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For Oliver
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Northrop Grumman
B2 bomber Fatal Beauty.

BASE OF OPERATION:

509th Bomb Wing, Whiteman AFB, Missouri.

FLIGHT CREW:

Mission Commander Maj. R.G. DeWinter

Pilot Capt. T. Weiss

Co–Pilot First Lt. O. Gary

PAYLOAD:

Five kiloton B84 Sandman variable yield nuclear device.

DESIGNATED TARGET:

New York City.

CURRENT SPEED:

200 knots.

CURRENT ALTITUDE:

15,000 feet.

POSITION:

Holding pattern over Kinzua Dam, Allegheny, Pennsylvania.

Weapon armed.

Waiting for executive authorisation to commence bomb run.
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A subway plant room deep beneath the streets of lower Manhattan.

A single, bare bulb furred with dust and webs.

Shadow and dereliction. Baroque electro-conductive ironwork. Westinghouse. Ampere/volt gauges. Ropes of cable sheathed in tar. Porcelain insulators, the milky glass bulbs of mercury-vapour rectifiers, a corroded rack of lead-acid batteries. Dormant, web-draped apparatus that hinted bygone years of high voltage crackle and dancing Tesla arcs.

Three prisoners cuffed to a water pipe. They each wore red NY Corrections state-issue.

‘Hear that?’ said Lupe. She nodded towards the plant room door. Rapid footsteps and shouting from the subway ticket hall outside. ‘They’re coming for me.’

‘Maybe the army guys are pulling out. Listen. Something’s got them spooked.’

Lupe shook her head.

‘No. I’m next on the kill list. They’re prepping the table, getting ready to dissect my ass.’

She gripped the pipe and tried to rip it from the wall.

‘Forget it,’ said Wade. ‘It’s anchored in concrete.’

‘Pull together. Come on. All three of us.’

She turned to Sicknote. The man was slumped against the wall in a drugged stupor. She kicked him alert.

‘Hey. Come on. We got to wrench this thing out the wall. Count of three, all right?’

They gripped the pipe.

‘One. Two. Three.’

They strained. Knuckles clenched white. Tendons in their arms and necks stood taut, distorting knife scars and gang tatts.

‘Told you,’ panted Wade. ‘It’s not going to shift.’

Lupe hung her head.

‘Go down defiant,’ he said. ‘Kick. Spit. Don’t make it easy for them.’

The door handle turned. Light shafted into the room.

Moxon stood in the doorway. His guard uniform was mottled with sweat. He cradled a Remington pump.

He stepped into the room and closed the door.

‘You here for me?’ asked Lupe.

Moxon shook his head.

‘What’s going on out there?’ asked Wade. ‘Why all the shouting?’

‘A presidential address on the emergency network. They’re going to bomb New York. Last chanced to halt the contagion. Couple of hours from now this city will be an inferno. The team are heading down into the tunnels.’

‘Oh my fucking God,’ said Wade.

‘So what about us?’ asked Lupe. She gestured to the shotgun. ‘Going to shoot us like rabid dogs, is that the plan?’

‘I got orders. Sorry.’

‘So how about it? You got what it takes to pull the trigger?’

He shook his head.

‘There’s been enough killing.’

He engaged the safety and hitched the gun strap over his shoulder. He unhooked keys from his belt. He released the cuffs.

The prisoners flexed their arms and massaged cuff-welts.

‘Thanks, dude,’ said Wade.

Moxon gave him a canvas satchel. An MRE food pack and a couple of bottles of water.

‘You got to run for it. Sprint across the ticket hall, down the steps to the platform and into the tunnel. Do it quick before anyone has a chance to draw down and waste your sorry asses. Don’t stop for anything or anyone. Element of surprise. That’s all you’ve got.’

‘All right.’

‘Two hours until detonation. Get deep as you can and ride out the blast.’

‘Thanks, man,’ said Lupe. ‘Thanks for giving us a chance.’

‘Get going. The plane is already in the air. Run. Run as fast as you can.’

They sprinted through the tunnel darkness.

Distant shouts. Gunshots. Bullets blew craters in concrete.

They threw themselves against the wall, took shelter behind a buttress.

‘They won’t follow,’ said Lupe. ‘Too busy saving themselves.’

Wade examined the wall.

‘This section of tunnel is pretty new, pretty strong. Maybe we’ll be okay.’

‘I’m not staying here,’ said Lupe. ‘I’m heading up top. I’m going to try and get across the bridge.’

‘You’re nuts. You’ve got less than two hours. You’ll never make it.’

‘I’ll make it.’

‘What about the streets? Infected. Hundreds of them.’

‘I’m fast. They’re slow.’

‘Madness.’

‘Come with me.’

‘No.’ He gestured to Sicknote sitting slumped and narcotised by the wall. ‘I can’t leave him.’

Lupe stood. She gripped Wade’s hand.

‘Take it easy, bro.’

‘Via con dios.’

She turned and ran into deep tunnel darkness.
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Manhattan.

Cold dawn light. No people, no traffic. Avenues lifeless and still.

Looted stores. Abandoned yellow cabs. Dollar bills blew across Fifth like autumn leaves.

The city-wide silence was broken by engine noise reflected and amplified by Midtown mega-structures. Thin jet-roar reverberated through glass canyons, a shriek like dragging nails.

A high-altitude contrail bisected a cloudless sky. A thin ribbon of vapour. Something big, something vulpine. A B2: delta silhouette, wide span, heavy airframe.

Times Square.

Empty streets. Dead neon.

Theatres chained shut, yellow quarantine tape strung across the doors.

A stack of bodies outside Foot Locker, each corpse wrapped in carpet and tied with string.

All Uptown routes blocked by sawhorse barriers.

THIS AREA IS UNDER QUARANTINE

FEMA 846-9279

A wrecked limo at the centre of the intersection. Fender bowed and roof flattened by a toppled light pole. A chauffeur lay dead in the street. He wore a gas mask. Rats tore flesh from his hands.

The distant turbine shriek echoed around the empty junction. Crows shocked into the air. Shrill caws and a flurry of beating wings.

