Faceless Man locked his stony gaze back on Victor. “The gun doesn’t wonder why it was fired, or not fired as may be the case.” He pulled an envelope from the inside of his suit jacket and passed it to Victor. His golden cufflinks sparkled under the morning sunlight that streamed through the window.

      “Here is your fee for the last job, and a generous retainer for the new one. You’ll receive a sizeable settlement when the child is delivered safely back here. And we’re sourcing the medicine you requested. As you know, painkillers are in limited supply.”

      Victor took the envelope and peeked inside it. Crisp notes lined the interior. It was how he liked to be paid. The only safe way these days. After a couple more jobs, he hoped he’d have enough to walk away. Hell, if the final pay is this generous, then this might just be the last job.

      “In the envelope, you’ll also find a picture of the child in question, and his location. I suggest you be prompt. The child has been shifted from place to place at the slightest sniff of anything untoward. The window for collection is open now.”

      Victor wanted to ask another question, but he remembered the preacher’s warning and drew in a breath instead. Focus on the endgame. It’s not like they’re asking me to harm the kid.

      “I guess I’ll see you soon?” said Victor.

      “Unlikely. The Pastors here will take delivery on my behalf. God bless.” The Faceless Man pulled a cigar from his breast pocket, turned, and left through the door he’d entered from.

      The Jesus statue gazed down at Victor. What? He looked away from it, shoved the envelope into his pocket, and made a hasty exit.
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        It is written in steel, not stone, in the remaining hope for the future. Therefore, like steel, it can be wielded and then reforged by the next generation. (The Daughters’Manifesto)

      

      

      Ava chased Dahlia through the hallways of the makeshift headquarters, she pulled on her hoodie while trying to keep up, as they raced through the Tower’s maze of grey corridors and empty office cubicles. They were late for a meeting with Ghost, the capo of the Pemulwuy chapter of the Daughters of Adrestia. Fresh from delivering justice to one old-world criminal, Ava dreaded they were about to receive instructions on another.

      The Tower is where Ava had lived since reuniting with Dahlia in Pemulwuy. A forty-floor concrete and glass fortification overlooking the harbour. It was once home to an insurance company. Ava didn’t know if it was abandoned during the Great Crash, or when the sea started reclaiming this part of the city. It didn’t matter. It was now home to the Daughters. A vertical village for the innocent, the devoted, and the dangerous.

      They’d made themselves a home in the Tower, but their occupation was tenuous. The Daughters no more belonged in this building, than the thousands of squatters living in the neighbouring high rises. If the government ever got its act together, they’d take the towers back, declare all those within as illegals and throw them out. Or worse.

      But the government clung to power in hiding, refusing to call an election for fear of being wiped out by the youth wave that had toppled the establishment elsewhere. And besides, this part of the city was a lost cause. The only body reclaiming it was the sea, and she wasn’t negotiating.

      Ava caught a reflection of herself in a window. Good morning… murderer. The violent deeds of the previous night weighed heavily in her dark eyes. A gloom as thick as the tangerine smog that hung outside the building. She didn’t know if she could ever do what Dahlia did. To flay him. To cut a man’s suit off.

      His screams. I can still smell him. And I just looked on.

      “Hurry,” said Dahlia.

      With her hoodie finally on, Ava closed the gap. She followed Dahlia around another corner and along a narrow corridor until they stopped at a frosted glass door with a hand-scrawled note stuck to it. ‘Knock before entering!’

      Dahlia fiddled with her hair and pulled her top tight. She turned to Ava.

      “How do I look?”

      The question surprised Ava, who was scratching a spot of dried blood off her hoodie. “Um… better than me.”

      An image of a skinless corpse appeared in her mind. And another of it being lynched up onto a street pole. And finally, she saw Dahlia folding up Robert Miles’ skin. I’m going to be sick again. A surge of bile stormed up her insides, and with all her tired body could manage, she fought it back down.

      “I’m serious. Do I look… nice?” asked Dahlia.

      Ava realised her sister wasn’t joking, and she glanced up.

      My God, for someone who has only had a couple of hours of sleep, she looks fantastic.

      “You’re sizzling,” said Ava.

      Dahlia smiled softly. Then her neat eyebrows drew inwards. “Oh, are you good? I mean, here’s me worrying about my appearance, and I haven’t stopped to check in on my little sis.”

      Ava’s cheeks burned. They always did when her sister doted on her. “I’m good.”

