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PLAN OF THE SANCTUM




PROLOGUE


Sarita opens her eyes, but still she can’t see. She sits up, pats her hand around her pillow for her toys, and finds Strawb, but Simba’s not there. She doesn’t want to make a noise, wake up Daddy, but she has to find Simba.


When she pulls back the comforter and Simba’s still not there, she starts to cry. But softly. She has to work this out, think like a big girl. Daddy will be mad if she wakes him up about this.


Maybe Caity will help her. Sarita glances at the clock: 3:17 a.m. That’s too early. Caity says try not to wake her until the first number is 6. But she can if it’s an emergency, of course.


Is this an emergency?


Daddy wouldn’t think so. It’ll turn up, he always says.


She’ll think like a big girl. Caity always says, think of where you saw it last. Where did you last have it? It wasn’t at story time or bath time or TV time or supper time. It was before that, when Caity took her down to the swimming pool. Simba and Strawb were lying under the plastic palm tree in the swimming pool room. She must be there. She’ll go and find Simba herself. Caity and Daddy will be proud of her.


She checks in the top drawer of the bedside table where she put her photo album, the one with the pictures of Mommy in. That’s still there. Sarita slips out of bed and peeks into Caity’s room. The kitchen light is on and she can see Caity sprawled in her bed, just a single sheet twisted over her. When she looks into Daddy’s room, he’s not in his bed. She’d better hurry. She doesn’t want him to be mad. It’s easy to walk quietly in this apartment because the carpets are thick and the floor is hard and solid, not like the creaky, thumpy wooden floors at home.


She goes out the front door of the apartment and closes it softly behind her. She wants to do this like a big girl. She wants them to be proud. The lights come on in the corridor like magic. She watches the red and black patterns in the carpet as she walks, feeling the softness of it on her bare feet.


There are just wooden boards where the elevator should be, with a broken stripe of yellow tape hanging on one side, so she pushes through the door to the stairwell. The door bangs behind her and she has to jump around and wave her arms to make the lights switch on. The bare floor here feels cold and gritty on her feet, not soft like the carpets. She’s careful not to rub her arms on the metal banisters so that she doesn’t make her PJs dirty. Her breathing sounds louder in here and her footsteps echo.


‘Waa!’ she says, not too loud, but so that she can hear the funny ringing sound her voice makes on the stairs. She goes down and down, the magic lights following her like they should.


When she thinks she’s on the right level for the pool, she pushes out of the stairwell door and looks around. This floor doesn’t look like it did earlier. Unlike the bright pool area, the passage is lit only in dull orange. There’s a doorway covered with a plastic sheet, and a flickering light coming from deep inside. She peers through the plastic. Maybe it’s Simba, having a dance party. Simba needs to go to bed now, or else he’ll be tired. Sarita pushes aside the plastic and tiptoes through.


Now she’s remembering some of those scarier stories. The one about the monsters who are really scared of a mouse. The one about the beastie in the dark room whose shining eyes turned out to be nothing: just kittens.


But she doesn’t want to think about those stories. Actually she’d rather be back in her bed. She thinks of coming back with Caity in the morning, but the thought of going back upstairs without Simba makes her worried. She’ll pick up Simba and come straight back.


Caity says Mommy’s always watching over her.


She walks through the cold room, following the flashing light past some shiny metal closets. With a push of will she rounds the next corner to a bathroom. It’s a flashlight flickering on the floor. It switches off for a minute, and Sarita wants to run away, but she doesn’t know where. She’s standing in the doorway, not sure how to move.


When the light comes on again, she sees something crumpled next to the bathtub. It looks like a pile of clothes and boots. She takes two more steps forward. No, it looks more like a person sleeping there. And as she approaches, the flashlight turns on and off again, and she sees it’s a man wearing a red-checked jacket. She’s relieved that someone else is here. Maybe this man can help her fetch Simba.


But why’s he sleeping in this bathroom?


‘Hello?’ Sarita says.


The man doesn’t answer. He doesn’t move.


‘Are you sleeping? Hi, Mister . . .’


He’s still not answering. She comes in the last couple of steps to where he’s lying. There’s a mess of dark liquid around his head, paint maybe or ketchup. Something stinks. Like pee. Like raw meat.


‘Hello?’


Sarita doesn’t know what to do. She feels something sliding under her toes. She looks down. The sticky trickle has reached her feet.


The flashlight flicks off, leaving her in darkness.


Sarita screams, a sound that makes the still air shatter.
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GINA


All morning I’ve been cleaning the condo, wiping down every surface with disinfectant, vacuuming the carpets and the upholstery and the purposeless drapes. There’re no windows down here, no natural light. Behind the curtains are just screens with moving photos: a forest scene in one frame, a snowy mountain, a tropical beach right next to it. They make me feel nauseous.


And built-in closets everywhere.


Thick, crisp sheets and built-in closets. This condo is so luxurious, I should feel happy, like we’re on some sort of dream vacation, but I’m hating it already. I wish we could just go back home. I wish Daddy had never bought this place.


Momma changed when we moved out of town and into the trailer on Mr Harber’s farm. I never really understood why we had to go, but I knew it had something to do with Brett being suspended from school again. And Momma was mad when she found out that Daddy had spent her inheritance on this place instead of the family home she’d always dreamed of. ‘What’s the point of a house we can only use when it’s the end of the world?’ I remember her saying. She was crying. ‘What about now, Cam? What about now?’ She hardly ever raised her voice to Daddy, and he didn’t take kindly to it. But she knew just as well as Daddy that life couldn’t stay the same, and after that she covered up every complaint with prayers.


She looked so tired when we arrived at The Sanctum that I told her I’d clean the place up and she should just rest. ‘You sure, hon?’ she asked as she lay back and pulled up the coverlet. ‘You’ll be fine out there with him?’ I told her I’d be fine. ‘You just come to me if you get afraid. Alright?’


‘Sure, Momma.’


