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Chapter One
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The message washed over her like a cold wave. She gasped and sank back into the armchair, which groaned beneath her bulk. She closed her eyes and saw the images, still so familiar to her after all this time: ebony spires and minarets and monoliths, great glass domes peering from the constantly shifting dunes, pyramids and ziggurats, obelisks and amphitheatres, and endless deserts of dark sands gleaming faintly in the baleful light of a dying sun. 

She gasped again when she saw the craft: vaster than a mountain range, blacker than night, sleeker than an otter’s hide. It was emerging from the desert floor, the sands boiling and parting; she could almost hear the slithering sound the sand made as it cascaded off the smooth sides of the craft. 

Her jaw set into a determined line and she opened her eyes. At last, they were coming. 

It was time for her to send a message of her own. 

The armchair creaked and complained, then sighed as she pulled herself upright. From habit—there was nobody before whom she had to make herself presentable—she smoothed down her housecoat and walked in a rolling gait across the apartment to the work station upon which stood her computer. 

She eased herself into the chair that she’d had custom made; it supported her weight without so much as a creak. The work station stood before a picture window that looked out over Central Park. While she waited for the computer to boot up, she stared down at the people braving the December cold. Couples strolled beneath the weak morning sun, muffled and gloved and hooded against the biting winter breeze. Long-coated businessmen strode purposefully, clutching briefcases or portfolios, intent on reaching the cosy sanctuaries of their plush offices on Fifth or Madison. The occasional fitness enthusiast in jogging bottoms and sweat shirt bounded by. A chattering kindergarten class snaked along the paths, the children in woolly hats and gloves, the cold failing to douse their excitement at the field trip. 

She watched this snapshot of humanity and for a moment, only a moment, felt a pang of sorrow. Her broad brow wrinkled into a frown and she shook her head to clear it. This was no time for regrets.

Returning her attention to the computer, she opened her e-mail application. The message had already been written. It had sat in her drafts folder for years, since she had first decided that e-mail would be a far simpler, relatively effortless way to spread the word. Of course, not every intended recipient of the message would have e-mail access. Even with today’s blanket coverage, some remote corners of the globe were out of reach or were blocked from communication with the outside world by isolationist governments. She had another method of reaching them; a method that would cost her a great deal of mental energy, but she was prepared. She had been prepared for many years. 

She opened the message from the drafts folder. It was simple, only four short sentences: They are coming. Begin immediately. Mercy is not an option. Acknowledge.

The e-mail was set up to be sent to almost five thousand addresses, addresses that she had painstakingly kept up to date.

Her right hand clutched the mouse, moving the cursor over the send button. Her index finger hovered over the left-click button of the mouse while she hesitated. 

She allowed herself one more glance out of the window, at the people moving through the Park, and was powerless to prevent a profound look of sadness from moving across her face like a dark shadow. 

Again she shook herself and her features hardened. Looking back at the computer screen, she pressed the send button.

Mankind’s fate was thus sealed by the click of a mouse. 

* * *
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Three thousand miles or so across the Atlantic Ocean, Tom Evans glanced up at the clock on the classroom wall. Ten past three.

He rose to his feet and stepped around the desk. Leaning back against it, he clapped his hands.

“Everybody! Pay attention, please!”

Twenty pairs of eyes turned towards him, two of them belonging to his teaching assistants. That was the beauty of teaching in a village school: manageable class sizes. 

“Right, then,” said Tom. “As you know, children, from all the chocolates you’ve been eating every morning from your Advent calendars before coming to school, we’re well into December.” One or two children giggled and Tom smiled. “There are only two weeks left in school before we break up for the Christmas holidays. So, on Monday, we’ll be starting rehearsals for the Nativity.”

A murmur rippled through the class as children turned to each other and grinned or whispered excitedly.

Tom clapped his hands once more and the children all stared up at him raptly. 

“Miss Jones and Mr Davies—” Tom nodded towards his teaching assistants “—will be helping me decide which parts you’ll all be playing. There’s Mary and Joseph, and the kings and shepherds, and angels, even the star.”

“Mr Evans... sir?” 

“Yes, James?”

“Sir, can I be the baby Jesus? Sir, please?”

Hands shot into the air as other children vied to stake their claims.

“Sorry, James, but the baby Jesus is the one part that nobody will have.” Tom grinned wryly at his teaching assistants, recalling last year’s Nativity. The way that Mary had swung the baby Jesus by the legs, clonking His head on the manger, even dropping Him once or twice, had ensured that the part of the holy babe would always have to be played by a doll. “Hands down, everybody. You’ll all get a part, I promise.”

Tom glanced again at the clock.

“Your mums and dads will be outside waiting to take you home so pack away quietly. Miss Jones and Mr Davies will help to make sure all your things go away into your trays. Oh, and one last thing. Shush for one second, please...” He held up a hand and the bustling ceased. “A few of you have been away from school with coughs and colds and flu, but I want you all fit and healthy to make this year’s Nativity the best one yet. So, no playing outside this weekend unless you’re wrapped up warmly. I don’t want anybody catching chills and falling ill, okay?”

