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			For my family—thank you for believing in me

		

	
		
			Would YOU be chosen?

			After a global outbreak that threatens to decimate the planet, Australian scientists select a group of highly skilled young people to establish a sustainable island community built on the modern values of equity, diversity, and inclusion.

			Lonely and homesick, Cam Mackintosh overcomes his anxiety and finds belonging, passion, and friendship in his new life before his dreams are suddenly ripped from his grasp. Sent hurtling on a journey of discovery, he finds friendship and acceptance when he encounters other communities like his own, but he is forced to make a decision that will ultimately change everything.
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			Part One

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The low drone was relentless, reverberating through my skull. I dared to crack open one eye, and a beam of white light crippled me, forcing me to curl into the fetal position. I groaned as I heard the sound, someone vacuuming a particularly dirty section of the hallway rug right outside my bedroom door. I recognized the masterful handiwork of my mother. Mum derived a perverse sense of pleasure in torturing me when I was sick—especially if it was of the self-inflicted variety. The subterranean growl my inebriated brain thought I heard while failing to sneak in at 3am and tripping over the cat clearly meant that I had indeed woken her when I fell full force into the hallway wall.

			Merlin had gleefully registered someone awake as breakfast time and yowled at the top of his lungs. That cat has no off-switch. My choices at that point were limited: clatter around the kitchen feeding him or allow him to follow me to bed, purring like a chainsaw, walking on my belly, and pushing random items off the dresser until I succumbed. Like all rescue cats, Merlin considered himself a black furry god, so like a good servant, I shuffled around the kitchen in the dark to open the noisy pest a can. Wafts of tuna atop a bellyful of beer and kebab made me gag, so I bolted. Loud rumbles of contentment echoed down the hallway as I shuffled to my room, trying not to wake my family in that exaggerated way one does when extremely intoxicated.

			Thus, the excruciatingly loud vacuuming at stupid o’clock on a Sunday morning.

			Still trying to avoid the bright light from my window, I glanced at my watch: 8:05 am, an indication Mum was not impressed at being woken. Ten minutes later, Mum still hadn’t managed to dislodge that stubborn bit of dirt from outside my room. I knew the futility of avoiding my fate.

			Mum was born and raised in a small community on Lewis, a remote island in the Outer Hebrides off the north-west coast of Scotland. The determined Scots streak in her had never waned despite living here for more than twenty years after she met my Scots-born, Australian-raised Dad while he was backpacking and visiting his relatives in Scotland. Mum readily admitted that at the time, she was desperate to escape her small-island, small-town existence. The occasional subtle dig from my father indicated Mum was a wild child and left some carnage in her wake before she met Dad and moved to Australia. Small town living was clearly not suited to her.

			When we were young, Mum returned to university and completed her teaching degree. Now that she was a principal, I had no doubt that the kids at her primary school were absolutely scared shitless of her. Despite her heart of gold and inability to walk past a person, child, or animal in need, she still hadn’t lost the sharp accent, acerbic wit, nor the ability to reduce a fool stupid enough to take her on to a withered mass within minutes. If eyes were the window to the soul, they also expressed a spectrum of emotion. Mum possessed an arsenal of rather creative tactics to express her displeasure. Nothing as mundane as yelling.

			Since no torture felt worse than those moments spent lying in bed trying to decide whether to get up and go to the bathroom or continue lying there, trying to sleep, but desperately needing to piss, I finally got up.

			“Morning!” Mum chirped over the vacuum’s roar as I staggered past, misjudged the corner, banged my elbow, and finally closed the door to the bathroom firmly behind me. Dropping my head, I groaned loudly, my long fringe falling across my face. Torture tactic number two had commenced: excessive chirpiness until I told her where I was last night, who I was with, and what I did. At least she had the decency to turn the vacuum off.

			“Ah, Campbell. You have finally graced us with your presence. What are you up to today?”

			The prying questions continued as I shuffled from the bathroom to the kitchen, aspirin in hand. Trying to respond but unable to dislodge the dry furry throat without a drink, I ended up grunting a monosyllabic response in her general direction that came out remotely like the desired word: sleep.

			Sorcha was sitting on the bench at the dining table. Her back to the window, she had a cup of coffee in hand and an empty cereal bowl to the right of the newspaper she was reading. Despite paying bills, shopping, and performing most day-to-day transactions online, my parents were old school in that they still enjoyed having the weekend paper delivered. Facing the kitchen door where I entered, my sister was engrossed in the paper and barely registered my existence. We had never been close, not since we were young. Contemplating cooking a breakfast to settle my throbbing head and queasy stomach, I realized I would need to clean up afterward. Rather than face the chore of scrubbing a greasy frypan, I settled for toast and coffee. The coffee machine whirred as it ground the beans, and I cringed as the noise pierced my skull, making me clutch my head, grimacing in pain. Filling a glass of water from the tap, I gazed blearily at the painkillers in my hand, wishing they could alleviate the pain by osmosis as I waited for the toaster.

			Funny how two tiny white tablets can ease so much.

			Tilting my head back, I dropped them into the back of my throat, washing them down with a gulp of the water.

			Cup and plate in hand, I finally flopped into the chair opposite Sorcha. Toast and coffee should be granted official medicinal status, I thought absently. There is absolutely no situation that cannot be improved with the addition of hot buttery toast and strong coffee.

			“Where’s dad?” I asked Sorcha between mouthfuls, the coffee reviving me into some semblance of humanity.

			She wrinkled her nose at the interruption but responded without glancing up, “The block.”