      Dahlia raised one of those mean, elegant eyebrows, and Ava sighed. She wasn’t good at lying. Her face could never keep a secret.

      “It’s just…” Ava’s mind circled around how to say it. Not wanting to lose her sister’s trust, or worse, to disappoint her. Dahlia was all she had. Without her and the Daughters, there was nothing for her. She tried again. “I hardly slept a wink last night. I couldn’t close my eyes without seeing him, and hearing him, and I’ve washed my hands a dozen times this morning, and I can still smell him. And…” She took a deep, laboured breath. “Is what we’re doing, right? When does it all stop?”

      Dahlia grabbed her hands. Her thumbs stroked Ava lightly.

      “You think too much. I know it’s hard at first, I mean, yeah, there’s a thrill, but I have plenty of dark thoughts too. I keep reminding myself what those creeps have done and got away with for so long. They’ve lived a full life, a life of pleasure and comfort, and they still hold on to power. And we’ll be lucky to see our thirties. Doesn’t that make you mad?”

      Well, yes, of course it all makes me mad. But… Ava bit her lip. “I hate them. I do.” She peered into Dahlia’s eyes. “I’m exhausted, that’s all.” And I don’t want to let you down.

      Dahlia squeezed Ava’s hand. “Baby, it’s going to be okay. Come on, we better not keep Ghost waiting.”

      Dahlia tapped three times on the door and then they headed in.

      Centred in a meeting room was a stretched mahogany table surrounded by black leather chairs, leading to a floor-to-ceiling window with views of the city. Not that there was much to see outside. The haze kept visibility to the neighbouring skyscrapers only. The smoke was a dirty storm, which entombed the city for days at a time and sometimes weeks. On a clear day, the blue of the harbour would’ve glistened below, as it swelled and gushed under the footings of the famous coat hanger bridge and devoured what remained of the Opera House.

      A malevolent presence stood in the corner with her arms folded. She was a good foot taller than Ava. Bright pinks, yellows, and blues marked her muscular forearms. More striking than her size or ink was the mask that covered her face. It was pale pink, with two black oval-shaped eyes and an impossibly wide red mouth, which was neither happy nor sad. It reminded Ava of a Manga character. She hadn’t met the imposing Daughter before, but she knew instantly who it was.

      Fleur De Morte. The name was whispered, revered, and feared by many of the Daughters. So much so, that Ava had wondered if she even existed, and whether she might’ve been nothing more than a myth to inspire the troops. But she was everything the tall tales said and more.

      Beside De Morte stood a petite woman with short midnight black hair and a thin scar across her chin. Her jet-black eyes gazed at the visitors with an intensity that could shift objects. She had a nose piercing and wore a green tee with the word ‘Lizzie’ printed proudly across it.

      I guess that’s Ghost. She’s smaller than me, and yet more intimidating than the big one.

      “You’re late,” snapped Ghost. Ava could’ve sworn that she also winked at Dahlia.

      “Why is she here?” asked Dahlia, nodding at De Morte.

      De Morte unfolded her arms and hurried towards Dahlia, only stopping when the boardroom table impeded her progress. “How I’d love to straighten your phony grin,” she threatened in a husky tone that echoed around the room.

      Ava halted, but Dahlia ignored the threats and stormed towards the table, where only its width stood between her and De Morte.

      Are they going to crack a smile and reveal this is nothing more than a joke between old friends?

      Dahlia’s demeanour made it clear this wasn’t one of those moments. She raised her index finger. “Come on. Try it⁠—”

      “Enough,” interrupted Ghost, cutting through the tension with her powerful aura.

      “But—” huffed De Morte.

      Ghost placed her palm in the air. De Morte swore, ambled back to her corner, and punched the wall. A cloud of plasterboard chalk puffed up around her.

      And I thought I had a temper. She’s raving mad.

      “We’re on the same team,” said Ghost, making eye contact with De Morte, then Dahlia, and finally Ava. “I’ve got a hundred more cold-hearted bitches who’d be happy to take your place. I’ve got a thousand more knocking down our door to join. They’re all thirsty for justice. Give me one more goddamn reason, and I’ll banish you both.”

      Ghost signalled out the window. “Try living out there and scratching around for your next feed. How many died in last summer’s heatwaves? How many are being choked to death by the toxic fog? We don’t even know if this fire season will end, or what calamity will come next. Gaia have mercy.” Ghost swung her hand around until it pointed at Dahlia.

