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      Alice pressed her fork down on her steak. The soft meat leaked a pool of blood that spread over her white plate. It soaked into the potatoes and broccoli.

      A slow heave lifted in her throat, and she gulped several times to combat the excess saliva that gushed into her mouth. She could almost taste the metallic tang of blood. “How was the–” another heave rose up and she cleared it with a cough that echoed through the sparse room. She tried again. “How was the lab today, John?”

      A thick frown furrowed John’s brow. This was his usual response to most questions. Everything was an irritation. Such banal conversations couldn’t hold a flame to his vast intellect. He ejected the word as if giving a reply was below him. “Stressful.”

      The rejection sent a sharp stab through Alice’s stomach. It didn’t matter how many times he knocked her down, she got back up and continued to look for his approval. Fire spread beneath her cheeks and she chewed on her bottom lip.

      John flashed a grin of wonky teeth. It took all of Alice’s strength not to flinch at the ghastly sight. “I must say though, it’s been made a little easier by Wilfred having to make me this meal.”

      A deep breath filled Alice’s sinuses with the smell of disinfectant; the smell she associated with John. Decades immersed in the study of bacteria and disease had driven his level of cleanliness to the point where it bordered on obsessive-compulsive. A frown darkened her view of the room. “What did you say the bet was?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Alice looked into his sharp blue eyes and waited for him to say more.

      He didn’t.

      A look first at the man, dressed in his white lab coat, she then looked around at his white, minimalist penthouse apartment. Everything had a place, and everything was necessary. Beakers and test tubes littered the sides like ornaments. She hadn’t ever seen a photograph on display, despite this being his personal space… no room for sentimentality here.

      Alice squirmed in her seat as the silence swelled.

      John watched her.

      No matter how long she’d known the man for, John always made her itch in her own skin. As if pressured to break the overwhelming void between them, she said, “So, what was the bet about?”

      “An experiment. I predicted the correct result.”

      A machine would have been better company. Alice frowned at him again and sighed.

      “Oh, do pull yourself together, woman,” John said. “You’ve got to learn to stop being so bloody sensitive.”

      Despite his obnoxious behaviour, the man did have redeeming qualities. When he worked, his creativity and passion flowed from him. Science drove him like a heartbeat, but Alice couldn’t excuse him time and again. She couldn’t ignore every time he’d humiliated her during a lecture; every time he’d not let her finish her point; every time he’d selected her to clean the lab at the end of the day while he let his other students leave. “How about you learn to stop being so bloody insensitive?”

      A flick of his bony hand at her and he said, “This is what I mean. It’s these emotional fluctuations that take away your ability to be objective. That’s why men make better scientists.”

      “And terrible companions.”

      He lowered his head and peered over his glasses at her. “We can leave our baggage at the door,” he continued.

      For the second time, her face smouldered. “You left your baggage in the delivery ward, John. Maybe your sociopathic detachment serves you well in the world of science, but it doesn’t equip you to deal with the real world. Without science, you’d be stranded.” Her vision blurred. Great! Tears again. They only strengthened the man’s argument.

      John sighed and shook his head.

      A glance down at her dinner, and Alice prodded the soft steak. Maybe a scalpel would be more appropriate than the wooden-handled knife in her hand. In the bright glare of John’s scrutiny, Alice cut into the steak and lifted a piece to her mouth.

      The soft meat sat like jelly on her tongue. Unable to chew it, she took a deep gulp and tried to swallow. The piece of steak stuck in her throat like it was barbed. Her heart raced as a metallic rush of juices slithered down her oesophagus and clogged her throat.

      John watched on, his expression unchanged. The cold detachment of a scientist rather than the compassion of a human being stared through his beady eyes.

      Alice’s pulse boomed inside her skull. She held her neck and wheezed, “Help me.”

      He didn’t. He believed in natural selection. Sink or swim. How many cavemen had choked on their dinner? The ones who had been saved only weakened the gene pool. Weakness should never be rewarded.

      After several heavy gulps, Alice swallowed the meat, leaned on the table, and gasped. Adrenaline surged through her. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand to stop her mascara from running and looked up to see John watching her with his usual blank expression. A barrage of abuse rose and died on her tongue; there was no point.

      Alice retuned her focus to her dinner and flinched every time her cutlery hit the porcelain plate. The sharp chinks bounced around the quiet room. After she’d cut everything up, she stared at her food. A tightness remained in her throat from when she’d choked; another sip of warm red wine did little to ease her trepidation.

      When she looked back up, John still watched her.

      She cleared her throat. “So, when will you tell me about your work, John?”

      His dinner remained untouched; his scrawny frame and pallid skin served as a visual representation of his poor diet. Thirty years her senior at sixty-three, he looked fifty years older. He consulted his wristwatch as if their meal had a deadline and sighed. “I can’t. You know that.”

      While she watched him, she speared some potato and put it in her mouth, chewed, and took another sip of wine. The fluffy vegetable disintegrated and slid down her throat when she swallowed. Eating under John’s cold scrutiny seemed to increase the possibility that she’d choke again. Maybe he was right; maybe her tension was all in the mind.

      She ate a piece of purple sprouting broccoli. The bland vegetable had taken on the rich tang of blood from the steak.

      Despite the slow heave that turned through her stomach again, Alice focused hard on mastication. When the food had no taste left, she swallowed the weak mush.

      When she looked up again, the strip lighting sent electric shocks through her eyeballs. She shielded her brow as she looked at John. “Have the lights gotten brighter?”

      John didn’t respond.

      “The lights,” she repeated as she viewed the room through slits. “Have they been turned up?” Her world blurred, and the beginnings of a migraine stretched its poisonous roots through her brain.

      Alice changed the subject. “I know you can’t tell me about your work, John. It’s just, as my professor, I long to understand more. You’re here to teach me, after all.” Another sharp pain jabbed into her eyes, and she drew a short breath that echoed in the bare room. While she stared down at the white table, she pinched her forehead for relief.

      “Are you okay?” His tone showed no evidence of concern. It seemed more like someone on a scientific quest to collate information. She expected to look up and see him taking notes. John didn’t believe in downtime. The world should be viewed through objective eyes at all times. Emotions belonged to the irrational.

      Two hollow knocks sounded out when John dropped his pointy elbows on the table. Alice looked up to see his long and bony fingers entwine. His deep and languid voice rumbled, “Eat more, it will make you feel better. As for my work, you’ll have to keep wondering, I’m afraid. Since the Second Cold War started with The East, everything has been on a need-to-know basis.”