			Dad had always loved taking us camping. Dad was a different person in the bush—he just blended in. It was like Dad fit somehow, evolving into something different. Dad loved it all: fishing, cooking on open fires, hiking in the mountains—and he had loved teaching us how to be self-sufficient. For years, he refused to own a smartphone, responding with “smartphone, dumb user.” Nothing could be further than the truth. He had an immense knowledge of medicine, history, and obscure topics that made him an interesting man to talk to. Often I wondered why he had chosen a career as a paramedic in the city when he was so clearly better suited to farming or rural life or even a career in academia. Dad had immense knowledge and interest in World War One history and had allegedly dragged Mum all over Europe to see historical sites like the Menin Gate, the Somme, and Villers-Bretonneux on their honeymoon.

			Despite sharing his love of history, Mum’s particular area of interest was Celtic and Pict archaeology; Mum was a city creature. She loved shops, cinemas, and people. Mum couldn’t stop by the supermarket to buy milk without striking up a conversation with a stranger about some arbitrary topic. Shopping with her was a veritable nightmare as she would try to draw me into the conversation, and I ended up being forced to share highly embarrassing anecdotes from my childhood. I refused to shop with her when she regressed to chatting with people who adopted her as a kindred spirit in the pet food aisle. That whole section between cat food and laundry liquid was a quagmire best avoided.

			Most years, Mum would invite strays to join us at Christmas dinner. Random people: those new to the city with no family, homeless people she harassed into coming along. Goodness knows where she found them. Probably buying cat food with a solitary Lean Cuisine in their trolley, the beacon of a lone dweller. Mum could spot a lonely person a mile off. Mum was the type of person who, if someone arrived during dinner, would take a small portion from everyone’s plate until she could feed them. Refusing to get rid of old coats, she would run a collection donating winter jackets to those in need every year. Warm, caring, cajoling, or blatantly manipulative, Mum had a way of getting what she wanted. But people loved her and said she had a heart of gold. My pounding head, eardrums still vibrating from the vacuum cleaner, wasn’t convinced.

			Sorcha, three years older than me and now in her final year of a postgraduate medical degree worked part-time as a university tutor. She claimed she didn’t have time to go camping anymore. But she had never really enjoyed it. I had long suspected that Dad had always known that, but being the eternal diplomat, he never said a word. He welcomed her and enjoyed her company. He nodded sagely when she finally plucked up the courage and told him she didn’t want to spend her weekends at our bush block 1anymore.

			The Block, as we had called it, from the time my parents had bought it twelve years ago, was five acres of blue gum and candlebark trees just over three hours’ drive from our Melbourne home in the middle of nowhere on the back road to Mount Buller. We had debated names for hours, arguing over the merits of each but couldn’t reach a consensus. Mum finally ended the debate by stating that the property would name itself, and the name would become apparent when it was time. It hadn’t. Now it was just too embarrassing to try. I had long suspected that no one else wanted this particular piece of bushland when my parents bought it, dead cheap, at the end of a dirt track over a kilometer off the nearest road and surrounded by state forest. I was ten when they made the purchase, old enough to roam the forest for hours on a trail bike during my school holidays and long weekends—making slingshots, climbing trees, and enjoying bushfires at night with toasted marshmallows. For Dad, it was his nirvana, and he loved being there like nowhere else on earth. Despite the years we had owned it, the lot was still mostly native forest with a small two-room cottage we had built from scratch.

			Surrounded by a forest of eucalypts2 with soaring tree ferns, bracken, and ground cover, over the past few years, Dad had begun more clearing and had planted a mixed orchard and a decent-sized vegetable patch. He was still working out what grew well and what didn’t. Keeping the local wildlife from snacking was an ongoing issue, requiring creative fencing solutions. Wallabies, wombats, and koalas, even deer, regularly came to help themselves to dinner. The possums got most of the cherries, even with sheets of metal clad around the trunks to hinder their climbing, so after two seasons of failure, he finally gave up with them, letting the possums have them. There was no point in ripping them out, after all. Stone fruit grew well, but he simply couldn’t get lemons to grow. Finally, Mum had said acerbically, “You could have bought a lot of lemons with the money you spent on citrus trees.” Dad rolled his eyes and said nothing, but I noted he stuck to stone fruit after that. I’m still unable to describe why, but I loved it there so much. Like Dad, I felt a bond—a connection to the peace of the bush, the sounds of lyrebirds calling, the wind in the trees. I always felt a lingering sense of sadness when I left.

			Seated at the kitchen table, food in my stomach, I pondered what to do with my Sunday. My head still throbbed from the previous night’s adventures when I celebrated my twenty-third birthday with my agricultural science friends from Melbourne University. Although I wasn’t a massive fan of noisy clubs, I knew I needed to do what normal people did, so I went along with the plan. I was now in my honors year and contemplating what to do next: look for a job? Postgrad study? Or my usual course of action, wait and see what landed in my lap? We had been back at university for a week, and I enjoyed catching up with friends and acquaintances after the summer holidays before knuckling down to my thesis. Most of us had jobs to help fund the reality of undergraduate study. I considered myself lucky that I still lived at home and didn’t pay rent or bills but working part-time at a wholesale plant nursery helped provide a much-needed source of disposable income, plus a staff discount that Dad regularly put to good use. Working with plants was therapeutic and one of the reasons I was seriously contemplating a career in global food security, despite not knowing how to make that idea a reality. Time for those decisions in a few months.

			Last night, copious amounts of alcohol had been consumed as well as the obligatory late-night kebab on my way home. Glancing down at my empty coffee cup, I pondered the merits of a second.

			Sorcha looked up from the newspaper, belatedly acknowledging my existence, and asked if I had seen the news. My general policy was to avoid the news as I found it highly political and, thus, boring. Shaking my head, I knew where this was going. She had the look—the derisive way her eyes narrowed and nostrils flared indicated she was about to launch into yet another monotonous academic lecture about the merits of some obscure scientific theory, spotlighting her vast medical training while simultaneously proving, beyond doubt, to the world at large that I was a complete moron.