“Yes, Mr Evans,” the class chorused.

“Good! See you all on Monday, bright and breezy.”

* * *
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On the other side of the world, darkness had long fallen in Sydney. The heat of the day had faded with the light, but the night breeze was balmy.

Troy Bishop lay on his bed, naked, covers thrown back, resting. Not sleeping, for he rarely felt the need to sleep. Indeed, it was only habit and boredom that drove him to inertness on this night; the day had been so filled with life-regenerating sunlight that he felt bursting with energy, like a fully charged battery. He experienced the same problem each summer and had learned that he shouldn’t expend that energy merely for the sake of it. He sometimes became reckless with the joy of renewal and allowed that joy to overcome the restraint that usually kept him from indulging in his greatest and darkest pleasure. Also his most dangerous pleasure. 

So he lay still, listening to the sounds of the city through the open window and idly watching the curtain sway in the warm breeze. When his phone pinged and the screen lit up to announce a message received, he didn’t turn to it immediately. He had been waiting so many years, so many hopes had been dashed, that he had stopped anticipating the only message that he yearned to receive. 

By the time he languidly turned onto his side and stretched out one hand to retrieve the phone from the bedside cabinet, its screen had darkened. He turned onto his back and held the phone above him while he pressed a button to relight the screen. When he saw who the message was from, he sat bolt upright and a low whistle escaped his lips.

“Milandra,” he breathed. “At last.”

He quickly opened and read the message. His tanned features twisted into a grin that contained no humour. The grin of a wolf.

“Mercy is not an option?” Bishop snorted. “As if I need to be told that...”

* * *
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In downtown Los Angeles, the background hum of traffic increased as the rush hour began in earnest. Diane Heidler had only recently moved from Beverly Hills and had not yet grown accustomed to the noisier environment. Traffic was much heavier here, even outside the rush hours, the strident klaxons and wails of emergency vehicles more prevalent. She had even heard the occasional sounds of gunfire while she lay awake in the small hours.  

Diane had chosen to move after growing bored with the opulence of the Hills and what she considered the plasticity of its people. She was becoming increasingly fed up with L.A. in general and was considering moving further south, maybe to San Diego. She had already tried the north; had lived for many years in San Francisco, watching it grow and burn and grow again. 

But she couldn’t leave California; it was her area, her responsibility when the time came, though another shared the responsibility. He lived in Sacramento and would take care of the northern part of the state before pushing into Oregon. Sometimes she could sense him.

Diane would look after the southern half of the state and would then head east towards Las Vegas, taking a winding, circuitous route to take in as many townships and smaller settlements along the way as she was equipped to handle. 

It wasn’t only boredom that had driven Diane to move downtown. Restlessness had grown in her of late. A restlessness that had to do with more than the tedium of her friendless, joyless existence. A sense of urgency was growing inside her; a sensation she had felt before, but not for many, many years. Something momentous was about to happen, she knew, without knowing how she knew.

It therefore did not come as a huge surprise when her laptop made a sound like a light hammer blow on a tin bathtub that signalled the receipt of a message. 

Diane rose from the settee where she was sipping a morning coffee and strode across the small living area of her apartment to where her laptop sat on a leather-topped desk. She opened and read the message.

Expressionless, she stared at the screen for a few moments. She didn’t know how to feel so she felt nothing. She sent a response to the message; one word.

She finished her coffee before starting to pack.

* * *
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All around the globe, in most major cities, in many major towns and in various places in between, in almost five thousand locations all told, home computers and laptops and smart phones and pagers bleeped, pinged, flashed, vibrated or buzzed to signify that a message had been received.

Not every recipient was within earshot of the receiving medium; not every medium was turned on; not every message was received instantly it was sent: some had to be routed through a network of servers before reaching their destinations. But they all would arrive and be read within seven hours of Milandra pressing the send button.

Almost without exception, every recipient responded to the message within minutes of receiving it. Almost.
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Chapter Two
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The large woman whose apartment overlooked Central Park in midtown Manhattan had only a first name. She had never needed a surname and so had never taken one. Though wealthy beyond measure, she held no bank accounts. Though she owned this swish apartment and another, equally salubrious, in Palm Beach, Florida, she was not named in any deeds or land transactions. She had no social security number or driving licence. Though widely travelled, she held no passport. National authorities were not aware that she existed.

She spent most of the winters in Florida, only returning to New York for the two weeks or so leading up to Christmas. There was something about Christmas that fascinated her. Not the religious significance or mythological aspect, but the spirituality that she sensed at this time of year; the general feeling of being part of something bigger, something more significant, more cosmic, that was shared by people of all races, religions and creeds. This sensation was stronger in the massed humanity of New York City than in Florida and attracted her back to the city at Christmas year after year. It reminded her of home. Of course, she also sensed the underlying cynicism, the desire to make a fast buck, the despair and loneliness that came to the fore during this season. Strangely, this too attracted her, making her marvel at the contradictions in mankind. She also wondered at herself; whether she was growing soft and sentimental. She could not afford to indulge such weaknesses.

