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			CHAPTER 1

			Kalgoorlie, 
Western Australia, 2030

			‘Dear God, Edward. What have you done?’

			The tension of the last few weeks crashed in on Jonathan Ashley-Cooper. Every muscle on his face contracted in a mask of frustration. His eyebrows furrowed in fury. It wasn’t a video call, so Edward couldn’t see him, which was a good thing. If they were actually talking face-to-face, things could have been much worse.

			‘What have I done? What have I done …?’ A short burst of laughter came through the phone. Edward’s voice rose in pitch. ‘Jonathan, I did it for the company. And for you.’

			‘For me? For me?’

			Jonathan realised he had subconsciously mimicked his employer’s manner of speech. That’s what happened when you weren’t just workmates, but also long-term friends. Correction—had once been workmates and long-term friends. Both of those relationships were over now. Probably forever.

			Disgust rose in a bitter tide and clogged his larynx. Jonathan wrinkled his nose. ‘How dare you imply that I was involved in your … your malicious … scheme.’ He spat out the last word. ‘You handed it over to the Geneva lab. My research, Edward. My work. You did it without consulting me. Why call me now? Why?’ He stopped. Waited for a response. None came. Seconds passed.

			‘Jonathan, have you seen the newspapers? News channels are all reporting rampant HSV encephalitis virus infections in Europe! Now spreading to the UK and the USA! Even South Africa. People are dropping like flies! We have to do something. Fast.’ Edward took a ragged breath. ‘You read the text messages I sent you?’

			‘Yes.’ The word stuck in Jonathan’s throat. He’d read all fifteen of the messages. They detailed a spiralling global catastrophe. ‘It’s not my problem, Edward. You seem to have forgotten that I handed you my resignation letter.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘Anyway, what makes you think the current infections came from the HSV virus I modified in the lab? How do we know it’s not some other strain of virus affecting brain tissue?’

			Edward took a slow stuttering breath. ‘The infections have been traced back to a cluster of encephalitis virus infections in Geneva. There were major international conferences on there at the time it started. The delegates carried the virus back to their countries. The WHO is tracing the genetic code of the virus right now. My contacts tell me that they’re close to linking it to the Geneva lab.’

			‘Great. Just great! The lab to whom you sold my research data and our virus cultures!’ Jonathan snarled.

			‘Listen to me Jonathan. The situation is very grave. What do you think happened?’

			‘How would I know, Edward? I know what was in those virus cultures when you sent them to the Geneva lab. The encephalitis virus I modified in the lab. What I had was harmless to humans. I have no idea what they did with it after that. And I have no idea why they did it.’

			The tone of Edward’s breath changed. Became rapid. Harsh. Moments passed in silence. Silence apart from the faint static on the phone. When Edward spoke again, his voice was laced with anxiety. ‘Jonathan, we have to do something to stop this. Be reasonable. You’re part of the team. You’re the most valuable member of the team. Heck—you are the team, Jonathan. You discovered that virus. You developed the cultures. We’re lost without you.’

			This time it was Jonathan’s turn to snort a laugh. His wife, Anne, and son, Stephen, turned to stare at him. He waved to them and turned away to continue his conversation.

			‘I wanted you to stay on with Ellis Enterprises and work with the Geneva team, Jonathan. You know that.’

			‘And I refused, Edward. You know that. I tried to explain it to you when you first suggested the collaboration. It was too early to share our work with anyone, much less the Geneva mob. Think back, Edward. Remember what I said?’ He took a deep ragged breath. Then spoke slowly, emphasising every word. ‘I. Don’t. Trust. Them.’

			Jonathan moved the phone away from his ear to muffle the curses spewed out by Edward.

			‘Edward, I am four weeks into my long service leave.’ Jonathan deliberately injected a sense of indifference into his voice. ‘I’m on the other side of the continent. Travelling with my family in a caravan. Most of the time we’ve had no mobile cover. We haven’t bothered to keep up with the news. And we’ve kept our phones switched off for the precise reason that both Anne and I are on holiday from work!’

			‘Okay, Jonathan,’ Edward snapped back. ‘You want me to take responsibility? I’ll do it. But right now, it doesn’t matter how it happened. Or even who’s to blame. We need to find a solution. I need you back in the lab, Jonathan. No one in the world knows this virus like you do. You’re probably the only researcher who can do something to stop this … this … demon.’

			‘A demon your friendly scientists in Geneva created.’ He didn’t try to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.

			‘Jonathan—don’t make me grovel. You are the only one who can work on a vaccine and treatment.’

			‘No.’

			‘You mean, you …’ Edward’s words were rushed. Panicked.

			‘I mean,’ Jonathan responded, ‘I will not come back at your command. I handed you my resignation letter, Edward. I meant every word in it. You can get your friends at Maius Bonum and their henchmen in the laboratories in Geneva to work on it.’

			‘Maius Bonum? What the hell are you implying, Jonathan?’

			Jonathan bit back a curse. ‘Don’t treat me like an idiot, Edward. The connections are obvious when you know where to look. I am done with you and your machinations of powerplay. I’ve washed my hands of the consequences of your actions. I’m not coming back to Ellis Enterprises.’ He paused and took another deep breath. ‘Find yourself another scapegoat.’

			‘What can I say to make you change your mind, Jonathan? Is it money? Personnel? I can arrange for you to have the funds you need. The best people to work with you.’

			‘No.’ Jonathan cut him short. ‘There is nothing you can say to make me change my mind, Edward.’

