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PRAISE FOR
ORPHEUS NINE


‘mysterious, comedic, terrifying, and unexpectedly moving – the rare novel that penetrates both the heart and mind at the same time … absolutely unforgettable’ – Elizabeth Gilbert


‘A devastating page turner. Chris Flynn is the fifth horseman of the apocalypse. He’ll decimate us with his words and we’ll thank him for it.’ – Siang Lu


[image: ]









[image: ]










AS FLIES TO WANTON BOYS



IT BEGAN IN EVERY TOWN AND CITY AT THE SAME TIME, IN EVERY dark and twisted corner of our world. One third of the earth’s citizens were asleep at the time. Their awakening was marked by horror and confusion. Just about everyone else had their routine skulking and petty games interrupted as they witnessed the event eyes wide open. They prayed it was a dream.


In the small, sleepy town of Gattan, population 7448, where everyone knew each other, sometimes a little too well, it happened at eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning. Parents and grandparents lined the oval as their beloved children and grandchildren ran and kicked and elbowed their way through organised sports like obedient automatons.


Sky van der Saar should not have been present for the soccer game, but her father insisted she attend in support of her younger brother Alex. The waste of a Saturday morning irked Sky. As a weary seventeen-year-old, there were a thousand things she’d rather have been doing, although sadly for her, none were remotely possible in Gattan. As it turned out, Sky was guiltily glad to have witnessed one of history’s pivotal moments, cynical puppy that she was. She got to see the carnage firsthand.


As was often the case with such family-oriented gladiatorial contests, certain so-called adults were more vocal than others.


‘Are you fucking blind, ref?’ Steve Ward shouted, drawing glares from the other parents. While a no-swearing rule was in effect at the oval, for fear of offending sensitive juniors, there was little point to it. The children heard, and said, much worse at school, their words delivered with equal venom.


‘Watch your language, Steve,’ Sky’s dad, Dirk, reprimanded him.


Steve’s wife responded with her trademark stink eye. Sky’s mother fixed Jess with her own look of displeasure in response. This was not easy for Lucy van der Saar, who wanted for nothing in this world – in stark contrast to Jess Ward, who had nothing.


Sky observed the tension, years of history hanging heavy between the two women. Sky was only privy to a few juicy fragments, but that was enough. She was annoyed at her mother, in any case. Lucy had made no attempt to muffle her cries of ecstasy the previous night, to Sky’s disgust – her bedroom adjoined that of her parents. Sky owned the best noise-cancelling headphones money could buy, but some nights even those weren’t enough.


‘Come on, Tyler!’ Hayley Carlisle shouted encouragement for Jess and Steve’s son, but her words fell on deaf ears.


‘When can I play, Mum?’ Hayley’s daughter asked.


‘In a few months, Eb,’ Hayley told her. ‘You have to be nine to be on the team.’


‘But Alex is on the team, and he’s ten,’ Ebony protested. ‘He’s too old now.’


Ebony had attended Alex’s birthday party the previous week.


‘You can take his place soon,’ Lucy told her. She turned to Hayley. ‘He’s losing interest in sports, anyway. Head stuck in a screen all day.’


‘Same as all of them,’ Hayley replied.


‘Not my boy,’ Steve said, puffing out his chest in a misguided display of patriarchal pride. ‘Get stuck into them, son!’ he shouted at Tyler, who paused to acknowledge his father. ‘Watch the runner on the left,’ Steve added, cheeks flushed. Steve Ward was the kind of father who would never let up, his fantasy of sporting glory lived out through his son.


‘We have a coach, you know,’ Dirk said, indicating the beleaguered man clad in a blue Adidas tracksuit and shouting useless advice from the halfway line.


‘That old fart doesn’t have a clue,’ Steve scoffed.


‘So put your hand up to do it, then,’ Dirk suggested.


‘Steve’s busy with work.’ Jess jumped to his defence.


‘Is that right?’ Dirk said. ‘Spike in ride-on mower sales lately?’


‘As a matter of fact, yes,’ Steve said, his cheeks reddening. ‘And quad bikes. I sold three this week.’


‘With all that commission, you’ll have a deposit for your own place soon,’ Dirk said, never missing an opportunity to put someone down.


Steve clenched his fists and Jess placed a placatory hand on his shoulder. Don’t take the bait. The Wards rented, placing them amongst a minority of Gattan residents, along with the meth heads and deros.


‘Where’s Jude today?’ Lucy asked Hayley, changing the subject.


‘Went up to the city for work yesterday,’ Hayley replied. ‘She stayed over.’


‘Not with her mum?’ Lucy asked.


‘God, no,’ Hayley said. ‘They’re still not speaking. At a hotel. It was too late to drive back, what with those feral deer on the highway.’


After the last pandemic, a local venison farmer went bust. Rather than shoot the majestic animals, he opened the gate and freed them. His property adjoined one of the major country highways and there had been a dozen crashes since, three of them involving human fatalities. Now, it was stags everyone feared on the road, rather than kangaroos.


‘When are those two going to bury the hatchet?’ Dirk asked.