Within seconds of sending the e-mail around the world, she started to receive replies. They were terse and along similar lines: Acknowledged and complying or Message received and understood or Will action immediately.

For thirty minutes, she sat in front of the computer and read each response, her face set grim. Only a couple of the replies gave her any pause. One was from California; only a one-word reply: Obeisance. Her eyes narrowed slightly while she stared at that word; for some reason that she could not put her finger on, it caused her a little disquiet. 

Then she read the response from Sydney in Australia and her frown deepened. The message was from Troy Bishop: Yes! At long last! It will be my great and undiluted pleasure to begin at once. Whoo-hoo!!! The last thing that Milandra expected or wanted was for anyone to derive pleasure from what they were about to do. She made a mental note to keep an eye on Bishop.

The replies came thick and fast. The computer had been programmed to check each response against the addresses to which the original message had been sent and display at the side of the screen a list of recipients who had not yet responded. While her inbox rapidly filled, that list grew shorter.

Milandra eased her bulk from the computer chair and moved back to her favourite armchair, again causing it to creak ominously when she settled into it. She pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her housecoat and speed-dialled a number. It rang once before being answered.

“Milandra?” The voice was deep and resonant, the accent cultured.

“Jason, listen. I’ve been contacted. They are coming. It is in motion.”

She heard a deep intake of breath and waited. He did not disappoint her.

“Okay,” said Jason. “I’ll contact the others. We’ll stock up on perishables. We’ll be with you by lunchtime.”

“Yes,” she said and broke the connection.

She smiled, gratified by his reaction. No questioning whether she was sure; no panicking; no superfluous words. When she had chosen Jason Grant to be her immediate right-hand man, she had chosen well.

Grant was one of four of what she liked to refer to as her ‘Deputies’. He would now be contacting the other three and they would go shopping for fruit, vegetables, dairy products and other short-to-mid-term perishable items. In addition to the refrigerator she had for everyday use, the kitchen in her apartment contained two industrial-sized refrigerators and freezers for the very purpose of storing all this produce that the Deputies would shortly be bringing. Her villa in Florida had a custom-built walk-in refrigerator for the same reason, though it would never now be employed for this purpose.

Milandra remained in the armchair, listening to the pinging of the computer as more responses arrived. Even through the triple-glazing she could hear the faint sounds of New York on a December morning: the dull thrum of traffic; the honk of horns and squeal of brakes; a distant siren; a muffled shout. The rumble and grumble of a city alive and seething.

Another look of deep sorrow creased her face.

* * *
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Tom and his teaching assistants bustled about the classroom straightening furniture, washing paint pots and brushes, feeding and watering guinea pigs, all the while chatting about the Nativity and which child should play which part.

By four o’clock, they were almost finished.

“Any plans for the weekend, you two?” Tom asked.

“I’m meeting up with some old school friends tonight,” said Mark Davies. “Not seen them in a while so it’ll be good to catch up.”

“And a couple of pints while you’re at it?” 

“Oh, one or two.” Mark returned Tom’s grin.

“What about you, Lisa?”

“Um, nothing much tonight,” said Lisa Jones. “A spot of Christmas shopping in Cardiff tomorrow and...” She paused, cheeks dimpling as she smiled, green eyes twinkling mischievously. “Tomorrow night I have a tryst planned with my secret lover.”

Tom felt colour flare in his cheeks and hoped that Mark hadn’t noticed.

“Oh,” he said. “Well, good. Good for you. Anyway...” He made a show of consulting his watch, momentarily forgetting about the wall clock. “Anyway, Mark, why don’t you get off? There’s nothing much left to do and Lisa and I can finish up. Since you’re the only one going anywhere tonight...”

“Okay,” said Mark. “Cool. Have a great weekend, folks. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

Mark grabbed his coat from the row of pegs near the door and shrugged it on as he left. Lisa went to the door and glanced out into the corridor. She walked back to Tom and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Mmm,” she murmured. “Can’t wait for tomorrow night, Mr Evans.”

“Me, neither,” said Tom. He placed a kiss on her nose, but as she tilted her head to bring her lips towards his, he pulled back, unwrapping her arms. “Wait until tomorrow, Miss Jones.”

Lisa folded her arms and pretended to pout. “I wish we could go out,” she said, “instead of having to skulk away as if we’re doing something wrong.”

Tom sighed. “We’ve been through this. We can’t risk being seen. Not until we’ve told Ross the Boss. It has to come from us, or from me anyway. If he were to hear about us from someone else...” Tom shuddered. 

Mr Ross was the headmaster of Penmawr Primary School. Sometimes jovial but more often crusty, he was a stickler for doing things the right way and it didn’t pay to get onto his wrong side. Having a relationship with one of his teaching assistants would, Tom reckoned, very much get him onto the wrong side of Ross. 