			Edward’s voice was dull. Weary. ‘Is that … is that your final word?’ he mumbled.

			Jonathan stabbed his phone’s power button, terminating the call.

			He didn’t need to wait for the genetic tracing. It was his virus. The basic info Edward had texted him was enough to tell him that.

			He had designed it to be a lifesaver. The Geneva lab had converted it into a deadly virulent monster. Edward’s one act of greed had released a demon into the world.

			He looked across the car park to where his wife and son stood at the edge of the Kalgoorlie Boulder Super Pit with his good friend, Vijay Jeganathan.

			Shoving the phone into his pocket, he jogged over to them.

			God help them all.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Kalgoorlie,
Western Australia, 2030

			Heart racing, young Stephen Ashley-Cooper leaned forward to gaze into what looked like a gigantic meteorite crater. A frisson of excitement rippled up his spine. This was where he wanted to be. It was what he was studying for and dreaming of. He pulled out his phone and clicked. The pictures would go on Instagram and Facebook, Snapchat and Twitter. They should bring him a tsunami of likes. He chuckled and tagged it #superpit.

			The Kalgoorlie Boulder Super Pit wasn’t a meteorite crater. It was evidence of humanity’s skill at wrenching riches out of the bowels of the earth itself. And that’s what Stephen was determined to do. He wanted to be part of the team that ripped the precious metal out of the ground. It was a primal urge. It was gold fever.

			Dr Vijay Jeganathan had driven them deep into the mine crater, right to the rim of the pit. The general public didn’t get to come this close. But Dr Jeganathan was the executive mining engineer at the company that owned the Super Pit. And he was a long-term friend of Stephen’s dad. So, he could pull Stephen and his parents some favours.

			Dr Jeganathan placed his arm around Stephen’s shoulder. ‘At over three-point-five kilometres long and one-point-five kilometres wide, the Golden Mile Super Pit is one of the largest open-cut gold mines in the southern hemisphere,’ he lectured in his sing-song accent. He swept his other hand in an all-encompassing gesture. ‘Look like Lego toys, don’t they!’ He gestured to the yellow and orange vehicles scurrying around in the area of the afternoon blast. ‘Go on, get as many pictures as you want.’ He chortled. ‘Down there—’ he pointed to the bottom of the pit, ‘it’s almost a kilometre deep. That—’ he pointed to a shovel digging into the blasted ore and rock, ‘that can scoop sixty-six tonnes at a time into its bucket. And, over there—’ he pointed to a row of trucks ‘those dump trucks can each carry over two hundred and forty tonnes at a time. Pretty impressive, eh?’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Stephen watched the miners and other staff in protective vests as they darted antlike around the vehicles. He pulled out his phone, recorded a short video, and put it on Snapchat.

			‘So …’ Dr Jeganathan kept his arm on Stephen’s shoulder. His fingers tightened. ‘Your father tells me you want to be a mining engineer?’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Stephen turned to Dr Jeganathan. ‘It’d be totally awesome to work in a place like this.’

			‘Well, it’s hard work. Often twenty-four-seven! But very rewarding. You must come spend the summer vacation with us in Kal.’ He chuckled. ‘It’ll be refreshing to have someone I can talk technical with. Our sons are both planning to do medicine like their mother. You got on well with them at the birthday party, didn’t you?’

			‘Yes, I did. And thank you, sir. Thank you for the invitation.’ Stephen kept a polite smile on his face. But he knew it would never happen. A long-distance friendship was okay. But an Ashley-Cooper could never spend a summer break with an Indian family.

			His mind spun back to the conversation in the caravan on their way to Perth from Adelaide. They had spent the night at a crummy caravan park in Norseman. The dodgy facilities didn’t bother them because their own caravan was as good as a two-bedroom luxury apartment.

			It had been late. 10 pm. They had been on the road all day. His parents had assumed he was asleep in his bunk bed. Instead, he had been scrolling through TikTok and Instagram. Revelling in all the adulation he was getting for his social media posts about his travels across Australia.

			Concern and weariness had threaded through his dad’s voice. ‘Anne, can we just stay at Vijay’s place for a couple of nights? He’s been so accommodating. He even arranged his schedule to take Stephen to the Super Pit and the Fimiston processing plant. And they’ve organised Padmini’s birthday party a week early so we could attend. Her relatives have flown in from Switzerland and France and who knows where else!’ He stopped and laughed. ‘Vijay said that Padmini had pulled out all her old British recipe books. She wants to cook for us!’

			‘That’s the problem, Jon.’ Stephen knew that clipped tone of voice. When Mum spoke that way, she brooked no disagreement. ‘We accept their hospitality in Perth. Then when they visit Sydney, they’ll expect us to entertain them.’

			His dad had sighed. ‘Is that such a bad thing, Anne? They are civilized, you know. He’s an executive mining engineer at Kalgoorlie Consolidated Gold Mining. She’s a consultant physician, for goodness’ sake.’

			‘Don’t patronise me,’ she had snapped back. ‘Of course, they’re civilized. They both spent as much time as we did in London. But … but … they’re so … so Indian.’

			‘Meaning?’

			Dad, Stephen had pleaded silently, let it go. You know you can’t change her views about it.

			‘They’re vegetarians. And they don’t drink any alcohol,’ Mum had continued. ‘They speak loud and fast. And that accent. And the head wobbles. And they smell of the curry they immerse themselves in.’ Even facing away from them, Stephen had sensed his mother’s delicate shudder. ‘If we stay with them, then we have to reciprocate by letting them stay with us. We would have to host a dinner party. Introduce them to our friends in Vaucluse. Invite them to church on Sunday. Imagine how uncomfortable that would be. A long-distance friendship is fine. But, Jon, we have to set some boundaries.’

