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PART ONE
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MASS EXTINCTION











CHAPTER ONE

A TREE FALLS

“Guv?” My barman was a mechanical, multi-limbed lifeform from a system in the vicinity of Arcturus.

“Yes, Siegfried?”

“You’d better get in here.”

I sighed. “What are we dealing with?”

Siegfried looked like a football thrown through a cutlery drawer. “Attempted shakedown.”

“Another one?” I rolled my eyes. “What’s that, like three this month?”

“Four.”

“Where are they?”

“Standing at the bar. You can’t miss them. They’re the ones that look like geckos in sweatpants.”

I pulled open my office door, to be greeted by the buzz of a dozen conversations in half a dozen languages. The place smelled of desperation and black mould. The only illumination came from a row of lights hanging above the counter. Tonight’s would-be gangsters were standing in a tight group at one end, trying to look simultaneously menacing and inconspicuous.

“For goodness’ sake,” I said. “They can’t be much older than hatchlings.”

I walked around the counter to face them. The tallest only came up to my chest, but they had pointed snouts filled with sharp teeth, and scalpel-like claws on their three-fingered hands.

“Are you the owner?” one of them asked in the Common Tongue. Judging by the length of the spines protruding from between his shoulder blades, he was the oldest of the bunch, and probably their leader.

“How can I help?”

“We have an offer for you.”

“Let me guess.” I folded my arms. “Does this offer have something to do with me paying you a percentage of my takings in return for protection?”

Eyelids flicked back and forth across large, black reptilian eyes. “Uh, yesss.”

“Sorry, kids. Not interested.”

The leader pulled himself up to his full height. “We could make thingsss very difficult for you.”

“I don’t doubt it, but I’m still going to have to say no.”

A hush fell as the patrons smelled a confrontation. Some of the smaller reptiles in the group looked around, unnerved to suddenly find themselves the centre of attention. The tall one didn’t seem to have noticed. His attention remained fixed on me. “This is your lassst chance,” he hissed. “A place like thissss, with a lot of wood and packing materialsss. Very flammable. Anything might happen.”

I uncrossed my arms. “You boys must be new in town. I assume you’re trying to carve out a little territory for yourselves. A little notoriety?”

“What of it?”

“You think you’re the first to try something like this? I’ve been here two years, and there are always parasites about, looking to take what they haven’t earned. I’ve seen gangs come and go. You’re no different.”

Claws flexed. “Are you going to pay or not?”

I shook my head. “The thing is, kids; if I needed protection, I’d already have it. There are plenty of hoodlums to choose from, and a lot of them are tougher than you.”

The leader held my gaze for a few seconds, then he held out a three-fingered hand. One of his henchmen produced a stolen emergency flare and passed it to him. “How about we torch the place now?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Oh, really?” The leader twisted the flare’s base, igniting it. For a moment, the only sound in the bar was the roar of the red flame.

I sighed. The flare was designed to be seen through rain and fog by search helicopters. It probably contained a mix of strontium nitrate, potassium perchlorate, and an energetic fuel such as aluminium or magnesium. Which meant it had a burn temperature of at least a thousand degrees centigrade—certainly hot enough to set fire to anything in this place. I couldn’t let that happen, so I reached out and snuffed it with my hand.

The reptiles looked at me aghast. The leader said, “How did you do that?”

I smirked and held up my hand. In the overhead light, my palm glistened with an iridescent rainbow sheen.

“Alien nano-virus,” I said. “I picked it up on an archaeological dig, a long way from here.” I slapped the extinguished flare from his hand. “It makes me very, very hard to kill.” I hauled back and punched him across his scaly face. His jaw snapped shut and he crashed back into his little entourage, who fled, leaving their fallen leader sprawled unconscious on the concrete floor. “And a lot stronger than I look.”

Scattered applause broke from the tables around the room. The locals always appreciated a show. I ignored them, turning instead to where Siegfried hovered like a rotund Swiss Army knife. “Drag that outside, would you?”

“My pleasure, guv.”

* * *

As the conversation among the drinkers turned back to the latest reports from the front line, I stepped out to the small concrete yard at the back of the ramshackle bar. Leaning there against the corrugated iron wall, nostrils filled with garbage fire smoke from the surrounding refugee encampment, I gazed up at the vast foam ships being constructed in orbit and wished I had the guts to book a berth.

Beyond the lamps and circles of firelight, the night was very dark, and a cold breeze ruffled up from the salt marshes to the southwest to flutter tent walls and fluster laundry. Like everyone else, I had come here fleeing the war; but unlike the majority in the camp, this was where I had stopped, too scared and too stubborn to cash in my chips and leave altogether.

From the campfires, I caught snatches of competing songs; the crackle of burning plastic; children crying; food cooking. From further afield, the brine stink of the marshes and the occasional echoing thunder of a shuttle lifting from the civilian port. I kicked aside a tin can. Once, a lush grass analogue had covered the ground here; now, the passage of thousands of refugees had worn it to a bare, hard-packed dirt, strewn with the detritus of their half-abandoned, makeshift lives. Beyond the sea of tents, barbed wire gates marked the camp’s entrance. The wire wasn’t there to keep the refugees from leaving; it was there to deter the local wildlife, especially the nocturnal Komodo-jackals that prowled the edges of the salt marsh and picked off the occasional incautious security guard.

Whenever a completed foam ship broke orbit, which happened about once a week, the entire encampment looked up. Some of them muttered blessings and good wishes, kissed prayer beads or raised their hands to the skies in the knowledge that another ten thousand sleeping souls had cast themselves into the abyss in the hope of finding sanctuary among the uncharted stars on the far side of the gap. Others shook their heads and cursed at the sight, lamenting a missed opportunity. They knew there would only ever be a finite number of foam ships, and never enough to take every refugee. Eventually, the Cutters would find their way here along the tramline network.

The tramlines were a web of furrows in the undervoid, which a correctly positioned ship could use to glide from one star system to the next, expending very little energy. Every known species employed them. They had been arteries for colonisation, conflict, and commerce, the roads of empire; but now the enemy were using them against us.

That was the part I didn’t want to think about.