      “The Second Cold War? That’s always your excuse, John. Since the terrorist attacks in 2023–”

      “And the second wave a year later.” He spoke to her as if she didn’t know her history. He spoke to her as if she barely knew her own name.

      A deep breath helped her withhold her retort. “The point I was trying to make,” she said, “is that nothing’s happened for the last fifteen years. We’ve had the silent threat of war hanging over us like a thick fog. Sometimes I wonder whether it’s just a way for the government to take our civil liberties away. I wouldn’t be surprised if they put a Doomsday Clock in every city just to remind us of how much protection we need. Just so we obey their every wish.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Alice. You sound like one of those new-age paranoid types.”

      “As opposed to the old-age paranoid types? At least my beliefs don’t result in us stockpiling weapons of mass destruction.” Fire spread across her face and she trembled. Years of repressed arguments always rushed forward when things got tense between them. One day he’d get the lot, regardless of whether he labelled her irrational or not.

      His long features twisted, but he remained silent.

      “Besides, when you’re connected to those in power, I’m sure it does seem preposterous. You’ll be okay, John; you have a space in their fallout shelters when you want it. Ironic really.”

      “What is?”

      She gasped when her stomach lurched. She coughed several times before she said, “The fact that the wealthy and privileged will survive if it all goes to hell, left to remake the world in their own greedy image. I mean,”—she forced a laugh that fell dead in the sparse room—”that’s what got us in this state in the first place. It would seem that humanity is destined to repeat itself if they’re the people who will crawl out of the ground after this planet has been ravaged by a nuclear war.” A huge gulp of wine, and she slammed the glass back down on the table. When she pulled her hair from her face, the light in the room hit her like sharp needles fired into her eyeballs.

      A gentle slur dampened her words, and the warm liquid that she’d tried to drink dribbled down her chin. “Anyway, maybe we’ll work together when I graduate.”

      When she looked back up, she saw regret in his cold eyes. The flicker of emotion sat awkwardly on his stony face. “Maybe,” he allowed. “How’s your food? Wilfred is quite the chef, don’t you think?”

      If Wilfred never cooked again it would be too soon. Alice didn’t reply.

      John maintained the silence.

      No matter how much she wriggled, Alice found no comfort on the hard plastic chair. Sweat dampened her back. Before she spoke, she paused. The words had abandoned her, so she fished in her increasingly foggy mind for them. The first three words came out as a slur, “Yes, he is. However, the steak is a little rare for my liking.” A hard throb surged through her temples. She drew a sharp breath through her clenched teeth and slapped her hands to her face. When she pushed against her eyeballs, it did nothing to ease her pain; they felt ready to burst.

      John showed little concern. After he’d regarded his watch again, he lifted a small black box and pressed a button on it. “I agree. Wilfred likes his meat bloody.” He said the word like a vampire with a thirst. “This is well done by his standards.”

      A gentle whir sounded, and darkness fell over the room.

      When Alice twisted her head, she saw heavy metal shutters close over the windows. “When were they fitted?” she asked. Her own words echoed through her mind.

      A half smile twisted John’s face. “Earlier today.”

      Every beat of her pulse kicked her brain. Her stomach tensed. She stammered, “W… why are you… um, why are you locking us in?”

      His laugh echoed through her skull and her world spun. “I’m not locking us in, dear. I’m locking them out. We’ve had information that suggests the Cold War may heat up tonight. We believe that China and Korea have mastered biological warfare. This apartment is already well fortified; I’ve just added the shutters to prevent an airborne virus from entering.” As if in afterthought, he added, “I’m sure that nothing will happen, but it’s better to be safe.”

      Fire barrelled through her guts. Sweat gushed from her brow, and the thick black bars of tunnel vision shut off her peripheral sight. Everything fell into soft focus. She felt disconnected from the words as she said them. “Oh, so we have to stay here?” Several blinks did nothing to clear her vision.

      With a sombre nod, John said, “Yes. We have plenty of rations though.”

      Where? The apartment had seemed empty—not that she could see much now; maybe she’d missed a stash of supplies.

      Another rush of heat forced sweat from every pore. John vanished from her view as his white coat blended into the surroundings.

      Alice wheezed. “Is that why you’re checking your watch? You know when it’s supposed to happen?”

      Before John replied, everything went dark and she fell sideways. Sharp pain exploded across her cheek as she hit the table. The smell of bleach slithered up her nostrils.

      “It won’t be long now, dear.”

      She heard his chair scrape across the floor.

      “Would you excuse me while I go and use the bathroom? I want to make the most of that luxury because we’ll need to stay in this room from here on out. It’ll be a bucket in the corner after thissssssssss…”

      His words faded as her vision failed her.
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        * * *

      

      The sun shone directly into Rhys’ eyes when he pulled up outside Dave’s house. On the first attempt, he flapped at the sun visor and missed it, the glare so strong it blinded him. The thing creaked when he flipped it down on the second attempt. The car was a relic, but it wasn’t like he could afford anything else. When the custody battle for his boy was finally over with, he’d get one of the latest models. The Audi Aurore had automatic sun visors as standard from the 2035 model onwards. It may be a few years old, but something like that would be much nicer than the twenty-year-old Peugeot piece of shit he had to drive.

      He left the engine running to keep the air conditioner on. Dave wouldn’t be out straight away, and Rhys refused to cook in the car while he waited.

      Nauseous dread sat in Rhys’ stomach as it did every Monday morning. As clichéd as it was to hate Mondays, Rhys couldn’t fucking stand them. They served as a sharp reminder that another weekend had passed where he hadn’t seen his son.

      A quick toot of the horn, and he leaned back in his seat to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys checked his watch for the sixth time, at least; a minute had passed, maybe more. The cool air blew on Rhys’ face. It stung his eyes slightly as the prolonged jet dried them out while he stared at Dave’s blue front door. Rhys expected him to be late, but he’d usually acknowledged Rhys’ presence by now. Dishevelled hair and bleary eyes would have normally poked their head out of the door and winced the usual apology of the perpetually late, but he got nothing today.

      Another check of his watch, and Rhys tooted the horn again.

      Dave ‘ten more minutes’ Allen always needed ten more minutes. They now had an agreement in place; Dave could have ten more minutes, but once that time had elapsed, Rhys left for work with or without him. At thirty-five, Dave could take responsibility for getting himself to work on time. Rhys often felt like his fucking mother.
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        * * *

      

      Seven minutes left of the ten and still no sign of Dave. The corners of Rhys’ eyes itched as he continued to watch Dave’s front door. A quick check in the rear-view mirror, and he saw his own scowl. No wonder his eyes ached. Maybe he should just go now. Sod ten minutes. Dave can find his own damn way to work.