			Stephen had pulled the pillow over his head. He didn’t want to hear any more. It’s not that his parents were racist. No. Not really. They didn’t hate people of colour. Or Indigenous people. They attended the Sorry March. Supported international missions. Mum helped out occasionally at the English language classes at their church. His parents had paid for their Indian home-help Devi’s surgery. No. That wasn’t it. They were just uncomfortable with people who were different. That’s it.

			He had drifted off to sleep thinking of how awkward it would be if he were to invite his Year 11 Advanced Information Technology class over for lunch. Mum would have a fainting fit when she realized that he was the only white-skinned boy in the group. His parents wanted him to be best mates with the kids of their friends. Their white friends. But he couldn’t. The other white boys at school were all misogynistic snobs. His parents wouldn’t want him to be with them if they knew about their drug-fuelled, porn-watching parties and their social media profiles.

			Dr Jeganathan’s voice dragged him back to the present. ‘Call me Uncle Vijay, son. No more of this ‘sir’ or ‘Dr Jeganathan’. Do you understand?’ He let go of Stephen’s shoulder and jabbed his index finger at Stephen’s chest.

			‘Thanks, sir—sorry, Uncle Vijay. Yes, I’d love to summer with you after the exams.’ He was going to be eighteen next year. Surely, his parents wouldn’t stop him from doing something that would further his career.

			Dr Jeganathan turned to Stephen’s mum. ‘Anne, your son sure is an intense academic. Just like Jonathan was.’ His laugh was a full-throated, uninhibited rumble. ‘I remember the late nights he spent in the virology lab in Oxford.’ He waggled a finger at Mum. ‘Although, it was probably the southern belle, fellow doctoral student rather than the viruses that kept him up at night!’

			Dr Jeganathan didn’t seem to notice the flash of irritation in his mum’s blue eyes.

			‘Hey, Dr … eh, Uncle Vijay. Do you mind if I make another video?’ Without waiting for his response, Stephen hit the record button on his phone. He flexed the biceps of his left arm and leaned towards the pit. ‘Superman at the Super Pit!’

			With another burst of laughter, Dr Jeganathan moved to stand behind him. He flexed both arms. ‘Do it again, Stephen!’

			His dad jogged over to join them. ‘Vijay,’ he puffed, ‘do you know anything about a breakout of encephalitis?’ His voice was tight with worry.

			Dr Jeganathan moved away from Stephen and tilted his head. ‘If you’re asking about that so-called new HSV strain encephalitis, there’s been news about cases in Europe. Our relatives who came down from there for the birthday party mentioned it. This morning’s news reported a few cases in Melbourne. A spike in cases was reported across Europe. The WHO is contemplating declaring it a pandemic. I guess they learnt the importance of quick action after the COVID experience of 10 years ago!’ He stopped and shrugged. ‘I figured you would know about it. You’re the expert.’

			‘Stephen, Anne—’ His dad’s face was set in an expressionless mask. But Stephen could pick up on his anxiety by the tightening of muscles around his eyes and the sheen of sweat on his upper lip. ‘We need to get back to the hotel.’ His fingers were clasped talon-like on the mobile phone.

			‘Jon!’ Mum narrowed her eyes and tossed her hair back. ‘It’s only two o’clock. Vijay promised to take us to the mining museum.’

			‘Sorry.’ Dad shushed her with a touch to her arm. He turned to Dr Jeganathan. ‘Vijay, I’m sorry.’

			Dr Jeganathan patted Stephen’s dad on the back. ‘No worries, Jonathan. I’m just happy you visited with us. Padmini would have been heartbroken if you missed her forty-fifth birthday celebration yesterday!’ He chuckled and nudged Stephen’s dad. ‘Although, I think she likes people to think it was her fortieth!’

			Dr Jeganathan led them over to his Toyota Landcruiser. ‘Son,’ he addressed Stephen. ‘You driving yet?’

			Stephen grimaced and glanced at his dad. ‘Only in our old Beamer!’

			Dr Jeganathan patted the bonnet of the vehicle. ‘I’ll give you driving lessons on this when you visit next summer. This is what we call a mine spec vehicle.’ He pointed to the front. ‘Bull bar, spotlights.’ He gestured to the antennae from two small boxes. ‘Eighty channel UHF radio and VHF radio. Lots more interesting additions. A real beast. Although a quiet one with its electric motor!’ He opened the front seat next to the driver. ‘Jump in the front. I’ll give you your first lesson.’

			Stuck between a slow-moving grader and a water tanker, the drive back to the staff car park was slow. Dr Jeganathan pointed to the parts of the grader and explained its role in clearing the mud roads after the blast and picking up the debris from the dump trucks.

			Only half-listening, Stephen studied his dad’s face reflected in the driving mirror. Dad’s eyes were fixed on his phone. His reaction to what he was reading was obvious from his tensed shoulders, pursed lips and the frown lines on his forehead. He met Stephen’s eyes in the mirror and mouthed, ‘it’s okay.’

			At the staff car park, his dad clicked the remote to their Jeep Grand Cherokee before Dr Jeganathan parked his vehicle. ‘Come on, Stephen. Anne,’ he called out. He leapt out of the car, turned to Dr Jeganathan and held out his right hand. ‘Vijay, thank you for everything. Sorry we have to rush off.’

