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PROLOGUE

MONTAGE

A picture of a man of about thirty, holding up a glass of champagne amidst a halo of grinning, cheering people.

A series of front pages from a dozen world newspapers in a variety of languages. 

Headlines include, IT'S OVER FOREVER; THE PLAGUE IS DEAD; THANK YOU, DOCTOR DUNNETT and A NEW AGE.

The final photograph jumps to life. The tumultuous applause is deafening as DOCTOR DUNNETT, a youthful, if not somewhat eccentric looking man, with wild wiry dark hair and equally dark eyes, spills some champagne to the delight of his backslapping chorus.

PULL BACK to reveal an English INTERVIEWER in the foreground speaking loudly over the revelry.

SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: LONDON - 2039

INTERVIEWER

And so, it seems that the good doctor has done what none before have managed to achieve. He has not only found a cure for the recent strain of the Ebola Virus, responsible for over three hundred million deaths worldwide in the last year, but in the attempt, he seems also to have found a way of protecting human cell structures from the invasion of all viruses.

He finds his way towards Doctor Dunnett.

INTERVIEWER (CONT.)

Doctor, a word with you if I may? Is it certain that your discovery will end the threat of viruses to humankind forever?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

We’ve definitely stopped this plague in its tracks. Inoculations are underway across the globe.

INTERVIEWER

And other viruses?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

I should think so. The little terrors will have a hard time replicating themselves inside our cell structures if they can't get in. Our cure makes it impossible for external viruses to attach themselves to host cells . . . 

(laughs)

waggle their peplomers though they may. 

INTERVIEWER

Peplomers?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

Glycoproteins, my dear boy. Glycoproteins. With one single injection we can haul up the drawbridge.

Laughter erupts in the background. 

An arm envelops Dunnett's shoulder.

DOCTOR  DUNNETT (CONT.)

Now if you'll excuse me.

Dunnett is hauled off screen.

The interviewer turns back to the camera.

INTERVIEWER

John, I don't know what a peplomer is and I don't really care, so long as Doctor Dunnett can save us all. Back to you.

 

SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: 2040

FO

EXT.SATELLITE.IN ORBIT

A satellite hangs suspended far above the Earth. 

Its camera is whirring and buzzing. Tracking something.

INT.SATELLITE.IN ORBIT

An ASTRONAUT fiddles with controls.

From his P.O.V., looking down directly upon North America, there is a discernible brown blur coming from the state of Wyoming.

ASTRONAUT

Yes, sir. It's Yellowstone.

(he listens)

No, sir, Mister President, not the whole caldera, but she's certainly sprung a pretty impressive leak. She's going up in a thin line, just like Old Faithful.

EXT.YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK.AFTERNOON

A smaller caldera has formed inside the major caldera of the Yellowstone Park depression. It is sprouting hot steam and ash skyward at a monumental rate.

Under immense pressure the gas is driven upward. It resembles less a volcanic eruption than a black, spouting geyser.

INT.TELEVISION STUDIO.NIGHT

Two U.S. style NEWS PRESENTERS, one male and one female, sit in front of a moving holographic image of the exploding volcano. 

CLOSE UP on the male presenter speaking in front of the 3D image.

MALE NEWS PRESENTER

For a little over a week the pyrotechnic display from Yellowstone has stunned the world. Finally, our prayers have been answered - the geyser has stopped. Be that as it may, during the last week many billions of tons of gas and ash have been blown straight up into the stratosphere enveloping the Earth in a thin blanket of ash. Our world is now shrouded in a permanent twilight. 

The camera pans back to reveal the female presenter sitting beside VANESSA GREENWAY. 

Vanessa is a well-presented woman in her late twenties. She wears a business suit, has short brown hair and big hazel-brown eyes. When she speaks it is with a precise, clipped British accent.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

But what does this mean for humankind? We have with us tonight a leading British vulcanologist, Vanessa Greenway, to answer a few questions. Vanessa, what can we expect in the days to come and what does this mean for humankind in the long term?

VANESSA

Because the force of the vent was so tremendous, the gas plume was able to reach the upper atmosphere, where it will remain for some time before it settles back to Earth. Opinion in the scientific community is not uniform, but it is generally hypothesised that the current twilight-like conditions may last for between six and twelve months.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

What will the consequences be?