      A heavy sigh, and Rhys shook his head. He couldn’t do that, no matter how much he wanted to… not with their agreement in place. He reached up to press the horn again, but before he had the chance to, a loud bang crashed into the window next to him.

      Rhys’ heart leaped into his throat and he spun around to find himself face to face with the messy-haired Dave. His afro looked like a bird’s nest. “What the fuck, man?” Not that he needed to ask; the stubble and bloodshot eyes told Rhys exactly what Dave had been up to. When he wound the window down, the heat of the morning rushed into the car with the reek of stale booze. Surprise, surprise.

      “I’m sorry, mate,” Dave said.

      Rhys looked past Dave at the house he’d just left. Like Dave’s house, it provided affordable living for the young professional. “You fucked Julie again?”

      A half smile, and Dave shrugged. “How long have I got before you leave?”

      After a glance down at the dash, Rhys said, “Four minutes.” He had six, but Dave always needed the wiggle room.

      Without another word, Dave jogged toward his house. A sprint would have no doubt reproduced most of the consumed alcohol from the previous night, and Rhys didn’t need to see that, even if it did mean Dave moved slower.

      The electric window whirred as Rhys did it up again, and the leather seat groaned when he leaned back into it. Despite the cool air conditioning, the heat of the sun warmed his face, and he closed his eyes. One day, Dave would surprise him by being on time.

      Yeah, right.
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        * * *

      

      When Dave opened the car door, Rhys opened his eyes again. A glance at the clock, and he quickly sat upright. The cheeky fucker had taken twelve minutes from him; it best not fuck things up for seeing his boy. The opportunities for him to see Flynn were few and far between. The last thing he needed was Dave ruining that, even though he couldn’t ever know what time to pass Flynn’s school because his mother was so damn inconsistent. When they’d been together, Larissa kept time like an army sergeant. Now she turned up whenever she fucking liked. She used it as a way to fuck with him, a way of repeated punishment for his one mistake.

      “Sorry again, mate,” Dave said as he strapped his seatbelt on. “I don’t have my alarm at Julie’s.”

      Rhys made a quick check over his shoulder and signalled before he pulled away. Being pissed with him wouldn’t help, but Rhys couldn’t let go of the tension that gripped his jaw. Not that he could really blame Dave; he could have left him after ten minutes like they’d previously agreed.

      A deep sigh, and Rhys rolled his shoulders. It loosened the tension slightly. “What’s going on with you two? That’s the fifth time in the past fortnight that you’ve stayed over there.”

      “You know what it’s like, mate; we go out on the piss, bump into each other all drunk and horny, one thing leads to another…”

      “Why don’t you just start dating her? You’re thirty-five now, Dave, you ain’t getting any younger.”

      “Exactly.”

      Rhys raised an eyebrow at him. “Huh?”

      “I have less time left in my life,” Dave explained. “Do you seriously think I need to fill what’s left of whatever existence I have with the bullshit of being attached to somebody? I like fucking; I don’t like going to garden centres on a Sunday and picking out potted plants. Besides, you’re hardly a shining example to follow when it comes to relationships.”

      “That was below the belt, mate.”

      “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Rhys shook his head. “Whatever.”

      “Do you remember when you were out on the weekends with us? The wild nights on the town with the boys?”

      Of course he remembered them. The hint of a smile lifted his lips.

      Despite his apparent lethargy, Dave jumped on it. “See? They were fun times… bullshit chat up lines that worked more often than not, a different woman every night, dancing until the early hours, and a takeaway on the way home. When you wake up in a strange bed with a naked woman and a half-eaten kebab in your pocket, you knew you’d had a good night. How’s that not fun?”

      When they rounded the next bend, the sun shone directly into the front of the car. The glare burned Rhys’ eyes, but it seemed like nothing compared to Dave. First he shrieked, hid behind his forearms, and then flapped around until he’d found his sunglasses and slipped them on.

      “What are you,” Rhys said, “a fucking vampire?”

      “The hangovers get harder with each passing week, man. I’m getting too old for this.”

      “Yeah, I don’t miss that.”

      “You should come out with us one weekend. I know the boys would be pleased to see you.”

      “I would,” Rhys said, “but I have different priorities now. I’m a dad and I need to behave like one. I may have troubles with Larissa, but Flynn is my reason for being. I need to do the right thing by him.”

      The route to work always passed Flynn’s school. Of course, Rhys wanted to arrive at work on time, but he lived for the chance to pass Flynn when he got dropped off at the gates. Just one glance of his little boy could keep him going for a week or more.

      When they got close, Rhys slowed down and looked across at all the children. Dave shut up as Rhys continued to search. Between eight and nine, all of the kids got dropped off by their parents; a quick glance at the clock on the dash showed him it was eight twenty-three.
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        * * *

      

      Even after they’d passed the primary school, Rhys continued to look over his shoulder. Not that it served any purpose; there were only a handful of kids, and most of them were girls.

      As Rhys sped up, Dave rubbed his temples and reclined into his seat again. “No Flynn today?”

      Did it look like Flynn was there today? Rhys pushed out a heavy sigh to try to force some of his frustration away. “No, I swear she drops him at a different time every day just to fuck with me. All I want is a small glance of him, a wave before I go to work. I just want him to know how much I love him. I don’t want him to forget me. Instead, I feel like a fucking stalker… a nonce that slows down and stares at the children going into school.” With his jaw clenched, he added, “I swear she gets some sick pleasure from it.”

      It may have been a clumsy hand, guided by an exhausted and clearly still intoxicated man, but when Dave squeezed Rhys’ shoulder, it sent a shimmer of sadness through his heart. The sting of tears itched his eyeballs, and he continued to stare straight ahead.

      “He won’t forget you, mate. Six year olds know who their parents are, even if they’re separated. When did you see him last?”

      “About a week and a half ago.”

      “So Saturday’s your next day with him?”

      With a grip so tight on the wheel it hurt his hands, Rhys’ breathed quicker. “That’s the plan. If she doesn’t fucking cancel, that is.”

      “She’s still cancelling a lot?”

      “Yeah, whenever she damn well feels like it.”

      Dave let go of Rhys’ shoulder, leaned back, and shook his head. “What a bitch.”

      Rhys didn’t reply.
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      He may have been dressed in the same sterile uniform as his colleague—a full-length lab coat, white trousers, and black shoes—but Wilfred liked to think the similarities ended there. He and John belonged to different planets. Hell, they belonged to different galaxies. Just the sight of the tall and skinny man curdled his guts.

