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    A note from the author about Contest




    Hello there. Matthew Reilly here.




    Now before we get on with the show, I’d like, if I may, to share with you a few secrets about Contest.




    First of all, as some of you may already know, Contest was my first novel. The story of how I self-published it after every major publisher in Sydney rejected it has been pretty well documented elsewhere, so I won’t go into that here. Suffice it to say that only 1000 copies of Contest were ever released, all paid for by yours truly.




    And then came Ice Station.




    Now, many people have taken the time to tell me what a ride they found Ice Station to be. Such comments please me immensely because that is what it was supposed to be—a non-stop rollercoaster ride on paper.




    What few people know, however, is that when I wrote Ice Station, I had one all-consuming goal: to top Contest.




    Contest is the book that made Ice Station (and later Temple) what it was. If it doesn’t seem as large in scale as its two successors, it is because it was the first. It was the prototype upon which they were built; a prototype for a different style of book—a superfast-paced, absolutely non-stop thriller. Everybody has to start somewhere. I started with Contest.




    That said, I think the story in Contest is easily the fastest of all my books. It is like a sports car stripped down to its raw components—wheels, frame, engine. No fancy paintwork. No fancy upholstery. Just raw non-stop energy.




    As any author will tell you, you only get one first book. And that first one always occupies a special place in your heart. Contest is like that for me. It was the first one, and now as I look back on it, I can see without a doubt that it set the tone for everything to come.




    I truly hope you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it.




    Matthew Reilly


    November 2000




    

       

    




    

      

        

          Do I dare


          Disturb the universe?




          – T. S. Eliot
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    From: Hoare, Shane


    Suetonius: The Picture of Rome


    (New York, Advantage Press, 1979)




    ‘CHAPTER VII: THE FIRST CENTURY A.D.




    . . . ultimately, however, it is Suetonius’ classic work, Lives of the Emperors, that provides us with the best picture of court life in Imperial Rome. Here Suetonius might well be writing a modern day soap opera, as he outlines the lust, the cruelty, the intrigues and the numerous insidiae—or plots—that dominated life in the Emperor’s presence . . .’ [p. 98]




    ‘. . . not least of whom was Domitian, who, although well-known for his ex-tempore executions of scheming courtesans, provides perhaps the most brutal of all examples of Roman intrigue—that of Quintus Aurelius.




    A distinguished former captain in the Roman army who rose to prominence in the Senate under Domitian, Aurelius apparently fell out of favour with the Emperor in 87 A.D. Initially recruited by Domitian to aid him in military matters, Aurelius was also a prolific writer, who not only instructed Domitian on military strategy, but who also committed those instructions to his own personal record. Much of this writing has survived to the present day, dated and intact.




    However, Quintus Aurelius’ writing ceased abruptly in the year 87 A.D.




    All correspondence between senator and Emperor was severed. Aurelius’ personal record cited no further entries. There was no mention of Aurelius in Senate documents from that year onward.




    Quintus Aurelius had disappeared.




    Some historians have speculated that Aurelius—who, it was said, would appear in the Senate in full military attire—simply fell out of favour with Domitian, while others have proposed that Aurelius was discovered plotting . . .’ [p. 103]




    

       

    




    From: Freer, Donald


    From Medieval to Modern: Europe 1010–1810


    (London, W. M. Lawry & Co., 1963)




    ‘. . . by comparison, the wheat riots in Cornwall were but a trifle when compared with the confusion that overwhelmed a small farming community in West Hampshire in the spring of 1092.




    Historians have long pondered over the fate of Sir Alfred Hayes, the Lord of Palmerston Estate, whose disappearance in 1092 upset the entire feudal balance of his small agrarian community in West Hampshire . . .’ [p. 45]




    ‘. . . However, the most startling aspect of the whole affair is that if Hayes did, in fact, die suddenly (of cholera or anything else for that matter), why was his death not listed in the local church register as had always been the custom? A man so renowned for his past glory on the battlefield, and of such stature in the community, would not be overlooked by the death registrar. The sad fact is that since no body was ever found, no death was ever recorded.




    Writing after his lord’s disappearance, the local abbot of West Hampshire observed that, apart from necessary military excursions, Sir Alfred had never left West Hampshire before, and that during the days immediately prior to his disappearance, he had been seen about the village carrying out his business as usual. It was odd, the abbot wrote, that here was a man who could be ‘certified as born’, but who had, officially, never died.




    Putting aside all medieval myths of witchery and demonic intervention, the facts are quite straightforward: in the spring of 1092, Sir Alfred Hayes, Lord of Palmerston Estate, West Hampshire, simply vanished from the face of the earth.’ [p. 46]




    

       

    




    CONTEST




    

       

    




    PROLOGUE




    New York City


    30 November, 2:01 a.m.




    Mike Fraser pressed himself flat against the black wall of the tunnel. He squeezed his eyes shut as he tried to block out the roar of the subway train flashing by in front of him. The dirt and dust kicked up by the speeding train hit his face like a thousand pin-pricks. It hurt, but he didn’t care. He was almost there.




    And then, just as soon as it had come, the train was gone, its thunderous rumble slowly fading into the blackness of the tunnel. Fraser opened his eyes. Against the black backdrop of the wall, the whites of his eyes were all that could be seen. He peeled himself away from the wall and brushed off the dirt that had clung to his clothes. Black clothes.