VANESSA

Well, perhaps a brief respite from global warming.

The female presenter dutifully laughs.

VANESSA (Cont.)

We will see crop failures and upheaval in the months to come and inevitably loss of life, but with careful government and due care, by this time next year we should be over the worst of it. Then it will be golden sunsets across the globe and perhaps a faint hint of ash in our drinking water.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

(laughs)

Let's hope that's the worst of it.

VANESSA

Oh, make no mistake, we're in for a rough time, but so long as that monster in Yellowstone was just venting a little steam, so to speak, we should be okay. If she really got angry like she did 640,000 years ago we could be in the dark for a decade and then we really would have some problems.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

Twice it seems in the last two years humankind has found itself under huge global threat - once from plague and now from volcanic eruption.

(smiles)

Have we done something to offend God?

VANESSA

(laughs and points skyward)

You'd have to ask someone higher up than me to answer that, I'm afraid. But if you're asking me if there's any connection between the two events, I see no evidence for that.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

Your friend, Sir Colin Dunnett, wrote an article in The Times this week questioning our stewardship of the Earth, in which he suggested a connection between the two.

VANESSA

Colin has a very dry wit and I think you'll find he was being more than a little droll. The point I think he was making is that because we've so badly mismanaged our planet's environment over the last couple of hundred years, nature may be trying to find a way to control our numbers. Global warming has forced us into overcrowded cities to the north and south of the equator. Under such conditions, with overpopulation leading to further overpopulation, some corrective to curb our numbers is bound to occur at some time.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

A situation he has made worse by eliminating the effects of viruses on humans?

VANESSA

(growing agitated)

Yes, that's true, but I think it would be more than a little mean-spirited to blame the man who has rid humanity of the curse of viral infection for the calamitous situation we now find ourselves in after almost two hundred years of mismanagement, don't you?

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

(unruffled)

Some very sobering thoughts. Thank you, doctor.

MALE NEWS PRESENTER

Thank you, Vanessa. Well folks, apart from a little bitterness in the drinking water, it looks like we're going to be okay. Tom, how's that weather looking - a little grey?

 

 

 

SUPERIMPOSE ON BLACK SCREEN:

SYDNEY - 19 YEARS LATER.








CHAPTER 1

Robert Greenway, former detective with the Greater Sydney Police Unit, woke into the endless horror that had now become his usual day. No good could now come of anything. His wife and beautiful daughter – dead. Three months dead. Three months of hell - body moving automated through space; no purpose; no God; no end in sight. His eyes sought morning air. They blinked. Those eyes that had so long been vital and alive, those bright ashen orbs were now dull and insensate; dogged by white inner circles where the effort of struggling through one more day had inscribed them. As he lay on his bunk, suspended from the wall just above his wooden floor and gazed upon the cracked ceiling of his tiny apartment, he wondered if he might have the courage to end it all today. Perhaps today would see an end to the misery. 

But no – not yet.

He sat up and scratched the small parcel of matted brown hair glued by sweat upon his forehead, placed his hands upon his knees and rose into the sultry morning. At forty, he had always prided himself on not looking his age. Now, as he looked into the mirror, he knew that he did. His reflection revealed a sallow-face, cheeks slightly sunken, eyes dim, nose understated, and mouth tight and hardened. It was a handsome face battered by strong emotion and cruel experience. Just last week he had lost a tooth to memory. Gritting his teeth with the thought of what he would do when he captured the killer of his family had produced the sudden giving way of a molar and a splintered tooth upon his tongue. He inspected the semi-cavity as he brushed his teeth.

He buttoned up his shirt, a shirt that once fitted him perfectly, but that now hung pendulously upon his body. He pulled back the grimy shutters and gazed out at the city street. It was almost nine am.