      He ran a hand through his hair and asked, “Is she okay?”

      A leer cracked John’s angular face as he stood on the other side of the door to his lab and stared in through the window. “No, I don’t think she is.” When he looked at his colleague, his piercing blue eyes shone bright in his craggy face. “But that’s the point, isn’t it?”

      A cold chill ran the length of Wilfred’s body as a violent, yet concise, shiver. His hands balled into fists as he looked at the wrinkly man in front of him. If he drove John’s face hard enough into the door, he could smash his beak of a nose. Let’s see what happened to his cold detachment then. After he’d cleared his throat, Wilfred said, “How was the meal?”

      Excitement lit John’s features; he hadn’t been this animated in years. “It went well.” He then turned back to the window.

      A deep frown, and Wilfred spoke slow and deliberate words. He had to hold onto his fury. His moment would come. “I didn’t make the meal, so why did you tell her I did?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” John laughed. “She wouldn’t have believed I’d made it. I didn’t want her to be suspicious.” He lifted an eyebrow and added, “We needed her to eat it, after all.”

      Reluctant to look into the room, Wilfred kept his attention on John. “And she ate the steak? It wasn’t too bloody?”

      “It was, but it had to be; we couldn’t cook the virus.”

      Heat radiated from Wilfred’s cheeks. Why had John done it?

      A few seconds of silence passed before John turned to his colleague. “What’s wrong with you? Are you letting your emotions get the better of you again?”

      Wilfred ground his jaw and counted silently to three. He took a deep breath, exhaled, and moved next to the skinny man. When he got close enough, the taste of bleach hit the back of his throat. John smelled like a swimming pool. No matter how much time Wilfred spent around the man, he’d never get used to it. He then looked through the window.

      A rich kick of bile rose in Wilfred’s throat when he saw Alice slumped over the table in the middle of the room. Pain tore through his chest to look at her blonde hair splayed out like a halo. What had she done to deserve this?

      “It happened exactly like the dogs we tested it on, Wilfred. The blood vessels in her eyes exploded and turned the whites red in an instant. They even bled.” A huge grin opened up John’s long face, and his eyes spread wide. “I could predict exactly when to leave. Exactly!”

      Unable to look away from the woman in the room, Wilfred jumped when she twitched. The surge of adrenaline ran a gentle shake through his hands. It was different to see it happen to dogs—he didn’t have a relationship with them like he had with Alice. A lump rose in his throat, and he swallowed against it. “Is she okay?”

      “Of course she’s not okay. That’s the point!”

      Of course. Stupid bloody question.

      Another glance at Wilfred, and John said, “Is this getting a bit too much for you?”

      The conversation stopped when Alice flicked her head up. Two sticky lines of blood stretched away from her eyeballs in thick tendrils. Her sharp head movements sent a pendulous swing through her loose jaw.

      “Jesus,” Wilfred whispered as he stared at the lines of claret that ran down each of her cheeks.

      She then vomited blood onto the table in front of her. It covered most of the white surface and spilled over the sides. A splash echoed in the room as it hit the floor.

      Hot saliva gushed down Wilfred’s throat, and a slow heave rolled through his ample gut. When his legs wobbled, he rested on the cold wall next to him to steady himself and turned to look at John.

      The scrawny man watched on with childlike fascination; excitement shimmered on his face. “Watch this, Wilfred,” he said. “This is the best bit.” With his long index finger, he tapped gently on the glass.

      A snap of her head, and Alice looked in the direction of the door. She then jumped to her feet; the chair shrieked as it skidded away from her and crashed to the ground. The loud slap of her hands as they slammed down on the tabletop echoed around the room like a mini thunderclap as she pushed herself to her feet. It took all of Wilfred’s concentration to hold onto his bladder.

      John smiled, pressed the intercom, and said, “Come to Dada.” Speakers in the room amplified his voice.

      Alice twisted her head with sharp movements as she searched for the source of the noise. Her long blonde hair swung out with every turn of her neck. Wilfred gasped when he saw the trails of blood that ran from her ears. When he looked down to see a dark red patch spread through the crotch area of her white trousers, a hot wave rushed through him and his stomach turned over. “Good god.”

      John laughed in a low murmur. “She doesn’t know where we are.” He tapped the glass again.

      She located the second sound and sprinted straight for them. With her arms windmilling, her mouth wide and dark with blood, she ran face first into the observation window with a deep crunch.

      She fell to the floor.

      Wilfred looked away and dabbed his watery eyes with the corner of his sleeve. He took several deep breaths to try to pull his heart down from his neck. When he looked back up again, he stared at the explosion of red on the reinforced glass window.

      Inside, Alice remained on her back. She rolled and writhed on the hard linoleum floor as if she didn’t understand how best to use her limbs.

      “Look at it, Wilfred. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Every muscle in Wilfred’s body fell slack as he looked at the man. “Her! Not it!”

      The bony scientist shrugged.

      The disease had made Alice clumsy, and she scrabbled like a spider on ice as she got to her feet again. Heavy breaths rocked her body before she screamed. She ran straight at the window again, hit it head first, and fell back to the floor.

      “There’s no way this door’s giving, love.” John laughed as he turned to Wilfred. “It’s designed to withstand an atomic blast… literally. No one’s getting in, and no one’s getting out. At points, there’s been information in here that, in the wrong hands, would give The East a huge advantage over us.”

      Wilfred already knew all of this. Maybe things weren’t as safe as John thought they were. He didn’t need to tell him that; he’d find out soon enough.

      “Also,”—the tall scientist pointed along the corridor that led away from his living quarters—”that corridor is broken up into four bomb-proof sections. Even if she gets through one door, there’s no chance she’ll get through all of them.”

      After he’d raised his thick shoulders in a shrug, Wilfred asked, “So what now?”

      “We observe. I want to enjoy this because we won’t get permission to test on a human subject again.”

      “And you’re confident that you can find a vaccine?”

      “Of course, Wilfred. I’m The West’s leading germ warfare scientist.”

      And don’t we bloody know it! “You know that we had permission to test this on anyone, right?”

      John nodded.

      “So why her?”

      The reply came back in an instant. “I like a challenge.”

      It was all about him and his huge fucking ego. “A challenge?” Wilfred cleared his throat and took a step back. “But, John,” he said, as his eyes watered more than before, maybe from the fact that he even had to say it. “She’s your wife.”
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        * * *

      

      Rhys pulled the parking brake up for what felt like the thousandth time. The traffic barely fucking moved. “Why do we go through this every morning?”