    It was two o’clock in the morning, and while the rest of New York slept, Mike Fraser was going about his work. Silently and swiftly, he made his way up the subway tunnel until he found what he was looking for.




    An old wooden door, set into the tunnel wall, held shut by a solitary padlock. Pasted across the door was a sign.




    

      

        NO ENTRY—BOOSTER VALVE


        HIGH VOLTAGE AREA


        CONSOLIDATED EDISON PERSONNEL ONLY


      


    




    Fraser examined the padlock. Stainless steel, combination lock, pretty new. He checked the hinges of the old wooden door. Yes, much easier.




    His crowbar fitted snugly behind the hinges.




    Crack!




    Status Check: Initialise program systems.


    Officials in charge of third element


    please confirm delivery.




    The door fell from its frame, and dangling from the padlock, swung silently into Fraser’s waiting hand.




    He peered inside the doorway, slipped the crowbar back into his belt and stepped inside.




    Large box-shaped electricity meters lined the walls of the booster valve room. Thick black cables snaked their way across the ceiling. There was a door on the far side. Fraser headed straight for it.




    Once through the booster valve room, he made his way down a narrow, dimly lit passageway until he came to a small red door. It opened easily and as Fraser looked out from the doorway, he smiled at the view.




    Endless rows of bookshelves—each one rising from floor to ceiling—stretched away from him as far as the eye could see. Old and faded fluorescent lights lined each aisle, but at night only every third one was on. The lights themselves were so old that the whiteness of their fluorescent tubes had gone a mouldy ivory colour and a powder of oxidised fluorine had settled inside them. Their sickly state gave the lowest floor of the New York State Library a haunting yellowish glow.




    The New York State Library. One hundred years old, a silent sanctuary of history and knowledge—and also the owner of twelve brand-new Pentium III computers whose hard drives would soon be in the back room of Mike Fraser’s apartment.




    Fraser checked the lock on the door.




    Safety lock.




    From the booster room you didn’t need a key, but from the library side you did. One of those automatically closing doors designed to keep the curious out, but not to accidentally lock the electricity workers in.




    Fraser thought for a moment. If he had to make a hasty escape, he wouldn’t have time to pick the lock. He searched around for an answer.




    That’ll work, he thought, spying the nearest bookshelf. He grabbed the first book he could reach and wedged it on the floor between the red door and its frame.




    The door now safely ajar, Fraser hustled down the nearest aisle. Soon the small red door marked BOOSTER VALVE—NO STAFF ACCESS PERMITTED was but a tiny square in the distance behind him. Mike Fraser didn’t even notice, he knew exactly where he was going now.




    Terry Ryan looked at his watch—again.




    It was 2:15 a.m. Four minutes after he’d last looked. Ryan sighed. Jesus, the time crawled on this job.




    Status Check: Officials in charge of third element


    confirm delivery complete.




    Idly, Ryan peered out through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows of the atrium of the New York State Library. Nothing stirred on the streets outside.




    He touched the gun by his side and grunted a laugh. Security guards in a library—a library, for God’s sake. The pay was the same, he guessed, and so long as that kept coming, Terry Ryan didn’t care what they asked him to guard.




    He continued to stroll around the atrium, whistling quietly to himself—




    Clink-clink.




    He froze.




    A noise.




    There it was again: clink-clink.




    Ryan held his breath. It had come from the left. He drew his gun.




    Behind the Information Desk, Mike Fraser swore as he picked his screwdriver up from the floor. He peered out over the counter.




    No one to the left. Nor to the right. He let out a deep breath. No one had—




    ‘Freeze!’




    Fraser snapped around. He took in the scene quickly. Security guard. Gun. Maybe fifteen metres, twenty at the most. As if there was a choice.




    ‘I said, freeze!’ Terry Ryan yelled. But the thief had already made a break for it. Ryan broke into a run.




    Books on shelves became streaking blurs of colour as Fraser bolted down a narrow aisle. His heart pounded loudly inside his head. And then suddenly he saw the door. And the sign: STAIRS.




    Fraser hit the stairs running, grabbing the banister, sliding down the first flight. The security guard, Ryan, flew in two seconds later, taking the stairs three at a time.




    Down and down, round and round, Fraser went, clinging to the banister, hauling himself around at every turn. He saw the door at the bottom. He flew down the last flight of stairs and hit the door at full speed. It burst open easily—too easily—and Fraser went sprawling face-first onto the hard wood floor.




    He could hear heavy footsteps bounding down the stairs behind him.




    Fraser reached for the nearest bookshelf to hoist himself up and immediately felt a searing pain rip through his right arm. It was then that he saw his wrist. It had taken the full weight of the fall, and now, bent grotesquely backwards, it was undoubtedly broken.




    Teeth clenched, Fraser hauled himself up with his good arm and had just made it to his feet when—




    ‘You stay right where you are.’




    The voice was soft and sure.




    Fraser turned around slowly.




    In the doorway behind him stood the security guard, with his gun levelled at Mike Fraser’s head.




    *




    Ryan pulled out his handcuffs and threw them to the injured thief.




    ‘Put ’em on.’




    Fraser closed his eyes in disgust. ‘Why don’t you,’ he began, ‘kiss . . . my . . . ass!’ Then suddenly, like a wounded animal, he lunged at the guard.




    Without a blink, Ryan raised his gun and fired it into the air above the fallen thief’s head.




    The booming shot rang out in the silence of the library.