I pulled a joint from behind my ear. Smoking wasn’t one of my customary vices, but one of my regular customers had slipped the little hand-rolled cylinder to me in lieu of payment and it seemed a shame to let it go to waste. I cupped my hands and lit the end with a borrowed lighter. The first drag made my head feel light. The second brought a surge of nausea. I managed two further inhales before coughing, giving up, and flicking the butt over the fence. If I wanted to feel sick, I could huff the toxic smoke from the garbage fires. I stood for a moment, letting the wooziness subside. The bar was a familiar presence at my back, its conversational weight sensed rather than heard. It had been mine since I’d taken over from its former owner when he shipped out. He had left it a stripped-out derelict mess and I’d been the only one interested in fixing it up and reopening. It didn’t really have a name, but under my stewardship, it had become one of the few places on the planet where people said the beer came cold, and the gin didn’t taste like a reactor leak.

Sparing a final, rueful glance at the orbital construction platforms, I turned back through the door into the storeroom where, between the stacked kegs and cases of spirits, I kept a small bed made from pallets.

The one thing I had in common with every other lifeform in this stinking camp was that I’d left somebody behind. The trouble was, I didn’t know how to move on. At first, owning a bar had seemed like a good survival strategy. If I was going to be stuck in a place where everybody else was just passing through, it made sense to have something permanent. But now, after two years of waiting, the novelty of it all had worn thinner than a twice-used tissue. I sat down and regarded my palm. Closing my hand over the flare had been momentarily agonising, but now there wasn’t even so much as a scorch mark. My knuckles, which should have been torn to shreds where they’d impacted the rough hide covering the kid’s jawbone, were similarly unscathed.

I should get out of here, I thought. I should just throw my clothes into a bag without bothering to fold them and apply to be on the next foam ship out. It didn’t matter what waited on the other side of the gulf, it would be preferable to a life spent rotting here.

“Guv?” Siegfried drifted into the storeroom like a spiky balloon.

“Don’t tell me those lizards are back?”

“No, but someone’s asking for you.”

“Who is it?”

“I didn’t catch his name.” The barman moved two of his tool-tipped metal limbs in an approximation of a shrug. “But he says he’s your ex-husband.”










CHAPTER TWO

ON THE BEACH

I stepped through the connecting door and immediately clocked Jack. He was sitting at a table, leaning on one elbow and watching the front door as if expecting someone. He’d shaved the nearest side of his head, and a silver earring gleamed from the exposed lobe. His long black coat hung loosely from his shoulders. He hadn’t noticed me yet, so I picked a bottle of gin from the shelf and sidled up behind him.

“Freshen your drink, sir?”

His shoulders stiffened. “Ursula?”

“Who else were you looking for?”

He swivelled on his barstool, and I caught my breath. I’d forgotten how striking he was, in a hard, square-jawed kind of way. A dancer’s body with a sword-fighter’s poise. He said, “Charming place you have here.”

I wanted to tell him it was a shithole, but my regulars were within earshot, so I just nodded, and said, “Coldest beer in the whole camp.”

He tapped a fingernail against his glass. “And roughest gin?”

“I’m told it does the job. The first one numbs your taste buds, and after that, you’re golden.”

He laughed. “Oh, Ursula, I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“They told me you were still here,” he said. “But I couldn’t believe you really would be.”

“I told you I’d wait.”

“I’d hoped you wouldn’t. I wanted you safe.”

“I’m as safe as anyone here.”

He looked up at the corrugated iron ceiling and exhaled.

“What?”

“Nobody’s safe.” He leant across the bar and seized my free wrist. “Nobody here’s even remotely safe. You know that.”

I thumped the bottle down on the counter. “Keep your voice down.”

He pursed his lips. “You could try to be civil.”

“You could just tell me where the fuck you’ve been.”

Jack shook his head. “Trust me, you really don’t want to know.”

“The hell I don’t. You left me—”

“I told you.” He rubbed his forehead. “I told you why I had to go.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“Then why are you angry?”

I leant my hands on the bar and took a long breath. “Why on earth do you think?”

“Less than a minute, and we’re back to this?”

“What do you expect? You got us berths on the last freighter out. I abandoned everything and everyone. And you never showed.”

“I had my duty.”

“I thought you had my back.”

“And I thought you understood. My comrades were counting on me. Our world was counting on me.”

“Yeah, and how did that turn out?”

He scowled. “You know what happened.”

“Everyone died. Earth fell, and you being there made no difference.”

“That’s not entirely fair. Some transports got away under covering fire from our forces.”

“How many?”

He picked up his glass and glowered into the amber centimetre of spirit at its base. “Maybe two dozen. Yours among them.”

“You should have come with me.”

“I had to stay.”

“You knew you couldn’t defeat them.”

He swigged down the dregs of his drink and managed not to cough. He pressed his lips against the back of his hand while the burn passed, then whispered, “We had to try.”

* * *

Those final hours in London had been nightmarish chaos. With the interstellar tramline network collapsing like a broken spider’s web, confirmation of attacks on other worlds arrived only hours before the routes connecting them went down completely. The damaged ships that limped through to spread the alarm were often the last to make it before those tramlines decohered altogether. And yet somehow, the Cutters still advanced.

When the shit hit the fan, I was in the process of being discharged from hospital. I’d been in there for months and knew most of the nurses by name. Since picking up the alien parasite, I’d had every scan and test you could imagine, and a few you’d probably rather not. Suffice to say, I’d been prodded and poked in places you’d usually not get anywhere near unless you’d at least bought me dinner.

“Whatever it is,” the doctor had said, “it seems to have adapted and fused with your DNA.”

I sat back in my chair. “So, you can’t get it out of me?”

He looked apologetic. “We wouldn’t know where to start. We’re not even sure where you end, and it begins.”

“I’m stuck with it?”

“If it’s any consolation, it doesn’t appear to be contagious, so we’ll be able to release you from quarantine. Nor does it seem to be doing you any harm. On the contrary, all indications suggest it’s going to great lengths to keep you healthy.”

I looked at the back of my hand. The skin seemed smoother than I remembered, and the nails were hard and glossy, more like carbon fibre than keratin. But nothing had burst out of my chest or turned me into a terrifying blob of fleshy protoplasm, so I guessed I should be grateful.

“We will, of course, be referring you for further tests.”

“I thought you might.”