“Then let’s tell him,” insisted Lisa. “Before the staff party. Then we can go to the party, and leave it, together.”

Tom grimaced. “The party’s only two weeks away.” He breathed out heavily. “Oh, cripes! Yeah, I’ll tell him next week.”

“Why not now?”

Tom didn’t have a good answer. Lisa was right: they weren’t doing anything wrong. They were both single, both adults in their twenties, Tom at twenty-seven Lisa’s senior by three years. They weren’t breaking any hard-and-fast rules, but he knew that Ross would frown upon a classroom relationship. He had seen Ross beetle his bushy brows and didn’t relish being on the receiving end.

He shrugged. “Next week? Please? I need to psych myself up.”

Lisa laughed. “Okay. I don’t think he’s all that bad, you know. Bark worse than his bite, I reckon.”

“He’ll still insist that you change classes.”

It was Lisa’s turn to shrug. “I know.” She glanced around the classroom. “I’ll miss the reception kids...” She smiled. “Though not their little accidents. Still, most of them are toilet-trained now.” Her expression grew serious. “I’ll miss being with you throughout the day. But if it means we can be seen together the rest of the time, it’ll be worth it.”

Tom nodded. “Yes. It will.”

* * *
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Troy Bishop dressed simply: canvas cargo shorts with deep pockets, tee-shirt and rubber deck shoes. 

He stepped to the wall in his lounge, the exterior wall, made of solid brick and breeze block. He swung aside the print of Munch’s The Scream to reveal the sturdy-looking safe built into the wall. His hands shook a little when he spun the safe’s dial, and he had to reset it and start again, forcing his breathing to slow down and his hands to steady.

This time he spun truly and the safe clicked open.

Bishop reached in and withdrew a silvery-metal canister that glinted in the moonlight entering his apartment through the uncurtained windows. In that pale, milky light, he imagined the canister to be a futuristic artillery shell for some sci-fi heavy-duty plasma weapon. In less fanciful moments, he thought it resembled a sleek vacuum flask. 

He carried it to his desk, holding it carefully like an overfilled glass that might spill. He set the canister down and sat before it, his bearing as tense as taut wire.

Quickly at first, then forcing his hands to slow, he reached for the top of the canister and unscrewed the lid. As it came loose, internal pressure released with a low hiss and Bishop smelt an aroma, dark and sweet like scalding caramel. 

He pulled the lid aside—it remained attached to the body of the canister by a length of black polymer plastic. They had not been permitted to open the canister before now to avoid the risk of contaminating and harming the efficacy of the contents; this was the first glimpse he’d had of the interior of the canister.

There wasn’t a great deal to see. Just below the lip of the canister’s exposed neck lay a silvery disc that filled the gap. Set into the disc were two shallow grooves, forming a raised portion between them which could be gripped by thumb and forefinger. On the smooth metallic surface on either side of the grooves was engraved in small but clear block capitals: CAUTION: KEEP UPRIGHT AND OPEN ONLY IN CALM, DRY CONDITIONS.

Bishop did not feel calm—excitement bubbled below the surface like a geyser readying to spout—but he guessed the engraved admonishment referred to the environment in which the canister was being opened, not to the condition of the person opening it.

He reached forward, grasping the raised portion of the disc with his right thumb and forefinger. With his left hand he tightly gripped the canister, the surface cold and smooth against his palm. He twisted the disc.

It turned with surprising ease, like a freshly-oiled wing-nut. Three complete turns and another hiss of releasing pressure. Another waft of sweet darkness. Half a turn more and he was able to lift the disc away. He placed it carefully to one side and pulled the canister closer until, by craning forward, he could peer inside. 

Bishop’s apartment was equipped with all modern conveniences including, of course, electric lighting, but he rarely turned the lights on at night. He was therefore accustomed to darkness and had developed a highly-tuned night vision. The ambient moonlight amply illuminated the interior of the canister for him to clearly see what it contained.

Earlier versions of the canister had been replaced every few years as their contents were upgraded. This canister had been in his possession, locked away in the safe, for around eighteen months. During that time, the contents had settled and their surface now lay about an inch below where the disc had been. 

That surface resembled a smooth, circular expanse of creamy-white chalk. If the person gazing in didn’t know better, he would think that the contents were solid and could be coaxed out of the canister, by turning it upside down and tapping its base, in a cylindrical rod. But Bishop knew better.

He slowly lowered his right index finger into the canister until it met the creamy surface... and continued through it. He pressed his finger down for maybe an inch, then withdrew it. The top of his finger down to the second knuckle was coated in a creamy powder, so fine it was almost translucent, each grain too minuscule to be identified individually.

Bishop turned his finger, admiring the silkiness of the powdery coating, able to make out the cuticle of his nail through it.

He grinned once more, his tongue lolling out to wet his lips, almost slavering. That and the moonlight combined to make him appear more lupine than ever. 