			Ignoring his outstretched hand, Dr Jeganathan stepped out of the driver’s seat and wrapped Dad in a hug. ‘Jonathan,’ he muttered, ‘You’re upset. I don’t know what exactly it is. I’m guessing it has to do with the virus. Keep strong, okay?’

			Stephen watched, open-mouthed, as his conservative, no-touch dad returned the embrace and whispered something in his friend’s ear.

			Dr Jeganathan stepped back and held his dad by his shoulders. He wobbled his head in assent. ‘I don’t understand, but I will follow your advice.’

			‘Anne.’ Dr Jeganathan called out to Stephen’s mum, who had sauntered to their car. ‘I hope you’ll let Stephen come and spend time with us next year after his HSC exams. We’ll take good care of him.’

			‘I have no doubt you will, Vijay. However, he has a year to go.’ She glanced at the car. Dad was in the driver’s seat and had the ignition turned on. ‘We better get going. Jon seems to be in an outlandish hurry.’

			Dr Jeganathan held the front passenger door open for Stephen’s mum, then looked at Stephen. The intensity of his gaze surprised Stephen. ‘You take care of your father, son,’ he said in an undertone. ‘He needs you right now.’

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			Rawlinna,
Western Australia, 2030

			A palpable fog of angst hung between his parents on the drive from the mine to the hotel. Stephen tried to ignore it. He snapped photos of the picturesque old outback buildings lining the Kalgoorlie streets. Uploaded them on Instagram. Added a few tweets about the mine.

			Dad’s tensed shoulders and white-knuckled death-grip on the steering wheel, coupled with the worry lines around his mouth and on his forehead, should have conveyed his mood to Mum. Apparently, it didn’t.

			‘Really, Jon,’ she complained. ‘What’s so important that we can’t spend one more day touring Kalgoorlie? It’s such a pretty little city!’ She stared out of the window.

			A faint shake of Dad’s head was the only response. She turned to face him.

			‘Don’t look away! Talk to me, Jon!’ She clasped his forearm. ‘What the—? You’re tense as a board.’ She stopped. Her voice was softer when she continued. ‘Who was that on the phone, Jon? Was it Edward Ellis? What did he say?’ She frowned. ‘Has it to do with the virus you asked Vijay about?’

			‘Anne, can you please let me think?’

			Mum jerked her hand away, slid over in the seat and looked out of the window again. ‘Fine,’ she snapped.

			They drove in silence to the hotel and parked by the caravan bay. Dad tossed the caravan keys to Stephen. ‘Help your mum pack. I need to make a call.’ He dashed off into the hotel.

			When Stephen and his mum reached their hotel suite, his dad was pacing up and down the balcony, the phone pressed to his ear. His other hand made frantic stabbing gestures in the air.

			Stephen flung the wardrobe open and shoved his clothes into his backpack. He pulled out the roller bag his mum used and gave it to her. She unzipped it and started folding her clothes. ‘I knew something was brewing!’ she grumbled. ‘He comes home and announces that he’s taking long service leave. Then drags us across the continent. Makes you miss school. And me … me …’

			‘Mum,’ Stephen stopped packing and straightened up. ‘You finished marking and grading student exams. You’re on uni break. You’re always whining that Dad’s a workaholic.’ He grinned at his mother to soften the words. ‘And Dad knew I was dying to visit the mine sites in West Australia. He said his long service leave was overdue. Maybe it was just chance?’

			His mum’s lips lifted in amusement. She turned and ruffled Stephen’s hair. ‘My wise son.’

			They finished packing in silence.

			The balcony door slid open. ‘Sorry, Anne, Stephen. We have to hit the road. Now!’ Dad flung open the wardrobe door and crammed his clothes into his carry case. Then, ignoring Mum’s cry of protest, he shovelled all the toiletries in the bathroom into a plastic bag and tossed it to Stephen. ‘I’ll check us out and get the caravan connected. Meet you at the front of the hotel in ten.’

			Mum sneezed into her elbow. She grabbed a handful of tissues. ‘Just what I need,’ she sniffled into the tissues. Stephen swung his backpack on his shoulder and grabbed her roller bag. ‘Come on, Mum. You can rest in the caravan. I’ll sit up front and navigate.’

			‘No,’ she mumbled. ‘I need to talk to your dad. I know there’s more to this whole trip than just a family getaway.’ She sniffed and shoved another handful of tissues into the pocket of her trousers.

			They rolled their luggage out of the hotel to where Stephen’s dad was waiting for them. The Jeep’s engine was humming, the caravan was attached, and his dad had a grim, impatient look on his face. He jogged over to them, grabbed their cases, and tossed them into the caravan. Stephen got in the back seat of the jeep while his mum slid into the front passenger seat. Dad hurled himself into the driver’s seat, slammed his door shut, switched on the engine, and took off while he was still buckling his seatbelt one-handed.

			They travelled in silence, heading south on the Goldfields Highway away from the city of Kalgoorlie. A little past the city limit, his dad swung the car left onto a smaller road. The signpost read ‘Mount Monger Road.’ Mum grabbed Dad’s arm, causing the car to swerve. Dad swore and swung the steering wheel back. Mum glanced at the positioning device on her phone. ‘Jon, what do you think you’re doing?’ she shrieked. ‘We need to continue on Goldfields Highway to the coast road!’

			‘No.’ His dad’s voice was brusque. ‘We’re going through Rawlinna.’