‘It’s a stand-off for the ages,’ Hayley said, shaking her head sadly. ‘They’re both so stubborn. Neither one wants to back down.’


‘Meanwhile, poor Ebony doesn’t get to see her grandma,’ Lucy said, ruffling Ebony’s curly locks. Ebony jerked away from Lucy’s probing fingers. She did not like people touching her hair. Maddeningly, no adult seemed able to resist.


‘Who says I want to?’ Ebony said. ‘Mum says she’s a mean old cow.’


Ebony was referring to her other mother, Jude Tan.


‘You let her talk about her grandmother like that?’ Lucy asked Hayley.


Hayley shrugged. ‘She’s not wrong.’


While they were busy talking, Tyler and Alex combined to break up an opposition play and launch a counterattack for the home team. They surged forward, passing the ball to one another, and their respective fathers began screaming encouragement from the sidelines. For a moment, even Sky was caught up in the game. That’s how bored she was.


A cheer rose from the Gattan supporters. Tyler had scored a goal. He and Alex embraced as they ran back for the kick-off, while their parents leapt in the air as if they had won Tattslotto. Old animosities were temporarily forgotten. There were hugs all round.


Tyler Ward never made it back to the centre circle. He stopped abruptly and stood bolt upright, arms held tightly by his sides, his face frozen.


Alex van der Saar walked back to ask his friend what was wrong.


But he soon noticed the other nine players in his team were also immobile, as were all the opposition players. Only Alex was able to move freely. He looked to the sideline for guidance; he had no idea what was happening.


‘What are they doing?’ Steve asked.


The same question was on everyone’s lips. The nine-year-olds on the pitch were all stuck. It was as if some god’s finger had pressed the pause button on their universal remote. Tyler was close enough to the onlookers that they could see his lower lip quivering. He was trying to speak, but could not. With enormous effort, the boy managed to shift his gaze a few millimetres sideways. The fear in his eyes was plain.


Then, the children on the oval began to sing, their voices high and sweet and lovely.




Lascivi pueri ad muscas deis sumus


Nos ad ludibrium necant





‘What is this, a joke?’ Dirk said. ‘Alex, what’s going on out there?’ he shouted at his son, who was the only one not singing.


‘Dunno,’ Alex called back. ‘They never told me anything.’ Alex was miffed that he had been left out of the prank.


‘It’s some kind of flash mob,’ Hayley said, opening the camera on her phone and recording. The footage would be played on the news later that night.


‘No one does those anymore,’ Sky said.


‘A TikTok thing, then,’ Lucy suggested.


‘Quit it, Tyler,’ Jess Ward shouted at her son. ‘Look at me.’


Tyler convulsed with effort as he struggled to turn his body towards his parents.


‘Tyler?’ Jess said, softening her tone as it dawned on her – as it dawned on everyone – that something was very wrong indeed.


The children sang the verse one more time.




Lascivi pueri ad muscas deis sumus


Nos ad ludibrium necant





And then the nine-year-olds fell quiet. A lull echoed across the playing field. Across the world. The adults turned to each other with quizzical, confused expressions. Only scholars of Latin would know the meaning of those words, and none present were scholars of Latin. It was a quotation from King Lear, one that by the end of day would be familiar to billions of people.




As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods;


They kill us for their sport.





Jess Ward’s tremulous voice broke the silence.


‘Ty?’


Each of the children reacted slightly differently to the sudden, massive increase of sodium in their systems, but in every recorded case around the globe the results were identical. Their hands, feet and neck became swollen beyond all normal proportions, followed immediately by kidney failure and heart attack. Within sixty seconds, every nine-year-old on the planet was dead, and the screams of brothers, sisters and parents echoed across the world.


In Gattan, only Alex van der Saar, aged ten years and one week, remained standing on the football field. He hugged himself in terror as, all around him, his friends, distended, bloated, unrecognisable, writhed in agony on the grass, and then died.










PART ONE











THE ORPHEAN



JESSICA WAS SURPRISED WHEN LUCY TEXTED TO BOOK AN in-home hairdressing appointment. Lucy usually attended the salon in town, Headlines, formerly Lunatic Fringe, formerly A Breath of FresHair. The stylists employed at Headlines were fine, but they could not provide the level of personal service Jess offered in the comfort of a client’s own home. Business had boomed of late, an uptick Jess attributed to people feeling sorry for the grieving mother and wanting to funnel some cash her way. Jess was no idiot. She could see the sorrow in their eyes, and she was hardly in a position to turn down the business. Her husband had been on semi-permanent leave from his job at Gattan Power Equipment since Tyler died. Jess was concerned he might lose the job altogether.


Steve’s boss was a rule-abiding do-gooder who believed workplaces should be run like the military. Darren had established a clear chain of command, appointing himself as the no-nonsense Sergeant Major. Under Darren’s rule, anyone who felt sick or depressed should suck it up and come to work anyway, rather than let the team down. He exhibited a startling lack of empathy for any parent who suffered a loss during the ongoing crisis, and he did not understand why Steve was struggling to get over the death of his son. Darren was one of those people who, having been personally unaffected by the tragedy, yearned for a return to the way things were before; he wanted everyone to move on because it was inconvenient for him. Jess found this attitude incredibly frustrating, almost as grating as those who were overly sympathetic.