Central Park.

Barren trees. Tiered penthouse balconies, deserted terraces and sky gardens.

A white, cylindrical object slowly drifted to earth, twirling like a sycamore seed. A bomb suspended beneath a canopy of silk.

Detonation flash. A sudden, terrible radiance. The park engulfed in stellar light. The buildings surrounding the park instantly shattered to stone chips.

The shockwave dilated at a thousand miles an hour. Midtown spires encompassed by a fast-expanding bubble of overpressure. A tornado of flame and debris swept down the avenues.

The Empire State collapsed in a cascade of rubble, Zeppelin docking tower liquefied by the furnace blast.

The Chrysler Building’s deco pinnacle crushed like foil, limestone cladding pulverised to dust.

The pearlescent curtain walls of modern office buildings were ripped away in a blizzard of glittering shards. Girder frames wilted in supernova heat.

The firestorm washed down avenues like raging flood water, blowing out storefronts, flipping cars, melting asphalt to bubbling tar.

Then the inferno abruptly reversed and receded, snatching street debris and vehicles up into the conflagration as the nuclear heat-core rose and blossomed into a thunderous column of fire.

Liberty watched, impassive, as the roiling blast plume towered above the city, flame and hell-roar ringed by heat strata and an incandescent halo of ionised air.
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Three days later.

The Empire Cinema: ‘Brooklyn’s Finest Viewing Experience!’ A sign taped to door glass:

THIS BUILDING CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

QUARANTINE ORDER 846-9246

A derelict foyer lit by weak sunlight.

Torn posters.

Scattered popcorn.

Motes of dust drifted through weak sunbeams.

Lupe dived through the main door in an explosion of glass and rain. She brought down an old guy in blue striped pyjamas and a bathrobe. A rotted, skeletal thing, frame barely held together by sinew and cartilage. His eyes were jet black. His skin was threaded with metallic tumours.

They hit the floor and rolled.

Lupe sat on his chest. He snarled. He spat. Hands clawed her face, tore at her coat.

She pulled a tin of beans from her coat pocket and pounded his head. Skull-splintering blows. Brain spilt on blue carpet.

She caught her breath. She wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand.

A yellow ribbon of quarantine tape had caught round her neck like a scarf. She tore it free.

She ripped the hem of the pyjama jacket. She towelled rain from her hair. She wiped her hands. She cleaned blood and matted hair from the bean tin and put it back in her pocket.

She searched the bathrobe. Coins. Candy wrappers. A lighter.

Distant engine noise. A gruff rumble. Something big, something powerful heading down the street. Sound of an automobile shunted aside: deep revs, shattering glass and metal shriek.

Lupe tried to stand. She fell to the floor. Glass embedded in bare feet. The soles of each foot were studded with granules of safety glass. Heavy blood drips.

She clenched her teeth and prized chunks of glass from her skin. She tweezed each little sliver-blade with ragged fingernails and cast them aside. She tore pyjama fabric and bandaged each foot.

The engine got louder.

A cop siren whooped a single rise-and-fall.

Feedback whine. An amplified voice echoed from the street outside, reverberated down the row of smashed storefronts:

‘This is the New York Police Department hailing any survivors. Please come out of your homes. We are here to help. We have food and water. We can provide you with shelter and medical assistance. This borough is no longer safe for human habitation. If you can hear me, if you are able to respond, please come out into the street so that we can convey you to safety.’

Engine noise getting closer.

‘This is the New York Police Department. Leave your homes. This is your last chance to evacuate the exclusion zone. Please come out into the street.’

Lupe tried to get to her feet. Stabbing pain. She fell to her knees.

Engine noise reached a crescendo. She lay prone and pulled the body of the old man on top of herself. She played dead.

Diesel roar.

An eight-ton armoured NYPD Emergency Service Vehicle slowly rolled past the cinema entrance. It mounted the sidewalk. The winch fender bulldozed a Lexus aside.

Lupe opened one eye. The vehicle slowly passed in front of the cinema doors. Daylight blocked by a wall of matt black ballistic steel.

The vehicle stopped and idled. A blue haze of exhaust fumes filled the atrium.

White light. She lay still and held her breath as the searchlight washed the foyer walls.

Scattered dollars.

A dead escalator.

A bloody palm print on the ticket booth glass.

The beam scanned the floor. Carpet dusted with scintillating granules of safety glass. Two bodies entwined.

Lupe tried to remain relaxed and impassive, tried not to screw her eyes tight shut as the harsh beam passed over her face.

Maybe they can tell I’m not infected. If I hear a door slam, if I hear boots on the ground, I’ll have to get up, try to run.

The vehicle revved and moved on.

Lupe pushed the body aside. She crawled across the atrium carpet on her hands and knees.

She crawled behind the concession stand.

A corpse. A girl in an Empire Cinemas shirt. She was curled on the floor, surrounded by crushed popcorn buckets like she made a cardboard nest in which to die.

Lupe hauled herself through a doorway into a store room. Darkness. She sat with her back to the wall. She flicked the lighter and held up the flame.

Freezers. Steel food preparation counters. CO2 cylinders and soda syrup. A big metal tub for popping corn.

She took the bean tin from her pocket and hammered it against the door frame, trying to split it open. She gave up and threw the dented tin aside.

A green first aid box and fire blanket on the wall above her head.

She picked up a mop and used the handle to prod the box from its hook. It fell in her lap. She cleaned her wounds with antiseptic wipes and dressed her feet.

Distant, ponderous boot steps. Someone pacing the sidewalk outside the cinema.

Lupe knelt on the mop and snapped the shaft. Muffled, splintering crack. She crawled out the door and crouched behind the concession stand, clutching the jagged spear.

A cop with a shotgun. SWAT body armour. Kevlar helmet, respirator. He wore a prairie coat with the collar turned up. Rainwater dripped from the barrel of his gun.

The cop approached the cinema entrance. He shone a flashlight inside. Lupe ducked behind the counter.