So, this was a vision of Sydney, 2059. Overcrowded; dirty; populated by every imaginable race of humankind - a stinking crucible. It was a city full of bicycles out of control and hoping for the best. Yes, that metaphor fitted. It pretty well described the whole world – a bicycle out of control and hoping for the best. All the petrol gone (for the common folk at least); intersections full of irate and angry people on battered foot-powered scooters, skateboards, roller skates, even rickshaws - a city full of movement like a deranged uranium atom; a city full of formless energy; a city full of poverty and crime. The warming globe had broken down the sovereign walls of nations and the multitudes had spilled south and north seeking cooler climes. The brimming pot had boiled over and with it all the stuff within the cauldron had spilled out too, flooding major cities with its human detritus. His mind wandered over the totality of the vision. Having temporarily forgotten his body, he stared over it with wide eyes.

He refocused. In the distance he could just make out an armoured car. It would contain an emissary of one of the few wealthy people left in the world. No doubt on some errand for their master. Only the very rich had escaped the worst of it, he thought to himself, as only the very rich can, and always do. They drove in cars within the open spaces of the nearby mountains with the coolness of altitude as their ally. They locked themselves behind the gates and walls of their rambling mansions. Their thugs flew helicopters and spotter planes above the hills to keep away the nearby rabble that filled the Sydney basin and pressed upon their idyllic existence. They gave orders to New York and London that were carried out by sweat shop workers around the globe. There was no shortage of labour: labour he was watching now, scrambling around and over itself to get to precious employment; labour which was multinational and vile and selfish and ultimately violent. 

Robert was frozen with thought. He stared out of his third storey window as if unable to do otherwise, as if he had forgotten the reason he had looked out there in the first place. His hand was still lightly touching his top button. Mindlessly, he fiddled with it as his mind tumbled away to other places. 

Then the phone rang.

‘Who is it?’ he asked abruptly of the empty room.

‘Sir Colin Dunnett,’ replied a child’s voice, or possibly a woman’s. It came from nowhere in particular and flooded the room at all points. ‘He wants to send his hologram.’

‘Very well,’ replied Robert. And he moved into the main room.

Within an instant, a vision of Doctor Dunnett appeared mid-room. It was a perfect representation, more real than the real thing, if that is possible. He wore a black suit and was somewhat greyer than his earlier incarnation as the media star virus-killer of nearly twenty years before, but his hair was still wiry and he still possessed that large boyish face, open smile, slightly chubby cheeks (now slightly chubbier for the onset of middle age), those engaging and prominent dark eyes and, all in all, the large irresistible features that so often characterise the first-class man. He smiled.

‘Hello, Robert,’ he said affably and in his very proper English manner added, ‘Sorry if I don’t shake your hand but I’m about 12,000 miles away.’

‘Hello, Colin,’ replied Robert, sitting down. ‘Can you sit?’

‘Sorry, old boy, but there’s no seat just where I am. I can’t stay long at any rate. Just checking in to see how you’re

doing.’

‘Vanessa’s orders?’

‘Now, now. Don’t get testy. Your older sister loves you and she worries about you.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Robert conceded, ‘but sometimes I wish she’d just leave me to my misery.’

‘She can’t do that, I’m afraid, and neither can I. We’re human beings, dear lad. We care about one another.’

‘I don’t think I care for anything anymore.’ Robert slumped ever so slightly back into his lounge chair.

‘Oh, come on now. That’s foolish talk,’ replied Colin. His hologram moved closer to where Robert was sitting. ‘Time will heal all.’

‘Time and vengeance,’ Robert replied. But his eyes were averted and enlarged, lost again in grim imagination.

‘So, you see, you do feel something. You’re no sociopath.’

Robert looked up. ‘So how is Vanessa? Still working with you in sunny London?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Colin replied with a vigorous nodding of his head and a great unfurling of his wiry black and grey mop of curls. ‘Things are a little quiet for her though. There are no volcanos in the U.K.’ – and he added with a smile, ‘yet.’

Robert afforded himself the faintest glimmer of a smile.

‘Aha. I saw that,’ said Colin with an admonishing wave of his forefinger and a generous smile upon his large, elliptical mouth. ‘Now buck up, young man. Your sister loves you.’

Robert must have sensed that his friend’s hologram was about to disappear because he stood in anticipation of the loss.

 ‘And just by the way,’ added Colin, ‘now that your three months of bereavement is over, you might consider getting back to work. I think your country may need your services. Been watching the news lately?’ And with a broad smile and a wave, he was gone.