I finish washing and drying all the dishes – brand-new sets of plates, glasses, mugs, thick steel cookware, shining stainless steel cutlery – and wipe down the cabinets’ shelves before I replace them.


‘Don’t forget the door handles, Gina,’ Daddy says. ‘We’ve got to make this place shipshape. Don’t want to be living in here with some Mexican builder’s cooties, do we?’ He says it like that to include me, to make it some sort of joke we can share, and although he’s treating me like a kid I appreciate the gesture. We’ve got to be a team in here, even more than we were up on the lot.


‘Sure don’t, Daddy.’


But Daddy and Brett don’t do anything to help me, just sit drinking coffee and eating sandwiches at the breakfast bar, talking about politics and football.


‘You think we’re going to be back in time for the season, Dad?’ Brett asks. He’s jiggling his knee, an M1911 on the counter in front of him, still antsy from when Mr Fuller asked us to hand over our guns. Daddy agreed to let Mr Fuller put them in the safe later when we’re settled, but I can’t see Brett going along with that without a fight. I stare at him for a moment, willing him to look at me, like I have for the past two years, wishing he’d remember who I am – his twin sister – despite how he’s changed, despite what happened two years ago. We used to never be apart, we used to speak in each other’s minds. But he doesn’t turn his face. ‘They were into trials already, but maybe . . .’


Daddy looks at Brett and frowns. He breathes a lot before he says, ‘I’m not sure there’s gonna be a season, son. It’s not going to be the same when we get back – this isn’t just some flu. Things are gonna shift. We can expect a breakdown in social order in the next couple of weeks – looting, rioting, destruction. Soon there’ll be martial law. There’ll be a significant death toll that’s going to affect even basic services. We’re gonna have to make a new life up there when we’re done here.’ Daddy’s voice grows deeper and louder, like it does when he’s talking politics with his friends. ‘But we’ll sit it out, and be strong and ready to take our place in the new order.’ Brett’s nodding along. ‘Things are gonna get a lot worse before they get better. But they will get better.’


‘It’s the Chinks’ fault,’ Brett says. ‘They’re getting what they deserve.’


‘Yeah. But you see how fast the virus is spreading into the US. It’s a malicious threat, militarized. It’s going to hit, and it’s going to hit us big. Worse than there. It was aimed at us.’


‘But how come their own people are dying, Daddy?’ I venture, as politely as possible so that he knows I’m not debating.


Daddy shrugs. ‘Some foul-up? They dropped a vial or something?’


‘I bet they experiment on their own,’ Brett says. ‘Chinks’d do shit like that, Dad.’ Like he’s an expert on the world situation. I’ve noticed lately how Brett’s taken to calling Daddy Dad. And debating with him like he’s some friend down at the gun range.


Daddy waits for him to finish. ‘Fact remains, it’ll be months before there’s a cure. This is what we’ve been waiting for. All this hasn’t been for nothing.’ He sweeps his hand in the air in front of him.


I want to ask Daddy why he and Brett had to shoot the horses, but I don’t. I know he’ll yell at me. I know what he’d say anyway. You want them to starve to death, Gina, or be killed for food while we’re gone? You want that to be on your conscience?


I step up onto the short kitchen ladder to put a clean batch of dinner plates into the cabinet above the stove. I lean on the cabinet door as I step up, just lightly, honestly not more than a touch, and the top hinge comes swinging free. The door cracks me on the head and I jerk away, and the top plate slides off the pile and smashes against the stone counter with an almighty crash. I just about manage to shove the rest of the plates onto the shelf before I stumble off the ladder. I’m immediately down and collecting the pieces before Daddy even starts roaring at me.


‘Be careful, girl!’ he bellows. He comes around and inspects the cabinet door. ‘Look at this now!’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, making myself small. I know he was just shocked by the noise. His temper will die down as quick as it flared, but I just need to keep out of range until it does.


Momma comes out of the bedroom, glances at Brett and Daddy before she hurries over to me. ‘What have you done?’


I say nothing. Thanks for your support, Momma. From my crouch on the floor, I look across at Brett, where he’s still sitting calm on his high stool. Not so long ago, he would have helped me out. Now, he looks away.


Later, Daddy and Brett have gone up to inspect the perimeter with Mr Fuller. I can tell that Daddy’s very proud that we were the first to arrive. He says preparation is half the battle won. Momma’s in her room, still napping. Lunch is made and everything’s cleaned up. Daddy’s fixed the cabinet with a screwdriver. I didn’t want to tell him about the rat droppings I saw when I was cleaning the tops of the cabinets. He’d find some way to blame me.


I still can’t keep the thought of the horses out of my mind: Reggie’s great big eyes, and Dwight’s dapple flanks like choc chip ice cream. To distract myself, I flip through the Welcome brochure lying on the breakfast bar again. ‘Welcome to The Sanctum! Your own luxury survival condo comes with pure peace of mind!’ When we arrived yesterday, Mr Fuller went on about The Sanctum being self-sustaining, told us about the vegetables they grow down here under lights and how there’s even a compost toilet in the basement that goes to feed the produce. It sounds filthy to me, but I guess we use cow dung on our plants back home, so . . . There’s even a chicken pen down here, and Mr Fuller said I could help take care of them. I haven’t asked Daddy yet, but I wonder if he’d let me. That would give me an excuse to get out of the condo. It’s not fair that just because Brett’s a boy, he can leave any time, go where he likes, and I have to ask permission. Brett did say he’d take me to see the pool later, but why should I wait that long? If Momma wakes up, she can look after herself a minute.


Before I lose my nerve, I open the condo’s front door a crack – it doesn’t squeak on its hinges like the one in the trailer – and step out into the pure darkness of the hallway. You’d never believe it’s lunchtime. It’s always night in The Sanctum. As I close the door and the motion sensors pick me up, the lights flip on.


I slide my thumb onto the locking panel outside the door to test it. The door clicks and it gives when I push against it, so at least I know I can get back in if I need to.


A scuffling sound makes me pause. ‘Hello?’ I whisper.