			To my surprise, instead of lecturing me, Sorcha folded back the paper to expose the front page. A large headline loomed at me: Unknown Virus Kills Hundreds. Squinting through my headache, I scanned the slightly blurred first paragraph. An unidentified epidemic was spreading across several countries in Europe, killing people, animals, aquatic life, and plants. Continued page three.

			Looking up, I shrugged at her. “So?”

			“Don’t you get it?” she sneered, unable to contain her incredulity. In the space of fifteen seconds, I had proven myself to be the cretin she evidently believed I was. “You do study biology, right? Remind me to have a chat with Carter about reviewing your grades.”

			“Well, clearly not to the same level as you, Doctor Mackintosh,” I retorted. “Planning to enlighten me?”

			Rolling her eyes in exaggerated exasperation, she adopted the tone one uses when speaking to a child or an idiot. Both in this case. I wondered if she talked to her recalcitrant students like this, doubting it would have much effect on them either.

			“The virus is in the water,” she explained—very slowly so the stupid among us could catch on.

			“Okay,” I replied hesitantly. “So…”

			“Hmmph. It is spreading,” Sorcha sniped caustically. “Rapidly.”

			“Okay, but it is in Europe,” I countered sarcastically. “Not exactly next door. Surely it can be contained.”

			“That is precisely the problem. How do you contain something in waterways? The World Health Organization is saying that it started in the Danube, and within a few weeks, it’s killing people all over Europe. Did you learn about Brownian motion at school? You know, particles suspended in liquid spread and move randomly?”

			“Sure, but then it dilutes, right?”

			“Well, that is where this one is different. This epidemic, they are calling it the Vienna Virus, by the way, because that is where the first known death occurred, seems to multiply, and scientists yet can’t work out how. There are hundreds of people dead already, and many more than that infected. None of them survive once infected.”

			Though I desperately wanted to needle her, I didn’t have the energy. “Look, I get I need to read the article, but tell me the basics. I mean, we have survived swine flu, avian flu, SARS. How bad is it, really?”

			Glancing back at the paper, she read, “2850 kilometers of waterways and crosses eleven countries. If it spreads into all of those countries’ waterways and eventually into the ocean, it will end up in the Black Sea.”

			“Well, that isn’t too bad, is it?” I countered, my limited geographical knowledge kicking in. “Isn’t the Black Sea the one that is fully contained?”

			“Nope. The Black Sea is navigable to the Atlantic Ocean.”

			“Ohhh.” The word came out like a deflating tire. I had nothing to say to that. I sat and stared at Sorcha, dumbfounded.

			“Some critics are saying this is Malthusian theory in practice.”

			Scratching my still aching temple, I tried to recall who Malthus was, not wanting to appear a bigger idiot in front of my judgemental sister.

			“That was the guy that said that the population increases at a faster rate than its ability to feed itself, right?”

			“That’s him. He also said that unless the population is kept in check by moral restraint like celibacy, or by disease, famine, war, or natural disaster, then the population will continue to experience widespread poverty and will never achieve utopia.”

			“Happy bloke,” I commented cheerily. “Must have been great fun at dinner parties.”

			The door to the kitchen opened, and Mum backed in, dragging the vacuum behind her. As she turned it on and it roared into life, this effectively prevented any further conversation. Sorcha returned to her newspaper, and I decided a second cup of coffee was warranted, the noise of the grinder no longer an impediment. Going back to bed wasn’t an option. Nor was continuing to endure Mum’s interrogation. Years of experience told me she was not finished with me.

			Mum finished up the floors in the kitchen as I was steaming the milk. Wiping down the machine after years of being nagged into cleaning up as I went, I watched Mum move into the lounge room, and I firmly closed the door behind her, sitting down with my now full steaming cup and placing the second in front of Sorcha. She looked at me with surprise but smiled her thanks. Sorcha and I sat in silence for several more minutes before she looked up again.

			“Well, are you going?”

			“Going? Where?”

			Another loud and overly exaggerated sigh responded, before she pushed the paper in front of me, displaying a half-page advertisement. My head still hurt, and I couldn’t focus my eyes on the slightly blurred fine print, so I pushed it back.

			“Call me stupid. Summarize it for me.”

			Sorcha rolled her eyes. “This is everywhere. Papers, TV, email, through the university faculty. I must have received it six times already. Don’t you have a phone? Check your email?”

			A lightbulb went off in my head. Remembering that my phone had gone flat the previous night, I stood and picked it up from the bench where I had dropped it with my wallet and keys the night before and plugged it in. Within seconds, the distinct pinging sounds of messages, email, and SMS reverberated around the kitchen.

			“Just tell me,” I wheezed with exaggerated drama as I fell back into the chair opposite her.

			Sorcha took a deep breath and read. “It is an official announcement from the Commonwealth Department of Innovation and Science. They are seeking people to attend a briefing at their primary site in Melbourne. Very specific skills. Set age ranges. You need to register online.”

			Misreading the cues, I asked, “Do you want to go together?”

			“I’m busy,” she snapped. “I have a class at nine o’clock. You don’t have classes until the afternoon, so you should see what it is all about. You meet the criteria. Well, apart from the not being an idiot part which they neglected to mention as a deal-breaker. So you go, then you can call me. There are multiple session times, anyway. I will go to the evening one if it isn’t wasting my time.”

			Ignoring her taunt, I clicked on the link in one of my countless messages, registering my expression of interest. An automated reply pinged back, noting my booking for a bus departing the university campus at 8:30 am. Excellent. I could go and be back in time for my afternoon class.