Once the paperwork had gone through and I’d been officially released, I collected my things and left. Outside, the sky and the Thames were the same shade of brutalised steel. I started walking towards the tube. I wasn’t up to raw-dogging reality, so I had my earbuds cranked to eleven, blasting out the playlist I’d been putting together in preparation for this day. Around me, dead leaves fell from the trees, car tyres hissed on the wet roads, and I watched the advertising holograms flicker and strut above the glass towers on the river’s far bank. They looked wan and insubstantial in the overcast light. The news about the parasite wasn’t what I’d hoped, but I couldn’t let it slow me down. I had to convince Doctor Vogel to select me for his next off-planet expedition. I’d been a fucking idiot last time out, taking off my glove when I did, but at least I hadn’t brought back anything infectious. That had to count for something, right? With my hands firmly wedged in my pockets, I dodged around an elderly Korean woman and her umbrella drone. If I didn’t get on another mission roster, I could effectively kiss my PhD, and perhaps my entire future career, farewell.

My phone buzzed for attention. I blinked up the call and frowned as I saw Jack’s number. He was on shore leave and had been looking after my flat while I’d been in hospital. I’d been hoping he would be here to meet me, so I was kind of annoyed he was nowhere to be seen. I tapped the side of my eye socket to answer, and saw his face overlaid on my vision.

“Ursula?”

“Jack, I thought you were coming to meet—”

“Ursula, listen to me. You need to get out, right now.”

The signal glitched, then reasserted itself.

“Out? Out where?”

“Get to Heathrow,” he said. “There’s a transport called the Mango Feedback. It’s evacuating the families of serving crew. I’ve told them you’re my wife.”

“You told them what?”

More static. I heard sirens in the streets.

Jack said, “New York’s gone. It’s just gone. And Mexico City’s under attack.” People were slowing their pace, holding their hands to their ears as they absorbed the breaking news reports. The lady with the drone umbrella let out a cry and collapsed into a sitting position on the wet pavement. When Jack came back through, he was gripping the sides of the camera and shouting into the lens. “London might be next. You must move. I’m sending you the flight details. There’s a berth waiting for you. Don’t stop to think or pick up luggage; just get to the airport. There isn’t much time.”

“You’re not coming?”

“I need to report in. My ship needs me.”

“I’ll wait for you.”

“Just get to Heathrow. Let me check with my ship, and I’ll find you. I promise. Get to the transport and I’ll find you.”

* * *

I refilled his glass.

“Do you know how hard it was to get from Chelsea to Heathrow while civilisation literally collapsed around me?”

“You made it, though.”

“A lot of people didn’t.”

Jack lowered his eyes. “I know.”

He was silent for a moment, and I looked away, trying not to remember. As the self-driving networks broke down, the cars had choked the streets. There were fights. I got caught in a few scuffles. If I hadn’t had the protection of the alien infection, I doubt I would have made it through the gridlock alive.

“It was a surprise attack,” Jack said, and I honestly couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or himself. I watched him scratch the label from the bottle, scrunch up the paper, and flick it away across the tabletop. “We didn’t have time to warn everybody. We did what we could.”

I reached over and touched the back of his hand with my fingertips. “I chose you over everybody. I didn’t go back for anyone. I fought my way through crowds of people who are all now dead, just to be with you.”

“And also, to live.”

I glanced around at our surroundings. “You call this living?”

* * *

I stood at the hatch.

“Please,” I said, “we have to wait.”

The naval crewman shook his head. “We got orders, ma’am.”

“But he’ll be here. He said he’d find me.”

The guy glanced out at the overcast sky and the other transports lifting from the tarmac. Sirens wailed in the distance. Armoured hovercraft patrolled the airport’s perimeter. “I don’t reckon he is.”

“Just a few more minutes?”

“Sorry, ma’am, we got incoming.” He touched a control and the hatch lowered into place with a heavy metallic thud.

“No, please, I—”

My phone rang. It was Jack. Judging from the noise and vibration, he seemed to be in some sort of vehicle. He said, “You made it?”

“Where are you?”

“Don’t wait for me.”

The crewman was trying to guide me towards the passenger compartment. He made an I-told-you-so face and reached for my arm, but I shook him off. “Why not?”

“Because I’m not coming.”

“What—”

“All leave’s been cancelled. I’m shipping out with the Crisis Actor.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I’m sorry. I must.”

“But I need you.”

“And if I’m going into battle, I need to know you’re safe.”

“No!”

“I love you.”

“Then don’t do this. Come with me. I need you.”

“I’m sorry.”

* * *

“Are you still with the Crisis Actor?”

We were at a corner table now, in the intersection between two corrugated iron walls, the bottle of gin between us. Jack had opened his coat, revealing the tarnished scabbard at his belt.

“She’s a bit banged-up,” Jack said, “but still flying.”

“The crew?”

“We lost a few.” His thumbnail worried the scraps of label still clinging to the bottle.

“And for the last two years?”

“We’ve been fighting a guerrilla war in Sol system, trying to slow the Cutters’ spread into the network.”

“That must have been tough.”

“It wasn’t easy. We ran out of a lot of supplies and ammo. We took a lot of casualties.” His expression hardened. “For a time, we thought we might be trapped in the system for good.” He drained his glass and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Then we saw a chance. The last remaining tramline connection. We had to fight hard, but we got through just before it lost all coherence.”

“And now?”

“Now can wait.” He reached across the table and took my hand. “Will you have a drink with me?”

I pulled my hand away. “I don’t drink.”

He looked surprised. “You’re running a bar. I assumed—”

“You assumed wrong.”

“You used to.”

“I used to do a lot of things.”

“So, what happened?”

“The world ended. I lost you.”

“So, you stopped drinking?”

“No, I started. I spent the first six months here getting blackout, falling-down, puking-up drunk.” I glanced towards the bar. The place was quiet now the excitement had died down. Siegfried was more than capable of handling the drink orders by himself. “Then the guy who ran this place up and left, and I needed a project and I needed to get sober, so I took over, and I’ve barely touched a drop since.”

Jack sat back and rested an ankle on the opposite knee. Straps and buckles covered his boots. “Are you still angry?”

“I don’t know what I am.” I pushed the gin bottle aside. Its base made a harsh scraping sound on the wooden tabletop. “I think I blamed you for staying behind, because it was easier to be angry with you than deal with losing you.”

“And now?”

“I guess I’m relieved you’re not dead.”

“That makes two of us.”

“And now, you’re here. ‘Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world…’”

“Yes.” He looked away. “About that.”

I felt a stir of disquiet. “What is it?”

Jack sighed. “We have an ulterior motive for coming to find you.”

“We?”