I hold my breath. Hear nothing but the suck of the air-con. It’s colder out here in the corridor than in the condo. Goosebumps rise on my arms – I should have brought a sweater.


Our condo is on level three – the swimming pool and the gym are down on level seven. I can’t take the boarded-up elevator so I tiptoe towards the stairwell. The lights flick on as I open the door and step onto the landing. My feet are cold on the bare concrete as I walk down. The floor below us has a doorway identical to the one above. I hurry down to level six, where there’s supposed to be another condo and a medical suite, but Mr Fuller says they haven’t got to finishing them yet. I hesitate while I wait for the next motion sensor to wash out the blackness below.


I open the level six door a crack and peer out into the corridor. The paint stops halfway to the ceiling and the doors are covered in thick plastic. A clanging sound makes me jump and I step back into the stairwell, letting the door squeak closed. It sounded like it came from behind the plastic sheeting, but that can’t be right. Mr Fuller said we were the only ones here.
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JAE


Time to die, bitch.


Jae ducks behind a pillar, melting into the shadows. The warlock is finally out of defensive cooldowns, and this could be his only chance. He prepares to stun her with a kidney shot, but then the arena flips back to the login page and he finds himself staring stupidly at a ‘You have been disconnected from the server’ message. ‘Shitballs!’


‘Jae!’ His mom glares at him from behind the kitchen counter. ‘You know how I feel about that gangster language.’


She doesn’t usually get on his case like this. ‘Sorry, Moms, but this wi-fi is seriously lagging. I thought this place was supposed to be equipped with long-range.’ He can’t even get a signal in his bedroom; he’s been forced to set up on the breakfast bar, right under his folks’ feet.


His mom sighs. ‘That’s no excuse for bad language. You’ll damage your eyes if you don’t have a break from that game. It’s all you’ve done since we arrived.’


‘My eyes are fine, Moms. Twenty-twenty vision and all that.’


‘Greg said there are a couple of teenagers here. Why don’t you see if you can find them?’


‘What if they’re dicks?’


‘Jae!’


His dad, who’s helping Moms unpack the cooler bag, tips him a wink.


‘I saw that, Yoo-jin,’ his mom tuts, but she’s smiling.


Dad takes her hand and kisses it. PDA overload as usual. Jae used to kind of like their constant displays of affection, but back when he was in sixth grade, in the days when Dad would actually leave their apartment more than once a month, he’d caught a senior sniggering at his parents and overheard the bastard saying, ‘Check out Moby Dick and Jackie Chan getting it on over there.’ His face gets hot whenever he thinks about that.


As he logs back into the game, his stomach hitches. Scruffy is online. Finally. He’s been building up the courage to ask her if she wants to Skype or chat over Viber, but he can’t quite make the jump yet. He taps in a message: <Where you been, Scruff? You get my message last night?>


<Hey Jae. Been sleeping. You cool?>


<Define cool>


<Heard it’s spread to the States. I’ve been worried about you>


Jae feels a flush of warmth. <Thanx. Word is, it could reach the East Coast soon>


<You seen the pics of the body bags in Asia? Total mindfuck [image: image]>


<I saw them> This isn’t entirely true. Jae only glanced at the images on CNN last night, and he’s been avoiding Reddit. He hasn’t wanted to look. It’s not like he has any relatives left in Korea – Dad’s folks died years ago, after the family emigrated to Canada and Dad hooked up with Moms – but the thought of all those people dying over there still makes him hollow inside.


<So . . . what’s the bunker place like?>


<It’s ok>


<Don’t be such a noob! Need more!>


<Imagine a high-end apartment block buried underground. That’s basically it>


<MORE DETAILS>


<Okaaaay . . . You can’t see anything from outside – just the entrance hatch that looks like a safe door (lame) and a wind turbine. LED screens instead of windows (lame), submarine-style doors (ultra lame), biometric locking system (fairly cool), wannabe high-end decor. Oh yeah, there’s a rec room, a gym and a pool, haven’t checked that out yet. You should see the control room. Wall-to-wall CCTV screens, real paranoid security shit. Like who’s going to bother breaking in here? It’s miles from civilization. Middle of Maine. Nothing but forests and fields. Kinda like being in Middle Earth or somewhere LOL> He hesitates, then deletes the LOL. Like a lot of gamers he knows, Scruff is a real grammar Nazi and gets weird about text-speak and bad spelling.


<How deep underground are you?>


<50 feet, something like that>


<Can you send me pics?>


<Yeah sure. Watch this space>


<How long will you have to stay there?>


<No idea. The folks are freaked about it all, although they’re trying to pretend we’re on vacation>


<Met any other residents?>


<There’s only one other family here so far. Greg (guy who runs this place) says more are on the way. Big whoop. They’ll all be paranoid survivor types>


<RICH paranoid survivor types>


Like Dad, Jae thinks, with a flush of shame at his disloyalty. When he’d overheard his father tentatively suggesting to Moms that they splurge a million and a half big ones on a luxury survival condo in Maine, Jae assumed he’d been joking. Sure, his dad’s anxiety about what he called ‘the inexorable breakdown of Western society’ had been growing over the last few years, but Jae had thought of it as another one of his dad’s quirks and anxieties, like the fact that he rarely left the apartment unless he had to. Or the panic room he’d installed behind the spare room last year, and the storeroom filled with canned goods that Jae and Moms jokingly call the ‘holocaust shed’. Moms hadn’t laughed, though. She hadn’t reined his dad in. Lately, Jae’s been coming to the conclusion that his parents’ relationship isn’t entirely healthy. His mom lets Dad’s survivor shit slide and he doesn’t nag her about her Sara Lee cherry cheesecake habit, despite what it’s doing to her health. He changes the subject: <What’s happening your side Scruffs?>


The wi-fi is lagging again and it’s almost twenty seconds before Scruffy’s next message appears: <No cases in the UK yet. But they’ve started showing these adverts about what to do if you or any of your relatives get sick. Creepy. School might shut for a while, so yay>


Jae’s seen the pics of Scruffy’s school on Facebook – some high-end girls-only place just outside London. He knows it’s dumb, but he has this dream about visiting her after he finishes his senior year. He’ll have to lose a couple of pounds first of course – his profile pic is from last year, before his jowls started to get flabby – but he has this image of driving up to her school gates on some fucking cool motorbike and taking her away with him. They could tour Europe. Explore Paris together maybe. That would be cool.