Bishop moved his hand over the canister and used his thumb to flake away the powder on his finger. It came away easily, like chalk dust, and fell back into the canister in a fine drizzle.

Abruptly he stood. He strode into the kitchen and extracted a large sandwich bag from a drawer: a polythene bag, the type that self-seals. He unsealed the bag and shook it, making it billow as it filled with air, before moving back to the desk. Forcing himself to move deliberately, he turned the bag and placed its open end over the top of the flask. Carefully—he didn’t want to waste any—he slowly upended the canister, keeping the bag in close contact with the canister’s smooth sides. Gently, oh so gently, he shook the canister to discharge the creamy powder into the bag. When he judged that the bag was three-quarters full, he righted the canister, making sure that the bag also remained upright while it slid off. 

He placed the canister carefully to one side, expelled the remaining air from the bag and sealed the opening. Next came the most risky part of the process; the part where, if he acted hastily or impatiently, the bag might tear. 

Slowly, slowly, slowly, he eased the bag into the front left-hand pocket of his cargo shorts. Tapping gently at the sides of the bag with his left hand, while maintaining a sure grip on it with his right, he was able to ease the bag in without mishap. He heaved a long sigh. Since he had been careful about not overfilling it, the bag fitted inside the pocket comfortably, not making any strange bulges that might attract unwanted attention.

Around half of the canister’s contents had been transferred to the bag. Bishop replaced the disc into the neck of the canister and fastened it tightly. Then he added the lid and screwed that on firmly, too. 

Grabbing his keys, he almost bolted from the apartment, only pausing to lock the door securely behind him. In the lift on the way down to the lobby, he reached into his pocket and undid the seal on the sandwich bag sufficiently so that he could dip his fingers in. 

By the time the lift stopped, the wolfish grin had returned.

* * *
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The morning rush hour was in full swing in downtown Los Angeles when Diane Heidler shrugged the knapsack onto her back. It didn’t contain much: a change of clothes, a bottle of water and a few toiletries. She could buy whatever else she needed on her travels. Money wouldn’t be a problem.

She paused at the doorway and glanced back at the apartment. The laptop stood, screen open, on the desk. Diane had no further use for it. She had deleted the message from Milandra and her response, and disabled the internet connection. If a neighbour wandered in and wanted to take it, they were welcome to it and anything else she was leaving behind. She turned her back on the apartment and walked out, leaving the door wide open behind her.

Diane caught a bus uptown to her bank. She grabbed a coffee from a nearby Starbucks while she waited for the branch to open. If there was one vice Diane possessed, it was an over-fondness for coffee. Caffeine did not stimulate her. On the contrary, it had a soporific effect, calming her thoughts, dampening her emotions, making existence more bearable. 

She was the first customer through the doors of the bank when it opened.

Firstly, she approached the cashing desk where she arranged to transfer all funds from her savings account to her checking account.

“Expecting some major expenditure, Miss Heidler?” the cashier enquired.

“Mmm, something like that,” she replied in what she hoped was a non-committal tone that would discourage further chat.

Secondly, Diane cashed a cheque for twenty-thousand dollars. The cashier raised one eyebrow but made no comment. Diane stuffed the bills into her knapsack.

Thirdly, she arranged to close her safety deposit box. She was shown into the room off the rear of the banking hall that contained small curtained cubicles where deposit boxes could be opened in privacy. Her box was brought to her by a smiling clerk, who placed it on the table in a cubicle and drew the curtain closed as he left her alone.

Diane withdrew a small brass key from a pocket of her jeans and inserted it into the lock on the front of the box. She turned it and lifted the lid.

There was only one item inside: a silvery, metallic canister, a little like a vacuum flask.

Diane hefted the canister in one hand, considering its weight. About the same as a bag of sugar, she guessed. Then she placed it in her knapsack on top of the money, turned and walked out.

There seemed little point in closing the lid of the safety deposit box or removing the key, so she didn’t bother. 

* * *
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Similar scenarios played themselves out in almost five thousand towns and cities throughout the world. From Reykjavik to Wellington, Beijing to Cape Town, St Petersburg to Mumbai, an e-mail was received and replied to. The recipients recovered from their places of safe-keeping silvery metallic canisters resembling vacuum flasks. Then, canisters or only their creamy, powdery contents in their possession, the recipients left their places of abode and went to work.

All except one.
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Chapter Three
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In a village west of Cardiff, at the edge of the South Wales coal field, less than five miles from the village where Tom Evans was tidying his classroom ready for the weekend, a mobile phone played a jingle that signified the receipt of an e-mail.

The phone sat on top of an old oak dresser in the main living area of the tiny miner’s cottage. Two doorways led off the living area: the peeling front door that opened directly onto the street; a curtained doorway at the rear that led into a small kitchenette. A ramshackle staircase led from the living area to the basic bathroom, and bedroom large enough for a single bed and slim wardrobe.