      The lethargic Dave took a few seconds to respond. “Go through what?”

      Rhys threw his hand in the direction of the city on the other side of the river. “This bullshit; we sit here like mugs every fucking morning, moving an inch at a time, just to get to work.”

      “Yeah, it ain’t exactly Disney World.”

      “What’s Disney World got to do with it?”

      A shrug of his broad shoulders, and Dave smiled. “The queues are worthwhile at Disney World.” He pointed across the river. “There ain’t no fucking rides over there.”

      Rhys looked at Summit City and shook his head. It made sense to have a centralised government complex where the entire country’s needs were met and administered, but they’d made every building identical. “One hundred and twenty identical fucking towers.”

      “What about The Alpha Tower?” Dave said. “At least they got creative with one of the buildings.”

      The Alpha Tower sat in the dead centre of Summit City. “I’m going to find out what goes on in that building if it kills me.”

      After a long yawn, Dave nodded across the river. “You’d think they’d build a few more bridges to get over this damn moat. Eight doesn’t seem like anywhere near enough. It makes rush hour a fucking nightmare.”

      “You think they would have made them wider too.” Rhys drove a few feet forward and stopped again. “Whose bright idea was it to funnel a seven-lane highway onto a two-way bridge? The city may be a shining example of modern architecture, but you’ve got to get into it first.”

      Dave snorted his agreement with Rhys.

      A look to either side revealed the deep frowns on the faces of the other drivers to Rhys. He suddenly felt the discomfort of his own scowl. The same angry expression of those around him locked his own face tight. He should be used to the traffic by now. “It’s not like it’s a surprise that there’s queues at this time of day, but the wait still pisses me off.”

      When one of the cars in the queue beeped their horn, Rhys slammed his palm into the centre of the steering wheel. He held the horn until Dave grabbed his arm and pulled it away.

      “Dude,” Dave said, “hangover!”

      Several more toots called out in the bumper-to-bumper traffic, and Rhys watched Dave flinch at every one of them.

      While he rubbed his temples, Dave groaned. “It’s not like pressing the horn will get us to work any fucking faster.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “All right, mate, don’t take your shitty mood out on me. I thought I was supposed to be the one with the hangover. I’m sorry you didn’t see your boy, I truly am. Hell, I want you to see him every time we pass, but don’t take it out on me when that doesn’t happen. It ain’t my fault.”

      “If you were on fucking time for once, it may have fucking helped.”

      Silence filled the car.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair to take it out on Dave. It had much more to do with Larissa dropping Flynn off at inconsistent times each day, but why should Rhys be the one that always gets mugged off?

      “Are you sure you weren’t having another quickie while I waited in the car like an idiot? You probably had a right good laugh with Julie about the fact I was sitting outside.” Rhys jabbed his finger to his temple and said, “Do you even consider that I want to try and see my boy in the mornings?”

      The fight left Dave and he offered a soft reply. “Of course I do, mate. I’m sorry. I really don’t do it to piss you off.”

      Rhys looked across the river again at the concrete jungle and ground his jaw. Four square miles of government administration. The heart of the country’s infrastructure all in one fabulously erected industrial mecca. The place even won awards for its ambition—it should have received an award for the most monotonous place to work on the planet. He needed to change the subject. “The city fills me with dread every time I look at it. The traffic jams are like a slow march to my death. With each passing minute, I move an inch closer to my coffin-like pod in Building Seventy-Two. What’s the fucking point of it all?”

      “I get ya, man,” Dave said. “Some days I feel like I’m watching my life tick away.” The seat creaked as Dave stretched his leg out to pull his phone from his trouser pocket. After a couple of taps on the screen, he held it up to show Rhys.

      Rhys glanced at it. “It’s a timer.”

      “A countdown,” Dave said.

      “To what?”

      “Friday at five.”

      A heavy sigh, and Rhys shook his head. “I fucking hate Mondays.”
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the bottleneck, Rhys forced his way onto the narrow bridge. He stared straight ahead and kept driving. The game of chicken seemed like the only way to get on. Politeness didn’t have a place here. Just before the cars crunched into one another, someone would yield. It was usually the person who looked across first… or the person with the nicest car. It was rare for Rhys to be either.

      A horn beeped behind him and Rhys looked in his rear-view mirror. The red-faced man tailing him waved an angry fist. Rhys smiled. “Look at that idiot. Someone thinks they should be allowed on the bridge before me.”

      Dave turned around and gave the guy a thumbs up.

      The guy lost the plot. His face turned a deeper shade of red, and he beat the shit out of his steering wheel. Rhys laughed. “Someone’s a bit tetchy this morning. He probably doesn’t even know why he’s rushing. Honestly, who wants to get to work to start another dull week?”

      The road opened up in front of Rhys, but the guy remained on his bumper. The urge to slam his brake on twitched through Rhys’ right foot. He sped up instead.

      The line of towers in front of them stood in a militant formation throughout the city. Their tinted windows glistened in the sun, and their uniformity made for an imposing skyline. They stood like an indomitable army, resolute and immoveable.

      It took Rhys back to when he first started working in the city. “It took a month before I remembered which building was mine. The receptionists must get so fucking tired of giving people directions when they get lost.”

      “I still pretend I’m lost.”

      Rhys glanced at Dave then looked back at the road again. “You do?”

      Dave’s face lit up. “Have you seen some of the receptionists working in the towers?”

      Rhys shook his head and rolled his eyes. Then he smiled. “Yeah, I have.”
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        * * *

      

      Halfway across the bridge, The Alpha Tower came into view. White with totally blacked-out windows, it stood out from all of the other buildings. That and the fact it was at the dead centre of Summit City. The city seemed to have been made to support it, as if it had been built around it. “One day I’ll find out what happens in that building.”

      Dave leaned back in his seat. “You’ve already said that. You say that every day.”

      “That’s because I will.”

      “No, you won’t.” Dave looked out of the side window and said, “I’ll tell you what though, it always makes me feel super uneasy going over any of these bridges. Knowing they’re all strapped up with explosives, ready to blow should they need to block access to the city. Imagine if it happened right now.”

      When Rhys looked down at the river below, his stomach lurched. “I’d rather not. Although, I’m pretty sure this bridge is the one that wouldn’t go.”

      “You believe there’s one they wouldn’t blow up?”

      “Yeah, and this is the only one that’s a drawbridge.”

      “So they could still lift it while we’re on it? The end result of us two hurtling toward the river in a metal coffin would be the same.”