Faint rustle. Lupe turned. The dead girl curled behind the counter slowly came to life. She lifted her head. Half her face was a mess of metallic spines.

Lupe hurriedly backed away. She crawled into the darkness of the storeroom. The putrefied revenant followed.

The girl crouched in darkness, sniffed and looked around.

Lupe pushed the door closed. Weak light through an inch gap.

She kicked the creature in the head, then winced and hopped from the pain.

The infected girl rolled on her back, opened her mouth wide like she was about to deliver a shrill, animal howl. Lupe knelt on her chest and jammed the mop head in her mouth to stifle the scream. The girl thrashed her head side to side and chewed the wad of mop yarn jammed between her jaws. Lupe speared the infected creature’s eye socket with the broken handle shaft, drove it deep into brain. The girl fell limp like someone hit an off switch.

Lupe peered through the door gap.

The cop had gone.

She opened the door. The street was empty. Sodden garbage. Rainwater tainted with ash.

She returned to the storeroom. She took the dead girl’s shoes and laced them onto her own feet. She flapped open the fire blanket and wrapped it over her head like a silver shawl.
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She nudged the release bar with her hip and pushed the door ajar.

A narrow side street. Fading light. Burned out cars. Torrential rain.

Lupe edged into the street. A rat-stripped body hung from a yellow cab fifty yards away. A snub revolver clutched in a rotted hand.

She ran to the body. She paused. She circled the corpse, checked for signs of infection, any sign the dead thing would get up and attack.

Blinding light.

‘Freeze. Show me your hands. Show me your fucking hands.’

Lupe shielded her eyes.

‘Hands, or I’ll shoot you in the face.’

Brief moment of decision. Snatch the pistol, or surrender.

She raised her hands and let the fire blanket fall to the ground.

‘On your knees.’

She knelt in pooled rainwater.

An approaching flashlight. Two SWAT cops armed with shotguns.

‘Don’t fucking move.’

One of the SWAT guys stood over her. Contemptuous eyes behind the Lexan visor of an M40 respirator. He lifted Lupe’s chin with the barrel of his gun and checked her out.

Mid-twenties, hair woven in tight cornrows. Gang tatts circled her neck. LOS DIABLOS, in gothic script. Two tears inked beneath her right eye made her look cartoon-sad, like a Pagliacci clown.

Knuckle tatts. Right hand: VIDA. Left hand: LOCA.

The cop pulled the lapel of her leather jacket aside. Stencil letters on the breast pocket of her red smock:

NEW YORK DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS

‘Gangbanger. Better take her to see the Chief.’
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Lupe sat cuffed to a bench seat in the rear of the armoured car.

They drove through forest. They jolted down a rutted track. She could see trees through milky ballistic view slits. A second prisoner chained to the seat beside her. A scrawny guy in a looted suit. Slate grey silk. A couple of sizes too big. He looked like he had been dressed for his coffin.

‘I’m David,’ said the guy. ‘Where did they pick you up?’

‘Brooklyn.’

A guard sat on the opposite seat. SWAT body armour. Respirator. Remington. The name tape on his vest said GALLOWAY.

‘Where are you taking us?’ demanded David.

The guard didn’t respond.

They continued down the forest track. Weak sunlight through bare branches.

They drove through a high chain-link gateway topped with razor wire. A rusted sign draped with creepers thick as jungle vine:

Ridgeway

Flying School

A neglected airfield. A wide airstrip slowly reclaimed by woodland. Civilian planes overwhelmed by thick brush and saplings.

A wrecked Huey gunship sat in tall grass. Rotor blades dripped rain. Paint flaked from rust-striped body panels. Nose art: red eyes and snarling teeth. Hammer Strike. A tree had grown through a hole in the cockpit floor. Branches protruded from vacant canopy windows.

They kept driving.

A Cessna lay in waist-high bracken, fuselage snapped in two like someone broke it over their knee.

The vehicle stopped.

The engine died.

‘So what is this place?’ asked David, craning to look out the windows. He could see hangars and a couple of fuel trucks.

The rear doors were pulled open. SWAT with assault rifles. Galloway flicked open a knife, leaned across the aisle and cut the plastic ties that bound Lupe and David to the bench.

‘Get out.’

They jumped from the truck.

‘Move.’

They walked a few paces.

‘Stop. Hands on your heads.’

They stood beside a battered FDNY fire truck. One of the cops slung his rifle and unwound the hose.

‘What is this shit?’ asked Lupe.

‘Decon shower,’ said the cop. He threw open a nozzle valve and blasted her with a jet of ice water. She was thrown from her feet. She curled foetal, covered her face and waited for the deluge to stop.

The scavenged hulk of a Fairchild Provider. Faded tail code and insignia of 302 Tactical Airlift. The airframe had been stripped for parts. The Pratt & Whitney turboprops were long gone. No flaps, rudder or undercarriage. The alloy wings and tail torn like ragged sail fabric. NO WALK. PROP DANGER. The fuselage was mottled with moss and lichen. The carcass sat in weeds, wing-tilt to the left like it was banking hard.

The cavernous cargo bay was ribbed with reinforcement spars. Frayed cable and hydraulic line hung from the roof. No seats.

Lupe sat cuffed to one of the spars. The rear loading ramp was down. Rain drummed on the skin of the plane, beat down grass and bracken.

David sat nearby, shackled to a floor stanchion. He shivered with cold.

‘What do you think they will do with us?’ he asked.

‘Nothing good.’

She looked towards the front of the plane. The cockpit door was open. Galloway sat in the pilot’s seat, smoking a cigarette. His feet rested on the flight controls. Reclaimed avionics: sheet metal studded with cookie-cutter holes where dials and fuel gauges used to sit.

David tried to saw the plastic tie against the stanchion.

‘Forget it,’ said Lupe. ‘They make this shit out of special nylon. You need a knife or bolt cutters to slice them.’

‘How many cops do you reckon they have here?’

Lupe nodded to the open loading ramp.

‘Couple of trucks by the hangar. They’re burning pallets inside the building, got themselves a campfire. Less than a hundred guys, at a guess. But they’re well armed.’