			

			
				
					1	 In Australia, bush is native forest, undeveloped land, often with native wildlife.

				

				
					2	 Eucalypts – collective term for eucalyptus trees, of which there are more than 700 species

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A conga line of unmarked white buses lined the gated entrance, each filled with hordes of confused-looking candidates peering from the windows. There was already a long queue when I arrived. With an entire lack of ceremony or conversation, my name was checked, and I was shoved on the first bus—with two more empty buses patiently waiting behind. Perhaps choosing the earliest time slot was a sensible choice, I mused on the twenty-minute bus journey while seated next to a tall skinny guy with horrendous body odor. I couldn’t imagine what the later queues would be like, not to mention the smell of sweating people crammed on buses, sweltering amidst a typical Australian summer.

			We approached an enormous secure complex with guards on each gate, their backs to the high fencing topped with vicious-looking barbed wire. Security cameras pointed in every direction. Even an invading ladybug would be captured on film here. I studied the entrance as I entered, still holding my breath as much as possible to avoid the sensory assault from my neighbor. Walkways, most undercover, connected looming multi-story, austere, gray concrete buildings. Small windows were set high in thick concrete walls, all with security grilles. Doors were guarded or solidly bolted. It reminded me of some of the high-security military bases I had visited with dad looking at World War II aircraft and tank displays. Staff stood in doorways, looking official, while others rushed around like they had a purpose. A feeling like I was misbehaving just by being there washed over me, that irrational fear that someone was going to tap me on the shoulder and evict me for trespassing. I didn’t belong here.

			How did I let Sorcha talk me into this?

			Muffled announcements were made outside the bus, but even straining, I couldn’t quite hear what was being said.

			Not good with crowds, I dashed for the exit as soon as the bus came to a stop. As I stood on the crowded driveway, blinking in the sunshine, the announcements became audible. A woman on a loudspeaker was instructing us to report for registration and remove all belongings from the bus. This audio message kept repeating every thirty seconds to catch all the newcomers. Looking around, I noticed the large, printed sign—Registration.

			Registration consisted of an eternity of waiting in clearly defined lines marked with tape attached to shiny silver bollards along with hundreds of people, then finally filling in pages and pages of electronic forms when a computer terminal became available. The wait was horrendous, and it was impossible not to continually count the people ahead of me. Fidgeting, coughing, smelly people crammed into the narrow space.

			Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on my ecology class that afternoon. It had been several days since I completed the prescribed reading. Being crammed into a crowded space was one of my primary hates. People were shuffling, sniffing. In a futile attempt not to envision all the germs floating in the air, I tried to minimize my breathing. After more than an hour, I finally made it to the front of the line. I groaned when I saw the survey. They wanted to know everything: education, religion, medical history, what I studied at university, hobbies, and skills.

			Seriously, they will ask my favorite food next, I thought snarkily as I clicked to page eighteen of what seemed an endless online form. I snorted. Allergies. For fuck’s sake. Couldn’t they have asked all of this in advance? The document finalized, I stepped away from the terminal and looked around as the next grateful person rushed to the terminal.

			There were people as far as I could see, waiting in an enormous line, much like the entry to a theme park. From the mob, they were being channeled into distinct ten lines. One person at a time passed through the gates, each manned by a security guard. Looking past the crowd, I could see another area, farther away, where more people were channeled into another set of gates. I didn’t have time to look further before I was physically moved on by a man in a khaki uniform and hustled to a desk where a bored woman sat.

			“Watch and phone,” she droned.

			“Huh?”

			She pointed to a sign on her desk. “All electronic devices are to be confiscated until your departure,” she replied in a monotone that indicated that she had already said this a thousand times. Her distinct lack of enthusiasm indicated that she knew she would say it several thousand more today. Instinctively, I took a last glance at the 21st birthday present from my parents as I unbuckled it from my wrist and handed it over: 11:15 am. Feeling an unexpected surge of regret, like I was saying goodbye to an old friend, I watched apprehensively as my watch was unceremoniously dropped into a large white envelope with my phone, then carelessly tossed into an enormous plastic container containing hundreds of envelopes, identical apart from the barcode. I had been here for two hours. Hopefully not much longer. I wanted to get to my class at 1:30 pm. Following the horde, I moved past and out into the open asphalted space beyond, where yet more crowds stood.

			I waited. And waited. In that bizarre fashion when you have no concept of time, it could have been one hour or three. With nothing to do and nothing to focus on, time passes in a way that is difficult to measure. I found a quietish spot against a wall and sat, trying to avoid the interrogation of the midday sun in my eyes as I wished I had worn a cap or sunglasses. At first, I looked actively at the people passing and lingering, mainly in singles, but some in small groups chatting quietly. All looked unsettled. As I glanced around, it occurred to me that what I was seeing was a mix of society, male and female, and all cultures and sizes. Despite the limited age ranges, this was a true microcosm. I found this quite fascinating.

			Losing interest in people watching, I closed my eyes, listening to the chatter at a level that was audible, but with so much noise, I couldn’t quite pluck one conversation out of the din, no matter how hard I tried to focus. Periodically, I was jolted from my trance by names being called, but never mine. The sun was part-way down the sky when my name was called, along with a group of roughly a hundred others. We streamed into a room looking like a large university hall for our final exams. But rather than empty desks, this huge high-ceilinged room had rows and rows of computers at individual workstations. It looked like one of those old photos of factories during wartime or a sweatshop with underpaid migrant women being exploited on industrial sewing machines. Long strips of fluorescent lights in the roof reflected off the screens, cables drawn neatly into the ceiling and following large tracts of conduit to a central point. The floor was filthy, showing clear imprints of fresh footprints. This room had seen a lot of traffic or just really shitty cleaners. Officials were walking up and down the aisles, looking irritated. The previous group was still exiting from the door at the back as we were led in from the front entrance; they were pumping candidates through as fast as possible.

			With some contortionism, I wedged my long legs under the tiny white desk I was allocated, complete with unidentifiable stains on the top. Being one of the first to enter from my group, I had a few minutes to look around the room with interest. A large digital clock showing 4:00 was on the wall at the top end of the room, along with a long table with eight chairs.