      “Yeah, but why worry? What control do we have should they want to do it?” Despite his words, unease churned through Rhys’ stomach.

      “The question I want to know is why would they need to shut off access to the city in the first place?” Dave said. “I get that we’re locked in another cold war, but with the arms embargo, there’s no way anyone’s getting weapons into the city.”

      “I know what you mean. It’s not like there’s a threat from terrorists. What will they come armed with… pea shooters?”

      Dave laughed. “Exactly; you couldn’t move a weapon anywhere on the planet nowadays without some scanner picking it up somewhere. Any hint of weaponry and it’s game over. The big red button gets pressed and it’s a full-on nuclear strike.”

      “Surely we’re safer now than we’ve ever been?” Rhys said.

      Dave shot a puff of air through his lips and shook his head. “If you ask me, I think it’s all a load of bullshit. If the last cold war taught us anything, it’s that it’s no more than a pissing contest.”

      “Too true. It’s posturing just to make sure one side leaves the other one alone. We’re all fucking terrorists; it just depends which side you look at it from.”

      Dave removed his glasses and straightened in his seat. “If the two sides can keep their people living in fear, it keeps us compliant. They’re probably in on it together to make their lives in government a hell of a lot easier. Keep the people scared; that’s the way to keep a society ordered. Moreover, because we aren’t allowed to make weapons, we send men into space just to prove our technological prowess. This cold war won’t end until there’s a fucking flag on Mars, or a gerbil on Jupiter, at the very least.”

      When Dave sat back, Rhys laughed. A lot of the stuff that came from Dave’s mouth made sense, but he often took it too far. “And there it is; the world according to Dave.” Although he didn’t turn to face his friend, he could sense the two fingers that had been raised in his direction.

      A glance to his right, and Rhys looked at the driver of the car next to him. The man sat with the same posture as his and stared straight ahead. Every car moved at the same speed. Every driver sat in virtually the same position.

      “You know what though? The thing that scares me so much more than the threat of an all-out war, is that it won’t happen. That the next thirty years will pass and I won’t know where it’s gone. I’ll still be fighting for custody of my thirty-six year old son, and I’ll still be working this shitty job.”

      “Why don’t you quit?” Dave said.

      “For the same reason that you don’t see me out with the boys on the weekends; I need the money. This job pays well. Not well enough to get me a good solicitor, but a solicitor nonetheless. This custody battle would take even longer if I earned less money. The thought of being able to see my boy more often, of being able to have him stay over once a week and make him breakfast on a Sunday morning, of being able to go on holidays with him—that’s why I do this. That’s why I do everything I do. It’s all about Flynn.”

      When Dave’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder again, Rhys straightened his back and stared straight ahead. It’s all about Flynn.
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      For twenty minutes, Wilfred stood in the corridor with John and listened to Alice attack the door. Every time it went quiet, he breathed a relieved sigh and his pulse settled. Then she returned with more venom than before as she growled, screamed, and pounded against the small window.

      When the quiet persisted, Wilfred walked to John’s side and peered into the room. The glass had turned slick with blood. It threw a red filter over everything.

      They watched Alice, lost in her own private hell as she paced the room. When she crashed into a chair, the loud screech made her turn on it. She dropped into a defensive crouch and snarled at the inanimate object.

      John laughed. “Look at that. She’s scared of a bloody chair.”

      Violence coiled in Wilfred’s muscles, but he swallowed it down and continued to watch Alice.

      As if taken over by another surge of rage, Alice snapped her jaws and screamed. An arch of her back, and she roared at the ceiling. Blood sprayed into the air.

      “Do you think she’s in pain?” Wilfred asked.

      With a shrug of his bony shoulders, John said, “Probably.”

      The man didn’t have a shred of empathy. He should be the one on the other side of the door, not Alice. Several hard gulps did nothing to banish the lump in Wilfred’s throat. She didn’t deserve this.

      The intercom buzzed when John pressed the button, and his cold voice came through the speakers in the room. “There, there, my dear. Now listen to me.”

      She stopped still, tilted her head to one side, and shuffled up to the glass. It seemed that her frenzied mind still recognised her husband’s voice. When she was just an inch away from them, she stopped. It was the first time she hadn’t crashed into it.

      “How does she know where the door is?” Wilfred asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe she can see.”

      “Through bleeding eyes?”

      A shrug, and John turned to Alice. “We’ll have a cure for this, my love. When we do, you can congratulate yourself for having helped your country. The vaccine will mean we can drop the virus on The East and end this Cold War. You’re an integral part to keeping power in The West.”

      John had never been more compassionate to his wife. One of the few guests at their wedding, more as a witness than guest—a lab partner in an experiment—Wilfred had watched John recite his vows as if they were an apparatus list for the most basic experiment. For the entire service, he wanted to scream for it to stop. He’d have treated her so much better than John ever could. John behaved as if marriage to his beautiful bride was a necessary inconvenience, at best. Alice had tears in her eyes the whole day. When Wilfred asked her why she’d married John, she said she loved his wonderful mind, and she wanted to learn from him. She realised they were the wrong reasons but lifted her ring and said, ‘Bit too late now, isn’t it?’

      When Alice hissed, Wilfred recovered from his daze. She pressed her forehead against the glass and bit at the air.

      Playing a part in this heinous act, no matter how unconsciously, had sealed Wilfred’s fate. When his time came, he’d be judged for his actions. He took several steps back and arrived at the end of the corridor by the second reinforced door. “So, we need to use this area for quarantine?”

      “I wouldn’t worry, Wilfred.” John knocked on the glass and Alice snapped at his movement. “This door can survive an atomic blast.”

      With a swipe of his card through the reader, Wilfred watched the light turn from green to red, and the door slid open. John seemed oblivious.

      After he’d stepped through and closed the doors behind him, Wilfred listened to the click as they locked. The finality of the sound tied a weight to his heart. Sure, John didn’t deserve anything else, but he was about to end this man’s life.

      As if he’d heard Wilfred’s thoughts, John turned to him and his eyes narrowed. “I’m ready to come out now, Wilf.”

      For the first time since Wilfred had met him, uncertainty hung from John’s words. He’d never called him ‘Wilf’. After he’d cleared his throat, Wilfred sighed and looked at the floor. “I’m afraid that isn’t going to happen.”

      A glance at the security camera in the hallway with him, the one currently trained on him, and John looked back at Wilfred. “Now come on, Wilf, don’t be silly.”

      “I’m sorry, John, I really am, but they need to study how this virus spreads.”