    Fraser dropped back to the floor as small white flakes of plaster began to flutter down around his head.




    Ryan stepped forward into the aisle, tightened his grip on his pistol, reasserted his aim at Fraser’s head.




    ‘I said, put ’em on. So put—’ Ryan’s eyes darted left. ‘What was that?’




    Fraser heard it, too.




    And then—ominously—it came again.




    A long, slow growl. Like the snort of a pig. Only louder. Much louder.




    ‘What the hell was that?’ Fraser said quickly.




    Boom. A loud, dull thud.




    The floor shook.




    ‘There’s something down here . . .’ Fraser whispered.




    Boom. Again.




    The two men stood there frozen.




    Ryan looked down the aisle beyond Fraser. It stretched endlessly away from them, disappearing into darkness.




    Silence.




    Dead silence.




    The wooden floor was still again.




    ‘Let’s get the fuck outta here,’ Fraser hissed.




    ‘Shh!’




    ‘There’s somethin’ down here, man!’ Fraser raised his voice.




    Boom.




    A tremor shook the floor again.




    A book teetering on the edge of a shelf fell to the floor.




    ‘Let’s go!’ Fraser cried.




    Boom. Boom. Boom.




    Books began to fall off the shelves in bundles.




    Ryan leaned forward, grabbed Fraser by the collar. He pulled the thief’s face up to his own.




    ‘For God’s sake, shut up,’ he whispered. ‘Whatever it is, it’s hearing your voice. And if you keep talking—’




    Ryan stopped abruptly, and frowned at Fraser. The young thief’s eyes were wide with fear, his lower lip quivering madly, his whole expression one of total and utter disbelief.




    Ryan felt his blood run cold.




    Fraser was looking over his shoulder.




    Whatever ‘it’ was, it snorted again, and as it did so Ryan felt a wave of hot air rush across the back of his neck.




    It was behind him.




    It was right behind him!




    The gun went off as Ryan was yanked bodily off the floor. Fraser dropped to the ground, staring at the hulking mass of blackness before him.




    Ryan screamed as he struggled uselessly in the powerful arms of the dark shape. And then suddenly, the creature bellowed loudly and hurled him through the nearest bookshelf. Books cascaded everywhere as Ryan’s body doubled over and crashed right through the old wooden casing.




    The massive black shape lumbered around the bookshelf, looking for the body on the other side. In the dull yellow light, Fraser could see long black bristles flowing over a high, arched back, saw demonic pointed ears and powerful muscular limbs, caught glimpses of matted black hair and gigantic scythe-like claws.




    Whatever it was, it picked up Ryan’s body like a rag doll and dragged it back around to the aisle where Fraser sat.




    The flight through the bookshelf must have broken Ryan’s back, Fraser guessed, but the security guard wasn’t dead yet. Fraser could hear him moaning softly as the creature lifted him to the ceiling.




    It was then that Ryan screamed.




    A shrill, ear-piercing, inhuman scream.




    To his absolute horror, Fraser saw what was going to happen next and he put his hand up over his face just as he heard the sickening crack and an instant later, he felt a torrent of warmth wash all over the front of his body.




    Ryan’s scream cut off abruptly and Fraser heard the beast roar a final time, followed by the thunderous crunching of wooden shelves.




    And then there was nothing.




    Silence.




    Total and utter silence.




    Slowly, Fraser removed his hand from his face.




    The beast was gone. The guard’s body lay there in front of him, twisted and mangled, motionless. One of the bookshelves to his right lay horribly askew, wrenched free from its ceiling mountings. Blood was everywhere.




    Fraser didn’t move, couldn’t move.




    And so he just sat there, alone, in the cold emptiness of the New York State Library, and waited for the dawn.




    

       

    




    FIRST MOVEMENT




    30 November, 1:27 p.m.




    

       

    




    The sun shone brightly over Norwood Elementary School. It was lunchtime and groups of schoolchildren were out playing on the school’s enormous grassy playing field.




    Status Check: Initialise electrification systems.




    Norwood was one of the leading private elementary schools in Connecticut. An impressive academic record—and one of the biggest building funds in America—had made it one of the sought-after schools for the well-to-do.




    At the bottom corner of the grassy playing area, a cluster of children had gathered. And in the middle of this cluster stood Holly Swain, nose-to-nose with Thomas Jacobs.




    ‘He is not, Tommy.’




    ‘Is too. He’s a murderer!’




    The crowd of children gathered around the two combatants gasped at the word.




    Holly tried to compose herself. The white lace collar of her uniform was beginning to feel very tight now and she was determined not to let it show. She shook her head sadly, raised her nose a little higher.




    ‘You’re so childish, Tommy. Such a boy.’




    The girls behind her chirped similar comments in support.




    ‘How can you call me childish when you’re only in the third grade?’ Tommy retorted. The group assembled behind him echoed their agreement.




    ‘Don’t be so immature,’ Holly said. Good word, she thought.




    Tommy hesitated. ‘Yeah, well, he’s still a murderer.’




    ‘He is not.’




    ‘He killed a man, didn’t he?’




    ‘Well, yes, but . . .’




    ‘Then he’s a murderer.’ Tommy looked around himself for support. ‘Murderer! Murderer! Murderer!’ The group behind him joined in.




    ‘Murderer! Murderer! Murderer!’




    Holly felt her fists clench by her side, felt her collar tighten around her neck. She remembered her father. Be a lady. Got to be a lady.




