
        
            
                
            
        

    Road to Abaddon

The Metricia Series

Book One 
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— PART ONE —





Chapter 1 - The Bomb



Jonah fell.
He’d clung as long as possible to the steel outcrop. But gravity tugged and tugged and the last millimetre of iron slipped from his fingers – and he fell.
Backwards. Arms flailing.
Around him, bits of plastic and dust fluttered like confetti and he thought he was floating. But it was an illusion.
He checked the sides of the damaged building and saw that it was speeding past, or more correctly, he was speeding past it, accelerating towards the ground, three-hundred metres below.
The wind shrieked in triumph and he pushed against it, righting himself so he could see how and when he would die. “Give me that, at least!” he tried to shout, but the words were sucked out of his mouth before they could form. Tears streamed across his face. It was getting hard to breathe.
Everyone wonders how they’ll die. Peacefully in bed, surrounded by grandchildren. In a hospital, by disease. Or perhaps heroically in battle. Not many people picture themselves plunging to the ground after a terrorist bomb has blown a hole in the side of a high-rise apartment.
That was quite a surprise.
It was doubly surprising that the bomb happened here, in Sky London, the capital city of Metricia. A terrorist bomb here was unfathomable.
And yet, here I am, thought Jonah as the ground raced towards him.
◆◆◆
 