      The slight pink hue to John’s skin vanished and his grey face sank. “What about my research? How will you find a cure?”

      “They have your research. They’ve been copying it for months now. They always like to have a backup in case something goes wrong.”

      John marched toward the door and lashed his bony fist against the glass. It did nothing. “How can you do this to me? You’re supposed to be my friend!”

      Like he knew what the word meant. “We need another subject for this experiment, John.” Wilfred’s voice shook and his face burned. “When you chose your wife to test this thing on, you showed that you weren’t someone to be trusted. If, in the name of science, you’re prepared to do this to her, then what would you do to us if the need arose?”

      John pressed his long bony hand against the glass. “Wilfred, wait! There are things in my head that no one knows.” He jabbed a skinny finger at his temple. “It’s in here. I have the cure.”

      Grief buckled Wilfred’s mouth. “You understand that it’s not me making these decisions, don’t you? I didn’t even know about this experiment until you’d sat down with Alice. The only reason I agreed to come down here was because I thought I might be able to stop it. But now I’ve seen what you’ve done to her…” Wilfred sighed again and rubbed his temples with a shaky hand.

      “But who’ll find the cure? I know this virus inside and out. No one else will discover it.” A vein throbbed at John’s temple and his eyes widened. “You need me!”

      “There’s no doubt that you have a great scientific mind. The best I’ve met.”

      John nodded. Wilfred didn’t need to tell him that.

      “But in your quest to understand the world, you’ve lost what it means to be human. Your lack of empathy makes you a liability.”

      The glass steamed up when John pressed his face to it. “Please let me out! Don’t kill me! I can win this war.”

      Wilfred shook his head. “At what cost, John? You’ve just killed your wife! She deserved so much better than you.”

      The panic left John’s face as he stared at his colleague. “So that’s what this is?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Alice. You’re jealous that she chose me.”

      Wilfred shook his head. “Shut up. You deserve to die. You’re a murderer.”

      “That may be true,”—crow’s feet spread out from his eyes as they narrowed and he lowered the tone of his voice—”but you’re not, Wilf. You don’t kill people.”

      The statement drew a sharp knife across Wilfred’s stomach and emptied his guts on the floor. His head spun and he looked away. John was right.

      “Can you live with killing a human being, Wilfred?”

      Wilfred pulled away and leaned against the wall next to the door. He couldn’t look at John anymore.

      “Come on, Wilfred,” John said. “Please let me out. Please.”

      The security camera in Wilfred’s section looked down at him. The orders that he’d been given repeated through his mind; ‘John needs to be infected. We need to see how it spreads’.

      “No!” Wilfred shouted as if in response to his own thoughts. “No. I can’t do this. John’s right; I’m not a murderer. I can’t be a part of this!”

      The camera shifted slightly. They were watching; of course they were watching.

      “Thank you,” John said, relieved.

      “I’m not doing this for you.” A bitter taste rose into Wilfred’s mouth and he spat on the floor. “I’m doing it for me. I don’t want this on my conscience.”

      A high shrug lifted John’s scrawny shoulders. “Whatever your reason, it’s the right choice.”

      If Wilfred never had to look at John’s face again, it would be too soon; but he couldn’t kill him. He removed his keycard from his top pocket and swiped it through the reader. “Your judgment will come, John. However, it’s not up to me to make it.”

      The door didn’t open.

      John’s eyes widened. “What’s happening, Wilfred?”

      With a shaky hand, Wilfred swiped the card again. The tiny red light on the box stayed red. Repeated swipes returned the same result. “It’s not working.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not working—my card, it’s not working.” Wilfred looked up at the camera and said, “We have a problem! My card isn’t working.”

      The camera stared back. The only sign of life in the cold eye was a shifting darkness behind the lens as it zoomed in.

      Every muscle in Wilfred’s body sank, and he turned to John. “I’m sorry.”

      The door behind John clicked and popped open.

      John ran at it, but he was too slow. It flew wide and knocked him backwards. Alice burst through and crashed into the opposite wall face first.

      John sat up and shuffled away. He got to his feet, but Alice was quicker. She careened into him. He screamed, and they both crashed to the floor again.

      A guttural growl.

      Jaws snapped.

      A broken windpipe.

      Blood.

      Lots of fucking blood.

      Silence.

      The raw meat didn’t seem to bother her now.
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        * * *

      

      On his third lap of the multi-storey car park, Rhys squinted against the inky gloom. As he drove, he squeezed the wheel, and his knuckles ached from his tight grip. “What’s wrong with this damn place? The sign said there’s a space up here, but I’ll be fucked if I can see it. I think they report a space when someone requests their car, but not when they’ve driven off. Do you remember when we were circling a car park the other week for nearly half an hour?”

      The previously lethargic Dave had removed his sunglasses completely and sat alert next to Rhys—or as alert as anyone could after a heavy night out. He then pointed to a dark corner. “There it is.”

      It took a few seconds for Rhys to see it about thirty metres away and hidden between two large cars. “Wow, you’d think I was the one who was pissed last night. Although… that space looks pretty damn tight.”

      They had to pass the entranceway to get to the space. When Rhys followed the line of Dave’s pointed finger, he saw the light above it was red.

      “Someone else is on their way up,” Dave said. “You’d best be quick, fella.”

      The screech of Rhys’ tyres echoed as he accelerated towards the only parking space on that level. “There’s no way I’m losing that space, Dave. No fucking way.”

      Several sharp turns of the wheel may have sent the car on a zigzagged path through the tight lanes, but it clearly did little to bother the hungover Dave, who leaned back in his seat and sighed. “I don’t know why I’m relieved about you finding a parking space. Monday’s suck arse. I think I’d rather drive around this car park all morning.”

      The heralded car hadn’t appeared yet, but Rhys put a little more pressure on the accelerator anyway. “I know what you mean, man; especially since I’m going to have to see Clive and Larissa after another happy weekend with my son.” While he ground his jaw, Rhys threw the car into the right-angled bend. All four wheels screeched over the sticky tarmac floor.

      “You must want to knock the arsehole out every time you see him. I don’t know how I’d deal with someone else raising my child.”

      On the final straight, Rhys looked down at the speedometer. It read forty-five miles per hour.

      “You might want to ease off a little though, fella.”

      With the space just metres away, Rhys pushed it up to fifty. He then slammed the brakes on and the car skidded. The loose items in his boot clattered into the back of the rear seats.

      After a few seconds and several heavy breaths, Rhys looked across at his friend. Dave stared back at him with wide eyes. The smell of burned rubber hung in the air. “Clive cares about Flynn. That’s what I need to focus on. Besides, my marriage broke because I fucked up. I have no one but myself to blame.”