Robert found himself once again alone in his Spartan room. No, he hadn’t watched the news. He hadn’t watched or heard anything for the last dozen weeks or so. He had spent half his time drugged and asleep, and the other in mindless musing or in imaginative acts of revenge upon the killer of his family. Perhaps he should take the doctor’s advice.

He slipped on a headset and found himself immediately within a hold-up in the outer west. He reefed off the headset and fiddled with the controls. He could never figure the damn things out. There was a way of entering the virtual world gently, but he could never find it. Invariably, when he turned the headset on, he was at the mercy of whatever was playing. At different times over the years, he had found himself underwater, in the midst of a jungle, dangling from a cliff face, skydiving. On it went. Whatever happened to the good old days when you weren’t in your television? After the authorities went for 3D imaging in the forties the digital broadcasts had stopped. Now the only ones who could adjust the goddamn sets were the kids. He could still remember when you weren’t in your games and television stories, when such images and sounds bombarded you from a comfortable distance. But now, no one under the age of fifteen could. He resettled the headpiece and there was the next news item.

Robert found himself inside a decrepit old warehouse. There, slumped against the floor, were three bodies – three young girls all under ten. They appeared to be perfectly intact except for the letters DNA meticulously carved into each of their foreheads. The anchor man’s voice boomed indistinguishably away in the background as a second horror murder scene was revealed. This time a single young woman of perhaps twenty, lay like a rag doll thrown against a wall with the same awful epitaph inscribed into her brow. The blood had run and congealed but the letters were unmistakable – DNA. 

Robert began to disentangle the headpiece as another horror story hit the virtual airwaves. He heard the reporter babble on about another mass shooting and suicide at a local primary school. He was glad to be rid of those bloody, voyeuristic images. 

But just as quickly, he was beset by the images of his own fertile mind. In the virtual world of his own making, he imagined catching the killer of his wife and child. He imagined taking secateurs to the man’s fingers one by bone-crunching one. He imagined popping the man’s eyes with a carving knife. He imagined hanging the man by the balls until they turned blue with lack of circulation and dropped off. He imagined . . . He must imagine no more. He must contain his emotions. Whenever he watched the virtual news, he grew full of hate. Though he had a good reason for the disease in his mind, he must not give in to it. Hate was not his ally. He could not afford the luxury of imagination. He must be patient. He must wait; then he would act. He must make no mistakes.

So, the killer of his wife and daughter had struck again. How many was it now? Ten? A dozen? He had been out of the game too long. He must find out. The only way in was to get back to work. That would give him the apparatus and power he needed to pursue his foe. His compulsory three-month time of grieving was over. He would go back to work and offer his services. .  . for a price.

He donned a more suitable dark shirt and trousers and looking into the mirror one final time, closed his eyes for strength, and left his apartment.

In the sweltering streets the cries and keening whines of misery were disturbing, even for an officer of the law. Robert had seen a great many things in his twenty years of law enforcement, but it seemed to him, as he sidestepped beggars and vomit and tussled for space amidst the sweating throng, that the city had never been so pathetic, sad, and disorderly. Passing faces reflected a kind of doleful apathy; a distant, melancholy abandonment at the terrible inevitability of it all.

He was heading towards China-Town when he heard a muffled cry coming from a nearby alleyway. Instinctively, he went for his handgun but just as quickly remembered that he had been forced to hand it in three months earlier. Unperturbed, he dashed down the alley in time to see a young man of about eighteen with his hands around the throat of a young woman of about the same age. The would-be-killer was so incensed and absorbed in his attempted strangulation that he did not hear Robert approach. Nor did he see him pick up a large metal stump discarded beside a nearby industrial bin. Nor did he hear or see much else after Robert had smashed him across the back of the head with it.

The young woman revived as Robert went through the man’s pockets and found a knife. He pocketed it and then tied the man’s hands together with some malleable wire, also courtesy of the bin.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked the girl.

‘Yes, I think so,’ she replied, investigating the outside of her neck.

‘You know this man?’

‘No. He just jumped me.’

‘Well,’ said Robert, tying an old piece of chain to the makeshift handcuffs, ‘follow me to the nearest station and you can press charges.’