<Wait. Gotta go>


Scruffy goes offline before he can reply. He calls up his Dropbox journal and scans yesterday’s entry. Looking back on what he was thinking or doing the day before is always a bit disturbing. Sometimes he goes into a trance when he’s writing – can’t even recall what he’s put down. Yesterday’s is sketchy, basically just two paragraphs discussing Scruffy’s Arena rating, nothing about what’s going on in real life. He’ll update it later; he’s not in the mood right now. Besides, he’s not sure it’s sunk in yet. Sure, he’s seen the images on TV, and the prospect of those scenes from Seoul and Tokyo happening here frightens him, but outside, at least while they were driving here, it was just a normal fall day. No dead bodies in the streets. Who knows how serious it will become? It may not even spread this far. Scruffy still hasn’t come back online and he doesn’t feel like logging into the game only to get disconnected again. What the hell. Maybe he should head to the rec room and see if the signal’s better there.


He slides the Lenovo into his backpack. ‘Okay, folks, you win. I’m out of here.’


His mom gives him a frayed smile. Her face is blotched and sweaty – the long drive from Boston has wiped her out. For someone in the medical profession, she’s pretty lax about her own health; she hasn’t looked a hundred per cent for a while now and she must have put on twenty pounds this year.


‘Don’t get lost,’ his dad says as Jae heads out the door. ‘It’s a big place.’ Jae can tell that his dad is hiding his disappointment with The Sanctum. It’s nowhere near as slick as the website promised.


The motion sensors kick in and the light blinks on a second after he steps into the hallway. It freaks him out that if the electricity died they’d be in pure, pitch darkness. He digs out his iPhone, scrolls through to an old Azealia Banks track, and mouthing the words to ‘212’, he pads up the stairwell. The place stinks of paint and fresh concrete, which always smells like piss to Jae.


He enters the rec room cautiously, breathing with relief when he sees it’s empty. It reminds him of the communal area in a mid-range hotel: interlocking couches, long backlit bar, the image of a waterfall in motion projected onto one wall. According to the brochure, along with the high ceilings, fake LED windows and carefully modulated artificial light, images like this are supposed to help eradicate claustrophobia. All it does for Jae is make him want to pee.


He heads for the TV and entertainment area; the Lenovo’s juice is running low and if he’s going to do some raiding, he’ll need to recharge. Someone’s left the TV on. The sound is off, but the Fox News rolling banner blares: ‘Several Confirmed AOBA cases in LA, San Francisco and Seattle. WHO Declares AOBA Virus Outbreak Public Health Emergency and Possibly “Beyond Control”. Public Urged to Stay at Home.’ Images flip onto the screen: men and women wearing white overalls and breathing masks swarming into a plane; a child screaming as he’s dragged out of a car.


Jae jumps as he hears a voice behind him. Greg’s stepping through the control-room door, barking into a satellite phone. ‘You said the parts would be in last week. I was relying . . .’ His voice trails away as he catches sight of Jae. ‘I’ll call you back.’


Greg slaps a grin on his face, but Jae isn’t fooled. He was in the middle of a heavy conversation. ‘Hey, Jae. Settling in okay?’


‘Sure.’


Greg glances at the screen. ‘Looks like it’s gonna get really bad.’ Jae shrugs. All the paranoid prepper nuts – yes, including his dad – have been proven right: the Big Event they’ve been preparing for has finally happened. ‘You’ve come to the right place, Jae,’ Greg continues. ‘Got nothing to worry about in here.’ A note of insincerity has crept into Greg’s voice, as if he doesn’t quite believe what he’s saying. ‘You met the Guthrie kids yet?’


‘Nope.’


‘Gonna be great for you to hang out with someone your own age. They’re good kids, you’ll like them.’


‘Awesome.’


There’s a slightly awkward pause and Jae steels himself for more adult-trying-to-connect-with-a-teenager conversation.


Greg glances at his phone. ‘You checked out the pool yet?’


‘No.’


‘You should check it out.’


‘Okay.’ He’s not really in the mood to slog down eight flights of stairs or whatever – when Greg showed them to their condo, he’d broken the news that the elevator wasn’t yet operational – but he can take a hint. Greg gives him a thumbs-up as he heads out the door towards the stairwell.


The air gets colder the lower he goes, and he tries not to think about what would happen if an earthquake hit and all this concrete splatted on top of him.


He pauses to take a pic of a doorway covered in plastic sheeting, types in a message: <Check it out Scruff. I’m in a RL version of Asylum>


Shit. No signal. He’ll have to send it later.


And just for a moment, alone here in this concrete box, a shard of real panic lodges in him. He picks up his pace and he’s slightly out of breath when he reaches level seven. He pushes the door open with his shoulder, slips into an open-plan area, a plunge pool in its centre, a motley collection of gym equipment scattered around it. A pair of kids – a girl with long black hair, and a stocky guy – are hanging out in the small basketball square in the far corner. They stop talking as the door slams behind him. Jae’s gut curls tight. He’s not socially inept or anything, but meeting new people always makes him anxious. He reckons it’s something he’s inherited from his dad.


‘Hi,’ the girl says. She’s cute. Slender, couple of inches shorter than he is. She’s dressed in the sort of outfit the hipsters at his school would kill for – only Jae’s certain she’s wearing that Mickey Mouse tee and those mom jeans without any irony. The guy’s a different matter. He looks older, crew-cut hair, snub nose, muscles on his muscles.


‘Hey,’ Jae says.


The guy looks Jae up and down expressionlessly, then grabs a basketball out of the bin.