			Mum stared at her phone. ‘Rawlinna? For God’s sake, Jon. Why?’ she snapped back. ‘There’s nothing there.’ She glanced down at her phone. ‘I can’t find a caravan park. Nothing. And it’ll add hours to our trip to Adelaide.’

			The car and caravan juddered into a pothole in the road.

			Mum sniffled, then sneezed into her elbow.

			From the back seat, Stephen handed her the box of tissues.

			Dad drove in silence. His fingers were rigid on the steering wheel.

			His mum sighed. ‘Jon, darling,’ she whispered, her voice now threaded with worry. ‘What is it?’ She placed her fingers over his on the steering wheel. ‘I’ve never seen you like this. It’s got to be that phone call you had. It was from Edward, wasn’t it? What’s going on in Sydney, Jon? Has something happened at the lab? Do they want you back there?’ She tightened her fingers on his. ‘Why not go back to Perth and fly to Sydney? I’m sure Vijay won’t mind holding the car and caravan for us.’

			Dad slowed and swung the car around another pothole. He took his left hand off the wheel and wrapped Mum’s fingers in his. ‘Yes, Anne. I need to explain.’ He glanced in the mirror at Stephen. ‘You too, son.’ He sighed and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Things are happening that I could never have foreseen. In my wildest dreams. Or—’ His voice dropped a notch, ‘in my worst nightmares.’

			‘Jon,’ Mum’s voice rose in pitch. ‘You’re scaring me.’

			Dad dropped Mum’s hand to grab the steering wheel and swing the car around another rut on the road. He took a deep breath and let it out in a shuddering sigh. ‘Anne, you know about my research on blood-brain barrier transmission in the central nervous system.’ He glanced in the mirror at Stephen. ‘That, for the mechanical-minded, is the filter that keeps the bad stuff from getting into the spinal cord and brain.’

			‘Yes, Jon,’ Mum mumbled through her sniffles. ‘That’s why Edward Ellis headhunted you for his lab. He knew that your research on how some viruses get into the spinal cord and brain and others don’t is internationally recognised.’

			Dad nodded. ‘You know I was testing on mice.’ He glanced back at Stephen. ‘Because we’re not allowed to test on human subjects.’

			Stephen grinned. ‘Awesome! They do it in the movies! That’s always how they create the supervillain. Some crazy scientist goes and tests his super-drug on himself.’ He laughed. ‘Or he goes and tests it on someone else. And that guy becomes a monster.’

			At the word monster, his dad flinched. Then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly while shaking his head. ‘Anyway … I was studying how different species of mice respond differently to various strains of encephalitis. That’s a brain disease,’ he said, glancing at Stephen in the rear-view mirror. ‘Kind of like a brain fever.’

			‘I know that,’ Stephen muttered.

			‘Anyway,’ his dad continued, ignoring him, ‘I wanted—I wanted to—progress to eventually looking at how people from some ethnic groups get affected by the particular virus strains and others don’t.’

			Stephen pulled a puzzled frown. ‘Why research that? It sounds kind of racist.’

			‘IT’S NOT RACIST!’ Dad yelled and slapped his hand on the steering wheel. Mum jumped in her seat and stared at him. ‘Sorry,’ Dad muttered and released another deep breath. ‘I was trying to develop testing methods, okay?’ he continued in a more subdued tone. ‘And medications. And vaccines. Ways to help people. By diagnosing them early. And develop vaccines and medications precisely tailored to the ethnic group.’ He continued to speak as the Jeep lurched along the rutted dirt road. ‘We had this modified virus. It came from the Herpes Simplex Virus.’ He glanced in the mirror at Stephen. ‘The one that causes shingles.’

			Stephen nodded.

			‘Our research assistant Rachel called the modified virus HSV Cousin or HSV cos. The name stuck. Anne, you remember Rachel, don’t you?’

			‘Yes,’ Mum mumbled. Her voice sounded thick and hoarse. Her sinuses must be really congested. ‘Rachel Thomas. The one with the really cute two-year-old son, Paul.’ Mum sneezed and rubbed her eyes. ‘But what has this got to do with us taking the Rawlinna route home, Jon?’

			Dad was quiet for a few seconds. Stephen glanced out the window. Outside their air-conditioned, mobile metal oasis, the dry Australian bush stretched out as far as he could see, flat as an ironing board. It was covered with low mallee shrubs with their leaves, dark green and tough. A few short, hardy red-bark gumtrees stood their ground against the dry landscape. The sky above them was cloudless and bright blue.

			Dad sighed again. The car slowed even further. ‘Something else happened. I didn’t want to tell you. I knew it would upset you.’ He rubbed his face with the palm of his hand. His voice dropped. Every word was weighted with torment.

			‘The virus, HSV cos. It could cross the blood-brain barrier in a specific species of mice. We were ready to start human trials. It was all laid out. But we didn’t have enough money in the project budget. That next phase needed a big injection of finance.’ He stopped for a moment to navigate the Jeep and caravan across a wide ditch. Then he continued. ‘Edward called me into the office on the first of February.’

			‘That was two days before we left on our road trip!’ Mum hissed. ‘For God’s sake, Jon! I asked you what the rush was! You said it was because you had leave. And that management had ordered you to take it. And that you were dying to get the new caravan on the road.’

			Dad shrugged. ‘At that meeting, Edward told me he had sold the patent for the research process.’

			‘What!’ Mum’s head snapped to the side to stare at Dad.

			‘And the samples of our modified virus cultures.’