Whatever the reason for the summons from Lucy, Jess didn’t care. She liked to imagine Dirk had cajoled his wife into sending the text. Despite his many faults, Dirk had at least expressed genuine sorrow at Tyler’s funeral. Perhaps even shed a tear, if only in Jess’s imagination. Meanwhile, Steve had stood by the grave stony-faced and swaying, four Jack and Cokes deep, seconds away from falling in the hole himself.


Jess would gladly drive over to the Van der Saar mansion and run her fingers through Lucy’s hair if only to see how the other half lived. When Lucy wasn’t looking, she could steal an expensive trinket, or ‘accidentally’ smash something valuable. The Van der Saars could afford to replace crystal decanters and antique lamps. Dirk’s family had owned VDS Jewellery and Watches for over a hundred years. Gattan was an early outpost for Dutch settlers, and the Van der Saars lived on Jongebloed Lane, in the big house at the top of the hill. The Paris end of town. Jess and Steve lived on the south side, next to the tip.


Jess parked her clapped-out LandCruiser behind Hairhouse Warehouse and ran in to grab a bottle of mousse. As she scanned the aisles, all eyes fell upon her. She could practically hear the whispers.


She’s one of those. An Orphean. She lost her boy. Poor thing.


Jess located the mousse as quickly as she could, but she was not getting out of Hairhouse Warehouse that easily. Mrs Rayner made a beeline for her, unsteady on those elderly pins. Her mobility scooter was parked outside. The shopping plaza needed a separate parking area for such vehicles.


‘I was so sorry to hear about your son,’ Mrs Rayner said, cornering Jess in the hairspray section. ‘It must be devastating to lose a child so young.’


‘I didn’t lose him,’ Jess replied. ‘He was taken away from me.’


‘Oh, I know, it’s so traumatic for everyone.’ Mrs Rayner touched Jess’s forearm, sending a jolt of electricity through her shoulder. ‘I remember when I lost my little dog. He was such a good companion. I cried for weeks after.’


Jess was tired of the trauma vampires. They weren’t sorry for her, not really. They just wanted to be involved somehow – it was almost as if they wished O9 had happened to them. So they talked about their own grief, as if it could compare. But Mrs Rayner had picked the wrong Orphean to embrace.


‘You have no idea what it’s like,’ she said, grabbing Mrs Rayner by the hand and leaning close. ‘I don’t want to hear about the tragedy of little Cocoa Puff the Pomeranian and his futile yet brave battle with encephalitis. Don’t you get it? My son is gone. It’s not about you.’


The flustered Mrs Rayner tugged her hand away and withdrew.


‘Only trying to offer my condolences,’ she said.


‘No, you’re not,’ Jess told her. ‘You’re just like all the others – the doctors, the scientists, the politicians. You don’t have the slightest clue. All you can offer are platitudes. I don’t need them, Mrs Rayner. Just piss off.’


The other customers remained silent until Jess paid for the mousse and exited the store. She knew they were shaking their heads behind her back, alternating between disgust and pity. Jess clambered into the LandCruiser and rested her forehead on the steering wheel, catching her breath.


One hundred and thirty million dead that first day. Three hundred and fifty thousand more every day since, each struck down at midnight GMT, the moment of their ninth birthday. For months now. And still no solutions. It wasn’t a virus, it wasn’t a fungal infection, it wasn’t a biological terrorist attack, it wasn’t an M. Night Shyamalan movie, and there was still no way to prevent kids from filling up with sodium and dying horribly in front of their distraught parents. Every eight-year-old was now a ticking time bomb. This was Orpheus Nine.


Eighty-two children had died in Gattan, including Tyler. And still no help was forthcoming. Another kid burst every couple of days.


Jess couldn’t afford to keep thinking about it, and yet that day dominated her thoughts. She shook her head, took a deep breath and started the engine. Roaring out of the car park, she headed for the north side of town. She parked the LandCruiser in the driveway behind Lucy’s Tesla. Of course they had an EV. Jess kicked a tyre as she walked past. Should have done their research, she thought. Jess had read an article that said lithium mining was more environmentally damaging than drilling for oil and natural gas. EVs were a con, as far as Jess was concerned, but greenies like Lucy van der Saar were so sanctimonious they couldn’t face the truth, or admit when they might be wrong about anything.


‘Come in, come in,’ Lucy said, meeting Jess barefoot at the door. She was wearing an earth-mother kaftan made from recycled bamboo. Jess could see right through it.


‘Love what you’re wearing, babe,’ she said to Lucy, who was oblivious to sarcasm.


Lucy raised her arms and twirled.


‘Isn’t it gorge?’ she said. ‘They’re made from eco-friendly sustainable materials in an Indigenous women’s commune on the north coast.’


‘Sounds about right,’ Jess said, patting the rear of her pants. ‘I bought these on special four years ago from Just Jeans. Three pairs for seventy-five bucks. Still going strong.’


Lucy’s face contorted in a patronising grimace. ‘They’re probably made by exploited children in India,’ she said.