The girl wipes her hands on her jeans. ‘Have you just arrived?’


‘Couple of hours ago.’


‘Hi. I’m Gina Guthrie. This is my brother, Brett.’


Brett. The guy looks like a Brett. Or a Butch. ‘I’m Jae-lin. But you can call me Jae.’ The girl nods, scuffs a shoe across the floor. Jae reaches for something to say. ‘When did you guys get here?’


‘Yesterday.’


‘Cool. What do you think about this place?’


Gina fidgets with her hair and shrugs. ‘It’s okay.’


‘Yeah, right. You can’t stop talking about how great it is. You think it’s like the Howard Johnson,’ Brett says.


‘I do not!’ Gina says. ‘It’s just so . . . new.’


‘Most hotels I’ve been to have windows. And rooftops,’ Jae says, hoping he doesn’t sound like a dork.


Brett snorts. ‘Where you from, Jae-Jae?’


‘Vancouver. But we moved to Boston last year.’


Brett begins bouncing the basketball. ‘No, I mean where are you from originally?’


Jae can’t tell if the guy is just yanking his chain or is genuinely ignorant. ‘Like I said. Canada.’


‘You Chinese?’


Jae makes his face go blank. Jesus. Is this guy for real? He’s never really experienced any hardcore racism, just the usual shit, some trolling on the World of Warcraft boards, but that he can handle. ‘My dad was born in Korea.’


The guy throws at the hoop, and Jae smiles inside when it goes wide.


‘Lots of people dying over there.’


‘I know.’ Time to go. ‘It was cool to meet you. I’d better head back and—’


‘Aw, don’t be like that, Jae-Jae,’ Brett smirks. ‘Stick around, shoot some hoops with us.’ Brett tries for another shot, misses again.


‘I’m cool. Thanks.’


‘What, you scared you’ll lose?’


Jae hears the door opening behind him, turns to see a man entering the room. ‘Gina, it’s time for—’ The guy stops short when he sees Jae. There’s no way he can be anyone except Guthrie Senior. Same hard blue eyes. Same don’t-fuck-with-me attitude. Combats. One of those survival knives at his hip as if he thinks he’s Walker Texas Ranger or something.


Gina picks at her jeans. ‘Daddy, this is Jae. His family arrived today.’


‘That so.’


‘Nice to meet you,’ Jae says.


Guthrie Senior’s eyes laser into his. ‘What condo you in, son?’


‘2B.’


‘That one of the three-bedroom units?’


‘I guess.’ Jae has to will himself not to drop his gaze.


Finally, Guthrie turns back to Gina. ‘Gina, go on back to the condo.’


‘But, Daddy, you said I could—’


‘Go on, now.’


She shoots a shy glance at Jae and blushes. A real blush, pink flooding her cheeks. Guthrie Senior gives Jae a curt nod and follows her out.


The last thing Jae wants is to be left with Psycho Boy, but if he leaves immediately he’ll look like a total wimp. They’re going to be stuck down here together for who knows how long; he’s got to try and connect with him on some level. Maybe Brett’s psychoness is just some kind of asshole shtick. ‘So, Brett. Where do you—’


‘Catch!’ Brett suddenly throws the ball at Jae’s head with full force. Jae tries to duck but it thwoks off his nose, and he has to scramble to stop his laptop case from hitting the floor. Pain blossoms and he sniffs back blood.


‘What did you do that for?’


Brett puts on an innocent expression. ‘Hey, I told you to catch it.’


There’s no way he can take this guy on physically. Brett has fifty pounds on him. For the first time, Jae regrets giving up his ninjutsu classes (bad enough that he’s a gamer, he didn’t want to be the total Asian kid cliché). ‘Whatever, dude,’ Jae mumbles. A dribble of blood trails over his top lip. Head down, he stalks towards the door, Brett’s laughter following him out.


This is just the start of it. He just knows it.
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CAIT


The tailback on the airport approach road tells us something’s wrong. Tyson’s drumming his fingers on the steering wheel and sighing, just in case I haven’t noticed he’s pissed off. As if this is my fault.


I was quite happy to take a taxi, but Sarita begged to come to the airport to see me off. So now I’m subjected to more of Tyson’s sulking.


The traffic jam inches forward and he launches off, making an ill-tempered game out of narrowly missing the Cadillac ahead of us. The bottle-blond man in front eyes him from his rear-view mirror.


At last we get into the terminal complex and see the electronic signs flashing ‘All Flights Delayed’.


‘All flights?’ I say. ‘But I checked this morning. The connection to JFK was still on. They’d only cancelled flights from the West Coast.’


‘Damn it!’ Tyson says.


Sarita looks up, startled, and I pat her arm, as if that will neutralize his negative energy. But I’m sick inside. I just want to go home.


‘F–’ Tyson checks himself. He takes a deep breath but that doesn’t reduce the colour in his face, and to make matters worse, it’s too late to turn around. We’re trapped in a one-way jam till we pass the terminal building and get out the other side. As we pass the doors of the terminal, I catch a glimpse of a throng of people in the concourse, the boards a throbbing mess of red like a migraine. I power down my window and hail one of the security guards strolling along the drop-and-go. ‘Excuse me. Excuse me.’ He turns to the car, locates me in the back seat and raises his chin.


‘Is it true? That all flights are grounded?’ I ask. ‘I had a connection to JFK. It was supposed to be on schedule,’ I say, as if a rational explanation will encourage this man to change the facts. Lately they’re always doing this, grounding flights at the slightest threat. Surely they can just let me through. I just want to go home. I won’t be any trouble to anyone.


He looks away, along the busy entranceway. ‘All air traffic, ma’am.’ He scans the crowd of bottlenecked cars and passengers, alert, puffed-up.


I try to catch Tyson’s eye in the rear-view mirror, but he’s busy looking at his phone. The car in front moves forward and Tyson jerks ahead into the gap without looking ahead of him.


‘So you’re not leaving, Caity?’ Sarita says.