    She spun around, her blonde ponytail flinging around her shoulders. The girls around her were shaking their heads at the taunts of the boys. Holly took a deep breath. She smiled to her friends. Got to be a lady.




    Behind her, the boys’ chant continued.




    ‘Murderer! Murderer! Murderer?’




    Finally, Tommy called out above the chant, ‘If her father’s a murderer, then Holly Swain will probably grow up to be a murderer, too!’




    ‘Yeah! Yeah, she will!’ his group urged.




    Holly’s smile went flat.




    Slowly—ever so slowly—she turned back around to face Tommy. A hush fell over the crowd.




    Holly stepped closer. Tommy chuckled, glancing around at his friends. Only now his supporters were silent.




    ‘Now I’m upset,’ Holly said flatly. ‘I think you’d better take back those things you’ve been saying. Would you, please?’




    Tommy smirked and then he leaned forward. ‘Nope.’




    ‘Okay, then,’ Holly said, smiling politely. She looked down at her uniform, straightened her skirt.




    Then she hit him.




    Hard.




    The clinic had become a battlefield.




    Glass exploded everywhere as test tubes exploded against the walls. The nurses leapt clear of the melee, hurriedly moving the multi-million-dollar equipment out of the line of fire.




    Dr Stephen Swain burst out of the adjoining observation room and immediately set about calming the source of the storm—a 57-year-old, 240-pound, big-busted woman named Rosemary Pederman, a guest of St Luke’s Hospital, New York City, on account of a small abnormality in her brain known as a cerebral aneurism.




    ‘Mrs Pederman! Mrs Pederman!’ Swain called. ‘It’s okay. It’s okay. Just calm down,’ he said gently. ‘What seems to be the problem?’




    ‘The problem?’ Rose Pederman spat. ‘The problem, young man, is that I will not put my head in that . . . that thing . . . until someone tells me exactly what it does!’




    As she spoke, she jerked her chin at the enormous Magnetic Resonance Imaging—or MRI—machine which occupied the centre of the room.




    ‘Come on, Mrs Pederman,’ Swain said sternly. ‘We’ve been through this before.’




    Rose Pederman pouted, child-like.




    ‘The MRI will not harm you in any way—’




    ‘Young man. How does it work?’




    Swain pursed his lips tightly.




    At 39, he was the youngest ever partner in Borman & White, the radiologist collective, and for a very simple reason—Swain was good. He could see things in an X-ray or a CAT-scan that no-one else could, and on more than one occasion, had saved lives by doing so.




    This fact, however, was difficult to impress upon older patients since Swain—sandy-haired and cleanshaven, with a lean physique and sky-blue eyes—looked about ten years younger than his actual age. Except for the fresh red vertical scar that cut down across his lower lip, a feature which seemed to age him, he could have passed for a third-year resident.




    ‘You want to know how it works?’ Swain said seriously. He resisted the urge to look at his watch. He had somewhere to be. But then, Rose Pederman had gone through six radiologists already and this had to stop.




    ‘Yes, I do,’ she said stubbornly.




    ‘Okay. Mrs Pederman, the process you are about to undertake is called Magnetic Resonance Imaging. It’s not unlike a CAT-scan, in that it generates a cross-sectional scan of your skull. Only instead of using photovoltaic methods, we use controlled magnetic energy to re-align the ambient electrostatic conductivity in your head in order to create a three-dimensional composite cross-section of your cranium.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘The magnet in the MRI machine affects the natural electricity in your body, Mrs Pederman, giving us a perfect picture of the inside of your head.’




    ‘Oh, well . . .’ Mrs Pederman’s lethal frown instantly transformed itself into a beaming, maternal smile. ‘That’s quite all right then. That was all you had to tell me, lovey.’




    An hour later, Swain burst through the doors of the surgeon’s locker room.




    ‘Am I too late?’ he said.




    Dr James Wilson—a red-haired paediatrician who, ten years previously, had been the best man at Swain’s wedding—was already moving quickly toward him. He hurled Swain’s briefcase to Swain. ‘It’s 14–13 to the Giants. If we hurry, we can catch the last two quarters at McCafferty’s. Come on, this way. We’ll go through the ER.’




    ‘Thanks for waiting,’ Swain hurried to keep up with his friend’s rapid strides.




    ‘Hey, it’s your game,’ Wilson said as he walked.




    The Giants were playing the Redskins and Wilson knew that Swain had been waiting a long time for this game. It had something to do with Swain living in New York and his father who lived back in D.C.




    ‘Say,’ Wilson said, ‘how’s that lip healing up?’




    ‘It’s okay.’ Swain touched the vertical scar on his lower lip. ‘Still a bit tender. Got the stitches out last week.’




    Wilson turned as he walked, grinning. ‘Makes you look even uglier than you already are.’




    ‘Thanks.’




    Wilson arrived at the door to the emergency room, opened it—




    —and was immediately met by the pretty face of Emma Johnson, one of the floating nurses at St Luke’s.




    The two men stopped instantly.




    ‘Hey, Steve, how are you?’ Emma looked only at Swain.




    ‘Gettin’ there,’ he replied. ‘How about you?’




    A coy cock of the head. ‘I’m good.’




    ‘I’m fine, too,’ Jim Wilson chimed in. ‘Not that anyone seems to care . . .’