He grabbed the end of the rusty chain and began the laborious task of dragging the man’s inert body along the filthy pavements towards Dixon Street. The girl followed.

She was very pretty and on closer inspection, was obviously some years younger than his daughter – perhaps only fifteen or sixteen. She was shabbily dressed in old jeans, a Greenpeace T-shirt, and old sneakers, but she was clean enough. She had blonde, dyed hair with her natural black showing at the roots and she was wearing a good deal of makeup.

‘You from around here?’ he grunted as he tugged his heavy burden along, mindless of the interest shown by passers-by.

‘North of the harbour,’ she replied.

‘That explains it.’

‘Explains what?

‘Why you’d be foolish enough to walk down an alley way alone in this part of town. You’re better off staying on the north side. What’s your old man do?’

‘I don’t have a Dad,’ she replied. She was guarded.

‘Mum?’

The girl simply shook her head.

‘Then how do you afford to stay over there?’

‘A friend,’ she replied laconically.

Robert stopped lugging his load. He stopped outside police headquarters and looked at her.

‘Listen, I’m not the enemy, okay? Let’s get that straight.’ He was puffing and needed a moment or two before tackling the fifteen stairs to the foyer. ‘And you are going to press charges, aren’t you?’

The girl bit her lip.

‘Look if you don’t then this guy’s gunna do the same thing to some other poor girl. Do you want that on your conscience?’

The girl shook her head.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Monique.’

‘Well, Monique, what’s it to be?’

Robert looked up towards the police station, measuring the labour ahead, and then back to Monique.

She nodded. He took a breath and started to haul the large fish up the stairs.

‘I’ll help,’ she said and together they managed to drag and eventually drop their catch onto the polished foyer floor.

‘Thank you,’ he said, still puffing and with his hands on his knees in the recovery position. ‘I’m miles out of nick.’

Even at this early hour of the day, the station was full of activity. Rheumy-eyed, white-skinned drug addicts were in abundance, as they had been at all hours since a new amphetamine, creatively named ‘Street Rage,’ had made its appearance some months before. But there were several other young men awaiting processing that could not have been more than twenty and who, in Robert’s estimation, looked like reasonably well-kept youths. He was a little surprised at the calibre of clientele.

‘Hello, stranger,’ said a female voice from behind the front counter.

Robert turned. ‘Hello, Jasmine,’ he replied.

‘What’s going on here?’ another voice interrupted before any more pleasantries could be exchanged between Jasmine, the chubby, middle-aged Indian office clerk, and Robert. It was the voice of youth and over-zealousness and it belonged to a new constable who must have joined the station sometime since Robert had left. ‘You can’t come in here dragging people about. Don’t you know anything?’

 The young man came out efficiently from behind the counter. He was a white Aussie thoroughbred; the kind of freckle-faced kid that used to come from the country, when there was such a thing. He was gangly and tall and right now he was unhappy. He looked down at the dead weight piled upon the floor and then enquiringly towards Robert.

Robert blinked and looked back at the boy. He had no intention of explaining who he was to a rookie. But as it turned out, he didn’t need to.

‘At ease, Constable Ryan,’ ordered a smooth female voice with a hint of Vietnamese somewhere in there. ‘He’s one of us.’

Constable Ryan did as he was told and retreated behind the counter. He shrugged his shoulders at Jasmine as if to say, ‘Who is it?’ She widened her eyes as if to say, ‘Why didn’t you wait to find out?’ And he shook his head as if to say, ‘Why doesn’t anyone tell me what’s going on around here?’

‘He’s new, as I’m sure you can tell,’ said the Eurasian woman, approaching Robert with a smile. She was very pretty and dark-skinned. She had high cheekbones and had an immense amount of style about her. Her hair was a multi-coloured rainbow and her glasses had multi-coloured rims to match. She had been first in her graduating class and through hard work had become senior branch manager by the age of only thirty.

‘Hello, Natasha,’ said Robert shaking her hand. ‘I want to charge this man with attempted murder.’ He motioned to the bundle on the floor.

Natasha looked at the young lady who had obviously been the intended victim and then to Constable Ryan.