‘At least they have children,’ Jess shot back.


Lucy’s expression turned grim. She gulped, unsure what to say. Jess decided to let her off the hook. Lucy was paying her, after all, and Jess was charging her more than any of her other regulars. She might even be able to buy herself a fresh pair of jeans with her new-found riches.


‘Shoes off?’ she asked.


‘Yes, please,’ Lucy said, visibly grossed out by Jess’s Kmart sneakers, which had a distinctive odour only her pitbull Baz Luhrmann seemed to enjoy. The dog was forever rolling around on Jess’s sneakers, and since catching Baz trying to hump one of them, she’d resorted to keeping them in a high cupboard, safely out of reach.


‘Sky and Alex at school?’ Jess asked as she padded through to the lounge room.


Lucy nodded. ‘You want a coffee?’ she asked.


‘Sure,’ Jess said, trying not to gawp at the lavishly decorated home. The lounge boasted high ceilings and a sunken living area. The furniture was mid-century, and the walls were adorned with contemporary art. It looked like a maniac had been let loose with a box of crayons.


‘We only have French press,’ Lucy said, busying herself in the vast kitchen. ‘We had pods, but I got rid of them.’


‘We drink instant,’ Jess muttered, examining a piece of African sculpture that was begging to be called out for cultural appropriation. But Lucy had probably purchased it directly from the artist and overpaid to such an extent that his kids were now able to attend university.


‘Almond milk all right?’ Lucy asked.


Gotcha, Jess thought.


‘Oh, I don’t drink that,’ she said. ‘It’s terrible for the environment.’


Lucy’s manicured brows dipped. Oh my Lord, she doesn’t know, Jess thought. This is the greatest moment of my life.


‘Producing a single cup of almond milk requires almost eight litres of water,’ Jess parroted the article she had read, ‘and releases nearly two kilograms of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. You can’t drink that, Luce.’


Lucy’s jaw dropped. She stared at the carton of almond milk like it was radioactive waste.


‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘I had no idea!’


Without a moment’s hesitation, Lucy poured the milk down the plughole and threw the empty carton in the recycling bin.


Black coffee it is, then, Jess thought. Oh well.


They sat on a couch that looked fabulous but was extremely uncomfortable. Lucy folded her legs up underneath her, treating Jess to an unflattering glimpse of undercarriage that she would rather not have witnessed. Jess sipped her coffee, which she was sure had been ground from organic, free trade, ethically sourced beans that had passed through the digestive tract of a palm civet but still somehow didn’t taste as nice as Moccona.


Lucy’s tone turned grave, sincere. ‘So, how are you?’


Full to the brim with grief, thanks for asking. Fucked up beyond imagining. Jess couldn’t even find the energy to crawl out of bed some mornings. A dark hole had practically opened in the ground, swallowed her son and proceeded to consume everything else in his life, including her. She felt like one of those witches in medieval Europe, as if the townspeople had tied her down and placed stones on her chest, adding more and more each day until finally she was crushed under the weight of them. Steve was drinking too much and would likely get fired soon, and they were the brokest, saddest characters in that shithole trap of a town. Plus, Jess’s back was sore and she had toenail rot and Lucy was wearing a piece of diaphanous material that cost more than the LandCruiser and the coffee was fucking disgusting and she was going to pour it into one of the pot plants the minute Lucy’s back was turned …


‘Fine,’ Jess said. ‘Coping. What can you do? When you’re going through hell …’


‘Keep going,’ Lucy said, bringing her palms together in a prayer gesture. ‘That’s inspiring, Jess. I’m going to include that in my affirmations.’


Great idea, Jess thought. That’s what everyone said about her, of course. You seen that Jessica Ward in her dowdy jeans and Target hoodie? What an inspirational figure.


A tiny voice, so deep inside she could barely hear it, said something as Lucy clasped Jess’s hands in hers.


Kill her, it said. Just fucking kill her. Stab her in the toned Pilates belly with one of her three-hundred-dollar Japanese knives. You can blame it on an intruder, a drifter, a DHL delivery guy driven wild with lust when she answered the door in that transparent shift.


‘Shall we get started?’ Lucy said. The formalities of grief acknowledgment and performative caring were over. It was time to get down to business – for Jess to ditch the dark fantasy and embrace her role as the hired help, come to untangle the locks of the lady of the manor. Yes ma’am, no ma’am, three bags full ma’am.


Lucy had set up a chair on the deck, next to a lap pool that belonged on the set of The House of Gucci. It was one of only a few pools in Gattan outside of the aquatic centre. She had also put down newspapers to protect the polished boards.


‘You can wash my hair out here,’ Lucy said. A bucket awaited. Metal, not plastic. Jess filled the bucket with warm water from the tap while Lucy took her place on the chair, head tipped back as if posing for an erotic photograph. Jess glanced at the sheets from The Sentinel spread beneath the chair. The headline chilled her. A tally of the previous day’s dead, splashed across the page in bold font. The number was unimaginable. How could Lucy be so insensitive, so oblivious? Jess averted her eyes, only to spot an ad for low sodium products in one of the free supermarket supplements. They couldn’t wait to get in on the act and profit from everyone’s misery.