He looked me in the eye, and the skin prickled at the back of my neck. “There’s a possibility you might hold the key to slowing the Cutters’ advance.”

* * *

Before the war—if you could really call it a war, rather than a constant, desperate rear-guard action—Void’s Edge had always been considered a dead-end at the farthest extremity of the tramline network. As such, it had never required a military presence. Not until the Cutters’ onslaught caused ships to start falling further and further back. Now, the docks at the military port were a series of twenty fresh pits dug into the tundra floor and lined with sandbags, containing vessels from half a dozen different species and civilisations. We descended a flight of metal steps into the one that held Jack’s ship. When I saw her, I stopped in my tracks.

“Holy shit.” The Crisis Actor had been ugly to start with; now, she looked like hell.

“The old girl’s been through a lot.” Jack sounded defensive.

“I don’t doubt it.”

Parts of the hull had been scorched and buckled. Antennae were missing. A whole section had been replaced using parts scavenged from a completely different class of ship. The result looked like something you’d get if you asked a blindfolded drunk to build a submarine out of boiler parts and military scrap. She was asymmetrical and sported lumps and bulges where no ship had any business sporting lumps and bulges. Her days as a stealth warship were over. Fly her into a hostile atmosphere and she’d light up the radar screens like an oil rig dropping from the heavens. God alone knew how she had made it down from orbit without shearing apart in at least half a dozen different places.

“Whose idea was it to paint her with yellow and black stripes?”

“Some creative soul at the Foss Repair Station. Apparently, they were all out of battleship grey.” Jack leant close. “Don’t mention it when you get aboard, though.”

“Why not?”

“Cris was furious about it.”

“Who’s Cris?”

“It’s what I call her for short.”

“The ship?”

“Yes.”

He led me across the blasted soil of the pit to the base of the Crisis Actor’s embarkation ramp. As we approached, ground defence gun turrets swivelled in our direction, and then swivelled away again as the onboard intelligence recognised us and deemed us friends rather than potential invaders.

“Trust me,” Jack said. “If she wanted us dead, we would have been atomised the instant we entered this pit. Probably even before that.”

His pride in the ship shone through in his voice, but there was also an uncharacteristic shyness about the way he wouldn’t meet my eye when he was talking about her.

Puzzled, I said, “I’ll try to be on my best behaviour.”

“Thank you.”

I followed him into the shadow of the misshapen vessel. Overhead, sections of the hull shimmered with the energies barely contained within. I could almost feel my skin blistering from the radioactive overspill. A ramp lowered on squealing hinges, and we ascended.

The Crisis Actor didn’t look any better from the inside. Cables, tubes, and wires hung from the ceiling, lashed together with plastic ties. Maintenance panels hung unfastened, revealing the jury-rigged electrical repairs within. Patches of steel welded to the bulkheads marked where shrapnel had scythed through the walls. Everywhere I looked, I saw evidence of the two years she had spent on the run in Sol system, waging a desperate running battle against a relentless and lethal enemy.

“It’s quieter than I remember.”

“We lost a lot of people.”

“I’m sorry.”

Hands in pockets, Jack shrugged. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Nevertheless.”

“Forget it.” His lips hardened into a tight line. “We all knew what we were signing up for.”

“Did you, though?” I couldn’t help it. The Cutters’ attacks had been as swift and brutal as they had been unexpected. Before them, the navy’s main peacetime duties had involved preserving communication links with extrasolar colonies and offering humanitarian need where required; maintaining diplomatic relations with neighbouring civilisations; and patrolling trade routes and tramline termini to deter pirates, terrorists, and traffickers. Nobody had ever seriously expected an interstellar war.

Jack sighed. “We did our duty.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I could see the rusty bloodstains on the walls; holes like stab marks in the bulkheads; the dirty yellow smears where shrapnel had depressurised a corridor and been hurriedly patched with sealant foam.

The Crisis Actor’s bridge and power plant lay close to the core of the vessel, where they were safest, shielded from projectiles and blast effects by the rest of the ship. But even down here, there were signs of damage.

Jack noticed me looking. “They don’t fire bullets,” he said. “More like shards. And those shards slice clean through armour, deck plates, and human bodies alike. They don’t care what’s in the way; they just don’t stop.”

“Shards of what?”

“I have no idea. Bits of themselves, maybe. They look like coloured glass, but they go through ships and people like hot knives through snow.”

“Shit.” I didn’t want to picture that. “How do you defend against them?”

“You don’t.” He scrubbed a hand across his brow. “You just have to try to get out of the way.”

We entered the bridge. It was a dome-shaped room ringed with workstations. The captain’s seat occupied a rotating platform in the centre, kind of like a Lazy Susan, or one of those revolving serving trays you sometimes see in Chinese restaurants. It could be turned to view any of the other stations.

“Where’s Captain Avion?”

“She’s dead.”

“So, who’s in charge now?”

Jack turned and placed a hand on my shoulder. “I am.”

“You?”

He released me and shrugged. “Well, me and my wife.”

I heard the words but my brain wouldn’t parse them. “I’m sorry, your what?”

“My wife?”

“Your wife?” I glanced around the almost-deserted flight deck. “And which one of these assholes is that?”

Jack looked up at the dome and spread his hands. “You’re standing in her.”

* * *

The Crisis Actor used a synth body to communicate with her crew. She chose that moment to slouch over and greet me.

“Oh look,” she said. “It’s the archaeologist. Long time, no see. I’m so glad you could join us again.” She resembled a woman in her late twenties, with shaggy hair, an askew tie, and tight-fitting blue business suit. “I trust our journey hasn’t been in vain?”

I crossed my arms. “You tell me.”

She smiled. “Do you remember when you were careless enough to contract that alien virus?”

I felt my cheeks grow hot. “As if I could forget.”

“Well, I hacked your medical records and we’ve been studying the results of all the analysis you’ve had done.”

“And?”

“And we think the device you touched is a weapon.”

“A weapon?” I looked around at Jack. “You mean, this shit’s going to kill me?”

He crossed his arms. “Probably not.”

“Probably?”

“We don’t think your infection constitutes an attack by the weapon. Rather, we think it might have been an attempt at an upgrade.”

My heart was beating like it was auditioning for a jazz band. I rubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “Will somebody please start making sense?”

The Crisis Actor moved into my eyeline. “Weapons need operators,” she said. “When you touched it, we think it downloaded its operating system into your mind.”