‘Constable,’ she said authoritatively but without being too reproachful, ‘take this young lady’s details and take this pile of filth to one of the holding cells, please. Robert if I could have a word with you? Excuse me, miss,’ she said to Monique and sailed away into her office with Robert in tow, leaving the constable to deal with the situation.

When the door had closed behind them, Natasha dispensed with formality and sat on the guests’ side of her desk. Robert took up a seat beside her.

‘How are you?’ she asked tenderly.

‘Alive,’ he replied, glancing up at her momentarily, elusive of her probing eyes.

‘Are you coming back? Is that why you’re here? I wasn’t sure you would.’ She placed her hand upon his. He looked awkward, so she immediately withdrew it.

‘It depends,’ he said slowly.

‘On what?

‘On whether I can have the backup I need to catch the killer of my family. I know he’s done it again.’ He raised his eyes up  towards her, in search of response.

Natasha leaned back in her chair. ‘Robert, I really want you back, but I can’t promise you any special backup. I simply don’t have the forces to spare. We’re stretched to the limit. Worse than that - we’re drowning.’

‘I’ve heard it all before, Natasha. I’ve even dished out the same line myself, but I know that you can always find men if you have a good enough reason. I saw the news this morning. The same killer who killed my Elaine and Sarah has struck twice more this week. So, if you want me back, it’ll be on my terms. I want authority to handle this case – alone.’

Natasha tilted her head to one side as she looked at him and a sudden realisation came over her. ‘No, no, Robert, I don’t think you understand,’ she said, and standing up, she proceeded to the other side of her desk where she began punching buttons buried into her desk. 

‘Look here,’ she motioned towards the previously empty air between the two of them. It was now filled with a colourful three-dimensional X/Y graph. From Robert’s point of view, behind the Y line, it swooped upward and outward away from him like a bridal train lifted by the tallest of attendants. ‘If that curve was a mountain, it would be too steep to drive your car up. And that’s the exponential increase in crime just in Sydney alone over the past three months. In the world cities, as a whole,’ she punched another button, and the bridal train attendant got a little taller, ‘we’re looking at an even steeper curve. But that’s not the worst of it.’ And here she brought up a giant ochre sphere, with sections cut into it. It was suspended in space in between them like some astonished orange suddenly summonsed from the deep and carved up into uneven projecting sections. ‘Look, Robert. The higher proportion of murders is the main reason for the rise. Homicide has risen by 350 percent since you left.’

She flicked off the image, awaiting his response.

‘Do you think they knew I was leaving?’

His sudden humour caught her off guard. She hesitated for a moment and then laughed. And returning to his side she said kindly, ‘But you do see my problem? So, before you make any rash decisions, I want you to know that I would love to have you back. You’re my best detective and I need you right now. But you can’t only work on the DNA case.’

Robert chewed on that for a moment. ‘Yeah, I see your problem,’ he replied after much consideration, ‘so here’s a compromise. If I promise to go back to my previous workaholic ways and help you solve as many cases as I can, will you promise to give me all the evidence pertaining to the DNA killings, keep me up to date about all matters related to it and allow me at least some time to pursue it?’

‘I promise,’ Natasha replied. ‘But I warn you Detective Greenway, the way things have been hopping around Sydney town these past months, you’ll be flat to the boards at least 24 hours a day.’

‘We’ll see,’ he replied. ‘Now where’s my gun? I felt naked without it today.’

He went to stand but Natasha held out her hand and he sat back down. She held him with a stare. ‘Remember, you must think clearly at all times. It’s good to have you back on board but you mustn’t allow blind vengeance to cloud your judgement. This city’s problems are greater than any one man’s.’

‘Not to me, Natasha,’ he replied wearily, standing as he spoke, ‘but I promise to be a professional,’ he moved towards the door, ‘until I meet the killer face to face, of course. Then, I promise you nothing.’

Robert attempted a smile and left, leaving the door ajar behind him. Natasha sat pensively, feeling the wake of his sorrow wash over her.

Once in the foyer, Robert found Monique, chewing on her nails, sitting by the main door. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘I’ll give you a lift home.’