‘Maybe not today.’ I try to smile at her, but a rock has sunk in my chest. Instead of entertaining the growing panic, I focus on getting the airline’s number from my crappy phone’s browser. Meanwhile, Tyson’s clenching his jaw as we crawl behind a goods truck onto Post Road. When I eventually do get through, there’s an automated response, a computerized message monotoning, ‘Please leave a message, we’ll get back to you.’ But the beep never comes.


Tyson overtakes on a solid line and heads north to the 95, intoning something under his breath. I manage to get on the airline’s site and confirm that the flight from JFK to Johannesburg is also delayed. ‘Indefinite’. My skin burns as I allow the flush of panic to hit me. I can’t actually believe it. I’ve missed my flight and now there’s some deadly virus coming our way. They always say Africa’s full of crime and violence and disease but there’s nowhere else I’d feel safer right now than home, and it suddenly seems so bloody far away.


I should have listened to my friends when they laughed at me. ‘Au pairing? Are you serious? Nuh-uh, that’s not for you, Cait.’ I should have listened, although to my surprise, it did actually suit me better than I thought. But my six months is up now and it’s time to get back to my life. Tyson’s been difficult to work for – snappy, constantly working, no time for his daughter’s needs or even to mourn for his wife – but I’ve really formed a bond with Sarita. I have felt guilty, like I’ll be abandoning her when I go home, but I know Tyson will replace me with someone better qualified to look after her.


‘Let’s play Ninja Queens,’ Sarita says.


‘Sure, let’s.’


When Tyson carries on past the 195 interchange, I look up. ‘You missed the turn-off.’ He might be taking us straight to his office, expecting me to entertain Sarita or take her home myself. Is this what it’s come to? We’ve barely spoken since I gave my notice last week, and I’ve been dealing with his passive aggression ever since. I know he must be bitter that he has to go through the mission of finding another nanny, but I’ve got my own issues to deal with. ‘You’re taking us home, right?’


But he only hisses, ‘Please, Cait.’


We pass the Dunkin’ Donuts Center – I took Sarita to see Disney on Ice there, and yeah, we had doughnuts – which means we’re not actually heading downtown. ‘What are you doing, Tyson? Come on. Take us home.’


But he just carries on straight, stuck in the fast lane, tailgating a ponytailed guy in a pickup. ‘Tyson, please turn the car around. This is ridiculous.’ I grab his arm from between the seats.


‘Don’t,’ Tyson snaps.


Sarita’s eyes widen and she starts to cry. I take her hand in mine, and it’s a real effort to give her a reassuring smile. ‘It would be nice if your daddy let us know where we’re going, hey?’


‘Yeah,’ she says, sniffling. ‘Let us know, Daddy.’


‘We’re, uh, going to Gran-Gran’s, okay?’ he says.


‘What? You just decided to do this now?’


He sighs. ‘Yeah. Look, they’ve cancelled the flights for a reason. We’ll be safer out of the city.’


‘You think it’s that bad? You don’t think everyone’s overreacting?’


‘Haven’t you been watching the news, Cait?’


I’d been packing last night, so no. But I’d caught a segment on Good Morning America yesterday, and that was all about the outbreak in Asia. Then they cancelled the flights across the Pacific, but I thought that was just supposed to be a precautionary measure. I didn’t think there was an immediate threat here. ‘But how will I catch my flight?’


‘You saw for yourself, the planes are grounded.’


‘But it might be reinstated.’


‘Then I’ll bring you back.’ He sighs again. ‘Look, I know it seems like a snap decision, but I really think it’s for the best.’ He’s softened his voice and I sit back, slightly mollified.


‘What about Sarita’s clothes?’


‘Don’t worry about that.’


It’s only several miles later, when we’re out in the sticks, passing Attleboro and Manchester Pond that he seems to ease up a little more. There’s less heavy traffic, and Tyson puts the Lexus on cruise. It was just last month that we took Sarita out here for her fourth birthday, but that summer day feels so far away. The trees are turning and the water reflects a brooding, grey sky.


I put my arm around Sarita and sit back, watching the unfamiliar scenery rushing by, thinking about home. It’s always been a call or a flight away but now, driving into this huge countryside, it’s starting to feel even more distant. I guess I was selfish, to leave Mom and Megan so soon after Dad died. But I also needed a break and Mom was so great about it. ‘You’ve done everything you could, love. You were here for him and for me. Go, you deserve some time out.’ My plan was to spend the summer au pairing then come home ready to go back to university next year. I didn’t plan to enjoy the escape so much, or to fall for Sarita quite so hard.


Sarita’s finally fallen asleep in her car seat, her head sprawled back at an uncomfortable angle. Tyson glances at the GPS, then takes a left onto a barely visible path that cuts through the forest.


When we stopped for gas and a pee in some tiny village in New Hampshire, Tyson grabbed three-packs of kids’ T-shirts and sweatpants from the garage shop’s aisle along with an armful of snacks. I got a bad feeling then that hasn’t left me. It’s been miles since I last saw any signs of habitation – can Sarita’s grandmother really live all the way out here? The couple of photos I’ve seen of her in Sarita’s album show a smartly dressed, urbane woman with sad eyes at what looks like Tyson and Rani’s wedding. Somehow I can’t picture someone like her living way out here. This area is beyond rural. If the airline calls to say that air traffic is back to normal and my flight has been rescheduled, how will we get back in time?


‘Is it much further, Tyson?’ I ask.


A grunt that could be a ‘no’, could be a ‘yeah’. He’s hunched forward in his seat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel.


‘Tyson? Where exactly are we?’ He doesn’t answer. ‘Hello? Tyson?’


‘Nearly there,’ he says in a flat voice.


That wasn’t what I asked.


Tyson slows as a massive chain-link fence comes into view. It’s ringed and studded with blossoms of razor wire, and through it, I make out a patchy clearing with some sort of concrete building in the middle. Two trenches with cattle grids have been dug across the road and two black, solid-metal gates are closed across it. One of the CCTV cameras set atop the fence slowly revolves to face us. A sick chill creeps in my gut.