      “Alternatively, you can move north, like the caravans of the cooked. But I guarantee you it’s no better. And people think we’re nasty. At least we don’t eat our dead.”

      The image frightened Ava. My God.

      “Or try joining another crew… but oh, there’s your reputation.” Ghost’s hand traced a line to De Morte. “Everyone in Pemulwuy knows of the great De Morte. But they don’t want to adopt a headache. You see, I’m all you’ve got, but you have to give me all you’ve got. Understand?”

      There was an awkward silence. It was a stand-off. Ava found the strings of her hoodie. How she wanted to tug on them and disappear within it.

      Dahlia spoke first. “You’re right, as always.”

      De Morte grunted in frosty agreement and re-joined them at the table. Ghost eyed Ava, still frozen by the door. A startled bunny in the shooter’s spotlight.

      “And congratulations. I hear you passed your test with flying colours. That was a big scalp last night. No pun intended,” said Ghost, the faintest of a curl on her lip. “We’ve been hunting Miles for a long time. How do you feel?”

      Ava glanced at Dahlia. Dahlia nodded.

      “I… I’m good,” Ava lied. She wanted to take another shower and scrub her hands with steel wool. Her head ached and her stomach was as choppy as the ocean that was somewhere out the window.

      “She played it so cool. They never knew what hit them,” said Dahlia, puffing out her chest.

      “I heard they let a witness go,” said De Morte.

      “She wasn’t the target,” retorted Ava, and she instantly regretted it. Now who has the temper?

      Ghost smiled warmly. “Now, Fleur, what’ve I been telling you? We don’t need collateral damage. It takes away from all the good we do. Perhaps, you should take a leaf out of young Ava’s book.”

      The whites of De Morte’s eyes widened through the mask. Ava glanced away from the giant’s penetrating gaze. Instead, she focused on Ghost, who picked up a mug off the table and sipped it while inspecting Ava’s smirking sister.

      That’s interesting. What’s up between them?

      She slammed the cup down and straightened like a general about to address her troops. “Let’s get back to business. I’ve another target, but this one is not for you, Crimson. It’s for De Morte and your sister.”

      “Okay…” said Dahlia, slowly.

      “We’re going to make a move on him. De Morte has found his location. He’s holed up in a little place on the outskirts of the city with another of the Pleonexia. I’ve made the preparations, and De Morte and Ava can move in on him this morning,” said Ghost.

      Ava winced, trying to follow, but everything was in a code that she couldn’t decipher.

      Dahlia could though. She threw her arms up. “Him? Nope, no way, this is bullshit. I need to be there. You know what he means to me.”

      “I know, honey, but this has always been De Morte’s case. We’ve spoken about it. She has as much invested in this as you, if not more.”

      “Then I’ll go with her. Simple,” said Dahlia.

      De Morte mumbled under the mask, her eyes still watching Ava.

      Ghost strode around the table and placed a hand on Dahlia’s hip. “I want Ava on this one. It’s a chance for her to make her name.”

      Ava still wasn’t following. It was like she was back to being that scrawny kid at school who watched on as others argued over which team would reluctantly take her. She wanted to speak up and ask questions, but De Morte’s fiery gaze had her pinned. Then the giant spoke.

      “Your little bub will be safe with me. I might even give her the moniker Lil’ Flower,” she said, with a cruel chuckle.

      Dahlia tried moving around Ghost. “You better⁠—”

      “No,” interrupted Ghost, her hand firm on Dahlia’s waist and refusing to let her pass. “This is not about you. This is about our movement.”

      “But, Ghost⁠—”

      “It’s final,” said Ghost. Dahlia slumped and sighed. “Let’s keep intel on this one between the four of us.” Ghost released Dahlia and reached across the table for her mug. “We’ll talk later.”

      Ava hopped to the side as Ghost strolled to the doorway and then stopped beside her.

      “It’s good to finally meet you. Your sister has put a lot of belief in you. And so have I.”

      “Thanks.” Ava wanted to say more. Thanks so much for taking me in. Thanks for letting me be with my sister. But nothing came out, only an awkward grimace.

      “What I’m saying is, you’ll do fine,” added Ghost. “But this time, we leave no witnesses.”
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        1900—Swedish scientist Knut Angstrom links CO2 to greenhouse warming.

      

      

      Victor inspected the note, which the Faceless Man had handed him, for the third time. In his line of work, mistakes created problems. He solved problems, he didn’t make them.

      Unit 11, 112 Armand Street. Yep, this is definitely it.