CHAPTER 2

Monique didn’t say a word as she and Robert hopped into his old Ford. He drove her through the centre of the city. She sat, nervously chewing upon her nails as the directionless energy of the city passed by outside of her window. He glanced at her on one or two occasions. She was a pretty girl, but the dyed hair was a mistake in his opinion. She would look better with her natural hair and less makeup. He didn’t bother saying anything because judging by the anxious expression on her face she had enough on her mind already. She seemed in no mood to speak so he let her be, until they were crossing the Harbour Bridge.

‘So, whereabouts on the north side of the city?’

She flinched as if surprised to find another presence beside her.

‘Oh,’ she replied, ‘anywhere will do. Just drop me off in Milson’s Point.’

‘No chance,’ Robert fired back. ‘Listen, young lady, you were very nearly killed today. I want to impress that upon whoever it is that’s taking care of you. A young woman like you shouldn’t be alone in that part of town - in any part of town. I’m going to make that clear to your folks.’

‘I told you,’ she was sitting up more fully now. More alert. ‘I don’t have any folks. I live with friends.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Why?’

‘Don’t play games with me. How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘So, a fifteen-year-old girl needs a guardian. Who looks after you?’

‘I told you, I’m . . .’ she was going to continue her argument about being seventeen, but Robert shot her a knowing glance.

‘Alright, so I’m sixteen. And I can take care of myself.’

‘As is evidenced by the fact that you’d be dead now if I hadn’t happened by. So where exactly do you live? No nonsense.’

‘You’re not my father.’

‘No, I’m not. So where is he?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Robert could hear in the girl’s shaky voice that he had hit a raw nerve. He left it alone.

‘Alright. So, it’s none of my business. But I am taking you home. Right to your doorstep.’

‘Maybe I don’t want you to know where I live.’

‘You’re joking,’ replied Robert with a hollow laugh. ‘Listen.’

He touched a button on his steering wheel. The voice of Jasmine immediately responded, direct from headquarters.

‘Yes, Robert.’

‘Jas, what information do we have on Monique . . . what was her surname?’

‘The girl you brought in today . . .’ There was a moment’s silence. ‘Monique Wilson. Aged 15 and nine months,’ Robert tilted his head to one side and looked at Monique. She chose to turn away and look out of the window. ‘Blood type A negative. No tattoos or distinguishing body marks.’

‘Good for you,’ whispered Robert.

‘Lives - 16 Belgrave Street, Manly with her brother Peter Wilson, seventeen. Parents died June 2056 . . .’

At this point Monique turned back from the window in a shot of panic.

‘Thanks, Jasmine. That’s all I need to know. Sign off.’

And the cabin was silent. It remained that way for quite a while, until Robert took the ‘Manly’ exit and commented, ‘You know, Manly is a very nice area. Your parents must have been quite well off compared to most of us.’

Monique said nothing for some time but eventually she gave in. ‘If you could know all of that about me then why did you bother asking me?’

 ‘Because I was paying you the respect you deserve. You’re not a criminal. I wanted you to tell me, not hear it from some police file.’

‘How come you know all that about me then if I’m not a criminal?’

‘It’s all on your DNA card, taken at birth. We have all of your details in one place for convenience.’

‘For whose convenience?’ asked Monique with a small snort.

‘Forget the civil libertarians, young lady. The world of 2059 is well beyond personal freedom. You should be pleased we keep centralised tabs on everyone. If you’d seen the graph I saw today, you wouldn’t be arguing for freedom, you’d be arguing for protection.’

Again, there was silence.

‘So, what does your brother do? He’s only seventeen. Does he still go to school?’

‘He’s eighteen tomorrow, if you must know. And no, he doesn’t go to school. He works in a shoe shop,’ replied Monique, apparently resigned to the fact that this cop was going to find out anyway, one way or another.

‘You see,’ he replied, ‘that wasn’t so hard. Remember, Monique, I’m not the enemy. He’s the guy with the strangling cord and the knife in his pocket. I’m the good guy.’