Sarita stirs, disturbed by the sudden quiet.


‘What is this place, Tyson?’ I ask, a catch in my voice. This institutional security makes me think of some grotesque asylum. Maybe that’s it . . . Maybe Rani’s not dead like he said, and he’s shoved her in here. Or, even worse, maybe this is some sort of orphanage, and he intends to leave Sarita here.


Cut it out. I’m being ridiculous. There has to be a rational explanation.


‘Tyson?’ I fumble in my bag for my phone – no signal. Damn it. ‘Tyson, I need to call my mom again. Make sure she got the message about my flight being cancelled.’


‘You can do that once we’re inside.’


‘Inside where? You told me we were going to Sarita’s grandparents’ place.’


No answer. The back of his neck is sheened with sweat.


The giant gates begin to swing inward to let us through. I should have just grabbed my luggage, leapt out the car and taken my chances at the airport.


There are a couple of grey pickups and a sleek black sedan parked behind the concrete block. We pull in alongside them and when Tyson opens the door, a beautiful scent of pine and freshness blasts in. It’s a relief after breathing recycled air for the last four hours.


The concrete square houses an open hatch door, which reminds me of a giant-sized safe door, the sun flashing off its metal shell. A big blond man with a paunch under a farmer’s shirt emerges through it and heads towards us. ‘Hey, Tyson. Good to see you again.’ He shakes Tyson’s hand and smiles across at me. ‘This must be Mrs Gill.’


‘No. No,’ Tyson says. ‘This is Cait Sanford. She’s been looking after my daughter. That’s her in the back. Sarita.’ Tyson stares into the distance. ‘Rani, uh, passed back in May.’


‘Heck. I’m sorry,’ the guy says, placing a hand on Tyson’s shoulder. ‘Must’ve been hard on you.’


I feel like I’m in a bad dream that I can’t wake from, or worse, stuck in a Discovery Channel documentary, but I can’t stop myself from hoping that the big guy will ask the question that I’ve been dying to ask ever since I took the job: What really happened to Rani?


Tyson nods. ‘I see others have come in too,’ he says with fake jocularity. He’s an expert at changing the subject.


‘Yup,’ the guy says. ‘It’s a clear and present danger. Just what we’re here for.’ He smiles like a salesman, but his eyes look less confident. He comes over to where I’m standing by the back door. ‘Good to meet you, Cait. I’m Greg Fuller.’ He extends his hand, but I ignore it.


The fear has been eclipsed by anger. ‘For the last time, where the fuck are we, Tyson?’ Tyson winces at the curse word. Good.


Sarita is awake now and groggily surveying her new surroundings. ‘Caity? Are we at Gran-Gran’s yet?’


Greg looks from me to Tyson and back again. ‘You’re at New England’s premier disaster-proof security establishment, Cait.’ He spreads his arms wide. ‘Welcome to The Sanctum.’


What the fuck? I round on Tyson, my heart thumping in my chest. ‘You’ve brought us to some sort of . . . bunker?’


He holds up his hands. ‘Cait, you saw what was going on at the airport.’


‘You had no right to just bring me here without my consent, Tyson!’


‘Come on, Cait. It wasn’t my plan, but your flight was grounded. What choice did I have? Sarita needs you. I need you. Okay?’


‘No, it’s not’ – I bite back another profanity – ‘bloody okay.’ But I honestly don’t think I could leave Sarita here alone with him. ‘How long are you intending to stay here?’


‘Ma’am,’ Greg breaks in. ‘I guarantee this is the safest place you could be right now. That virus is spreading fast. It’s all over the news.’


Tyson kept the car radio off, so I have no idea if this is true. ‘Is it really getting that bad?’


‘Yup,’ Greg says, almost cheerfully. ‘If it hits us like it did over in Asia, and indications are that it will, you don’t want to be anywhere but here.’


‘Caity?’ Sarita whines. ‘Caity, I dropped Strawb.’ I move to her side of the car.


‘Soon as the flights are open again I guarantee that you’ll be on the first one,’ Tyson says. I can’t tell if he means it or not. I don’t really have a choice. I could just drive away, but I have nowhere to go. And if the virus is spreading to the East Coast, I guess I would be safe here.


I hear a thud and a scrape and look to the hatch. A tough-looking kid emerges, followed by an older version of him, both of them florid and meaty and small-eyed, like rugby forwards.


Greg introduces them as the Guthries, but it’s clear that Tyson and the older guy – Cam – already know each other.


‘Help the lady, Brett,’ the older man says.


‘Sure, Dad,’ the boy drawls. He looks me up and down so shamelessly, I can’t breathe for a moment. I can feel the heat from him; smell his odour of stale sweat and manure. His frank stare makes me think of some animal. There’s no effort at civility. I’m suddenly burning with self-consciousness. I was dressed fine for the airport this morning. Out here, I feel embarrassed, which makes me furious at myself. I’ve got to hold it together.


‘Help you, ma’am?’ he says, staring at me as I go round to Sarita’s side, like he has every right in the world to do so.


‘No thanks,’ I say, tugging my T-shirt over the waistband of my jeans.


Tyson goes to the back of the car and emerges with a tote bag. I end up hefting Sarita on my right hip, slinging my day pack over my shoulder and wheeling my suitcase behind me through the hatch door and into a small space. ‘I’m not happy about this, Tyson.’


‘We’ll talk later,’ he says. I carry Sarita and my case into a vestibule between the open hatch and another massive metal door, this one painted in bright green. The space is an airlock, I realize, just a few metres long, which is way too small as the boy chortles behind me – huh huh huh. The low, dark, unintelligent sound makes the hair on my neck stand up. Either that or the cold air that blasts in when Greg opens the green inner door. When we’re all through it, he slams it shut and my ears click with the shift in air pressure and I try not to think about all the things they might need an airlock to shut out.