Jess focused on washing Lucy’s hair with care and precision, nimble fingers massaging the woman’s head as she shampooed her mane. Sometimes she wished she was a concreter instead. That way she wouldn’t have to pretend to be interested in everyone. The worst part of the procedure lay in the obligation to ask how Alex was doing.


‘It’s hard for him,’ Lucy said. ‘He lost so many friends. It’s been very isolating, but he’s talking to someone.’


He fucking survived, what does he have to complain about? Jess thought. He should be whooping and punching the air, not wallowing in misery. Now he had an excuse to get out of everything. I can’t play soccer today, sir, I’ve got a dose of the feels. Sad face emoji. That’s all right, Alex, take your time. There’ll be a place for you in the team once you’re emotionally ready to rejoin the group. It was hard for Jess not to resent Lucy’s son. He had lived, while hers had not, for reasons no one had been able to explain.


Desperate to change the subject, Jess inquired about Sky. She didn’t know much about Lucy’s seventeen-year-old daughter, but she had spotted her, late one night, tagging the abandoned service station in the company of some reprobates Lucy would definitely not approve of. That reminded her of the girl she used to be.


‘She’s graduating this year,’ Lucy said. ‘You must come to the party. It’ll be good for the community to have something positive to celebrate.’


‘Sure,’ Jess said, but she was numb from neck to toe. She didn’t care about high school graduations. Tyler would never know how that felt. In truth, Jess didn’t want anything to do with children anymore. Her boy was dead, all that was finished for her now. No more Wiggles or Marvel. No whining for chocolate at the supermarket check-out. No nappies or stumbling around like a zombie, delirious with lack of sleep. No more drop-offs and pick-ups. No screaming matches because she’d bought the wrong flavour of two-minute noodles. No more Tyler. She was free. Her days were her own. And she was absolutely fucking heartbroken.


Lucy didn’t notice Jess’s tears because she was too rapt in the fingers deftly working shampoo through her hair. Jess had learnt how to deal with their sudden onset by now. Tears came when they wanted. She didn’t fight them. She didn’t blubber or wail or embarrass herself. She simply let them flow. She didn’t even bother wiping her face, but let them dry and stain her cheeks. She wanted everyone to know she had been crying. Most people noticed then looked sharply away.


Oh, right. She’s one of those. An Orphean. Best to say nothing. Leave her be. No reasoning with those poor women anyway. They are shells, riddled with fracture lines. Touch them and they crumble.


And then, as Jessica gazed down at Lucy van der Saar’s exposed, slender neck, she heard the voice again. It wanted her to balance the cosmic scale.


Stab her in the neck with your scissors and watch her bleed out on the deck. That way she will know your pain.


Jess hefted the gleaming metal scissors, so shiny and seductive against Lucy’s pale skin. For a moment, she was tempted.


* * *


A SPECIAL SECTION OF GATTAN CEMETERY HAD BEEN SET ASIDE for the children claimed by Orpheus Nine. This was echoed in cemeteries around the world. In major population centres, the sheer volume of dead posed unprecedented logistical issues that proved virtually insurmountable. New areas of land were allocated for burying children, but talk of communal graves by insensitive policymakers was quickly dismissed. Besides, the crisis was ongoing. More perished every day. Despite the mass outpouring of grief, practicality won through. These hastily created cemeteries were called Nineyards.


Gattan’s Nineyard was located less than a kilometre from Jess and Steve’s home, on hastily reclaimed bushland near the dump. While Steve drowned himself in drink, Jess frequently found herself at the cemetery, no matter the weather conditions. She sought a macabre solace in the rows of new gravestones, a feeling of belonging to something greater. It was also the best place to meet other Orpheans, the bittersweet name that had been bestowed upon parents who’d lost a child. Each time Jess visited the Nineyard, she experienced a sense of genuine community that was absent from all other aspects of her life. These were her people. They understood what she was going through. They were not allies perversely desperate to claim a slice of trauma for themselves, nor were they apathetic, blithely pretending everything was going to be fine. Orpheans were victims. Their suffering was real and ever-present, and their numbers swelled a little more with each passing week.


As emotional turmoil surged, so did conflicting online opinion and hysteria-laced media. This, alongside the complete failure of the world’s governmental and medical agencies to propose anything close to a solution, led to a breakdown of systems, the marginalisation of ordinary citizens and the radicalisation of unsatisfied victims. As a group of people unexpectedly united by tragedy, Orpheans proved prime candidates as evangelists of conspiracy theories and rebellion.


Jess Ward was sitting by her son’s grave eating a cheese and Vegemite sandwich in tribute to her boy when three other women emerged from the mist, two of them with dogs in tow. Jess called Baz Luhrmann to heel and clipped him to his leash. He loved other dogs, but pitties sometimes intimidated dog owners, who believed the hype about their unbridled savagery. But Baz didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He missed Tyler terribly; Jess often found him sleeping on her son’s bed. She’d packed most of Tyler’s things away and stored them in the crawl space, but his presence could still be felt, and not just by her sensitive pitbull.


‘Sun should burn this fog off soon,’ one of the newcomers said.