			Goodbye, ecology class. I just hoped that there wasn’t any homework. Professor Kareem wasn’t keen on me since he had been my biology lecturer in first year and would take the utmost pleasure in failing me. The people behind the long table were murmuring, pointing at their screens.

			A dark-haired woman who strongly resembled a bird stood up from one of the chairs and stepped to the front of the table. She was tiny, but the pointed chin, small, pointed nose, and black-rimmed glasses completed the bird-impersonation. The mid-blue of her suit with a white shirt didn’t help her cause, and I smiled as I thought of my elderly neighbor’s beloved blue budgie, Luigi. Perhaps she would tweet too? I nearly fell off my chair when she spoke with possibly the loudest voice I had ever heard.

			“Candidates!” she boomed. She got our attention alright. Everyone gaped at her in astonishment. It wasn’t just the volume. It was the tone. An authoritative, commanding tone. This was a woman who was used to getting her way, and heaven help anyone who didn’t obey. She must have been military with the straight carriage of her posture, hair pulled back into a bun with not a hair out of place, and sensible shoes. Closing my mouth, which had fallen open in shock, I couldn’t believe that such a colossal voice could come out of such a tiny person.

			“Candidates! You have exactly two hours. Answer as many questions as you can. If you cannot answer a question, move to the next question. There is no right or wrong answer. You may not leave the hall for any reason. You have water on your desk. It is recommended that you not drink it all at once as we will not be permitting toilet breaks. Your time starts… Now!”

			Recoiling like I had been yelled at for an hour by an over-enthused boot camp trainer, I dragged my attention to the computer screen. It wasn’t difficult—just lots of what-if questions and asking your preferences. I had completed psychometric testing before: those tests trying to get a profile of someone’s character, capabilities, and style, your responses in different scenarios. I figured that a team of psychologists had derived this test, and they knew what they were looking for, so I had nothing to worry about.

			Glancing up at the clock, I noted that there were thirty minutes to go. Shit. I felt like I had barely started. I looked up and saw supervisors patrolling the aisles looking no happier than they had as I had entered. Maybe they were hungry. I was. My stomach growled to punctuate this point.

			Fifteen minutes to go and I was still nowhere near finished. I could feel my anxiety increasing. My stomach was in knots and my palms so slippery that I found it difficult to control the mouse to click on the next question. My mouth was dry. I wanted to drink but was scared I would need to nervous pee. Shit. Now thinking of water made me want to go.

			Five minutes to go. Fuck…

			“Stop now and stand up!” military budgie boomed. “Do not touch your computer.”

			The sound of a hundred people simultaneously scraping metal chair legs across the hardwood floors was deafening, and I winced. The supervisors began herding people using wild arm gestures toward the back of the hall where a set of white double doors with blacked-out windows were held open, and the group shepherded out. As I was jostled and pushed, I was knocked sideways, my head turning enough to see the next group entering, looking bewildered and lost. Booming behind me indicated the budgie had started again.

			Transferred into an enclosed room, we were told to wait. The air was hot and thick with the smell of fear, sweat, and anxiety. I wondered if I could find an exit and just leave. Feeling very over all of this, I looked around for a door that wasn’t back into the room we had just left, where I could now hear the budgie barking instructions at the next group of hapless candidates. A tall, featureless man stood in one corner, clearly listening to the earpiece in his left ear. Lifting a screen, he started calling names in a monotonous voice, hard to hear over the din:

			Abeysinghe, Nalini

			Cheung, Calliope

			Christian, Liana

			Hochstatter, Gretel

			Ibrahim, Abdullahi

			I zoned out. The heat. The noise. The hordes of people. The smell of sweat. I tried to focus on my breath, to withdraw into myself, to deal with it all. It was too much. Too noisy, too crowded, too…

			Jangra, Priyanka

			Katwala, Shaminder

			Li, Guan Hua

			Mackintosh, Campbell

			I jolted back into my body. Shit. Did I just hear my name? I wasn’t paying attention. But it was too late. He had moved on.

			Martini, Matthias

			Miller, Bertha

			Shiiiiiiiiiiitttt! What do I do? Did I hear my name? Did I just think I heard my name?

			Do I just leave? What do I do?

			Waiting until monotone-man finished calling out his list of names, I considered walking up and asking him to confirm. Maybe he would give me a hint, like “you twenty” when he finished, and I could count people heading toward him. But no. No such luck. Why would this be easy?

			The reverberation was hurting my ears. I cringed again. I just wanted to get out of here. I was done. I no longer cared why I was here. I just wanted to go home.

			“Those whose names have been called, please come to the front. The rest of you may leave via the rear doors. Thank you all for your time.”

			The frantic crush started. Hundreds of sweaty people surged toward the exit, worse than any Boxing Day sale. Concerned I would be swept along and knocked to the ground, I managed to keep my footing. At times like this, I was eminently grateful for my six-foot height and solid build inherited from my father.

			“Umph!” I grunted after a blow to the stomach as one man elbowed his way out.

			“Oww!” As another stood on my foot. Adopting a warrior stance, I used my arms to protect my torso from random, flailing limbs. After what seemed an eternity of being thumped, knocked, and trodden on as people pushed past in a rush to escape, they were gone. It was preternaturally quiet, and I managed to make my way to the front with those called. A quick glance around the group confirmed what I had suspected. We were all shitting ourselves. We had been chosen for something, but what?

			A woman with a matching tablet and a stylus approached me with what could have been a smile but honestly looked akin to a tiger baring its teeth. Flinching as she glanced at me, she barked, “Name?”

			“Ahh, uh, Mackintosh. Campbell Mackintosh.”

			She quickly scanned her list. “Mackintosh.” She used her stylus to make a mark next to my name. Phew. Relief washed over my face. I hadn’t misheard then.