I glanced down at my grey fingernails. “And the fast healing?”

“An ideal trait in a combatant.”

“But I’m not a combatant. I don’t know the first thing about combat.”

“I’m afraid you no longer have much of a choice,” Jack said. “The weapon turned you into what it needed. For want of a better term, you’re a gunner now.”

“I’m no soldier.”

“We’ll see,” the Crisis Actor said.

“What do you mean by that?”

“She means,” Jack said, his eyes lingering on her, “that we want to take you back to the dig site and plug you into the weapon.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. After all the trouble I got into last time I touched that thing, now you want to take me back and purposefully re-expose me?”

“Yes,” the Crisis Actor said seriously. “We want to see what happens.”

“But why me? Can’t you just try exposing someone else. Someone who knows what they’re doing?”

“We already tried that,” Jack said.

“And?”

“And they died. That’s why we came looking for you. You’re the only one who survived.”

* * *

Siegfried was wiping down the bar with a rag. One of his lenses swivelled up as I entered. “Hey, guv.”

“Pour me a drink.”

“Are you sure?”

The customers were gone for the night. Only the lights above the counter were still on, casting a row of soft yellow cones.

“Do I look unsure?”

“You look angry.”

“Then pour me a fucking drink. You know how this works.”

He pulled a dusty bottle from beneath the counter and filled a shot glass. The liquid glowed amber. This wasn’t the battery acid we served to the locals; this was the good stuff— the last resort, emergency hooch. Genuine Mexican blue agave tequila, all the way from Earth. It was smoother than an oiled ballerina, and harder to find than an honest politician.

“Things didn’t go well with the husband?”

“They did not.” I tossed back the shot and clinked the glass back onto the counter. “And he’s not my husband. He’s married to someone else.”

“Oh, who?”

“His fucking ship, if you can believe that?”

Siegfried had been in the process of re-corking the bottle. He stopped and poured another measure instead. “I’m sorry, guv.”

“I mean, marrying a ship. How is that possible?”

Siegfried resumed wiping the bar with his rag. “I guess it takes all sorts.”

“And you should see her synth. Small, scrawny, and ten years younger than him.”

“Aren’t you ten years younger than him?”

“Shut up.”

I knocked back the second measure and tapped the glass with my fingernail until he topped it up again.

“Do you really think they’re engaging in sexual activity?” he asked.

“I don’t even want to know.” I heard the crackling roar of a shuttle leaving the civilian port. It could have been a supply run, or it might have been carrying another hundred passengers for the next scheduled foam ship. Either way, I suddenly wanted desperately to be on it.

I said, “I should never have waited.”

“I was never sure why you did. The romantic in me likes to think it was for him.”

I slugged back the shot. “Of course, it was for him.”

“And now?”

I pushed my glass across the counter. “Stop talking and keep pouring.”

Siegfried’s arms folded into his body. “Oh, come on, please indulge me. You know I like to talk.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to listen.”

“If I don’t communicate my thoughts and opinions, how will anyone ever know what I think? If a tree falls in a forest and nobody hears…”

I frowned at him. “Are you seriously telling me that if no one hears your thoughts, you might cease to exist?”

“Who am I to judge?”

“You’re looking at it the wrong way.” I waited for him to refill the glass. “What you should be asking is what happens if a tree falls in a forest and makes a lot of noise doing it, but nobody gives a shit about trees falling in forests?”

All his various appendages drew in tightly against his shell. “Is that your way of telling me to shut up?”

I leaned forward and tapped a fingernail against his metal casing. “Now you’re getting it.”

“Harumph.” He left the bottle on the counter and floated away. I let him go. I felt a bit guilty for being a bitch. He was my best friend in the camp. He’d sulk, but he’d never held a grudge in his life. I knew he’d get over it and be back here in the morning, as if nothing had happened.

In the meantime, I had to figure out my next move.

Through a telescope, the foam ships that had already launched formed a string of pearls receding into the darkness between the spiral arms. I could have been on any one of them, but I’d decided to squander two years wiping tables and serving drinks. If the Cutters turned up tomorrow and slaughtered me, I’d only have myself to blame.

Leaving Jack behind had ripped a hole in my heart. I hadn’t been strong enough to move forward alone. I had held onto the hope he might still be alive—and once I had convinced myself he was alive, how could I possibly have left without him?

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I said. It was unfair. If you wait for someone long enough, you tend to build up your eventual meeting in your mind. You idealise and over-hype it, and when it eventually happens, when they reveal themselves to be the weird, fucked-up human beings they always were, you can’t help but feel somehow betrayed.

Especially if they’ve married their starship.

I took another drink, and suddenly, I loathed everything. I hated this crappy bar and this festering camp; I detested this ball of rock and slime we were standing on; and most of all, I hated the air in here, all clammy from the salt marsh and smelling like week-old socks. It would have been January back on Earth, and the days there would be as cold and sharp as pins right now. There might even be snow falling over the ruins of London. God, I missed snow. I missed the sound the car tyres made as they hissed through dirty grey slush; missed the little pinprick kisses of flakes falling against my upturned face, and the cold tickle of them on my outstretched tongue.

And then I thought of my sister, Chloe. We had shared a womb, but not a childhood. Her lungs hadn’t fully developed. She was born first, but already dead by the time I took my first breath. I hadn’t known about her until my parents broke the news when they thought I was old enough to understand, but some part of me had always felt incomplete without her. At some level, I had always known there was a hole in my life.

I raised a glass to her.

If our situations had been reversed, I liked to think she’d have made better choices than I had.

* * *

I woke with my forehead resting on the cool metal of the counter and a long ribbon of drool hanging from my mouth. Tentative fingers of daylight had begun to explore the gaps between the window shutters. Only a couple of centimetres of liquid remained in the tequila bottle, and my temples throbbed like an industrial heating unit.

I sat up. My forehead made a sucking sound as it peeled from the sticky copper. My mouth tasted as if I’d been gargling guacamole, pencil shavings, and hand sanitiser.

Fucking tequila.

There was a reason I didn’t drink anymore. I liked it too much, but it didn’t like me. But then, what else was I going to do when the love of my fucking life turned up and announced he’d gotten himself hitched to a war machine?

I went around to the sink behind the counter and splashed cold water on my face. My thoughts were as heavy and ungainly as icebergs on a rough swell; but while asleep, I seemed to have reached a decision. I was getting off this rock, and to do that, I was going to have to pay a visit to Polhaus.