‘Reckon we could make it over the fence?’

‘Razor wire would cut you to shit, but you could get through it if you wanted freedom bad enough.’

‘Hey,’ shouted David. ‘Hey, you.’

Galloway turned in the pilot seat.

‘What are you guys going to do with us?’

Galloway stood and stretched. He walked the length of the plane. Boots clanked aluminium floor planks. He stood over them. He leaned against a retaining spar and cradled his shotgun. He took a long drag on his cigarette and blew smoke.

‘When do we get to speak to your boss?’ asked David.

‘The Chief ain’t got time for a lowlife like you.’

‘Bring us some food, at least. A blanket.’

Galloway gestured to a porthole in the wall of the plane. David and Lupe peered through dust-fogged Plexiglas. Silhouette against a stormcloud sky: three lynched bodies swinging from a tree.

Galloway blew the smouldering tip of his cigarette until the embers glowed like a hot coal.

‘Don’t worry. You’ll get what’s coming to you.’

Dawn. Ceaseless rain.

David sat sobbing. Lupe tried to chew through her cuffs.

Galloway walked up the aft loading ramp. He carried two lengths of rope. He threw the bundles on the floor. He ruffled rain from his hair and lit a cigarette.

‘Why drag it out?’ said Lupe. ‘Kill us. Get it done.’

‘I’m waiting on the results of your appeal.’

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘There was a trial. Someone spoke in your favour. Someone spoke against. Everything was done right.’

‘Who was the judge?’

‘The Chief.’

‘When do I meet this guy?’

‘You don’t.’

Galloway sat cross-legged on the floor, shotgun in his lap.

Lupe watched him smoke.

‘You’re not SWAT, are you? These other guys. A real takedown crew. Taut. Focused. But you’re just a slob in a vest. What did you do before this? Mall cop? Sit in a tollbooth all day?’

Galloway pulled up his sleeve. Sine Metus. Brotherhood of the Wire.

‘Corrections?’

‘That’s right,’ said Galloway. ‘Don’t expect mercy from me.’

‘Which jail? Some place upriver, I bet. Sing Sing. Attica. You look like a sit-on-your-ass union guy.’

Galloway didn’t reply.

‘Bet you walked out on them, didn’t you?’ said Lupe. ‘All those prisoners. You and your guard buddies. Left them to starve. Poor fuckers. Must have been hell in there. Worse than hell. Tier after tier, hammering the bars, screaming through their tray slots.’

Galloway lit a fresh smoke.

Footsteps. Someone thrashing through tall grass.

A second SWAT climbed the loading ramp into the plane. He handed Galloway two sheets of paper. Galloway read them and smiled.

He handed one of the sheets to David. David held rain-spattered paper with trembling hands and read the terse note.

The State of New York hereby provides notice that the defendant DAVID BLAKE has been found guilty of common assault, attempting to evade arrest and multiple counts of theft, and that upon a finding of guilt at the trial of these matters the State of New York sentences DAVID BLAKE to death on the grounds that the defendant will likely commit further acts of criminality and remain a continuing serious threat to society, pursuant to Martial Code 143.

May God have mercy on his soul.

An unreadable signature at the foot of the note.

David crumpled the paper in his hand. He hung his head and sobbed.

Galloway handed Lupe a similar death notice. She scrunched it unread and threw it at his face.

‘I’ve got pen and paper,’ said Galloway. ‘If you folks have any last words, I can take them down.’

David continued to sob. Lupe kicked his leg.

‘Hey. Suck it up. Don’t give him the satisfaction.’

Galloway took a last long drag on his cigarette and stubbed it beneath his boot.

‘No final message for the world?’

‘Fuck you all,’ said Lupe.
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They marched through tall grass to the hanging tree. Rain beat down. David stumbled and sobbed.

‘Keep it together,’ said Lupe. ‘They want you to beg.’

They reached the tree.

‘Stop,’ ordered Galloway.

His SWAT buddy checked wrists, made sure they were securely bound.

Lupe looked up. Three corpses hung from a thick branch, necks broken, flesh pecked by crows.

‘Pretty, aren’t they?’ smiled Galloway.

Lupe stared him out.

He wound a noose and threw the rope over a branch. He stood on a rusted chair and tied off. He tugged the rope, made sure it was secure.

He turned to David.

‘Anything you want to say?’

David stared at his feet. He stifled sobs, tried to regain composure.

‘Want a blindfold?’

No reply.

‘All right. Get on the chair.’

David climbed up. Galloway looped the noose over David’s head and tightened the coiled knot round his throat.

‘Sure you’ve got nothing to say?’

He didn’t reply.

‘Hey,’ said Lupe. ‘David. Look at me. Don’t look at him. Look at me.’

David looked at Lupe.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It’s a shitty world. You’re going to a better place.’

He nodded.

Galloway kicked the chair from under him.

Jerk. Neck-snap.

David hung limp. The rope creaked. He spun and swayed. Piss darkened his pants.

Galloway knotted a second noose. He turned to Lupe.

‘Didn’t think you were the religious type.’

She ignored him. She closed her eyes, tipped back her head and savoured the rain.

‘Get on the chair.’

‘Go to hell.’

He punched her in the gut with the butt of his shotgun. She doubled up and fell to her knees.

He hung the noose round her neck and pulled it taut. He threw the rope over a branch. He and the SWAT got ready to pull.

A voice echoed across the airfield. An indistinct shout.

They looked towards the hangar. A figure ran through bracken, waving his arms.

‘Wait. Hold on. Just wait.’
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They led Lupe to a hangar. An old Lockheed Jetstar, minus engine pods. A government plane. UNITED STATES OF AMERICA blurred by mildew and corrosion. Pooled sump-oil on the hangar floor.

Galloway nudged her up the steps. She ducked through the low doorway and entered the executive jet.

Eighties decor: white leather and chrome trim gave the place a coke-snorting, last-days-of-disco vibe.

‘Release her hands.’