    Emma said to Swain: ‘You wanted me to remind you about your meeting with Detective Dickson, about the . . . incident. Don’t forget you have to see him at five.’




    ‘Right,’ Swain nodded, absently stroking the cut on his lower lip. ‘No problem. I can do that after the game.’




    ‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Emma added. ‘You got another message. Norwood Elementary called about ten minutes ago. They want to know if you can come down there right away. Holly’s been fighting again.’




    Swain sighed. ‘Not again. Right away?’




    ‘Right away.’




    Swain turned to Wilson. ‘Why today?’




    ‘Why not?’ Wilson said wryly.




    ‘Is there a delayed telecast of the game later tonight?’




    ‘I think so, yeah,’ Wilson said.




    Swain sighed again. ‘I’ll call you.’




    

       

    




    Stephen Swain leaned on the steering wheel of his Range Rover as he pulled it to a stop at the traffic lights. He glanced across at the passenger seat beside him. Holly was sitting with her hands in her lap and her head bowed, her feet jutting out horizontally from the seat, unable to reach the floor. They weren’t swinging wildly about as they usually did.




    The car was quiet.




    ‘You okay?’ Swain asked softly.




    ‘Hmmm.’




    Swain leaned over to look at her.




    ‘Oh, don’t do that,’ he said gently, reaching for a tissue. ‘Here.’ He dabbed at the tears that had run down her cheeks.




    Swain had arrived at the school just as Holly was leaving the vice-principal’s office. Her ears were red and she’d been crying. It was harsh, he thought, that an eight-year-old should get such a dressing down.




    ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘It’s all right.’




    Holly lifted her head. Her eyes were watery and red.




    She swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy. I tried.’




    ‘You tried?’




    ‘To be a lady. I really did. I really tried hard.’




    Swain smiled. ‘You did, huh?’ He grabbed another tissue. ‘Mrs Tickner didn’t tell me what made you do it. All she said was that the lunchtime teacher found you straddled on top of some boy, beating the hell out of him.’




    ‘Mrs Tickner wouldn’t listen to me. She just kept saying that it didn’t matter what made me do it, only that it was wrong for a lady to fight.’




    The lights went green. Swain put the Range Rover into gear and moved off.




    ‘So what did happen, then?’




    Holly hesitated, then said, ‘Tommy Jacobs was calling you a murderer.’




    Swain closed his eyes momentarily. ‘He was, was he?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘And you tackled him and punched him for that?’




    ‘No, I punched him first.’




    ‘But for that. For calling me a murderer?’




    ‘Uh-huh.’




    Swain turned to face Holly and nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said seriously.




    Holly smiled weakly. Swain turned his eyes back to the road. ‘How many lines did you get?’




    ‘One hundred times: “I must not fight because it is not ladylike”.’




    ‘Well, since this was partly my fault, what do you say you do fifty, and I’ll do the other fifty in your handwriting.’




    Holly smiled. ‘That would be good, Daddy.’ Her eyes began to brighten.




    ‘Good,’ Swain nodded. ‘Just next time, try not to fight. If you can, try to think your way out of it. You’d be surprised, you can do a lot more damage with your brains than with your fists. And you can still be a lady at the same time.’ Swain slowed the car and looked at his daughter. ‘Fighting is never the answer. Only fight when it’s the last option you’ve got.’




    ‘Like you did, Daddy?’




    ‘Yeah,’ Swain said. ‘Like I did.’




    Holly lifted her head and began to peer out the window. She didn’t recognise this area.




    ‘Where are we going?’ she said.




    ‘I’ve got to go to the police station.’




    ‘Daddy, are you in trouble again?’




    ‘No, honey, I’m not in trouble.’




    ‘Can I help you!’ the harried-looking receptionist yelled above the din.




    Swain and Holly were standing in the lobby of the 14th Precinct of the New York Police Department. There was activity everywhere. Beat cops hauling drug dealers away; phones ringing; people shouting. A prostitute in the corner winked sexily at Swain as he stood at the check-in desk.




    ‘Uh, yes, my name is Stephen Swain. I’m here to see Detective Dickson. I was supposed to see him at five, but I had some time, so I—’




    ‘That’s fine, you’re on the list. He’s up in his office now. You can go right up. Office 209.’




    Status Check: Electrification systems ready.




    Swain headed for the stairwell at the rear of the bullpen. As he did so, Holly bounded to his side and grabbed his hand. Swain looked down at the blonde ponytail bobbing madly up and down beside him. Wide-eyed and interested, Holly was taking in the pandemonium of the police station with the curiosity of a scientist. She certainly was resilient, that was for sure, and with her natural blonde hair, blue eyes, button nose and sharp-eyed gaze, she was looking more and more like her mother every day . . .




    Stop it, Swain thought. Don’t go there. Not now . . .




    He shook his thoughts away as they ascended the stairs.




    On the second floor, they came to a door marked: 209: HOMICIDE. Swain heard a familiar voice shouting from within.




    ‘I don’t care what your problem is! I want that building shut down, okay!’




    ‘But sir—’




    ‘Don’t give me that, John. Just listen for a moment, will you. Good. Now look at what we have here. A security guard found lying on the floor—in two pieces—and a two-bit thief who’s found sitting there next to him. Yeah, that’s right, he’s just sitting there when we arrive.




    ‘And this thief, he’s got blood all over his face and all down the front of his body. But it’s not his blood, it’s the guard’s. Now I don’t know what’s going on. You tell me. Do you think this thief is from one of those crazy sects, who goes out, chops up a security guard, rubs the blood all over himself, and then manages to overturn a couple often-foot-tall bookcases?’