			‘He can’t do that!’ Mum twisted in her seat to face Dad. ‘It’s your original work! Your ideas! We can sue him!’

			Dad shook his head. He coughed and reached for a tissue from the box Mum held. ‘Yes, he could do it. He showed me the small print on my contract. I couldn’t … didn’t have any authority to prevent it.’ Dad shrugged again. ‘He’d sold it to an international research company based in Europe. In Geneva, Switzerland. My material was already on its way to their lab. I couldn’t stop any of it from happening. Legally, all I had was—’ His knuckles tightened further on the steering wheel. ‘An option to work with the team in Geneva.’

			‘Who’d he give it to? Who’s this Geneva company?’

			‘I think they’re linked to a group called Maius Bonum’.

			‘Maius Bonum?’ Mum wheezed. ‘Meaning the greater good? Who’re they?’

			Dad made an angry growling sound in the back of his throat. ‘They market themselves as medical philanthropists. Seeking world health and prosperity and all that.’ He coughed and cleared his throat. ‘But I think they’re a bunch of white supremacists who are afraid of the rising power of developing countries like India and China.’

			‘And now they’ve got your research on ethnic-specific infections. And can do what they want with it!’ Mum slumped back in her seat. ‘Why would Edward do that?’

			Dad’s voice was little more than a hoarse whisper. ‘Money? Power? Or maybe he’s linked with Maius Bonum.’ His voice rose in volume. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know!’ he shouted.

			‘Jon, please,’ Mum clasped Dad’s hand.

			Dad got control of himself again. His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I gave Edward my resignation. He refused to accept it. He told me to take time off to think about it. So … here we are.’

			‘Dad.’ Stephen had to know. ‘What did Edward say to you over the phone? At the Super Pit?’

			‘Apparently, things are happening that no one expected. He wanted me back in Sydney. Back in the lab. He sounded frightened. Even terrified. I think he knows more than he was willing to tell me on the phone. He booked us tickets on this afternoon’s flight from Perth to Sydney.’

			‘So,’ Mum coughed into a tissue. ‘Why are we in the car on a side road to Rawlinna and not on a flight to Sydney?’

			‘Because …’ Dad slid a look at Stephen in the rear-view mirror. ‘After talking with Edward, I made another call. To Rachel. And I need time to think about what she told me.’ He stopped speaking and remained silent as the car and caravan continued bouncing along the rough Rawlinna Road.

			Mum rested her arm on the window and dropped her head into her elbow.

			‘What did she say, Dad?’ Stephen prompted.

			‘Rachel said that there were reports of an HSV related strain of encephalitis in Europe and the United States. She said it sounded like it was from our encephalitis HSV cos virus. It was very infectious. And that it seems to infect mainly white-skinned people. Apparently, they’re calling it the ‘White Plague’. She wouldn’t, or maybe couldn’t, say more.’ He stopped and rubbed his forehead. ‘What’s even weirder is that she warned me that Edward has used his influence to contact the police in this area. They’re on the lookout for us. On all the main routes between Perth and Adelaide. They’ve been instructed to intercept us and get us back to Sydney. By force, if needed!’

			‘That’s absurd! What are we, a bunch of criminals?’ Mum coughed yet again.

			‘No. We’re not the ones who committed a criminal act. Edward took care of that!’ Dad sighed. ‘If the infection is in the community, and spreading as fast as Rachel said it is, it won’t be long before it’s a global catastrophe. The Prime Minister is likely to declare a national emergency. Maybe he already has. He won’t want another crisis like COVID 2020.’ Dad stopped for a few seconds. His voice was laced with weariness. ‘Come to think of it, the order to get us to Sydney may have come from a source higher than Edward.’

			‘Maybe we should go back to Perth?’ Mum took a shuddering breath.

			Dad sighed and glanced at the map on his phone. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ He sighed. ‘There’s a smaller road from Rawlinna to Adelaide. I’ll take that. It should get us to Adelaide by nightfall. We can reconsider our options there.’ He frowned and concentrated on the road.

			Mum broke into a fit of coughing.

			Dad slowed down and pulled to the side of the road. ‘Anne,’ he reached over and touched her forehead. ‘You’re running a temperature. Go lie down in the caravan for a while.’

			Mum swallowed and sighed. ‘My throat hurts. A little nap would help.’

			Dad walked with Mum to the caravan. He came back with two carry mugs of coffee. ‘Jump up in the front with me.’ He grabbed a tissue and sneezed. ‘Bummer, I think I’m coming down with the same thing Mum has.’

			A sudden thought entered Stephen’s mind. ‘Dad, is it possible that you could have caught that ‘White Plague’ brain bug you described?’

			He was silent for a couple of seconds. ‘No.’ he replied. ‘We weren’t exposed to anyone with the disease. Vijay said they’ve only reported cases in Melbourne.’

			They drove on. Away from the flat bush into a pine tree forest. In time, the trees they were driving through thinned and gave way to bronze-copper gimlet gum, silver saltbush and blue bush scrub.

			Dad sneezed and yawned. ‘We’re entering the Nullarbor now.’

			Stephen grabbed his phone and clicked. He put the pictures on Facebook, Snapchat and Instagram. #Nullarbor.

			Stephen dozed. Then jerked awake at the sound of his dad coughing.

			Dad had his hands clasped tight on the steering wheel. Every line of his face and body radiated anxiety. ‘Dad!’ Stephen reached out to touch his dad’s arm. He stifled a gasp. Dad’s skin was hot and wet with sweat. He glanced at his dad’s face. The red flush and sheen of perspiration confirmed it. His dad was sick.