‘Yeah, I don’t mind it,’ Jess said. ‘Appropriately ominous.’


The woman smiled and removed a woollen mitten to offer her hand.


‘Georgia Slater,’ she said. ‘My daughter was Pippa. First wave.’


The dachshund at her heel sniffed Baz Luhrmann, not in the slightest bit intimidated by the size difference. Both dogs’ tails wagged excitedly. Baz pawed the damp earth, whining as he tried to initiate play.


‘I’ve seen you around,’ Jess said. ‘Jess Ward.’ She patted the headstone. ‘This is my boy Tyler, and that’s Baz Luhrmann.’


Georgia laughed.


‘This is Schnitzel.’ She introduced her dog. ‘My Pippa’s three plots over.’


By mutual consent, Jess and Georgia released their dogs, who happily scampered away across the cemetery. Jess hoped Baz Luhrmann would resist the urge to dig.


The other two women gravitated to their respective children’s graves, which were far enough away to be out of earshot.


‘You seen the news this morning?’ Georgia asked as she knelt by her daughter’s headstone to tidy the flower arrangement.


‘I stopped watching a while ago,’ Jess said.


‘I’m trying to quit, but I can’t seem to stop doomscrolling,’ Georgia said.


‘What happened?’ Jess asked.


‘Huge riot in Karachi, Pakistan,’ Georgia told her. ‘Group of Orpheans fifty thousand strong stormed the parliament building and seized control. Army refused to fire upon them. There’s talk of a coup, but it’s got everyone riled up. Pakistan is a nuclear power.’


Jess snorted. ‘Are the United Nations worried what a bunch of distraught mourners might do with thermonuclear warheads? They should be.’


‘Bloody oath,’ Georgia said. ‘They’re threatening to declare war on the Poms.’


‘That theory’s bogus,’ Jess said. ‘It wasn’t the Brits.’


‘I don’t know, mate,’ Georgia said. ‘There’s compelling evidence to the contrary. The first wave happened at midnight, Greenwich Mean Time – so, eleven o’clock in the morning here.’


‘Yeah, I was there,’ Jess said, irritated.


‘I heard the UK government were developing a biological weapon that could be programmed to target the genomes of specific age groups,’ Georgia said. ‘They were going to use it to eliminate entire swathes of the population.’


‘Like who?’ Jess asked.


‘I don’t know.’ Georgia shrugged. ‘The poor, complainers, black people, Labour voters – whoever they think stands in the way of their insatiable lust for power.’


‘And what, this bioweapon escaped from the lab somehow and decided to target nine-year-olds? Sounds dubious to me.’


‘Fair point,’ Georgia conceded.


‘From what I’ve heard, London is so fucked, they’d be doing them a favour by nuking it,’ Jess said, sniffing. ‘Never been, myself.’


Georgia nodded and sat down on her daughter’s grave, leaning back against the headstone. The woman looked bone tired, Jess thought, before realising she probably looked just as weary. Resigned to an uncertain future that would probably end with a missile exploding over the city and ending their problems in a wall of nuclear flame. The world was teetering on the brink of collapse, and the people who were supposed to be in charge were only making matters worse with their in-fighting and posturing and empty promises.


‘What’d you make of the singing?’ Georgia asked, lighting a roll-up cigarette that smelled like homegrown bud.


‘Well, Tyler couldn’t speak Latin, so fucked if I know,’ Jess said.


‘Pippa was in the shower when it happened,’ Georgia said. ‘Figured it was just nonsense lyrics she’d heard on TikTok. Had to break the door down to get to her. I was too late, obviously.’


‘You couldn’t have saved her,’ Jess said. ‘Consider yourself fortunate you didn’t see it happen.’


Georgia scowled and squinted against the smoke.


‘Nothing fortunate about it,’ she said.


‘At least we weren’t locked down this time,’ Jess offered.


‘Yeah, fuck that,’ Georgia said. ‘They could never have enforced it. Too much erosion of trust after the Covid debacle. You get vaxxed?’


‘Of course I did,’ Jess said. ‘I’m a hairdresser. It was the only way I could work.’


‘More fool you,’ Georgia said. ‘I downloaded a fake certificate.’


‘Did you catch it?’ Jess asked.


‘Shit, yeah,’ Georgia told her. ‘Omicron. I was sick as a dog. You?’


Jess shook her head. ‘Not even a sniffle,’ she said.


‘Bit different this time, eh?’ Georgia drew deeply on the joint before offering it to Jess, who politely declined.


‘I’m paranoid enough,’ she said.


Georgia was right. This emergency was unlike any of the others that had slammed humanity in recent years. There was no vaccine. No restrictions on societal movement. No plan to arrest the melting permafrost. No demagogue to save the day. Not even any monetary assistance. Western nations were already in recession or on the brink of financial meltdown. The advent of Orpheus Nine had plenty of people feeling like humanity was trapped inside a coffin, and that each crisis was just another nail in the lid.


‘It’s the end of days,’ Georgia said, stubbing out the joint on her daughter’s gravestone, a gesture that Jess found disrespectful.


‘Maybe,’ Jess said. ‘At least we’re still here.’