    The voice paused for a moment, listening while the other man mumbled something.




    ‘John, we don’t know shit. And until we find out more, I’m shutting down that library. Okay?’




    ‘Okay, Sarge,’ the other voice relented.




    ‘Good,’ the first voice was calm again. ‘Now get down there, set up the tape around all entrances and exits, and put a couple of our guys inside for the night.’




    The door opened. Swain stepped aside as a short officer came out of the office, smiled quickly at him, and then headed down the corridor and into the stairwell.




    Status Check: Electrification to commence in two hours.


    Earth time: sixth hour post meridian.




    Swain knocked softly on the door and peered inside the office.




    The wide room was empty, save for one desk over by the window. There Swain saw a large barrel-chested man seated in a swivel chair, his back to the door. He was gazing out the window, sipping from a coffee mug, savouring, it seemed, a rare moment’s silence.




    Swain knocked again.




    ‘Yeah, come in,’ the man didn’t look up.




    Swain hesitated, ‘Ah, Detective—’




    Captain Henry Dickson swung around in the swivel chair. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I was expecting someone else.’ He got up quickly, crossed the room and shook Swain’s hand. ‘How are you today, Dr Swain?’




    ‘Gettin’ there,’ Swain nodded. ‘I had some time so I thought I’d come in and get this thing out of the way, if that’s all right.’




    Dickson led them to his desk where he reached into an open drawer and pulled out a file.




    ‘Sure, no problem,’ Dickson fished through the file. ‘It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes anyway. Just give me a minute here.’




    Swain and Holly waited.




    ‘All right,’ Dickson said at last, holding up a sheet. ‘This is the statement you gave on the night of the incident. What we’d like to do is include it in the departmental report, but by law we can’t do it without your written consent. Is that okay with you?’




    ‘That’s fine.’




    ‘Good, then I’ll just read it to you to make sure it’s okay, and then you can sign the report and we can all be out of here.’




    Status Check: Officials from each system report


    that teleports are ready. Awaiting transmission


    of grid co-ordinates of labyrinth.




    Dickson straightened himself in his chair.




    ‘All right, then,’ he began to read from the statement, ‘at approximately 8.30 p.m. on the night of October 2, 2000, I was working in the emergency room of St Luke’s Hospital, New York City. I had been called in to do a radiology consult on a gunshot wound to a police officer. X-rays, C-spines and a CAT-scan had been taken and I had just returned to the emergency ward with the films when five young Latin American men wearing gang colours burst in through the main doors of the emergency ward with automatic weapons firing.




    ‘Everyone in the ward dived for the floor as the wave of bullets smashed into everything in sight—computer screens, whiteboards, everything.




    ‘The gang members fanned out immediately, shouting to each other, “Find him and kill him!” Two of them brandished automatic rifles while the other three held semi-automatic pistols.’




    Swain listened in silence as Dickson recounted the events of that night. He remembered being told later that the wounded cop had been with the Vice Squad. Apparently, he’d been working undercover in Queens with a crack-dealing gang when his cover had been blown during a botched raid. He’d been winged during the shoot-out, and now the gang-bangers—incensed at his role in the bust—were here to finish him off.




    Dickson kept reading: ‘I was standing just outside the wounded policeman’s room when the five men stormed the hospital. There was noise everywhere—people were screaming, the men’s guns were booming—and I ducked behind the nearest corner.




    ‘Then suddenly I saw one of the pistol-bearing gang-bangers rush toward the wounded cop’s room. I don’t know what made me do it, but when I saw him reach the doorway to the room and see the cop inside—and smile—I leapt at him from behind, tackled him hard.




    ‘We slammed into the doorframe together, but he elbowed me sharply in the mouth—cutting my lip—and we fell apart and then suddenly before I knew what was happening, he was swinging his pistol around toward me.




    ‘I caught his wrist in mid-flight—held the gun clear of my body—just as one of the other gang members arrived right in front of us.




    ‘This second youth saw our struggle and instantly raised his own pistol at me but—still holding onto the first gang member’s wrist—I whirled around and, with my free hand, punched the second youth square on the wrist of his gun-hand, causing his fingers to reflexively spring open and drop the gun. On the return journey, I used that same fist to backhand the youth across the jaw, knocking him out cold.




    ‘It was at that moment that the first gang member started pulling indiscriminately on the trigger on his gun—even though I was still gripping his wrist. Gunshots boomed, bullets shredded the walls.




    ‘I had to do something, so, pushing my feet off the doorframe, I hurled us both to the floor. We tumbled to the ground together—a clumsy rolling heap, so clumsy in fact that the youth’s gun was pushed awkwardly up against his own head and then—’




    And then abruptly—shockingly—the gun had gone off and the youth’s head had simply exploded.




    Swain didn’t need to listen to Dickson any more. He could see it all in his mind’s eye as if he was still there. He could remember the star of blood that had sprayed all over the door. He could still feel the youth’s body go limp against his own.




    Dickson was still reading the statement.




    ‘—as soon as the other gang members saw their dead comrade, they fled. I believe it was about then that I passed out. This statement is dated 3/10/00, 1:55 a.m., signed Stephen Swain, M.D.’




    Dickson looked up from the sheet of paper.