Aside from the dresser, the only other furniture in the downstairs living area was a threadbare two-seater settee, a basic television stand and, upon it, an incongruous, state-of-the-art 36-inch plasma television. 

Peter Ronstadt, who occupied the sagging settee, could afford something—almost anything—much grander, but the cottage suited him. He had rented it three months previously, complete with furniture. The only change he had made was to add the television and satellite box which sat on the lower shelf of the TV stand. 

He picked up the remote lying on the settee next to him and switched off the television. He had been enjoying an afternoon quiz show, but forgot about it the moment the phone sounded. 

For a few moments he sat where he was. In the silence created by switching off the television, other noises started to intrude: chattering children walking past the window on their way home from school; car engines straining while they climbed the steep hill; the drip drip drip of the kitchen tap; the sizzle and crack of the log fire in the grate opposite the settee. 

Peter didn’t leap to his feet to read the e-mail. He knew who it was from—only one person knew his telephone number—and he had a fair idea what it would say. His gaze flickered involuntarily to the ceiling. Above, crammed under his bed, was a battered suitcase. Inside the case, wrapped in an old flannelette shirt, was a silvery canister. 

It was already growing dark. The neighbouring houses in the street were larger and more modern than the cottage Peter occupied. The other cottages that had once also lined the road were long-gone, along with the mining industry they had serviced. Peter had no idea why his cottage had been allowed to remain, set slightly away from the bigger houses like a disgraced child. He had meant to discover the cottage’s history, to give himself something to do as much as anything, but hadn’t yet got around to it. He didn’t suppose it mattered now.

Soon the other houses would light up when their owners switched on the fairy lights that adorned the Christmas trees standing proudly in front windows and porches, when candle arches were illuminated, when blue and white plastic icicles dangling from eaves and window sills were turned on. 

Peter sighed heavily and rose slowly to his feet. He took two or three steps to the dresser, reached for the phone and read the message. A little unsteady on his feet, he stepped back to the settee and sank into it. 

He had known this moment would come. He had known, when it came, that he would have to decide. Rather, he had already made the decision, deep inside where his true convictions nestled, but had put off admitting it to himself. He could delay no longer.

“No,” he murmured. Then, a little louder: “No. I won’t do it. I can’t do it.”

He looked down at the phone in his hand and frowned. He deleted Milandra’s message, then turned the phone over. Grunting a little with concentration, he fiddled at the plastic cover with his fingernails until he managed to remove it. Again with a little effort—his fingernails weren’t long enough to easily fit into tight spaces—he prised up the battery and placed it on the settee. Clutching the phone, he rose once more to his feet. This time there was no trace of unsteadiness. 

He crossed quickly to the hearth and flung the phone into the flames. 

* * *
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Troy Bishop had entered the lift and descended to the lobby of the apartment block, powder in pocket, within thirty minutes of receiving Milandra’s message. When he stepped out of the lift, he almost collided with the man waiting to get in. It was someone he vaguely recognised: another tenant who lived in one of the cheaper apartments on a floor below Bishop’s. 

Ordinarily, Bishop would not have favoured him with a second glance. But tonight was different. Bishop stopped outside the lift entrance, blocking the man’s path, and regarded him. The man was in his early thirties. His lower eyelids looked heavy and dark, his expression a little vague. He returned Bishop’s gaze with no sign of interest. 

“All right, mate?” Bishop said.

“Hmm? Um, yes, suppose so.” The man tried a smile, but it seemed half-hearted and quickly faded.

Bishop thrust his left hand into his pocket and poked his middle finger into the powder.

“Hey, mate,” he said, withdrawing his hand and holding it, middle finger extended, to the man’s face. “Take a whiff of that. It’s a new talc I just had from my girlfriend. It’s kind of different, you know?” Bishop moved his finger until it was under the man’s nose. He nodded his head and smiled encouragingly.

If the man felt any alarm or unease, nothing showed in his expression. If he wondered why Bishop should be walking around with talc in his pocket, he didn’t express it. If anything, his eyes had grown more hooded and he looked ready to fall asleep where he stood. As though barely aware of his actions, the man inhaled quickly through his nose in a somnambulistic snort. 

“Ngh,” he muttered. “Toffee.”

Bishop nodded and grinned. “That’s right, mate. Toffee!” He stepped aside to allow the man to enter the lift and clapped him on the shoulder while he shuffled past. Bishop watched the lift door close, the grin never leaving his face or reaching his eyes. 

Then he turned and walked jauntily across the lobby to the exit. He let himself out of the building, rubbing the powdered finger onto the door handle, and headed into the city.

* * *
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A few blocks away from the bank, Diane Heidler came across a small park with one corner devoted to a children’s play area. She entered and sat on a bench inside the entrance. The park was edged with trees that would in summer provide leafy shade from the dry heat of the day. Now the trees stood forlorn and skeletal beneath a gloomy December sky. It hadn’t rained for a few days. That might soon change, Diane thought. It probably explained why nobody else was in the park.