‘Not all of us,’ Georgia said. ‘You hear about Melanie Whalen? You know Mel? Worked at Bakers Delight in the plaza.’


‘Short bob with red tips?’ Jess said. ‘Not really, but yeah, she was in the year below me at school.’


‘Necked herself,’ Georgia said, making an obscene choking gesture with her tongue lolling.


‘Fuck,’ Jess said. ‘Are you serious?’


‘It’s not uncommon,’ Georgia said. ‘Considered it myself, truth be told.’


Their conversation was interrupted by frenzied barking coming from the far side of the cemetery.


‘Schnitzel, get back here!’ Georgia bellowed, scaring Jess with her abrupt volume. The dachshund came loping out of the mist, Baz Luhrmann trailing behind. The pittie sprinted back to Jess and leapt onto her lap, rolling over for attention. His muddy paws stained her jeans, but Jess didn’t mind. Her dog’s unquestioning devotion was something upon which she had come to depend.


‘We’d better shoot off before Schnitzel causes a ruckus,’ Georgia said, getting to her feet and clipping the leash back onto her dog’s collar. She took a treat from her pocket and handed it to the dachshund, who gobbled it greedily. Jess stood up to say goodbye and, to her surprise, Georgia embraced her, holding on a little too long.


‘We need to stick together,’ she said. ‘You been on the forums?’


Jess shook her head. ‘Nah, I’ve been staying offline,’ she said. ‘It’s too overwhelming.’


‘OrpheanMoms is the best one,’ Georgia said. ‘Check it out. Give me your number and I’ll send you some links.’


Jess thanked her and they exchanged numbers, then Georgia Slater and Schnitzel the dachshund walked away across the Nineyard, mist dissipating as the morning sun warmed the damp earth. Jess watched them go until she was distracted by the sound of Baz Luhrmann pissing on his young master’s gravestone, back leg cocked guiltily in the air.


* * *


THE GATTAN PUBLIC LIBRARY MAY NOT HAVE BEEN MUCH, BUT IT had always been a refuge for lost souls. Hidden away in the arcade connecting Murray and Graham streets, the modest amenity shared a dimly lit corridor with Sparkle & Shine nail and foot spa, the One Stop Diskount Shop, Dollar Curtains and Blinds and, at the point where the arcade emerged onto Graham Street, the Gattan Souvlaki & Chicken Hub. Walking through the arcade was an assault on the olfactory senses, the smell of cooking lamb mingling with acetone unpleasantly.


Anyone seeking refuge from the noxious fumes encountered another odour upon entering the bookish haven. Even before the housing crisis, Gattan had its fair share of swagmen living in the local bushland. Now, homeless numbers had increased dramatically, and the library represented one of the few warm, welcoming places in town. There was free instant coffee and wi-fi. Soft chairs where you could take a nap. Public computers. All the books and magazines a person could ever desire.


Jess had been a member of the library since she was a child. She sometimes felt she’d learnt more from the library than she ever had at school. As she walked through the alarm gate, she pinched her nose. There were half-a-dozen wraiths perched on stools by the window, sipping coffee from Styrofoam cups. Some stared out the window, perhaps contemplating their fate or wondering where they would sleep that night. Others were head down in books. The stink of urine and sweat that rose off these forgotten people hovered in a purple cloud by the library entrance.


Jess moved past them quickly, venturing deeper into the library, in search of a free PC she could use. They were all occupied, but the librarian assured her that one would soon become available. She perused the DVD box sets to kill time. She and Steve had recently unsubscribed from all their streaming services. Money was tight.


There was an unexpected advantage in losing a child, Jess mused, horrified at the appalling truth. She would never voice such a sentiment aloud, but now that Tyler was gone and the house was quiet of an evening, she and Steve had finally been able to catch up on all the TV shows people always talked about, which they’d never had time to watch.


Jess was an awful person, she knew that, but at least now she’d binged every season of The White Lotus and Better Call Saul. She was in love with Cillian Murphy. She knew that Fleabag and The Crown were not for her. Westworld went whooshing right over her head. Steve’s favourite turned out to be Bojack Horseman. Jess assumed it was because he identified with the pathetic, alcoholic equine protagonist.


That was where Steve would be at that moment. Day-drunk in front of the plasma with Baz Luhrmann snoring next to him. Later, Jess would carry him to bed and try not to feel pity for the man. She wondered how many other partners had done the same; how many had quietly quit their jobs and lost themselves in booze, or drugs, how many had taken their own lives?


Voices were raised at the back of the library, settling down as abruptly as they’d come. A group of intellectually disabled teenagers were watching a video in the company of their carer. Jess browsed the flyers promoting library events. Baby Rhyme Time. Free Food Fridays. Yoga and Mindfulness. The Rubik’s Cube Club. An author Zoom interview. No mention of anything O9 related. So much for being a community hub, Jess thought. It was as if the event had never happened. As if it wasn’t still happening.


‘Excuse me, your computer is ready,’ a librarian called. ‘Number three, please.’


‘I notice you’re not running any support groups for Orpheans,’ Jess said.