A small guy wearing the dress uniform and single collar star of a Deputy Chief of Police. He sat in one of the padded flight chairs, papers spread over the table in front of him.

‘I said release her hands.’

Galloway reluctantly flicked open a knife and cut the tuff-tie binding her wrists. Lupe massaged deep skin welts.

‘Take a seat.’

Lupe looked around. Galloway and his SWAT buddy flanked the door. An army guy and a woman in civilian clothes sat across the aisle from the Chief.

‘Please. Sit down.’

Lupe took a seat opposite the Chief. The woman cracked a Coke and set it on the table in front of her.

Lupe massaged the rope burn at her throat.

‘My name is Jefferson.’ He pointed to the army guy. Fifties, pale blue eyes. ‘This gentleman is Lieutenant Cloke. He’s with the Institute of Infectious Diseases.’ He pointed to the woman. Thirties, lean. ‘And this is Captain Nariko. She was, until recent events, with the Fire Department.’ He examined a mug shot. Lupe holding her inmate number, mouth twisted in a defiant sneer. ‘You are Lucretia Guadalupe Villaseñor, am I right?’

‘Where did you get that?’

Jefferson ignored the question.

‘You were under observation at Bellevue’s secure psychiatric facility, correct? You were under the care of Doctor Conrad Ekks?’

Lupe feigned boredom. She looked out the window. Cops stood in the corner of the hangar, warming their hands over an oil drum fire.

‘Your life is in my hands, Ms Villaseñor.’

‘Yeah. I’ve seen your handiwork.’

‘I’ve got sixty men living by candlelight. Rationed food, rationed water. It’s a miserable existence. We average two suicides a week. I try to keep the men busy because if they think further than sundown, if they think about all they’ve lost, they blow their brains out. There is a place here for honest folk, people willing to work, people willing to contribute. But I’ve got no time for junkies and gangbangers. Can’t have them running around.’

Lupe sipped Coke.

‘You fled along with Ekks and the Bellevue team when the hospital was overrun, am I right? You took refuge underground.’

‘I was held prisoner,’ said Lupe.

‘At Fenwick Street. The disused subway station.’

‘Yes.’

‘There is reason to believe Doctor Ekks and his team may still be alive. We have been ordered by the continuity government based at NORAD to send a rescue party.’

Lupe sat back.

‘Why are you so anxious to find this guy?’

‘You need to understand the context of your time below ground. As soon as this disease took hold, medical teams across the country, across the world, started looking for a cure. Every virologist, haematologist, got to work trying to figure out this disease. Ekks and his team at Bellevue were studying the neurology of infection, trying to understand how the virus attacks the central nervous system.’

‘We were lab rats,’ said Lupe. ‘Me and a bunch of other poor fucks. That’s the only reason they kept us alive.’

‘How did you escape?’

‘We broke out. Me and two other guys. We fled into the tunnels. We split up. No idea what happened to them.’

‘What was the status of the Bellevue Team when you left?’

Lupe shrugged.

‘Scared. Fighting amongst themselves. Who gives a shit? They’re dead. Nobody could survive the bomb.’

Jefferson glanced at Nariko; her cue to speak. She sat forwards.

‘There was a transmission,’ said Nariko. ‘Just before detonation. A voice. Very weak.’

She took a digital recorder from her pocket. She pressed Play.

A mournful wind-howl of static and feedback. A faint ghost-voice carried on the ether.

‘. . . Mayday, mayday. Can anyone hear me, over? Hello? Is anyone out there? This is Bellevue Research Team broadcasting on emergency frequency one-two-one point five megahertz. We have a solution. We have a cure. If anyone can hear me, please respond . . .’

‘Is that him?’ asked Jefferson. ‘Ekks. You met the man. Is that him?’

‘No,’ said Lupe. ‘That’s Ivanek. A young guy. A radio operator.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Ekks has a southern accent. Very distinct.’

Nariko gestured to a dossier in her lap.

‘The file says he is from Ukraine.’

‘Not any more,’ said Lupe. ‘When he opens his mouth, it’s pure Tennessee. Hypnotic son of a bitch.’

More static. Churning electromagnetic interference. The desperate voice battled fast-dying signal strength, shouted to be heard over a desolate static-storm.

‘. . . The virus. We have a solution. We have an antidote. Hello? Anyone? If you can hear me, if you can hear my voice, please respond . . .’

Nariko shut off the recording.

‘We tried to reply to their Mayday. We got no response.’

‘Like I said. The bomb dropped. They’re all dead.’

‘A few months ago there were ten billion people on this planet, give or take. Now there are a handful of us left. If Ekks and his boys achieved some kind of breakthrough, some kind of antidote or vaccine to this virus, then we have to retrieve it. Yes, the Bellevue team were probably killed by the bomb. If they survived the blast, they are fatally irradiated. But they might live long enough to tell us what they know. And if not we can, at the very least, secure their research.’

‘Only a fool would make the journey.’

‘We have our orders,’ said Jefferson.

‘So what do you want from me?’

‘Like I said. You were down there, in the tunnels, with Ekks and his team. The only surviving witness. You know the layout, the environment.’

‘Are you coming along on this joyride?’

‘Nariko and her rescue squad will escort you to Fenwick Street Station. My men will provide fire support.’

‘And why should I help?’

‘Freedom.’

‘I get to join your happy band?’

‘No. You’re a liability. In fact, you make me want to puke. We use a rope because scum like you aren’t worth a bullet. Only silver lining to this situation: we get to start the world over, wipe it clean, make it fit for decent folk. But help us, and we’ll spare your life. We’ll put you out the front gate. Give you a little food and water, send you on your way. My advice? Go out of state. If our paths cross again, there will be no second chance.’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘No. No, you don’t.’
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Grey dawn light. Rain dripped through holes in the corrugated hangar roof and formed splash-pools on the floor.

Two Bell JetRangers. One brown, one blue. SWAT loaded weapons and ammo. Nariko and her crew loaded rescue gear.

Lieutenant Cloke flipped open a couple of equipment trunks. NBC gear and respirators.