			Efficiently, she marked all of us off her list, then turned on her heel, clearly expecting us to follow. We did, like well-trained golden retrievers. Looking down at our feet and shuffling along behind her, no one spoke a word. Prisoners. The word just popped into my head for no reason. Being led on a death march to an unknown fate.

			We followed her single file into a narrow, featureless hallway with numerous doors leading off each side. Each door was identical with no markings except a solitary discreet number. Entering number seven, she moved through a small central space with four rooms located off it. We were subdivided into four smaller groups and directed into one of the smaller meeting rooms. Dutifully, I followed my allotted group into a white, sterile room with no wall decorations and basic white plastic chairs that were a chiropractor’s dream. No tables, no reading materials. Just a tiny room with artificial lighting and twelve horribly uncomfortable chairs set against the walls of the small room, crammed so close it was hard not to brush up against each other. We each sat and watched the door closing as she walked away, trying not to lean on the armrests and be in each other’s personal space. Like an airplane, I thought, shared armrests and that awkward social interaction where you want to maximize your allotted space but not invade someone else’s.

			We looked around the room, feeling much like prisoners on death row. One person, a beautiful woman of African/Asian appearance with sparkling dark eyes and long straight dark hair seated directly opposite me, smiled at me and said, “Hi, I’m Callie.”

			“Campbell,” I replied, but with my dry mouth, it came out as “wggg.” I cleared my throat and tried again. With no water, it was thick and furry. “Cam,” I said with more forcefulness and tried to smile. I’m not sure it came out as a smile, but she didn’t seem to notice. We smiled awkwardly, but with everyone else looking at their feet, we reverted to silence.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			An unmeasurable period passed sitting in that soulless, artificially bright room. We slumped and squirmed in our uncomfortable rigid plastic chairs, trying to sleep. A process made even more difficult by the glaring lights piercing our eye sockets like lasers. Eventually, my eyes grew weary and drooped, finally feeling the heavy waves of sleep overtaking me despite the aching cramp in my lower back and stomach rumbling audibly.

			Boom!

			I jerked awake, blinking like an owl rudely awakened from sleep. Struggling to focus, the open door revealed three people in lab coats, one man and two women.

			“Follow!” one of them barked and walked away before we had even registered their presence. Staggering out of our uncomfortable stupor, we sluggishly followed. Callie and I were the last to exit the room.

			“Have you noticed no one says please here?” I whispered to Callie, who giggled a fraction too loudly, attracting a glare from one of the lab-coated women. She subsided, but I could see that hilarity from sheer exhaustion and nerves were still close to the surface. I resolved to keep my mouth shut—many times over my lifetime, my big fat trap had got me into trouble that could easily have been avoided. We were split into three groups of four. Callie was placed in a different group. Deliberately no doubt. Smiling wanly at her as she was pushed into a room, I was moved past and farther down the corridor.

			As directed, I followed the man in the lab coat, wondering how many people worked here. It seemed to be a well-organized facility but with a distinct air of urgency. People were rushing around clutching tablets or clipboards, speaking in hushed tones, and generally looking busy. There must have been quite a few assessments taking place today.

			Once again, I wondered why I was here and what I had signed up for.

			Bloody Sorcha, I thought uncharitably. This is entirely her fault.

			I was shown into a small room with a chair and a silver trolley holding needles, test tubes, and a rack holding the tubes. Evidently, I was the first victim. I sat down and glanced at the technician, who looked exhausted and paid no attention to me whatsoever. I could have been a slice of bread he was toasting for all the attention he paid.

			“Arm,” he droned as he picked up my limp left arm without consent, deftly swabbed it, and inserted the needle. I flinched slightly, mostly from surprise. Aside from the initial sting, it was uncomfortable rather than painful. He didn’t seem to notice. Or care.

			“What is it for?” I asked curiously.

			Without taking his gaze from the filling vial, he sniffed. “Screening.”

			It was evident that asking Mr. Chatty any additional questions would result in no further information. Instead, I watched, intrigued, as he kept changing the vials as they filled with my bright red blood, rapidly applying labels to each tube. He took ten glass vials, all coded with different colors and evidently for various purposes. Blood always looks thicker and more viscous in those transparent tubes, but thinner when you cut yourself or have a bloody nose. I was mesmerized by the flow of blood up that tiny little needle. Well, it didn’t feel tiny embedded in my arm. But the needle was small compared to the startlingly large volume of blood I could now see in filled, labeled test tubes, lined up neatly in a clear plastic rack with corresponding labels and barcode.

			“Open,” he droned, and I looked at him blankly.

			“Your mouth. Open it,” he repeated, alerting me to the fact that, just in case I was considering it, being a lab tech was an indeed highly stimulating and enjoyable career.

			Confused, I opened my mouth and was rewarded with a metal spectrum scraping cells from the inside of my cheek. It wasn’t painful, but not exactly pleasant either. A jerk of the head toward the door economically indicated he was done with me.

			No closer to understanding why I was here, I stood awkwardly, moving hesitantly to the door, and turned back, waiting to be told what to do next. Mr. Chatty made shooing gestures as the next of my group was shown in to see him.

			The assistant who had brought in my former companion from the room of boredom now escorted me down another long white corridor to the swinging double doors of a cafeteria and left me there. It was a large, well-lit room with… shock! Natural light! My body shivered with the touch of light on my arms after hours of being cooped up in confined, airless spaces.

			Uniformly spaced tables, each with four chairs, filled the room, and a long wall ran along one side, holding several trestle tables covered in crisp white tablecloths, the ironed folds still clearly visible. Closer inspection revealed that the tables held jugs of water, juice, tea, coffee at my end of the room, but the far end contained a variety of platters holding a vast selection of cakes, biscuits, petite quiches, and sandwiches.