She knew what the canister contained and didn’t want to be opening it in rain. She pulled the knapsack onto her lap and opened the zip. The canister lay within, nestling on crisp dollar bills. She stood it upright, keeping it within the knapsack to shield it from the light breeze, and held it tight with her left hand while she unscrewed the lid with her right.

With a slight hiss, the lid came away and she allowed it to drop to one side, though it remained attached by a black plastic strip. She quickly unscrewed the disc that covered the neck of the canister. With another small exhalation of air, the disc came free. Tapping it on the rim to shake off any clinging dust, she removed it and placed it on the bench by her side. As Bishop had done a couple of hours earlier on the opposite side of the globe, she dipped a finger into the canister, then withdrew it and held it up for inspection.

The powder covered the top half of her finger like cement, except that this powder wasn’t grey. In the daylight it seemed almost colourless, translucent as water. In strong sunlight it would be all but invisible. She turned her finger this way and that, seeing the occasional flake lift away to be immediately lost on the breeze. Most of the powder, however, remained on her finger, clinging to it like pollen to a bee’s leg. It had been designed this way.

Diane moved her hand back to the top of the canister and rubbed at her index finger with her thumb. Although the powder could not be easily dislodged by moving air, it readily dropped away under the friction of her thumb. She nodded, satisfied.

She changed grips, using her right hand to hold the canister, and lowered her left hand towards the opening.

Anyone describing Diane’s physical appearance would use words like ‘dainty’ and ‘petite’. Her hands were no exception. Fine-boned and narrow, they, like the rest of her, showed no signs of her age.

By pulling her left thumb in towards her little finger, bringing all five digits together in a tight cluster, she was able to comfortably lower her entire hand into the body of the canister. She thrust it down, deep into the powder, wiggling her fingers a little, covering her hand to the wrist. While she withdrew it, she continued to wiggle her fingers to dislodge any excess.

Avoiding touching anything with her left hand, she placed the canister between her left arm and chest. Clutching it tightly under her arm, she used her right hand to replace the disc and lid. Happy that the canister’s contents were secure, she dropped the silvery flask back into the knapsack and rezipped it. Still only using her right hand, she shrugged the knapsack over her shoulder.

One corner of the park was taken up with the children’s play area. A slide, two sets of swings, a merry-go-round made of wood with a running board and steel arms for clinging onto while it whirled around. 

Diane walked over to the play area, stopping first by the merry-go-round. She stretched out her left hand and touched one of the cold steel arms. The mechanism was well-maintained and the merry-go-round began to turn easily. She moved her hand to the next steel arm and touched that, too, making the ride turn a little faster. She repeated the process, touching each arm with her left hand, before allowing the ride to ease gently to a standstill. 

First glancing around to make sure she was still alone, she peered closely at one of the steel arms. She could see smears of the powder where her fingers had brushed the metal, but only because she knew they were there. Each smear was faint and almost transparent, even in this gloomy light. She doubted that anybody else would even notice them; even if they did, she doubted whether they would cause any concern. Not yet, anyway.

Next she walked to the slide and ran the back of her left hand over the metal handrails that children used to help them climb the steps. Again, the powdery residue that she smeared on the metal was barely discernible to a casual glance.

Finally she moved to the swings and ran her fingers along the guard rails that younger children would cling to while they swung, allowing the chains of the swings for older children to slide between her fingers, removing the powder that lay in the gaps. She stopped at the last swing and sat, setting it in motion with graceful movements of her slim legs, before allowing the swing to slow of its own accord. She stared out at the city, barely aware of the noise of traffic and distant cries of children in some school yard. 

The breeze freshened and she clutched her jacket more tightly to her. A light shower should have little effect on her handiwork. More persistent rain or a heavy downpour may undo it, but it rarely rained heavily in L.A., even in December.

A young woman entered the park, clutching the hand of a child of about three or four. The child was clad in a padded green anorak and matching woolly hat with ear flaps secured by a ribbon tied beneath his chin. He tugged at his mother’s hand, eager to reach the slide.

Diane watched the child ascend the steps to the top of the slide under the alert eye of the woman, tightly gripping the handrail as he climbed. He reached the top and clambered awkwardly—as though he wasn’t accustomed to being hampered by an anorak—onto his bottom. Before he pushed off, the boy wiped the palm of his hand across his nose.

“Jarod!” the woman called sharply. “How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t use your hands to wipe your nose.”

Jarod pushed himself off and swooped down the slide, almost shooting off the end but managing to arrest his forward motion in time by planting his legs either side of the chute. He staggered to a halt in a series of short, stuttering steps. He turned a flushed, happy face towards his mother, who was by his side in an instant, wiping at his nose with a handkerchief. Then she wiped his hands before allowing him to toddle back to the steps for another go. Before replacing the handkerchief in the pocket of her coat, the woman wiped her own nose briefly.

Diane stood and left the park without a backward glance at the mother and child. She turned to the north, towards Hollywood. 