We file down a steep metal stairway dotted with functional fluorescent emergency lights. I’m expecting some sort of utilitarian bunker-style space, but we emerge into a plush, high-ceilinged lounge, like something in a twisted holiday club.


I drop my bags and put Sarita down on a couch.


‘I’ll need to ask for all your weapons here. We’ll check them into the safe,’ Greg continues.


All your weapons? ‘We don’t have any—’


But as I’m talking, Tyson reaches into his briefcase and fetches a gun. He fiddles with it then hands it, butt-first, to Greg Fuller. ‘Good idea, I guess.’


Cam Guthrie grunts in disapproval. ‘I don’t think so. I ain’t happy about it. But that’s the rule for now.’


Greg laughs, as if it’s some running joke he shares with the Guthrie men. ‘You know it’s just us down here, Cam. If a threat emerges from outside, then we’ll have the weapons readily available.’


I glare at Tyson. ‘You’ve been carrying a gun with you all the—’


‘Come on, Brett,’ Cam Guthrie interrupts, and I’m sure it’s out of fraternal solidarity, helping rescue Tyson from the woman’s nagging. ‘Let’s let these folks get settled in.’ Brett’s eyes linger on my chest, but I don’t want to let myself be intimidated.


‘Look at the waterfall, Caity,’ Sarita’s saying. ‘Can I take Strawb and Simba and go look?’


‘Sure, sweetie. But just there. Don’t go any further, okay? Stay where I can see you.’


When she’s out of earshot and the Guthries are hefting our cases towards a stairwell door, I say, ‘How can you bring your daughter to a place like this, Tyson? What were you thinking?’ I clench my voice, so that Sarita doesn’t pick up the tension.


‘I put a lot of money into this safety net,’ he says. ‘You should count yourself lucky that you’re here . . .’ I think he’s going to complete the sentence . . . instead of Rani, but he bites it down.


Lucky? ‘I should be at home,’ I say to no one in particular, but I look at Sarita, standing enchanted by the fake light.
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JAMES


‘Can’t you go any faster?’ Vicki says for what has to be the twentieth time.


Deep breath, don’t lose it, but, Jesus, how many more fucking times? ‘You know I don’t want to take any chances, babe.’ The car is built for terrain like this, but James sure as fuck isn’t. He knows intellectually that the SUV is unlikely to lose traction, but it still feels like he’s driving over ice without snow chains, the back wheels skidding whenever they hit a patch of loose gravel. His fingers ache from gripping the steering wheel; his ass is numb.


They were getting ready for work when one of their connections at the Boston Preppers Society called to say he’d heard that they were heading for a city-wide quarantine. Vicki insisted they leave immediately. He hates to drive – they have a contract with a limo company for a reason – but there was no way they could let some random workaday chauffeur know where they were going. And in any case, their bug-out bags were already packed in the SUV they kept in their apartment block’s underground parking lot. He can’t even have a cigarette to blunt his nerves because she’ll flip out if she finds out he’s started smoking again. James’s shirt is sticking to his underarms; his chest is tight. The car is humming with eau de shih-tzu, and if he doesn’t get some fresh air he’s worried he’ll puke down the front of his Paul Smith jacket. Without taking his eyes from the road, he fumbles for the window button.


‘What are you doing?’ Vicki snipes.


‘I can’t breathe in here.’


‘There could be anything in the air. Microbes – anything.’


‘You’re being paranoid. There are no cases in Boston yet and, anyway, you can’t catch it like that.’


‘How do you know? How do you know for sure, James?’ She’s accentuating her English accent, which she only does when she’s pissed, horny or – as James is discovering – scared shitless.


‘If you’d let me listen to the fucking radio I would know, wouldn’t I?’


‘Keep your voice down. You’re upsetting Claudette.’


Bullshit. The dog’s tongue is lolling out of its mouth, its vacant button eyes barely visible through its fringe of coiffed hair. James is certain there’s a ‘no pets’ clause in The Sanctum’s manifesto. Oh well, if they’re stuck in The Sanctum longer than they expect, they can always eat the goddamned thing’s food (it’s expensive enough), or – worse case scenario – the dog itself. How do you like your shih-tzu, babe? Braised or lightly grilled? He snorts.


‘Something funny, James?’


‘No.’


‘The least you can do is concentrate on your driving.’


James angrily mashes his foot on the accelerator and the SUV jumps forward.


Vicki clutches at the dashboard, and James feels a flash of triumph as the dog almost tumbles off her lap. ‘Slow down!’


‘I thought you wanted me to go faster?’


‘I didn’t mean—’


There’s a thunk, and the car pulls to the right, the paintwork scraping against the scrub at the side of the rutted dirt road. James slams his foot on the brake, and there’s a sickening second, just before the ABS kicks in, when the steering wheel feels like jelly in his hands. He eases off the brake and lets the car limp to the side of the road.


He thumps the dash. ‘Fuck!’


‘What was that? Did we hit something?’


‘Think we got a flat.’ His hands are shaking. Jesus.


Vicki makes no move to chuck the dog off her lap or unclick her belt. ‘Do you know how to change a tyre?’


Does he? It’s been years since he had to do something like that. Handbrake on or off? He can’t remember. ‘Just google it, okay?’


‘You want me to google how to change a tyre?’


‘Are you deaf?’


‘There’s no need to get so pissy, James.’


There’s every need, you bitch. She’s supposed to be the strong one. The bulldog in the boardroom. The senior partner in more ways than one.


She huffily fishes in her bag and fiddles with her phone. ‘There’s no wi-fi.’


Really? In the middle of buttfuck nowheresville? What a surprise. ‘Use your data.’


‘No signal.’


Fuck.


He slams out of the car, hoping to Christ that the spare is sound. Why didn’t he think to check it before they left? The left front tyre is shredded, fine metal wires glinting through the rubber. There’s no way they can drive on that. The SUV should have been equipped with run-flats; he’s going to sue the shit out of the dealer who sold them the vehicle when all of this is over.
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