    Swain sighed. ‘That’s it. That’s my statement.’




    ‘Good,’ Dickson handed the typewritten statement to Swain. ‘If you just sign there where it says “Consent granted”, that’ll just about do it, Dr Swain. Oh, and may I say once again, on behalf of the New York Police Department, thank you.’




    Status Check: Grid co-ordinates of labyrinth to


     be transmitted to all systems upon electrification.




    

       

    




    ‘We’ll see you in the morning then,’ Officer Paul Hawkins said as he stood inside the enormous translucent glass doors of the New York State Library.




    ‘See you then,’ the lieutenant said, closing the doors on Hawkins’ face.




    Hawkins stepped away from the doors and nodded to his partner, Parker, who stepped forward with a large ring of keys. As Parker began to bolt the first of four locks on the huge translucent doors, Hawkins could see the blurred outline of the lieutenant affixing bright yellow police tape across the entrance. The tape pressed up against the other side of the glass and Hawkins could make out the familiar words: POLICE LINE—DO NOT CROSS.




    He checked his watch.




    5:15 p.m.




    Not bad, he thought. It had only taken them twenty minutes to skirt the building and seal off all the entrances and exits.




    Parker finished off the last lock and turned around.




    ‘All done,’ she said.




    Hawkins thought about what the other cops had said about Christine Parker. Three years his senior, she was hardly pretty—for that matter, hardly petite. Big hands, dark heavy-set features, good with a gun. Unfortunately, her image hadn’t been helped along by reports of insensitivity—she was known in the department for her rather icy demeanour. Hawkins shrugged it off. If she could hold her own, that was all that mattered to him.




    ‘Good,’ he turned to face the enormous atrium of the library. ‘Do you know what happened? I was only called in this afternoon.’




    ‘Somebody broke in and slashed up a security guard. Pretty messy,’ Parker replied casually.




    ‘Broke in?’ Hawkins frowned. ‘I didn’t see any forced entry on any of the doors we sealed.’




    Status Check: 0:44:16 to Electrification.




    Parker put her keys in her pocket and shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. All I know is that they haven’t determined point of entry yet. SID’s coming in tomorrow morning to do that. Guy probably picked the lock on one of the storage doors. Those things have got to be at least forty years old.’




    She cocked her head indifferently. ‘Larry at Dispatch told me they spent most of the day just trying to clean it all up.’




    Parker walked over to the Information Desk and sat down. ‘Anyhow,’ she put her feet up on the counter, ‘this isn’t so bad. Doesn’t bother me if I get double time for sitting in a library all night.’




    ‘Come on, Daddy!’ Holly said impatiently. ‘I’m missing Pokémon!’




    ‘Okay, okay,’ Swain pushed open the front door. Holly burst past him, dashed into the house.




    Swain pulled his key from the door and called after her, ‘Don’t slide on the carpet!’




    He stepped inside as Holly charged out of the kitchen, biscuit tin in one hand, a can of Coke in the other. Swain stopped in his tracks as Holly cut across his path, making a beeline for the TV.




    Watching her, Swain put his suitcase down, folded his arms and leaned against the bench that separated the kitchen from the living room. He watched as, unsurprisingly, in mid-stride Holly dropped to the floor and slid gracefully across the carpet, coming to a halt inches away from the television set.




    ‘Hey!’




    Holly gave him a throwaway smile. ‘Sorreee.’ She flicked on the TV.




    Swain shook his head as he went into the kitchen. He always said not to slide on the carpet and Holly always did it anyway. It was kind of a ritual. Besides, he thought, Helen had always said it, and Holly had always ignored her, too. It was a good way for both of them to remember her.




    It had been two years now since Swain’s wife had been killed by a drunk driver who had tried to run a red light at fifty miles an hour. It had happened late one August evening, around eleven-thirty. They had run out of milk, so Helen had decided to walk to the 7-Eleven a few blocks away.




    She never came back.




    Later that night, Swain would see her body at the morgue. The mere sight of it, bloodied and broken, had knocked the wind out of him. All the life, the essence, the personality—everything that had made her Helen—had been sucked from it. Her eyes had been wide open, staring blankly into space, lifeless.




    Death had struck—brutally, swiftly, unexpectedly. She had gone out for milk and then all of a sudden she was gone. Just gone.




    And now it was just him and Holly, somehow continuing life without her. Even now, two years on, Swain occasionally found himself staring out the window, thinking about her, tears forming in his eyes.




    Swain opened the fridge, pulled out a Coke for himself. As he did so, the phone rang. It was Jim Wilson.




    ‘You missed a great game.’




    Swain sighed. ‘Oh, yes . . .’




    ‘Man, you should’ve seen it. It went into—’




    ‘No! Stop! Don’t tell me!’




    Wilson laughed loudly on the other end of the line. ‘Now would I do that?’




    ‘Not if you wanted to live. Want to come over and watch it all over again?’




    ‘Sure, why not? I’ll be there in ten,’ Wilson said and hung up.




    Status Check: 0:14:38 to Electrification.




    Swain glanced at the microwave. The green LED clock read 5:45 p.m.




    He looked over at Holly, camped less than a foot away from the television screen. On the screen, multicoloured creatures danced about.




    Swain grabbed his drink and went into the living room. ‘What are you watching?’




    Holly didn’t move her eyes from the screen. ‘Pokémon,’ she said, feeling for the biscuit tin beside her and grabbing a biscuit from it.