			My stomach emitted a loud growl, and waves of embarrassment washed over my face as a man glanced at me, startled. I realized it had been hours since I had eaten. As I looked down at my empty left wrist, I had no concept of what time it was.

			“Fattening us up for slaughter.”

			Startled, I jerked up from the platter of cakes I was surveying to see Callie grinning at me, showing a mouthful of perfect white teeth in her tanned face. She was holding a plate loaded with cakes and sandwiches. I didn’t doubt that she had the right idea. Who knew when I would see food again? Besides, it looked delicious.

			Loading up one of the white dinner plates and trying to juggle the overloaded stash of goodies, I followed her to a table by the far wall, well away from the chatter.

			In between mouthfuls, we got to know each other. Callie was also twenty-three and in her final year studying electrical engineering. Originally from Mauritius, she wasn’t from Melbourne but had been bussed here from Adelaide along with fifty others. She had done initial testing in Adelaide but had been told that Melbourne was the final testing center for candidates. That took me by surprise, and I said so.

			Tentatively, I broached the subject of why we were here. Callie looked around cautiously before answering. “I don’t know exactly. But I know it has something to do with the water virus in Europe.”

			“I guessed that, but what do they think we can do to help? We are half a world away. Are they looking for more lab technicians? It isn’t my field. Yours either, come to think of it. Electrical engineers rarely solve biological problems. Besides, why take my blood for that?”

			“I have been wondering if they are looking for people with a natural immunity,” Callie said quietly. “You know, so they can develop a vaccine.”

			I pondered that for a moment. “But why be so secretive about it? Why all the psych testing?”

			She shrugged but responded, “Perhaps to avoid mass panic? Let’s face it: if you thought everyone was going to die but a select few, you would, one—want to be tested, and two—want them to hurry with a vaccine.”

			That makes sense, I thought as I chewed industriously.

			Two young women at the next table stopped talking and discreetly moved their chairs to sit with us. Introducing themselves as Ivy and Mai, they were both medical students from Brisbane. They were the last two left from their group and had been here for two days.

			During those days, they had been in and out of this cafeteria and had spoken with many people. Callie and I looked at them expectantly.

			Gossip among the shortlisted was that they were looking for a specific set of people: half male, half female; all aged twenty to thirty; in excellent health with compatible blood types; and possessed of skills conducive to a challenging environment.

			What challenging environment could they possibly be referring to? I wondered as they spoke. Surely high school doesn’t count. Surviving that was quite an achievement. I got little chance to contemplate this as a bored-looking man in a lab coat called my name from the double doorway, and I was dragged away to further my tests. With no time to stuff my pockets with food, I hurriedly crammed a final sandwich into my mouth as I followed the officious lab coat out of the room. I turned and smiled at Callie.

			“See you later,” I managed to mouth between exaggerated chews of ham and inconveniently crusty bread.

			Escorted to a room that looked remarkably similar to an austere dentist’s office, yet another exhausted technician indicated via hand gestures and without looking up from his screen that I was to sit in a chair as an oxygen mask was placed securely over my face. Looking up as I inhaled, I noticed a strange white pod suspended from the ceiling. Feeling woozy, I inhaled again, trying to focus. My head fell backward, and the world went black.

			Something was wrong. Dread overtook me, making me shudder. Sweat beaded on my face, and my heart pounded in my chest. Something was seriously wrong. I could feel my exhaled breath bouncing back onto my face. I was trapped. Moving my hands and using the minimal range of motion available to me, I ascertained I was enclosed, laid flat in the form-fitting chair. Reaching out, I could feel that the circular walls were only centimeters from my face and surrounding my body. Remembering the panic I had experienced when trapped in the MRI machine I had been forced to endure when I had a skiing injury at sixteen, the alarm continued to well up inside me. My heart raced. Rivers of sweat ran down my neck and chest, but being so restricted, I couldn’t move with enough range to blot it.

			Where the bloody hell am I?

			I wanted to hammer on the inside of the tube, but unable to bend my elbows, I couldn’t get enough space to swing my arms. Unable to see anything in the utter desolate blackness, I tried to raise my hands to chest height by maneuvering my elbows behind me. My feet could tap the surface but without enough range for a loud kick that might alert someone. My breathing was getting louder and faster. I couldn’t breathe; I couldn’t see; I couldn’t hear. Then the notion popped into my mind—this must be what being buried alive feels like. Closing my eyes, I started to consciously focus on my breath like I had been taught in meditation: focus on the in-breath and focus on the out-breath. In. Out. Deep, slow breaths.

			But my heart was thundering like a jackhammer in my chest. Every molecule of my being was screaming at me.

			This is it. You Are Going to Die. Suffocated to death in a plastic tube.

			A voice. I could hear a voice, a scrabbling noise, and then light blinded me. Instinctively closing my eyes, I turned my face into my shoulder as it went from pitch darkness to the brilliance of artificial white light stabbing me painfully in the eyeballs. Slowly opening my eyes, I needed to close them again to adjust to the sudden onslaught of brightness. Blinking madly, I tried to focus my eyes as I rolled, falling out of the full-length MRI-type machine which was retracting into its place on the ceiling.

			“Sorry,” a man breezed as he rushed past. “It is easier if you aren’t moving.”

			Noting that I was wearing a hospital gown, I scanned the room for my clothes, locating them on a nearby shelf. Trying to steady myself, my body, and my nerves, I was done. Feeling violated and furious, I looked around for someone to talk to, demand that I was released, rescind any permission I had granted to be here.

			Without even a chance to catch my breath, the second I was dressed, I was forcibly steered through one of two doors, each at opposite sides of the room. Natural light radiated from the other, but mine led into a hallway. I was shuffled, along with other equally scared-looking young men and women, into a lecture theater. Frantically looking around for an exit so I could leave this hellhole, I couldn’t find one. Rows and rows were slowly filling up, rising from the stage at ground level where I had entered to rows so high against the ceiling at the back of the room that I could barely see them.