      As Rhys pulled into the space, he checked his rear-view mirror to see the car had finally arrived on their floor. He laughed. “Too late now, loser.”

      The loud scratching sound of metal against metal pulled Rhys’ shoulders tight and he slammed the brake on again. “Fuck it!”

      Dave sat upright and stared at the Volkswagen Rhys had just hit.

      Rhys reversed and lined his car up better the second time. After he drove it back into the tight space, he switched the engine off and his entire body sank. “Fuck it! That’s the last thing I need this morning.”

      When Dave didn’t respond, Rhys got out of the car and looked at the scrape on the Volkswagen’s bumper.

      As he stood there, Dave appeared at his side and glanced around. “There aren’t any witnesses, mate. We could move the car to a different space and pretend it never happened.”

      “There isn’t another space up on this floor, and I’m not sure I can cope with another bollocking from Clive about being late because of these fucking car parks. Besides, if someone whacked my car, I’d really want to know who did it. It’s a bit of a shit move to just leave it, don’t you think?”

      “Everyone does it.”

      The voice of his mother came alive in Rhys’ head—If everyone jumped off a cliff, would you do it?—Without replying to Dave, he leaned into his car and removed a notepad and pen.

      When Rhys saw Dave stare at it, he shrugged. “I like a notepad and pen in my car. Old habits die hard. It’s a good job I have this though. It’s not like I can leave a note on a tablet and slip that beneath the windscreen, is it?”

      Dave smiled but didn’t respond.

      As he rested on the roof of his car to write the note, Dave peered over his shoulder and breathed in Rhys’ ear. “Are you sure this is the best way to go, man?”

      Now they were out of the air-conditioned car, the heat hung heavy around them. The reek of stale booze and Dave’s body heat added to Rhys’ discomfort. Rhys tensed up and moved a step to the left. “I’m giving them my details. It’s the right thing to do.”

      “What is it about you and doing the right thing?”

      “I’ve done the wrong things too many times before. It never works out.”

      There was a twinkle in Dave’s eyes. “I do the wrong thing at least three times a week with Julie and it always works out for me.”

      With a shake of his head, Rhys continued to write. “Why don’t you just ask the bloody girl out? You take her for granted, and you know you’ll be gutted when she finally gets fed up with your bullshit and moves on to someone else.”

      Dave patted Rhys’ back so hard it stung. “And on that note…” Dave said. “Thanks for the lift, mate; I’ll see you at five.”

      When he held his clenched fist at Rhys for a bump, Rhys stared at him for a moment.

      “Don’t leave me hanging, bruv.”

      It may have lacked enthusiasm, but Rhys fist bumped him all the same. “See you at five, mate.”

      After he watched Dave leave the car park, Rhys saw the car that had followed them up. It seemed to be doing pointless laps like he and Dave had been. How long before it gave up? Rhys then slipped the note beneath the windscreen wiper of the car he’d bashed into and walked away. What a shitty start to the day.
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      Wilfred clamped his hands so firmly over his ears, it hurt his head, but it didn’t shut out the sloppy crunch of one person eating another in the neighbouring corridor.

      After a few minutes, the sound stopped. When he looked up, he saw Alice with her forehead pressed against the window. She licked the glass repeatedly. With John already down, she had her eye on Wilfred next.

      “No!” Wilfred shouted as he stared at her bloody glare. His shrill cry bounced off the walls of the empty chamber. After he’d rubbed his damp cheeks and sniffed the snot from his nose, he shuffled away from the door. When he hit the corner of the space, he stopped. Pressed into the cold, hard wall, he breathed in the reek of disinfectant and turned to see Alice still pressed against the window. A deep heave lifted bitter acid up his throat when he saw the lumps of flesh stuck around her mouth.

      Then she turned away and left a thick print of blood behind.

      Seconds later, John crashed into the window and stared down at him. Wilfred covered his face. “No,” he said again, but the image had already been imprinted on his mind. John’s piercing blue eyes were buried beneath a film of blood that ran claret tears down his pale cheeks. A snarl hung from his limp features.

      Pain swelled in Wilfred’s chest and stomach. He couldn’t have done anything to help Alice. John, on the other hand…

      The white corridor blurred through Wilfred’s tears, although he still saw enough to make out the deep gash in John’s chicken neck. He still saw the crater in the side of John’s head where his ear used to be.

      Wilfred clenched his jaw so tightly his teeth hurt. Spittle shot from his mouth when he pointed up at the security camera and said, “How dare you do this to me? How dare you drag me into this mess?”

      The camera turned toward him.

      “That’s right!” Wilfred shouted. “Stare at me from behind a lens, you fucking cowards!”

      His raised voice seemed to stir up Alice and John. Both bloody faces pressed into the glass and banged against the doors.

      “You’ll be judged when your time’s up. You’ll pay for this with your souls!” Wilfred got to his feet and walked over to the camera until he was directly beneath it. Too high for him to grab, he stared up and shouted, “And before that, you’ll be judged in the courts. Permission was given for one death. One!” He threw an angry arm in the direction of the door. “John wasn’t an accident. John was murder! Murder that I realised should have been prevented. But you wouldn’t let me. I realised it was wrong, and you overrode me. You’re the ones to blame, not me!”

      The camera moved away as if it had stopped listening. It left Wilfred with the sound of his own ragged breaths and the bangs on the window.

      As his fury died, he looked back up at the camera. It had focused on John and Alice.

      Suddenly, Wilfred understood. Warm urine soaked his trousers and he looked back at the doors that held Alice and John back. He muttered, “Oh shit.” The red light on the door’s’ control panel turned green.

      The doors opened.
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        * * *

      

      The hot sun didn’t help Rhys’ Monday morning fatigue. The warmth of the day seeped into his reluctant muscles and encouraged him to stop, so when he saw his work tower, he almost ground to a halt. The guy who had designed Building Seventy-Two—and every other tower in Summit City—had been inspired by an old building in London called The Gherkin. The retro design looked out of place in the modern city. Not stylish or kitsch, just out of place.

      All the towers stood tall and glistened in the sun. They looked like the offspring of stalagmites and mirror balls. In the right part of the city, at the right time of day, one could witness the sun’s light as it cannoned through the streets like a pinball. A few years back, when things were still good with him and Larissa, Rhys took Flynn to one of those parts of the city and watched his little jaw drop. It felt like a lifetime ago now.

      As Rhys got closer to his building, he caught
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