I pushed open the bar’s main door and raised a hand to shade my aching eyes from the sunlight. The morning business of the camp was well underway. Every species had its own rituals and habits, but certain activities seemed to be universal constants. Fires that had been tamped to embers for the night were now being poked and bullied into life to heat ration packs and (in the case of the humans at least) water for coffee. Groups of hunters were slouching out to check their traps for edible night fauna. Babies were crying and mewling for food and attention. Prayers were being offered. Those who had died in the night were being brought out and loaded onto carts. A few of the early risers nodded to me as I passed. I was well known in this area of the camp. I’d been here longer than most people, and the bar was a local landmark.

There were many cafes and food stalls on the site, as well as scatterings of ramshackle kiosks housing gambling dens, tattoo parlours, brothels, fortune tellers, masseurs, pawn brokers, and every other opportunistic trade you could imagine, all arranged into a crude, muddy high street that meandered from the camp’s front entrance to its rear gates. Anyone with a trade could set up a counter made from two barrels and a plank and sell their skills to passers-by in return for ration chits or services in kind. My bar was set a little back from this main drag, among the tents and shacks. It didn’t really have a name; most people just called it ‘Ursula’s Place’.

Polhaus owned a tented casino up near the front entrance. That was some prime real estate, and I knew he’d paid well for it—using other people’s money. At this time of the morning, there were no punters at the tables, just a guy in an apron sweeping the plastic floorboards.

“Polhaus about?”

The guy looked up, recognised me, and nodded towards the back room. “Go on through.”

Polhaus’s office was a shipping container at the rear of the tent. Inside, he’d furnished it with the rugs and art he’d fleeced from his customers. It felt like stepping into a harem. God alone knew what his sleeping quarters were like. He sat at the far end like a mantis, his tall frame folded into a padded chair behind a metal desk salvaged from a wrecked warship. As I entered, he looked up from beneath thick white eyebrows.

“Ah, Ursula. How agreeable to see you this morning. And to what do I owe this not inconsiderable pleasure?”

An ugly, puckered scar ran from his hairline to his chin, pulling down the corner of his left eye and twisting that side of his mouth into perpetual disappointment.

“I want out.”

His torn eyebrow twitched. Once, maybe, he’d been able to raise it. “I see you’re not in the mood to beat around the bush.”

“I’m serious. I want a berth on the next foam ship.”

“After all this time?” His eyes narrowed. “Do you know something I don’t?”

There were always rumours of coming attacks. I shook my head. “No, I’m just done. I’ve had enough.”

“I see.” He steepled his thin, surgeon’s fingers. “And would this sudden change of heart have something to do with the recent arrival of a certain naval officer?”

“That’s none of your damn business.”

He chuckled. “I mean no disrespect, of course. You know how rife this place can be with gossip.”

“Can you get me a berth or not?”

That wounded brow twitched again. “Of course, I can, but you know these things don’t come cheap.”

“What do you want?”

“Moi?” He placed a splayed hand against his chest. “I wish only to return to the personal and economic freedoms of the Before Times.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I was there. We all were. You’re only talking about a couple of years ago.”

“And yet,” he sighed dramatically, “in those days people were free to make their fortunes and determine their own fates.”

I stifled a cynical laugh. I’d heard him give this speech before. “How were they free? They had to work almost every day of their adult lives to make a handful of billionaires richer. And if they didn’t, they ran the risk of losing their homes and pensions, and starving to death in retirement. And all the while, the Internet told them they could be one of the happy elites if only they worked a little harder, believed a little harder, and prioritised their employers’ success over the happiness of their families and the state of their own mental and physical health.”

Polhaus frowned. “I didn’t realise you were an anarchist.”

“I’m no such thing.” I crossed my arms. “I just get irritable when people needlessly romanticise the past. I’m guessing you were one of the privileged few. In which case, you must remember that none of that garbage mattered a damn when the Cutters came. All the money in the world couldn’t save you from that.”

Polhaus scowled. “We are getting off topic.”

“You started it.”

“Nevertheless, I do not care to reminisce about such frightful things. What you ask of me now, well, that comes with a price.”

There it was. I steepled my fingers. “What’s it going to cost me?”

“Your bar.”

I waved a hand. “Take it.”

“That will cover my handling fee.”

I sighed. “And the price of the berth?”

“That will cost considerably more.”

“I don’t have anything else.”

Polhaus moistened his lower lip. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

My heart sunk. “What are you suggesting?”

“I have use for a woman of your talents.”

“I won’t sleep with you.”

His head jerked back as if I’d spat at him. “Good Lord, I should hope not!”

“Just so we’re clear.”

“Please,” he said, adjusting his cuffs, “don’t flatter yourself.” He had a tight rein on his composure, but I couldn’t help noticing the twisted scar on his cheek had darkened to a livid pink.

“Then what is it you want me to do?”

“I need you to recover something of mine.”

“What sort of something?”

“An object of some value. It was used as collateral for a wager.”

“And now the sucker won’t pay up?”

“Precisely.”

“Debt recovery? I’m a little disappointed. Why can’t you send one of your usual heavies?”

“If I take possession of the object in question, there will be repercussions.”

“But if I do it?”

“You will be leaving on the next foam ship.” He waved his thin fingers airily. “People will assume you took it with you.”

“But all the while, you’ll have it here.”

“Precisely.”

“Do I even dare ask what it is?”

Polhaus’s smile grew wider, until it made him look like a shark.

* * *

I picked my way between the tents and shacks. Overhead, the nearest half-constructed foam ship hung white in the blue morning sky like a cloud of shattered bone fragments. Would that be the one to carry me to safety, across the dour void between this spiral arm and the next? The thought of crossing through such emptiness filled me with equal parts dismay and relief. Humanity had barely started spreading to its neighbouring stars, and now we were setting out across a vast chasm towards an unknown future. We were teenagers leaving home for the first time, exchanging the embarrassments and nostalgia of our childish years for the cold uncertainties of adulthood. To survive, we were fleeing the enemy’s fearful odds and abandoning the ashes of our fathers and the temples of our gods.

Yes, that’s a quote from Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome. And yes, I’d studied the classics. I was an archaeologist, remember?