They stepped into overboots and squirmed into canary yellow C-BURN radiological suits. Heavy fabric. Nylon ripstop over a layer of Demron gamma shield.

‘Hold out your hands,’ said Nariko. Lupe held out hands sheathed in heavy gauntlets. Nariko wrapped sealer tape round each wrist.

Lupe checked her out. ‘Fire department, huh?’ said Lupe.

‘Yeah.’

‘A captain.’

‘Yeah.’

‘You don’t look the type.’

‘Rescue Four. Extraction crew.’

‘Three man team. Seems pretty light.’

‘There used to be six of us.’

‘This is messed up,’ said Lupe. ‘The whole thing.’

‘We’re packing plenty of firepower. You’ll be okay.’

‘Think I’m worried about prowlers? Least of my problems.’

‘I’ll make sure the Chief keeps his word. Help us find Ekks, and I’ll get you out of here in one piece.’

Cloke taped a map of Manhattan to the hangar wall. He uncapped a Sharpie and drew concentric rings. Each pen squeak delineated pond ripples of destruction.

He clapped hands for attention and began the mission brief.

‘Airburst over the refugee camp in Central Park. A five kiloton Sandman dropped from a B2 at dawn. Detonated at fifteen hundred feet.

The entire Red Cross tent city vaporised in the blink of an eye. The park itself is gone. Trees, topsoil and ornamental lakes seared down to bedrock. No one has surveyed the centre of the blast, no one has performed an overflight, but I guarantee Uptown Manhattan is now a crater a quarter of a mile wide throwing out lethal gamma radiation.

Surrounding buildings will have been crushed flat. MetLife, Citicorp, UN Secretariat. Everything in a two-mile radius of Central Park scythed by the blast wave. Nothing left but burning rubble.’

Cloke pointed at the tip of the island.

‘Our objective: the subway terminus at Fenwick Street. The station has been mothballed for decades. It is situated beneath the old Federal Building; headquarters of the Federal Union Bank. Built in the nineteenth century, six storeys high, limestone, steel frame. The site is about five miles from the detonation point. The structure will have suffered major damage, almost certainly burned out, but I’m hopeful it will be sufficiently intact to allow us to access the sub-level station.’

‘Where do we set down?’ asked Nariko.

‘The junction of Lafayette and Canal. Closer, if we can. The choppers won’t be able to hang around. They will both be operating at the limits of their weight capacity. Full cabins and a sling load of equipment. They’ll be flying on fumes by the time they get back to Ridgeway.’

‘We’ll be wading ankle-deep in fallout.’

‘Exactly. We will have to get below ground as quick as we can.’ He looked around. ‘Any more questions?’ None. ‘All right. Wheels up in five.’

Nariko made a final inspection of Lupe’s wrist seals. Galloway took the opportunity to slap steel cuffs in place and bind her hands.

‘What the hell?’

‘I see through you like an X-ray, bitch. You’re planning to bolt on touchdown. Well, you can forget that shit. Put it from your mind. I’m going to be riding you for the duration.’ He prodded her in the belly with the Remington. ‘Give me any crap, I’ll knee-cap your sorry ass and feed you to the prowlers. Itching to do it. So go ahead. Give me an excuse.’
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Chopper roar. Rain lashed the cockpit glass. The pilot flew by instruments.

Lupe looked out the window.

The adjacent chopper suspended in grey nothing.

Fleeting glimpse of a highway, two hundred feet below. The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway jammed with incinerated cars.

She looked around the cabin.

Galloway sat beside her, shotgun laid across his lap, barrel pointing at her belly.

Nariko sat on the opposite bench seat, flanked by the remaining members of her FDNY rescue squad. Donahue: blonde, thirties. Tombes: heavyset, forties.

Lieutenant Cloke sat up front with the pilot.

Galloway unzipped the side pocket of his backpack and pulled out a Glock. He offered the pistol to Nariko. She shook her head.

‘Take it,’ he shouted. ‘Seriously. Take it.’

She took the weapon. She turned it in her hand, inspected the safety switch and magazine eject.

‘Headshot. Don’t waste bullets on the torso.’

She nodded.

Galloway kept talking, bellowing over the rotor roar, anxious to demonstrate some hard-ass wisdom.

‘Saw a couple of prowlers cut down by an M16. Took a full clip to the chest, kicked clean off their feet. Jumped right back up and kept coming, tripping over their own entrails. Relentless motherfuckers. They don’t get tired, don’t feel pain. Once they catch your scent, they’ll chase you down, night and day. They never quit.’

Byrne, the pilot, turned in his seat.

‘Check it out,’ he shouted.

They craned to look out of the starboard window.

‘Holy shit,’ said Tombes.

A gargantuan ghost-shape glimpsed through a curtain of rain.

The Brooklyn Bridge. A cyclopean ruin. The central span collapsed and sunk to the silted darkness of the tidal strait. Six lanes of fissured asphalt terminated just beyond the granite caissons of the east-side cable tower. A stump of snarled girders and splintered stone jutting into space. Catenary suspension wires hung limp and swayed in the wind.

Lupe looked across the river. An ebb tide. Refuse heading for the bay. A steady stream of detritus that would, in time, form garbage archipelagos off the Florida shoreline.

The ruins of Manhattan were hidden behind a veil of rain.

Nariko put on a headset.

‘Give me an open channel.’

The pilot adjusted radio frequency.

‘This is Fire Department Rescue Four, can anyone hear me, over?’

No response.

‘This is Rescue Four calling Manhattan on maritime one-two-one, anyone out there, over?’

No response.

‘Rescue Four calling Manhattan, is anyone alive?’

She took off the headset.

Cloke turned in his seat.

‘Time to mask up.’

Lower Manhattan.

They looked out the cabin window. Glimpses of the shattered metropolis beneath them. Rubble-clogged avenues. Flame-seared ruins. Exposed rooms and stairwells.

Byrne had a night vision monocular clipped to the rim of his helmet. Nariko tapped him on the shoulder.

‘What can you see?’

‘I can see the whole damned city.’