      Victor fiddled in the pocket of his jeans and pulled out his inhaler. Just placing it by his lips produced an electrifying sensation. He inhaled it. 1… 2… 3… and closed his eyes. Ecstasy coursed down his throat and through his lungs. In seconds, his whole body tingled and numbed. The late morning sun lost its intensity, the haze lightened to a milky perfume, and the distant rattle of a train hummed a sweet soliloquy.

      Victor opened his eyes and stared up at the boxy apartment block. He was reinvigorated. It wouldn’t last long, but he savoured the moment, hoping it would be enough to see him through the day. I need to be careful, I’m down to my last refills. He placed the precious inhaler back into the hip pocket of his overalls, tapping it like it was a good boy, and strode to the rear of his old Volkswagen van.

      The pale green van was another of his meagre possessions that he couldn’t live without. It was originally a gift for Olivia. One of her dreams he had bought into. A vehicle they no longer produced, often repainted in gaudy colours and owned by transients, surfers, and dreamers. He remembered the day he drove the green machine home and honked the horn. The smile on Olivia’s face was as wide as the Harbour Bridge. Some moments sum up a lifetime.

      They drove it around the country and camped in it every second weekend. It was home away from home. A vessel of good memories. It wasn’t always reliable, but Victor enjoyed tinkering with it. And he had continued to work on the van, even after Olivia’s passing. He converted it to a hybrid vehicle, using salvaged solar panels, which he had placed on the roof, combined with distilled ethanol to run the motor. It was a crude, yet effective set-up.

      Victor opened the boot and pulled out a silver gas canister with rubber piping and a metal gun nozzle at the end. It was another example of his handiness, built upon from a lifetime in the trades. The only difference was that converting the van was a necessity; the flamethrower was a passion project.

      If Olivia was the love of his life, then fire was his ambition. It spoke to him like the ocean to the sailor. A powerful force that one feels incomplete without. He courted it when he worked with explosives in the mining industry. He mastered it when he had to take on side jobs to repay his gambling debts. And he was always in awe of it when he watched it creep through buildings like an expanding spirit.

      For the longest time, fire had become his forgotten friend, replaced by someone who loved him back. But the day he bid farewell to Olivia at the crematorium, his old mate was there to farewell her as well. And they’d been back together ever since.

      Victor strapped the canister over his shoulders and slammed the van’s rear door shut. He strolled to the apartment block, humming an old Springsteen tune as his boots crunched on the crumbling bitumen under the scorching sun.

      The smell of rotting food struck Victor as he entered the unit block. Garbage bags sat piled in the ground-floor corridor. Chunky black flies buzzed around, drawn to the fresh meat that had entered their lair. Victor waved them away, walked past the stairwell and over to the lift.

      Please God, be working.

      He pressed the elevator button, and it jolted into life.

      Lordy, forget everything I’ve ever said bad about you.

      The lift took him to the third floor, where he stepped out into a darkened corridor. He checked the address once more and scanned the hallway until he found a door with the number 11 on it. He took out a second piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. On it was a grainy black-and-white photo of a child. Victor couldn’t tell the age, he hadn’t much experience with kids. Four or five he guessed, but handwritten above it were the words ‘male, 9 or 10, Asian/Indian, Charlie/Charlton/Charon’. He stared at the image, trying to take in all the boy’s features. He didn’t want to nab the wrong kid.

      No mistakes. Take the kid and be on your way.

      He knocked on the door and then put his ear to it. He knew the boy wouldn’t be on his own. So, the canister on his back was both his calling card and his insurance.

      There was a shuffle of feet, but none moved in the door’s direction. He pounded on it again. The movements became louder.

      Two, maybe three of them.

      “Who’s there?” said a man. The hesitancy in his voice told Victor he wasn’t to be feared.

      “It’s the pest inspector.” Victor exaggerated his accent to match the Eastern-European twang of his father.

      “Who?”

      Victor rolled his eyes. “Your body corporate has sent me to check for pests. You know, cockroaches, rats, that sort of thing. Are you going to let me in? Or should I tell them the tenants in apartment 11 refused to cooperate?”

      The deadlock clicked, and the door opened until the security chain stiffened. A skinny runt of a man, with a bowl of dark brown hair and a wispy beard, poked his head through the gap.

      “We hadn’t been notified of anything,” he said, examining Victor closely. “I didn’t know there still was a body corporate.”

      What this kid doesn’t know could fill a fucking library.

      Victor twisted so the man could see the canister on his back
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