Nearby, someone was frying something that almost smelled like bacon. There was a rank undertone that suggested it was probably only one of the local water rats, but the scent kicked off some griping in my empty and hungover gut. How long had it been since I last tasted real bacon? I’d been living on beansprouts and tofu for so long now, my mouth watered at the thought of hot grease soaking into fresh, sliced bread. But such delicacies had disappeared with the destruction of Earth.

Grief is a strange, slippery animal; however far or fast you run from it, it’ll find some way to creep up on you. When I thought of the great works of art and architecture that had also been lost, not to mention the billions of innocent lives cut short, including those of my father and my friends, I felt ashamed to be mourning a sandwich—but like the heart, the stomach wants what the stomach wants.

At least we still knew how to make reasonable facsimiles of coffee and gin. A universe without either would be dark indeed, and not one in which I think I’d care to live.

But then, this one wasn’t that great, either.

What use did the final survivors of humanity have for an archaeologist like me? We were too busy digging new graves to worry about excavating old ones.

I had been two years old when the first alien ship ploughed into Earth’s solar system, riding the tramline from Tau Ceti. Luckily for us, they were proselytising explorers on a mission to share the benefits of their technology with every intelligent race they came across. No death rays or Prime Directive bullshit for them. Six months later, people were strapping fusion motors to hastily cobbled-together assemblages of metal and plastic. Some were little more than metal boxes; others resembled the old Apollo modules. I think someone in Los Angeles even retrofitted one of the old space shuttles. The shape didn’t matter, if you could get to the start of a tramline and hit it just right, you could coast all the way to the next star system. Within ten years, humans were spreading out into the galaxy, founding colonies, making deals, signing treaties, and generally learning how to live in the community of species linked by the strands of the local tramline network.

By the time I turned seventeen, we had started to find suggestions of earlier species. We discovered artefacts and ruins, and ancient ships that had crashed into moons or been left adrift in cometary orbits. Evidence of a whole vanished generation of Precursor civilisations that had once used the tramways but were now gone. I’d become an archaeologist to try to figure out what became of them, and why they all died out at around the same time. But since the enemy had begun their remorseless assault, and since the fall of Earth, we ourselves were teetering on the brink of extinction. If the foam ships couldn’t save us, then in a few million years, someone else would be picking through our ruins and dusting off our skeletons and wondering what had killed us.

I paused at a clearing in the sea of tents, getting my bearings. The guy I was after lived in the northwest quadrant of the camp, which lay close to the edge of the salt marshes. I’m not sure a tented city can be said to have an undesirable neighbourhood— none of it’s what you might call aspirational—but if you had to pick an area within it to set up home, it wouldn’t be this one. You’ve heard people say shit rolls downhill? Well, this was the place it rolled through on the way. The gutters and patchwork sewers from the rest of the camp travelled down the main thoroughfare on their way to the water, and when the wind blew from the right direction, I’m not sure which smelled worse, the effluent or the marsh into which it was emptying.

Still, rumour had it the curries and tacos down here were the best in the camp. Apparently, the chefs added extra onions and spices in the hope the cooking smells might mask the estuarine reek.

The thought of tacos started my stomach rumbling. At that moment, I could really have gone for three small tortillas filled with water rat al pastor and sprinkled with pineapple substitute and onion powder—but bitter experience had taught me that violence was always best undertaken on an empty stomach, and if this guy cut up rough, I didn’t want indigestion or extra bloat slowing me down. If this went down the way I hoped, I’d have time to grab a taco on my way to the civilian port, and a berth on the next ship out of here.

As the foam ships travelled slower-than-light, they didn’t need to utilise tramways. They could sail across the gulf between our spiral arm and the next without having to worry about attacks from the Cutters. And once on the other side, they’d hopefully find sanctuary, safe from the entities that prowled this offshoot of the tramway network. Over the past three years, twenty-one foam ships had embarked on the crossing. None had yet had time to make it to the other side, but by the time my ship got there, I hoped those twenty-one would have had time to scout out the most habitable planets and establish a few colonies. After two years living in this makeshift encampment, I had a hankering for something a little more civilised, and even a frontier town would do, if its buildings were made of rocks or timber instead of packing crates and fabric.

There were no formal streets in the camp. You couldn’t give anyone an address. But Polhaus had given me the target’s location as exactly as he could. I had to turn left at the second radio transmitter, then right at the green bivouac flying a Jolly Roger on the end of a broom handle, and I would see the garish patchworked tent belonging to Cristiano Pascal and his partner, Gabrielle.

Pascal had been a museum curator at the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice, and when he fled, had tried to take as many treasures with him as he could. Apparently, he thought he had a duty to preserve them for future generations. But when times turned tough, he wasn’t above wagering one or more of them at Polhaus’s card tables. His museum had played host to many of the works of Leonardo da Vinci, and it had been one of the artist’s original sketches that Pascal had gambled in the hope of winning extra rations for himself and his wife.

According to Polhaus, the sketch I’d been sent to fetch was known as Vitruvian Man. Apparently drawn in AD 1490, it depicted geometric study of the proportions of the human body, with a human male standing in a circle with arms spread. He’d shown me a picture of it on his tablet. I’d never been a huge fan of art, but I understood the significance of Leonardo’s sketches. Almost the entirety of human culture had been abandoned as people fled for their lives. In terms of lost art and knowledge, the destruction of the Earth made the fire at the Library of Alexandria look like a minor inconvenience. The few items that had made it into space and escaped the devastation of the planet were now literally priceless. The idea someone would gamble one of them to try to win an extra helping of beans filled me with something that was halfway between disgust and despair; but if I wanted to get off this rock, I’d have to collect on that debt and add myself to the sorry history of that masterpiece.

I remembered the day of my grandfather’s funeral.

* * *

At the end of the service, as the guests drifted from the chapel, my sister and I slipped away. We didn’t want to stand around making small talk with relatives while his smoke rose from the crematorium chimney; and yet, neither could we quite bring ourselves to leave entirely. We needed perspective and we needed air, and so we walked to the far end of the graveyard and sat on an old wooden bench in our black dresses and high heels. Bees fumbled around in the flowers. The air smelled of cut grass and impending rain.

“Well,” Frankie said, “I guess that’s that.”

A tear striped my cheek. It dangled from my jaw, and then dripped onto my hem. Beside me, Frankie glanced at the curtain of rain advancing across the fields from the southwest, engulfing trees and villages in impenetrable grey murk.

“We’ll have to go soon,” she said.

I sniffed. “We’ve got a while before it gets here.”