He gestured to a storage niche beneath Nariko’s seat. She found night vision goggles. She powered up and held them to her visor.

Mile after mile of luminescent ruins.

She looked north to the detonation site. A beam of ionised radiation projecting into the night sky. A pale column of light.

‘Jesus. It’s beyond words.’

Galloway nudged Lupe with the shotgun.

‘GPS is out. Find the Fed. Do your damned job.’

Nariko passed the night vision headset to Lupe.

Lupe looked out the side window and scanned the ruins.

Wrecked automobiles. Bomb-shattered office buildings.

‘Wall Street, right? Head for the Broadway intersection, then head north towards City Hall.’

‘Yeah?’

‘The Fed is on east Liberty.’

Lupe adjusted magnification. Streets lit ghost-green by UV. Grotesque, shambling figures turned and looked towards the sky.

‘Prowlers,’ she said. ‘They can hear us. They can hear the chopper.’

‘Hoped radiation would have sterilised the whole damn island,’ said Nariko.

‘They’re in bad shape, as far as I can tell. But alive.’

Lupe lowered the night vision goggles and sat back. She glanced round the cabin. She suddenly tore her mask off with cuffed hands.

‘Watch it,’ she yelled, pointing out the starboard window. ‘Watch out.’

The two helicopters were drifting together.

The pilot wrenched the joystick. Too late. Rotor strike. A blade struck the canopy. The cockpit window shattered. The cabin filled with typhoon wind and broken glass.

The chopper banked hard left. The pilot fought to keep control.

Lupe fought G-force and pulled the mask back over her head.

The chopper levelled out.

Nariko grabbed Byrne by the shoulder and shouted to be heard over wind roar and motor howl.

‘Are we going down?’

He checked instrumentation. Green lights.

‘We’re still Go.’

‘Get us to the drop site.’

‘Where’s the other chopper?’ shouted Lupe.

The pilot pointed down.

Lupe leaned forwards and looked down. She adjusted the ENVG focus.

A baleful glow in the mist below. A raging fuel fire.

‘Can we get close?’ demanded Nariko. ‘Ditch our gear, bring them aboard?’

‘The street is too tight,’ said Lupe. ‘Nowhere to land.’

A couple of crew pulled themselves from the burning wreckage. Shuffling figures converged from doorways and alleys. The crew were quickly overwhelmed and torn apart.

‘Survivors?’ asked Nariko.

‘No. None.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yeah, I’m sure.’

‘Then guide us in, dammit. Do your job. Find the damned Fed.’
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The storm-lashed roof of the Federal Building. Cracked bitumen. Pooled rainwater. Rotary air con vents. A shattered water tower.

Hurricane down-wash. The chopper nose light projected a shaft of brilliant white light through spray as the chopper began its descent.

The sling-load: rescue gear and trauma bags suspended in a rope net. Byrne tripped the hook release. The load dropped four feet and hit the roof, sending up a geyser plume of rainwater.

The chopper jinked left. Skids settled on the roof.

‘Sure you want to do this?’ shouted Byrne.

Nariko threw open the side-door and jumped clear. Donahue and Tombes followed her lead.

Lieutenant Cloke climbed from the co-pilot seat. He sprinted across the roof to the stairwell door.

Padlock and chain.

‘Fetch bolt cutters.’

Galloway pulled Lupe from the chopper cabin. Her feet were bound by ankle shackles. She slid from the bench and fell to her knees on the roof surface.

Escalating rotor roar. The helicopter rose, banked, and was lost behind a curtain of rain. They watched the nose light head east and dwindle to nothing.

Dancing flashlights near the equipment sling. Nariko and her crew retrieved rescue gear.

Galloway pulled Lupe to her feet.

‘Come on. Let’s get under cover.’

A sixth floor hallway. Shadows and dereliction.

[image: image-missing]

 

Nariko kicked open the stairwell door. She dumped a heavy backpack on the floor.

Tombes and Donahue wrestled an equipment trunk down the stairs and set it down. They ran back up the stairs to fetch more gear.

Lupe descended the stairs. Tight ankle shackles forced her to bunny-hop each step. She reached the hall. Galloway kicked her legs. She dropped to her knees.

‘Stay down. Don’t move.’

‘Could you see much from the roof?’ asked Nariko.

‘Fire to the south,’ said Cloke. ‘Miles of it. Must be the petrochemical terminal on Staten Island. The storage tanks, separators and fractioning towers. The entire installation up in flames. Probably burn for months.’

‘We ought to call Ridgeway. Tell them we lost a chopper.’

‘Byrne will check in, tell them what they need to know.’

‘We just lost fire support. And if that second bird drops out the sky, we’re marooned.’

‘Nothing I can do about it,’ said Cloke. He turned to Lupe. ‘So how do we reach the subway station?’

‘How should I know?’ said Lupe. ‘We went below ground at 23rd Street. We reached Fenwick by tunnel.’

Cloke surveyed the hallway. Elevator doors. He pushed his flashlight through an inch gap and looked down. The brick shaft descended into deep darkness.

‘There’s an elevator. But no power.’

A door marked:

STAIRS

Cloke shouldered the door and leaned over the balustrade. He trained his flashlight. Jumbled rubble six flights below.

Nariko joined him.

‘You got three flights of stairs. After that, thin air.’

‘Let me see how far I can get.’

She pulled on a backpack and shouldered a coil of kernmantle rope.

‘Watch yourself.’

She descended the stairs. Three flights of concrete steps and an iron balustrade. The steps led nowhere. The stairs ended abruptly. A black chasm. She leaned over the edge and shone her flashlight downwards into darkness. The lower prefabricated sections of stairwell had detached from the wall and lay in a jumble of rubble far below.

Nariko tested the balustrade railing beside her. Firm. Anchored.

She buckled a harness and clipped a carabiner to the balustrade. She walked to the edge of the chasm and rappelled into black nothing.

She passed numbered doors in the wall.

3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .

She switched on the flashlight hanging from her belt. The beam lit the pile of masonry beneath her.

She touched down, booted feet coming to rest on splintered concrete. She unclipped the harness.