Having said this Robert shut up. He had uttered a falsehood and he censored his tongue from further prevarication. He wasn’t the good guy. He was a selfish bastard, the same as everyone else. When extreme situations force themselves upon us, we show our true colours. Who was it that said you can know a man all your life but when you hold him over the edge of a volcano you find out who that man truly is? Well, he had been held over the volcano and had found nothing residing there but a kernel of pure hatred. His core was rotten. The flesh surrounding it had been eaten away and he had been exposed for the man he truly was - a fraud. He might have considered himself a good guy once upon a time but not now. Now he knew too much about himself to think it. So, from now on, he would not say it.

Military Road crossed the old Spit Bridge. But there were so few petrol driven vehicles on the roads now, even this ridiculous bottleneck was free of traffic, save for the usual foot-powered vehicles in the outside lanes.

It wasn’t long before they dropped down into Manly and parked their car in Sydney Road behind the old police station. They continued on foot to The Corso and on to the shoe shop where Monique’s brother, Peter, worked.

He turned out to be a decent sort of kid, as far as Robert could tell. He was quite a tall boy, maybe a little over the old six-foot mark. He had a crew cut and reasonably large ears. He was pretty ordinary looking; a little on the thin side with a pleasant but unremarkable face - just a gangly seventeen-year-old kid. But he was polite and when he heard what had happened to his sister, he was suitably angry, which pleased Robert. At least this young lady had someone who cared about her. She was probably doing better than over half the population of this stumbling city.

‘You don’t go anywhere without my knowing. Is that clear?’

‘I’m a big girl.’

‘Not big enough, if what the detective says is true.’ He held her with his stern eye. ‘Is it?’

She didn’t reply.

‘So, don’t go anywhere without my knowing? Clear?’

Yes, Dad!’ She spat out the ‘Dad,’ not viciously but emphatically enough to make her disapproval obvious. Apart from anything else, she was embarrassed. There were two other teenage girls in the shop. They were eavesdropping and giggling; enjoying one of their peers being demoted. So often human beings mistake another’s fall for their own elevation, or on a horizontal plane, like two trains at rest and side by side when one moves; it’s hard to tell which one is at rest and which one is in motion.

But Peter was not even aware of the girls. He was focused on one thing. ‘Detective Greenway saved your life. Did you thank him?’

The answer was silence.

‘Then I think it’s about time you did, don’t you?’

Monique stared at the carpeted floor and, for no real reason, fixed on a single size 7 sneaker sitting in a box. Her brother was right. She had been rude. She didn’t want to be rude, but she was angry. She was always so angry these days and she didn’t want to be, and she had been rude, so she said, ‘Thank you, Detective,’ but continued to stare at the size 7 sneaker, while the two girls continued to giggle in the corner.

‘It was my pleasure, Monique,’ he replied courteously and then to the giggling girls he said, ‘Is there some reason you’re not in school, ladies?’ at which point the two stopped giggling and found that their desire to shop for shoes had suddenly departed them.

But Robert’s desire to defend Monique had unintentionally stirred up a hornet’s nest. ‘And why weren’t you in school?’ Peter asked his sister.

‘Oh, don’t start that again.’

‘No, I’m serious. You must go to school. I’m not working here ten hours a day for no reason, you know?’

‘School is pathetic. No one listens to the teachers. And the teachers hate it so much even they call in sick half the time. What’s the point?’

‘I want to make sure that you get ahead,’ Peter replied. ‘Just ask the detective. Isn’t it true, detective, that unless you get an education, you’re doomed to long hard hours of work for little money?’

‘Your brother’s right,’ concurred Peter, but he was also conscious that Monique and the two giggling girls did have a point. Schools were pretty run down and pathetic. There seemed little real education going on and no real connection between university degrees and the jobs acquired after them. Peter was right, without any qualifications you were doomed to low pay and long hours. What Robert didn’t mention to Monique was that you were still doomed to that scenario even if you had qualifications. The whole damn structure had fallen apart. The best way to get ahead was to steal, which accounted for why he was always so busy. Perhaps Monique heard his thoughts.

‘All the rich people are gangsters and sweat shop owners. There’s about a dozen families that run this city. The same people that own this shop own a whole chain of them and a large part of the whole city. You know that. As for the rest, it doesn








































































cover.jpeg
'I'he DIIA 'I'rllogy
Book One

" The Dark Earth Plague

- Mark Clark