			Dad slowed and reached into the side pocket of the door to pull out what Stephen recognised as the satellite tracking communicator. He handed it to Stephen. ‘Press the red button,’ he wheezed. His voice was brittle, fragile with worry. ‘It’s an emergency transmitter. It’ll alert authorities that we’re in trouble. Then dial triple-0. Tell them we’re just short of Rawlinna. Both your parents are unwell.’ He coughed. ‘Give them my name.’ He sighed. ‘For all you know, they may be looking for us!’

			Stephen switched on the communicator. He stared at the screen. The words were in stark red upper case. ‘NO SIGNAL’. He switched it off, waited a couple of seconds, and turned it on again. ‘NO SIGNAL’.

			‘Dad,’ Stephen stammered. ‘There’s no connection.’ He pressed the red emergency button anyway. ‘NO SIGNAL’.

			His dad picked up his mobile phone from the holder on the dashboard. ‘What the heck!’ he muttered. ‘No connection?’ He pulled the car and caravan off the road.

			He should go for help. Stephen clicked his seat belt off and looked around. The sun was a harsh golden ball, low on the distant flat horizon. The sky bled crimson and orange over the never-ending saltbush and occasional mallee shrub. There was nothing else. Nothing but the white limestone gravel that carpeted the Nullarbor Plain.

			Except … shimmering in the distance … what looked like a small cross on the roadside. He squinted and stared through the heat haze. No, it was a road sign. At the beginning of a narrow dirt side-road.

			Stephen opened the door of the car and jumped out. The dry, hot air burned his nose and throat. He gasped, then took a deep breath and ran towards the road sign. A hewn wooden post pointed down the side-road. It read, ‘Rawlinna Sheep and Cattle Station’. Stephen shaded his eyes against the harsh rays of the setting sun and looked down the road. In the distance, he could see the outline of a cluster of buildings. A light blinked on. Silver blue. The intensity of the light waxed and waned.

			Stephen dashed back to the car. ‘Dad.’ He opened the driver’s side door. His dad was slumped on the wheel. ‘Dad! Dad!’ He shook his shoulder. ‘Come on, Dad, let’s go to the caravan. I can see Rawlinna Station. I’ll run over there and alert the flying doctors.’

			Stephen slid his arm around his dad’s waist and coaxed him to walk to the caravan. He settled him in the bed next to his mum. Stephen grabbed his leather jacket and a torch, dragged on his leather walking boots and slipped his phone into the side pocket of his jeans. He shut the door of the caravan and set off at a jog down the road to Rawlinna Station.

			The dry, brown-grey dust sprayed up and around him. It coated his clothes and invaded his face and hair. The red-orange globe of the sun slung lower on the horizon. The white noise of the twilight cicada chorus only accentuated the desert stillness. The crunch of his feet on the sand was the only sound.

			He kept his eyes fixed on the silver-blue light. It blinked brighter. It seemed to beckon him.

			He was hallucinating. He must be sick too.

			Gasping for air, Stephen ran faster toward the light. It was his only hope.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			Serendib, 2131

			‘This cannot be happening!’

			A spike of adrenaline flashed across fifteen-year-old Aletheia Joseph’s neural pathways. She bit down on her lower lip and swallowed the scream that threatened to burst out of her. She couldn’t control the harsh rush of her sharp indrawn breath. It quivered and sank in the pure silence that surrounded her.

			She blinked and looked again at the Cognitive Visual Unit display in front of her. On it was an image representing the use of Laplace transform to solve complex differential equations. It was shot through with a purple and silver streak. The streak had nothing to do with mathematics. And everything to do with the existence and stability of the universe she currently inhabited. Sweat broke out on her forehead. She slid back and grasped the arms of the shell she was seated in to keep her hands from trembling. The shell softened and shaped around her fingers. Sensing her tension, it rubbed and soothed. It didn’t help. She felt her heart race. Her breath caught in her chest.

			Holding her head still, she slid her eyes around the learning pod. The walls of the dome-shaped pod radiated the fluorescent blue light that encouraged attentiveness and focus. Their learning Guide, Miss Chitra, dressed in the blue-green silk saree of an advisor, stood in her customary place at the front. Ally looked over the group again, checking if anyone else looked disturbed.

			Everyone else in the pod, all fifteen of the scholars, sat back in their custom-designed shells, arms folded, white silk tunics and trousers shimmering and drifting in the light breeze that flowed through the gills that served as air vents in the dome. The shells were seats designed with an inbuilt motion detector and response unit. Each shell had its own inbuilt artificial intelligence, which enabled it to detect the emotional status of the person seated in it and respond appropriately. None of the shells appeared to be dealing with excessive stress right now. Except hers. The other scholars were relaxed, their collective attention focused on solving the equations flashing across their personal CVU’s.

			Nobody had noticed Ally’s reaction. Yet.

			She fixed her gaze on the purple and silver interference. ‘Go away.’ She marshalled her neural control centres and focused on the streak. ‘Go. Away … Please.’ She silently signalled her CVU. ‘Not now. Please. Go.’ Nothing changed.

			Ally took a half breath and held it. She concentrated her thoughts on her body’s response. She had to slow her heart rate. Calm her breathing. The Guide would know if she panicked.

			The streak blurred and changed into a mauve aura that pulsed across her CVU.

			She looked around the learning pod again. Everyone else was concentrating on their maths. So, it was only her.

			This was good. It was also bad. Very bad.