She wiped condensation from the visor of her respirator. She blinked sweat from her eyes.

She scanned the walls of the wrecked shaft.

She unhooked her radio.

‘I’m at the sub-level.’

‘Is there a route below ground?’

‘Hold on.’

A wood lintel. She crouched and pulled rubble aside. Top of a blocked doorway. She hauled chunks of concrete until she exposed a narrow cavity.

She shone her flashlight through the gap.

Darkness.

‘I think I’ve found a way through.’

[image: image-missing]
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Nariko explored the darkness.

The beam of her flashlight washed across pillars and archways.

Silence and shadows.

An abandoned subway station built long before MetroCards, steel turnstiles and Helvetica signage. One of the derelict crypt-spaces of the city.

She crept through the sepulchral gloom of the ticket hall. Mausoleum hush. No sound but the grit-crunch of her boots, the rasp of her respirator and the rustling fabric of her NBC suit.

Her flashlight pierced the shadows.

A rusted Coke machine.

A smashed clock, hands hanging at half-six.

A phone booth. Screw holes and frayed cable where a trumpet earpiece would once have hung.

She examined a couple of panel ads. Faded paper curling from the station wall.

A cartoon bikini babe rode an eagle, coy wink like B17 nose art. ‘Driving is like flying, with Burd piston rings!’

A debonair guy reclined on a Riviera yacht. ‘Camel Cigarettes – Pleasure Ahoy!’

Nariko caressed the sunset with a gloved hand.

She wiped grime from wall tiles, revealed the mosaic letters of the station sign:

Fenwick Street

She crouched and examined a deep fissure at the foot of the wall. She probed split tiles, held a nugget of concrete in a gloved hand, and crumbled it to sand between her fingers. She traced the jagged crack with the beam of her flashlight, followed it up the wall and across the ceiling.

Radio crackle:

‘How’s it looking, Captain?’ Cloke’s voice echoed through the vaulted shadows, abrupt and metallic.

She fumbled for the yellow Motorola handset hanging from a belt loop.

‘Structural damage. Strong chance of subsidence.’ Her voice was muffled by the heavy respirator. ‘Give me a minute. Let me check the place out.’

She unhitched her backpack and dumped it on the bench. She pulled the Glock from a side pocket, slapped a magazine into the butt and chambered a round.

She wiped condensation fog from the Lexan visor of her mask.

She walked deep into subterranean darkness, Maglite projecting a cone of brilliant white radiance ahead of her.

Tickets

An oak-panelled ticket kiosk. Smashed teller glass crackled underfoot. She leaned through the window. Scattered tokens. A cobwebbed bar-stool chair, seat leather cracked like dried mud. A brass till with ornate lever keys.

The deep recesses of the station hall. The beam of her flashlight ranged across bone-white tiles.

IRT Superintendent Office

She checked the Glock. She fumbled the safety and adjusted her grip.

She kicked open the door, the impact of her boot gunshot-loud in the oppressive chapel-hush of the deserted station.

The door swung wide. Assault entry. A swift sweep of the room, braced to fire.

A windowless office. A desk and a couple of toppled chairs. A wooden filing cabinet with no drawers. A gramophone next to a stack of 78s sheathed in paper sleeves.

She lowered the weapon.

She checked out the desk. She stroked a finger through dust. Rotary phone, inkwell, blotter. She turned the phone dial and watched it slowly grind back to zero.

She left the office and crossed the ticket hall.

Steps sloped downward.

A brass arrow:

To All Trains

Nariko cautiously descended the steps. Skin-crawl blackness. The long stairway lured her further from the surface world, took her further from help. She fought claustrophobia, the sudden, gut conviction that she was climbing into her own grave.

She reached the bottom of the stairs. Dark water lapped the foot of the steps. She stood at the water’s edge and shone her flashlight into the cavernous tunnel space.

ALL PERSONS ARE FORBIDDEN TO ENTER UPON OR CROSS THE TRACKS.

The track-trench and platform were submerged. Drifting detritus. A milky skim of rock dust. Street garbage swept down through the drains: soda bottles, chip bags, clamshell burger cartons, leaves.

The south entrance was blocked with crooked planks. The north tunnel mouth framed impenetrable darkness.

Something white in the water. Nariko trained the beam. A naked body, floating face down, hand locked round an empty whiskey bottle. Hard to tell gender. Bloated bruise-flesh marbled with livid veins.

She raised the pistol and fired a shot into the cadaver’s flank. Crack. Puff of muzzle smoke. Meat-smack as the bullet punctured inert flesh.

She watched the corpse, waited for movement. A couple of air bubbles broke water. She steadied her aim and fired a second shot. The round blew out the back of the cadaver’s cranium. The impact sent the carcass drifting in a slow and stately pirouette into deep shadow.

She unhooked her radio.

‘The place is deserted. The subway tunnel is flooded. It was a wasted journey.’

‘No sign of Ekks?’

‘No sign of anyone.’

‘We’ve got to get below ground, Captain.’

‘The emergency stairs are choked with rubble. Give me two minutes. I’ll crank up the elevator.’
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Nariko struck a flare. It burned fierce red. She held it above her head and peered into the shifting shadows of the plant room.

She put the flare on a brick ledge, let it fizz and smoke.

She crouched next to a big traction motor bolted to the concrete floor. Dust-furred hoist gear. Murphy Elevator Company, Louisville. Cracked rubber belts and interlocking gears. A cable drum controlled counterweights in an adjacent shaft.

She unhitched her backpack. She set it on the floor, unbuckled the straps and pulled out a compact Schneider two-stroke generator. She wrenched the starter cord. The motor sputtered and whined like a lawnmower. Puff of exhaust fumes. She attached bulldog leads to corroded copper terminals and threw a web laced, wall-mounted knife switch. Pop and spark. 120 volts AC. Steady hum.

She returned to the ticket hall, struck a second flare and threw it down.

A cage elevator:

Freight

IRT Staff Only

No Passengers Allowed

Nariko unhooked her radio.
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