    ‘Any good?’




    She turned quickly, scrunched up her nose. ‘Nah. Mew isn’t there today. I’ll see what’s on the other channels.’




    ‘No, wait!’ Swain leaned forward, grabbing for the remote. ‘The sport will be—’




    The station changed, and a newsreader appeared on the screen.




    ‘—while in football, fans in the national capital were not to be disappointed as the Redskins scalped the Giants twenty-four to twenty-one in an overtime thriller. At the same time, in Dallas . . .’




    Swain closed his eyes as he sank back into his chair. ‘Aw, man.’




    ‘Did you hear that Daddy? Washington won. Grandpa will like that. He lives in Washington.’




    Swain laughed softly. ‘Yes, honey, I heard. I heard.’




    Status Check: Officials attending to


    Earth Contestant await special


    instructions regarding teleportation.




    Paul Hawkins strolled idly around the foyer of the library.




    His every footfall echoed hauntingly in the open space of the atrium.




    He stopped to survey the atrium around him. It was, quite simply, a massive interior space. When one took into account the rail-lined balcony that ran in a horseshoe above the lower floor, its ceiling was actually two storeys high. In the early evening darkness, the atrium looked almost cavernous.




    Ten-foot-high bookcases loomed in the brooding semi-darkness. Indeed, with the onset of night, apart from the harsh white glow coming from the Information Desk where Parker sat reading, the only light that penetrated the gigantic room was the slanting blue light from the streetlights outside.




    Status Check: 0:03:04 to Electrification.


    Teleport Officials standby.




    Hawkins looked over at Parker. She was still sitting behind the Information Desk, her feet up, reading some Latin book she said she’d read back in school.




    Jesus, it’s quiet here, he thought.




    Status Check: 0:01:41 to Electrification.


    


    Status Check: Officials on Earth confirm


    receipt of special instructions.


    Standby.




    The phone rang again. Holly leapt up from the floor and grabbed the receiver.




    ‘Hello, Holly Swain speaking,’ she said. ‘Yes, he’s here.’ She put the receiver to her chest and yelled at the top of her lungs, ‘Daddeee! Phone!’




    Swain emerged from his bedroom down the hall, doing up the buttons on a clean shirt. The belt around his jeans dangled from his waist and his hair was still dripping from the shower.




    He gave Holly a crooked smile as he took the phone from her. ‘Do you think the whole neighbourhood now knows I’ve got a phone call?’




    Holly shrugged as she danced away toward the refrigerator.




    ‘Hello,’ Swain said into the phone.




    ‘It’s me again.’ It was Wilson.




    Swain glanced at the microwave clock. ‘Hey, what are you doing? It’s almost six. Where are you?’




    ‘I’m still at home.’




    Status Check: 0:00:46 to Electrification.




    ‘Home?’




    ‘The car won’t start. Again.’ Wilson said, deadpan.




    Swain just laughed.




    Hawkins was bored.




    Idly, he poked his head inside the library’s central stairwell, flicked on his heavy police flashlight. White marble stairs flanked by solid oak banisters rose in a wide spiral up into the darkness.




    Hawkins nodded. Had to hand it to these old buildings, they were built to last.




    Status Check: 0:00:15 to Electrification.




    Parker stood up from her seat behind the Information Desk. She gazed lazily around the atrium, squinting in the darkness.




    ‘What’re you doing?’ she called.




    ‘Just looking around.’




    Status Check: 0:00:09 to Electrification.


    Standby.




    Parker walked over to Hawkins. He was standing at the doorway to the stairwell, his flashlight on, peering up into the darkness.




    :06




    She stopped next to him.




    ‘Nice old place,’ Hawkins said.




    ‘Yeah,’ Parker nodded. ‘Nice.’




    :04




    :03




    :02




    :01


    


    




    Standby . . .


    


    




    —Electrification initialised.




    At that moment, while Hawkins and Parker stood in the stairwell, bright blue sparks flashed out from the main entrance to the library. An electric blue current shot up between the large glass doors while sizzling claws of electricity lashed out around the edges of the door frame.




    Every single window of the library shook as tiny forks of blue lightning shot out from their panes. At the small side entrances to the library, yellow police tape bubbled slowly, boiling under the intense heat of the electricity now flowing through the doors.




    And then, in an instant, it stopped.




    All the windows and doors giving access to the library were suddenly still.




    Suddenly silent again.




    The State Library, old and dark, stood sombrely in the darkness of New York City, its magnificent glass doors grey in the moonlight. To the casual observer a few feet away they looked regal and austere, just as they had looked the day before.




    It was only when one came close that one would see the intermittent flash of tiny blue lightning that licked out from between the two huge doors every few seconds.




    Just as it did at every other entrance to the library.




    Status Check: Electrification complete.


    Dispatch grid co-ordinates


    of the labyrinth.


    


    Commence teleportation.




    

       

    




    Holly grabbed onto Swain’s leg. Swain shook it playfully as he spoke into the phone.




    ‘It won’t be much of a surprise anyway. I already heard who won.’




    ‘You did?’




    Swain frowned down at Holly as she reached into his jeans pocket. ‘Yes. Unfortunately I did.’




    Holly pulled her hand out of his pocket and frowned at the object in her hand.




    ‘Daddy, what’s this?’




    Swain glanced down at her and cocked his head in surprise. ‘May I?’ he said.




    Holly gave him the small silver object.
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