The librarian’s cheeks flushed. She raised a hand halfway to her mouth then caught herself.


‘No,’ she said, slowly and carefully. ‘We asked but were told mental health services are beyond our remit.’


‘Who told you that?’ Jess asked, annoyed not so much by the lack of services as by the manner in which the librarian regarded her, as if she was some kind of plague carrier. Orpheans were sometimes treated the same as those who had dared to cough in public during Covid. Everyone backed away slowly, staring at them as if they should be isolated from the general populace.


‘A representative from the shire,’ the librarian said. ‘If it were up to us we’d of course try to help, but it’s a point of contention at council. If you’re keen to advocate for a support group, maybe attend one of the public meetings and raise the issue.’


Jess held up her hands to show she wasn’t trying to start a beef.


‘Maybe I’ll try the Rubik’s Cube Club instead,’ she said.


‘Yes!’ the librarian said, clearly relieved. ‘They have an expert who solves them in thirty seconds.’


‘Must be short meetings,’ Jess muttered. ‘Computer three, you say?’


‘Yes,’ the librarian said. ‘Obviously there are restrictions on viewing certain sites, just FYI.’


‘I’m not here to watch porn,’ Jess told her.


‘No, but I’ve heard the government are cracking down on some forums,’ the librarian said, smiling apologetically.


‘God forbid citizens might harbour thoughts of insurrection,’ Jess said. ‘Thanks, I’ll be careful.’


Jess sat at the computer and logged in using her library account. They can track me, she thought.


After browsing mindlessly for a while, she typed in the web address Georgia Slater had sent her. The unrestricted page opened on a subreddit account called OrpheanMoms. As Jess filtered through the discussions and comments, a smile slowly crossed her face. These were her people. Honest. Forthcoming. Strident. Disgruntled.


Jess settled on a conversation between three American users and read back through the thread.




Kandi77: Bad news, I’m afraid. Remember my friend Tamara? She used to post here as wyldwood. She’s gone. Not dead, at least not as far as I know, but they took her. She wasn’t answering her phone and I got worried, so I drove three hundred miles to check on her. The apartment was empty, like she’d moved out, but when I spoke to one of the neighbours, they told me a white van turned up one morning and they bundled her into the back. Someone came a few days later and cleaned the place out. Took me a while to find her. She’s in an Orpheanage upstate, an old asylum the state has repurposed to house O9 trauma victims deemed to be a menace to society. What a joke. We’re back to the days of branding women as hysterical and pumping them full of drugs. I want to visit and see if she’s ok but I’m worried that if I apply for a permit, their attention might fall upon me. I’m probably not as far gone as Tammy was. She was really struggling to cope and there was that incident at CVS where she got tased after handing out flyers. Any ideas about how we can find out what’s happening in the Orpheanages? Back doors into their systems? There must be a way we can access their records. We don’t even know how many women they’ve detained. It’s got to be illegal, right?


Ghostrabbit: Actually, it’s not. Most states have passed legislation granting the Department of Health extraordinary powers to intervene and apprehend women they view as presenting a threat to the hegemony. I’m sorry to hear about your friend, Kandi77, but it doesn’t surprise me. This sort of thing is happening with alarming frequency, and not just in the US. If only we lived in Sweden, where at least they’re allocating an equal number of resources to caring for Orpheans as they are to trying to prevent more waves.


Surgeongeneral: Not that it will make any difference, Ghostrabbit. Authorities everywhere are so far behind the eight ball on this one. They’re scrabbling for solutions, and in the meantime more kids are dying. You heard the latest crap about vaccines coming out of Canada?


Kandi77: Vaccines aren’t feasible. O9 isn’t a virus. It’s more like a supernatural event.


Surgeongeneral: You may be right, but that’s not stopping them from pumping trillions of dollars into Big Pharma so they can develop a jab that will achieve sweet fuck-all.


Ghostrabbit: What are they claiming this vaccine will do?


Surgeongeneral: It’s supposed to block the recombinant DNA matrix, fooling the disease into thinking kids are older.


Ghostrabbit: That sounds like BS. And it’s not a disease. This won’t work.


Surgeongeneral: Right? But they’re going ahead with it anyway. Get ready for an even greater polarisation of society when they offer a rushed, untested solution to the parents of every eight-year-old, who’ll be so desperate to try it they’ll gloss over the potential long-term effects.


Kandi77: Back to Orpheanages. Any advice?


Surgeongeneral: I’d be careful talking about that subject openly on these forums, Kandi77. They know who all the Orpheans are. They keep a register. There’s too many of us for them to round up, but they’ll have red flag keyword searches and if your name pings too many times … let’s just say if a white van pulls up outside, go out the back way and start running. Hit me on the private WhatsApp group and I’ll see if I can hook you up with someone who knows a back door into their system. Those places were set up in a hurry, so their servers aren’t locked down as tightly as they should be.


Kandi77: Thanks, SG. I’ll light a candle for Lauren. And one for Malik too, Ghostrabbit.


Surgeongeneral: … I miss her so much. Love you both.


Ghostrabbit: You’re in our prayers, Kandi. Your Elijah is with them in heaven. Stay strong.
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