She kept as far as possible to the more populated areas: pedestrian thoroughfares, shopping malls, parks. While she walked, she’d stretch out a hand from time to time and let it trail along handrails or across handles to doorways. She entered shops selling trinkets and browsed for a few minutes, picking items up and replacing them. She made purchases, extracting notes from her knapsack, fingering them as though deliberating whether or not to proceed, before handing them over. Her purchases she deposited into the next litter bin she passed.

Occasionally she’d stop and rummage in her knapsack, thrusting her hands deep inside, fiddling with something before continuing on her way. She passed a homeless beggar and paused to deposit some coins into his outstretched fingers. 

It took her a couple of hours to reach Hollywood. After visiting the Chinese Theatre and placing her powdered hands into the prints of the stars, she stopped in a bistro to eat, borrowing the salt cellar from an adjoining table and returning it to be used by the family of diners seated there. She made sure she used the pepper pot that was on her table, though she disliked the flavour of pepper. Again she paid with well-handled cash.

A light shower started when she left the bistro. It didn’t daunt her. She turned west, towards Beverly Hills. She looked forward to leaving her mark there. 

* * *
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The air in Central Park was cold and crisp, making Milandra’s breath billow while she walked. She breathed easily, in spite of her bulk and the frosty weather. She didn’t intend going far, but she felt the need to take in the winter air and feel the sun, however weak, on her head before the Deputies arrived. She didn’t think they would allow her to leave the apartment for the next few weeks.

She strolled south in that peculiar rolling gait, like a ship in a heavy swell, past Strawberry Fields, and chose a bench within sight of the park entrance where the horse and carts were plying their trade to the never-ending streams of tourists. Tourists that would likely be leaving within a day or two or three, returning to their homes all over the world.

It was mid-morning and the park was, as always, busy. Only heavy, drenching rain or extreme sub-zero temperatures seemed to discourage visitors to the park, and even then the occasional hardy soul could be seen braving the conditions. Central Park had that magnetic effect, drawing visitors and natives alike.

A group of Japanese tourists walked past her bench, cameras at the ready. Milandra looked away, not wanting to catch anyone’s eye and be asked to take a group photograph. Ordinarily she would have been happy to oblige, but not today, despite it being the last chance she would have to interact with ordinary people. Or perhaps because of it.

She could not shake the vague feeling of disquiet that had settled into her ancient bones since she had pressed the send button on her computer. It was not a feeling to which she was accustomed nor that she could afford. She bore a great responsibility on her shoulders and needed to remain steadfast for the sake of her remaining people. That responsibility would be relieved, perhaps even removed—she could only hope—when the others arrived, but that would not be for another five or six months. Until then, it was hers, and hers alone, to bear. 

So she cast her gaze upwards at the pale, almost colourless, sky, or at the bare trees, or towards the Plaza Hotel and Fifth Avenue. Anywhere other than at the passing people.

The man approached from the north, from the direction of her apartment. She sensed him coming long before she could see him. She looked in that direction, waiting for him to come into sight. He could, she knew, sense her presence, too. When he appeared, walking briskly, arms swinging by his sides, he was scanning the path ahead, looking for her. He found her and their gazes locked. Neither made any sign of acknowledgement. 

Milandra watched him approach, wondering whether he would walk on by. When he drew nearer, she could see that he carried a small knapsack on his back. 

The man slowed, as though debating whether to halt. Then he walked up to her and stopped before her. He did not sit.

“Milandra?”

“Yes.” 

She did not require his permission, not in her position, but she sought it anyway. She probed gently, merely nudging the surface.

The man nodded and she probed a little deeper, just far enough to see it. There! A small worm of doubt, mirroring her own that she was trying so hard to quell.

Milandra withdrew and smiled up at him, a smile that hinted at shared grief. 

“Be strong,” she said. “We have to be strong.”

“I’ve come from Harlem,” the man said. His tone was expressionless. “Going to work my way down through Midtown, then West Village and Greenwich. Battery Park by evening and on to Staten Island.”

Milandra didn’t need to hear this—she knew without being told—but she let him continue.

“Tomorrow Brooklyn and Queens,” he said. “Then a Greyhound to Albany.” 

She glanced down at his ungloved hands. His right hand glistened faintly in the weak sunlight, the only hint of its powdery coating.

The man followed her gaze and held up his hand self-consciously. His smile was almost embarrassed, sheepish. 

“The hand of God?” he muttered. He dropped his arm back to his side and stood silently for a moment.

“Well,” he said. “I guess I’d best be on my way.”

“Me, too,” said Milandra. “I’ve dallied here long enough. Good luck. We’ll meet again soon. At the airport.”

“Yes,” said the man. “Till then.”

He turned away and began to stride purposefully toward the park exit. Milandra watched him until he crossed the road and was lost to sight down Seventh Avenue, heading for Times Square.

She turned her face up to the sun and closed her eyes for a few moments. Then she stood and walked back to her apartment.
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