			She needed to get out of the learning pod and talk to Appa.

			Nathan, her best friend and study buddy sat in the shell next to her. He reached over to grasp her arm. Ally gasped and looked at him. His grasp tightened. ‘Ally,’ he whispered. ‘Where are you?’ He pointed to the Guide at the front of the pod. ‘The Guide is channelling you! She’s almost yelling! I can feel it.’

			Ally dragged her eyes away from the CVU to look toward the front of the pod. The Guide’s stare pinned Ally to her shell. ‘Aletheia,’ the Guide vocalised. Her voice was low, but conveyed a mix of concern and apprehension in the one word. ‘What is happening to you? Your CVU is completely distorted. Your brain’s cognitive thought patterns are unreadable. You aren’t responding to my communications. Are you feeling unwell?’

			At her spoken words, every other scholar rotated in their shell towards Ally. The Guide very rarely vocalised to an individual scholar. One-to-one communications were conducted by direct mind contact and channelling. To speak to an individual during a learning session was an extraordinary event. It signalled a disruption in interpersonal mind contact communication. A very rare occurrence among the citizens of Serendib. Even worse, was the suggestion that she was unwell. A hint that Ally’s brain-body coordination wasn’t functioning as it should. That hurt. Ally knew that in her position, that was impossible. The Guide probably knew that too.

			Ally dragged herself away from the grasp of the shell and got to her feet. It released her with an obvious reluctance. She concentrated on relaxing her vocal cords. Her voice when she spoke was low and calm. ‘Aunty Chitra,’ she silently channelled the Guide with the familiarity permitted to the female scholars. ‘May I please be excused for a few minutes? I need to recalibrate my CVU.’

			‘Well,’ Guide Chitra channelled back silently. ‘We are at a critical point in our complex differentials.’ She stared at Ally. The Guide’s concern for her vibrated through her signals. ‘But if anyone can catch up—you can.’ Ally inclined her head in assent and then looked into the Guide’s eyes. The unspoken message burrowed into her consciousness. ‘I don’t believe there is anything the matter with your CVU. And I know that you are not unwell. We will discuss this later.’ Ally flashed back acceptance of the Guide’s comment and turned away. She controlled her urge to rush out of the learning pod.

			Ally heard the Guide’s silent instruction to the others as she walked to the exit portal of the pod. ‘Scholars, let’s get back to our learning.’

			The wall of the learning pod slid open with a whoosh and ejected her into the harsh white light of the tropical sunshine. She stepped away from the exit and stood under the shade of the araliya tree. The sweet fragrance engulfed her. That, together with the sight of the velvet-white flowers with their deep yellow sun-shot heart, eased her tension. Just a fraction.

			Ally closed her eyes and concentrated. She switched on to the neural communication lobe in her brain and channelled the frequency of Saint Paul Thomas, the spiritual leader of Serendib. Saint Thomas was her great-great-grandfather. He was ‘Appa’ to her. Saint to the rest of Serendib. He responded to her call within two seconds. Ally placed her palms together at breast level in the traditional Serendib greeting to an elder. ‘Appa, Vannakam.’

			The image in front of her shimmered and consolidated. Standing at a hundred and seventy centimetres and weighing around seventy kilograms, one hundred-and-three-year-old Saint Thomas was not a big man. But what he lacked in stature, he made up for in authority and charisma. One glance from the platinum grey eyes could reduce the toughest citizen of Serendib to a blubbering mess. But right now, his eyes were a deep charcoal grey of contemplation. His silver and grey tunic and trousers shifted in the breeze as he raised his palms to return Ally’s greeting. ‘Vannakam, Aletheia.’ His lips twitched. ‘Your CVU not working?’ His trimmed grey beard glimmered in the sunshine.

			‘Appa. You knew this would take place, didn’t you?’

			Saint Thomas slanted his head in acquiescence. ‘I expected it. You know that, Aletheia. Just not so soon.’

			‘Appa, what will happen? Will it change everything?’

			‘Aletheia, Aletheia, you are impatient. Everything is too inclusive of a word.’ He stopped and shook his head, setting the silver threads in his shoulder-length hair quivering. ‘You are young. Maybe too young to take on the responsibilities this will entail.’

			Tears sprang to Ally’s eyes. ‘Yes, Appa. I am young.’ She reached her fingers towards the image shimmering in front of her. ‘But it will be a long time before I have to take over leadership of Serendib. You will be here with us …’

			‘But not forever, Aletheia. Not forever.’ He stopped her with a flick of his fingers. ‘And when the time comes, you will be ready.’ The grey eyes sharpened. Turned from charcoal to flint.

			Ally straightened her spine and stood erect. She brought her palms together again and bowed her head. ‘Yes, I will be ready.’ She paused, lowered her head further and looked at him through the veil of her eyelashes. ‘Appa,’ she whispered. ‘Can we not ignore it?’

			‘Ignore it?’ Saint Thomas snapped.

			Ally didn’t look at him. She didn’t need to. The energy of his displeasure radiated in waves toward her.

			‘Aletheia,’ Saint Thomas’ voice was low and laden with care. ‘What are the creeds we live by?’

			‘Faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love,’ Ally whispered.

			‘What would you say is the most loving thing to do?’

			‘We cannot ignore the cry for help,’ she whispered. ‘We have to open the way. What will it look like, Appa?’

			‘I will turn on the cross-temporal illumination. We can open the time portal only for a short length of time. At twilight their time. To do more would be too destabilising.’

			Ally frowned. ‘Destabilising? For
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