As if to contradict me, thunder rolled overhead. In my lap, I cradled a paperback copy of Nevil Shute’s On The Beach. My grandmother had pushed it into my hands before the funeral. The pages were yellowed and comfortingly perfumed with must.

“It was his favourite,” she had murmured as she gave it to me, her voice almost inaudible through a thick black veil. “He must have read it a dozen times, and I think you should have it.”

I flipped through it as the breeze began to pick up, skewing the line of smoke from the furnace. Many sections had been highlighted and annotated in his spidery handwriting. One passage caught my eye. “If what they say is right,” I read aloud, “we’re none of us going to have time to do all that we planned to do. But we can keep on doing it as long as we can.”

Beside me, Frankie examined her black-painted nails. “Ain’t that the fucking truth.”

The first drops of rain, blown ahead of the oncoming storm, began to prickle my face and shoulders. Ignoring them, I raised the book to my forehead and closed my eyes, trying to soak up whatever residual traces of my grandfather might be lurking in the pages—but all I could think about was the end of the story, as the submarine leaves port for the last time, leaving only death and heartbreak in its wake.

* * *

Now, that book was gone and Frankie was dead and the Earth had become a charnel house as Shute had predicted, even if the actual means of its extinction lay beyond anything he could have foreseen.

I paused a few metres from the tent, trying to figure out how I was going to approach Pascal. Should I just barge in and demand he hand over the drawing? According to Polhaus, the old man had some sort of connection to one of the camp’s major crime syndicates. They owed him a favour for some unspecified service he’d rendered in the past and so now, he was under their protection, which was maybe why he felt safe in refusing to settle his gambling debts, and why Polhaus didn’t want to handle the matter himself.

The parasite in my cells enabled me to withstand damage and heal quickly, but I’d never tested the limits of its protection— because the only way to know those limits would be to damage myself beyond its ability to repair. If I got mixed-up with the syndicate and they put a bullet through my head, I might die before the damaged areas could be regrown. The same went for an injury to my heart; if my blood stopped carrying oxygen to my brain, the game might be over. There had to be some limit to my apparent invulnerability, but I didn’t know where the line lay, and the only way to find out for sure would be to cross it.

Bullets are tiny little things, but when they’re flying in your direction, they feel the size of planetoids.

The wind flapped through the clustered tents, setting the guy lines humming.

If I wanted to avoid trouble, I’d have to come at this from a subtler angle.

Pascal and his wife were sitting on folding chairs in front of a cooking fire. I walked straight up to them and said, “Hi there. My name’s Ursula Morrow and I run that bar over on the south side.”

Pascal said, “I know who you are.”

“I heard on the grapevine that you had a falling out with Polhaus.”

His hands gripped the arms of his chair. “What of it?”

“I’d like to invite you to my establishment.”

He chuckled. “You’re so hard up for customers, you have to go out poaching them?”

“I’m thinking of putting together a weekly card game.”

“Keep talking.”

“Polhaus’s been monopolising the action on the south side. If I can attract a few of his regulars to my place…”

“He won’t like that.”

“I don’t care what he likes.”

Gabrielle poked the fire, sending up flurries of yellow and orange sparks. Pascal said, “I’ll think about it.”

“Come by around sunset,” I urged. “Have a drink on the house and see what you think of the place. Then, when I’ve gathered a few more players, we can talk further.”

The old man exchanged a look with his wife.

“If you’re giving away free drinks, we’ll be there. But no guarantees on the card game. I’ll want to see who else you invite before I commit.”

“Fair enough.”

“Until later then, Ms Morrow.”

“Until later.”

* * *

Pascal and Gabrielle arrived as the sun’s orange orb kissed the horizon. I showed them to a table, instructed Siegfried to take good care of them, and made my excuses. I told them I was on my way to recruit another card player but instead, I went out back and pulled on a black hoodie that had been languishing in our lost property bin for several months. It was several sizes too large, but as darkness fell, I hoped the hood would shadow my face.

Staying away from the lighted areas, I weaved a path through the tents and shacks, trying to balance swiftness with circuity. If anyone recognised me, I didn’t want them to be able to tell anyone else where I was headed.

In the trade, they called this the ‘Reverse Trojan’. Instead of smuggling in a beautiful gift filled with danger, I’d created an allure that had compelled Pascal and his missus to vacate their stronghold for the evening, leaving it vulnerable. Later, when they returned to their tent, they might figure out what had happened, but my staff would swear blind I had been on the premises the whole evening, stocktaking and doing the other mundane, behind-the-scenes admin involved with running a bar. They might suspect my involvement, but as I had an alibi and the stolen item wouldn’t be in my possession, they would have nothing to take to the security officers—and even if they did, security might confiscate any remaining artworks Pascal had smuggled out, claiming them for the species as a whole and adding them to one of the ad hoc museums installed on the foam ships, maybe even the very foam ship that would carry me to safety, if Polhaus held up his end of the bargain.

Granted, that was a pretty big if. The man might like to put on the airs and graces of a respectable businessman, but beneath it all, he was a petty thug who’d lucked into a position of power and held onto it using violence and intimidation. If he saw an advantage in betraying me, even for an instant, I had no doubt he’d take it.

For a moment, I hesitated, wondering if this was all a scheme by the spindly fucker to set me up. Were security personnel going to jump out and haul me off to the stockade, leaving my bar vacant and available to be added to his little criminal empire?

I shook my head in the darkness. Yes, Polhaus was a devious bastard, but there was no way he’d involve the authorities in any scheme; he had too many illicit ventures to risk attracting their attention. The simplest thing would be for him to take delivery of the sketch and give me my ticket out of this hellhole—that way, he’d get what he wanted, and get rid of me. For him, it would be a win-win situation.

When I reached Pascal’s tent, it was the work of a moment to cut through the outer layers. They were a mix of polythene and nylon sheeting, and my lemon knife went through them like chips through dips. However, I hadn’t counted on the inner Kevlar lining, which was much harder. The fibres were tough going and took considerably longer to saw through than I’d have liked. If you’ve ever tried to hack through a stab vest with a steak knife, you’ll have some idea of the effort it cost me. To be honest, it was a minor miracle no one walked past and caught me at it. But eventually, I got in.

To find a gun barrel staring me in the face.

A thick knuckle whitened on the trigger. I tried to dodge but it was too late.

I don’t think I even heard the shot.
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