			Whispered apologies filled the space as people pushed past to take all vacant seats. Looking ahead, I could see that the hall was enormous, and it was filling fast, everyone looking apprehensive and more than a little scared. Fearful that I may need to stand through the next installment of torture as waves of post-anesthetic nausea continued to wash over me, I chose a seat a few rows up. Not too close to the stage—the last thing I wanted was to draw attention to myself. But not so far from the lectern that I couldn’t hear. I sat quietly and waited. I was still trying to slow my heart rate.

			The shuffling of feet, muffled coughs, and mumbled small talk kept the room noise at a low steady buzz. A nondescript, tall, slim man with sandy-colored hair and beard walked from the wings onto the stage, adjusted the microphone, and took his place at the lectern. He waited as the room quietened, and people took their places. The usual situation occurred when a large group was trying to pay attention to a single speaker. Most people shut up, ready to listen. Some keep talking, assuming that they don’t need to be quiet until told to do so, and a third small group of people take it upon themselves to shush everyone else and make more noise themselves in the process.

			“Thank you,” he started, and people quietened down. “I am Professor Ashton, and I am the head of this project. I know the last few days have been rigorous and stressful for you all. Above all else, you will probably want to know why. Why you are here, why you were each chosen and why the secrecy. We can finally answer all of your questions. There are two main topics I will speak about today—one, the issues we are facing, and two, why you are here. I know you have been put through a lot, but I ask for a little more patience and that you keep your questions until the end of my presentation.”

			Turning in my seat, I scanned the room for Callie but couldn’t see her long, dark hair anywhere in the low light. Maybe she hadn’t made it this far?

			My attention snapped back to the presentation when an outline map of the world with colors indicating the world’s waterways flashed up onto an enormous screen. Ashton cast a tiny shadow against it.

			“Despite our best efforts to keep it from the media and prevent mass panic, there has now been widespread coverage of the water-borne epidemic that has been spreading through the rivers and waterways of eastern Europe. This is nothing new. But this particular virus, which is a new variant of enteric protozoa, is actually not a virus at all.”

			He clicked to the next slide.

			“As you know, people are getting sick. Dying. He emphasized that word and paused to ensure we understood. We know they are contracting the illness through water sources. At present, we have no means to track how far the protozoa has spread, control the spread, nor treat the infected. But it is looking increasingly likely that it will become a full-blown pandemic and affect all countries and regions.”

			Gasps from the audience made him stop and wait until he had full attention again.

			“Briefly, water-borne illnesses are generally caused by one of three things: Viruses, Bacteria, or Enteric Protozoa. This contagion is actually the third of these things, but a protozoon that has never been seen before. It managed to escape detection mainly because while developed countries have established epidemiological surveillance systems, there is still no international agreement on the reporting structure. European epidemiological surveillance systems are used to determine national infection rates, not regularly testing for water-related diseases. In simple terms, this means they didn’t find the source nor cause of the infection fast enough, and so now it has spread beyond their borders. I know that a significant percentage of you have scientific training, but for those who do not, there are several types of protozoa. This type is called free-living protozoa. Protozoa are commonplace and live in fresh, brackish, and saltwater as well as other moist environments. Some species even survive in extreme environments such as heat, salt, and ice. They reproduce via multiple fission, meaning they divide and continue to divide. Frustratingly for us, they are now dividing at a rate of once every twenty-four hours in ideal oxygenated environments. This means that the contagion is spreading faster than we can control it.”

			I inhaled sharply. Now in my fifth year of scientific study, I knew this was bad. Seriously bad. For a protozoon to adapt to different environments, survive at different temperatures, and divide so rapidly meant it was a genuine threat.

			“Scientists have categorized these new protozoa as P4365, or the Vienna Virus as it is now, most unfortunately, being referred to in the media. It has now been detected in most European waterways and has spread into the Black Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. It is only a matter of time before it reaches the Atlantic Ocean, and after that—well… the world’s oceans will all be infected. A true pandemic.” The footage on the screen showed an orange spot in a river in Austria. As we watched, mesmerized, the orange splodge spread down the blue waterways of the map and into the oceans. Soon, the orange began to overlay all the blue on the map.

			“Seventy percent.”

			There was a collective intake of breath as we drew our attention from the orange slide back to Ashton.

			“Seventy percent,” he repeated. “That is how much of the earth’s surface is covered in water. But of this water, only ten percent is drinkable.”

			We had all undoubtedly seen the media coverage, yet I suspect that many, like me, had not realized the extent of the problem. I felt foolish. Here I was, working toward a career in a scientific field, yet I hadn’t even come close to grasping the magnitude of the problem facing us all.

			Ashton raised his hand to quell the outbreak of chatter. He raised his voice slightly to be heard over the commotion.

			“I know that this is confronting. The finest scientific minds across the world are working together on this issue. In fact, this may be one of the very first projects that have seen a truly united global team working on it. Dedicated teams are trying to slow the spread, work out what conditions it thrives in, what conditions slow the division. We are

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
					
				

			

		

	OEBPS/image/world_map1.png





OEBPS/image/9781644503706_fc.jpg
P Aﬁﬁpoésj EESEOKTl

AEMISPAERE

‘\,1‘





OEBPS/image/4HorsemanStuff.png
4 Horsemen
Publications, Ine.





OEBPS/image/Antipodes_HalfTitle1.png
PROJECT
HEMISPHERE

T.S. SiMons






OEBPS/image/world_map.png





OEBPS/image/Antipodes_HalfTitle.png
PROJECT
HEMISPHERE





OEBPS/image/isle_of_lewis_map.png
fl-\- Q
Stornowa
"'\ callanish "Xﬁ
Garrynahine

J\J Tarbe

¢ =3
AR

U