The day had started so well.
Only a few hours earlier Jonah Titus Salvatore sat at the window of a hoverpod and was thrilled to watch the lights of the landing pad shrink into a circle. The pod rose higher and soon the lights became just white scratches on the surface of a much larger grey and silver plate. Nuevo Madrid, an ocean city of Metricia, spread out below him like an untidy combination of toys and circuit boards.
Jonah could see the entire place, a perfect ellipse of streets and blocks, arranged in patterns and curving lines. The buildings were stacked, chaotic yet somehow ordered. Just like a real city.
Except it wasn’t.
Nuevo Madrid was an island, but not even a real island either. More like a platform in the middle of the ocean, with no neighbours or land, just the Atlantic for thousands of kilometres around. The sides of Nuevo Madrid ended sharply like a medieval castle and plunged hundreds of metres down until they stopped at Zero Deck, a forbidden layer that joined the civilisation above to watery chaos below.
The hoverpod was rising fast now, speeding towards the blanket of clouds that covered the Earth. From his elevated position Jonah saw for the first time the frailty of his home, perched on carbon-fibre legs that pierced the ocean surface and drove with engineering precision into the rock beneath.
“It’s small,” he muttered, just to himself.
“Hmmmm?” said a man’s voice, deep, distracted.
“It’s small,” he said louder.
“What is?” said Jonah’s father, who sat at a large desk. This was no ordinary hoverpod. Normally pods had seats tightly arranged for squeezing in every possible passenger. Cattleships, people called them. The interior of Consul Shuttle One was spacious like you wouldn’t believe. Cushioned armchairs lined the sides and a sofa graced the centre. A liquor cabinet was recessed into the front wall. If we’re successful in Sky London that’ll be opened on the way back, thought Jonah.
His father, General Petreus Jon Salvatore, Metricia Consul to the First Peace Congress of Sky London, sat at the rear of the craft, with holoscreens displaying a dizzying array of data over the desk. 'Consul' was a new title for Petreus. A general, he was better known for blasting mutants into the sea and had more coloured bars on his jacket than a packet of snozzlebursts. Now it was peace that Petreus was fighting for. He was on his way to lead the first-ever peace conference between the Metricians and their Earth-bound enemies, the Landers. And Jonah was joining him!
Petreus flicked his fingers through the air, mesmerised by some holographic magic that appeared above his papers.
“Wait a sec’, are you playing Tetris?” Jonah scolded.
“Well … I …”
“Dad! Shouldn’t you be working?”
“Ooops, caught again,” said his father and swiped his hand above the desk. The hologram vanished. “Just, um, passing the time.”
“It’s a wonder you ever got promoted – you waste so much time on those ancient games.”
“Yes, dear,” his father said sarcastically, and they laughed.
The windows of the hoverpod were enveloped in cloud and Nuevo Madrid, now reduced to just a speck, vanished from sight.
Butterflies flipped in Jonah’s stomach. This was his first time in a hoverpod. In fact, it was the first time he’d left home. Previously, he’d seen his father’s blonde hair disappear through the doors of a military pod, sent on yet another mission to yet another war zone. Now that Jonah was seventeen, it was his turn to walk through the security gates, head down the gangplank and wave to the small band of well-wishers who stood at the viewing deck. With one last turn he’d flashed at a grin at his friends and then heard the thrilling hiss of the pod’s vacuum hatch.
Jonah pulled out his holovid for a quick, reassuring look at his mother, Lilian. He wished she was there to see them off. He imagined her waving along with the crowds, her eyes disappearing into that unmistakable smile. But she’d been gone for thirteen years now. Not even Metrician tek had a cure for cancer. The holovid showed a tall, slender woman walking along a street, turning her head and laughing. He had her green eyes and “big, kissable lips” (well, that’s what she told him anyway) and there was something about her smile that had worked its way into his genes. The rest of Jonah was all Petreus. People said they were the image of each other – a wide jaw and narrow shoulders and that crazy mop of blonde hair.
An authoritative voice made him click the holovid shut. “This is Captain Nogoni, from the flight deck, along with co-pilot Brian O’Brien and Airbot Candy. Welcome aboard this Presidential service to Aerotropolis London. Candy will be through in a minute to offer you refreshments, but before that we’ll be commencing Blast Sequence, so please find a comfy seat and buckle up. We don’t want any broken bones, now.”
Jonah leapt into an armchair and let it automatically buckle him in. A bell rang, followed by a rumble that exploded into a roar as the turbine fired, throwing the hoverpod into the sky.
“Yeeeeeeehaaaaaaa!” Jonah yelled, as he was thrust back into his chair.
The pod burst through the cloud and emerged into a blue sky with a brilliant yellow disk glowing in the east.
“The sun,” Jonah whispered.
It was a day of firsts: leaving home, flying in a hoverpod, and now seeing the sun. All his life, the sky was just a grey coat of cloud and ash. No one Jonah’s age had seen the sun unless they were lucky enough to take a ride like this. He tried to look at it, but burnt his eyes. Thermal lasers gave the same effect in school but this was special. This was the real thing!
The sun baked his face until he felt prickles of sweat on his brow. He’d read once that people used to sunbathe, lying in the ultra-violet light until their skin went brown with cancer. The old days were weird! Jonah thought. But with the warm rays of the golden disk baking his face, he sensed that he might have done the same.
Another bell rang and the belt slid back over Jonah’s shoulders. The pod was levelling off a little and Candy, the airbot, glided through the cabin offering drinks and treats: gut-boilers and snozzlebursts and something new, a raazbury tonsil tickler. Normally Jonah would have guzzled it all – but not today. The sun was too compelling. He could almost feel its gravity pulling him towards something bigger. He felt weird, on the cusp of something great.
Out of the window the sun gave the illusion of moving south as the pod arced its way toward Sky London. Already an hour had passed. It felt like minutes.
Petreus called him to the next porthole. “Better see this son,” he said.
Jonah slid over and looked out of the small window. He saw nothing at first, just a vast sea of blue with a bed of clouds and the sun, still an angry fire to the south. Then a dot appeared high above them and grew and grew until it became a diamond, long and narrow at its base, and with short, irregular spikes at the top. As they sped upwards, Sky London revealed itself in all its Teknological glory: a floating metropolis, with skyscrapers and pointed spires towering into the darkness. The ground was a thick platform, dotted with tiny pricks of light that Jonah supposed were windows for rooms and apartments. And underneath, a gigantic triangle of fibrous tentacles dangled like the root system of a massive tree.
“Water capture,” said Petreus. “The root system extracts water from the atmosphere and purifies it as it’s sucked up into the city. Cool, huh?”
Jonah was speechless.
The pod was approaching the city and still rising. Soon Jonah could see factories and parks and shopping malls and schools and houses and wooded forests, and a blue patch he supposed was a lake, all intersected by a patchwork of roads and monorails and cycle lanes. The military still called it by its proper name, Aerotropolis London, the first refuge to be built, and the most important. Along with eight other sky cities and four in the ocean, this was home to the last of the uninfected human race. Every other part of the world lay desolate, picked over by Landers infected by the Contagion. Mutant warlords ruled the Land like barbarians. But far beyond the Landers’ weapons, Sky London remained a beacon of hope: it was the beating heart of Metricia, the first refuge of the new human race.
In other words, it was the perfect place for a bomb.
◆◆◆
 
Jonah felt the explosion before he heard it. The shudder under his feet rolled into a violent wave, making his cabin lurch and the walls bulge with pressure. By the time the boom reached his ears the room was imploding. The door flew off its hinges and glass fired across his bed like shrapnel.
People say that after an explosion there follows a serenity, when the dust settles and your mind begins to make sense of what just happened. For Jonah, the settling seemed an eternity, as if life was in slow-mo. He raised his hands, pausing to wonder whose they were and why they were pierced with shards of metal and glass. He fumbled for reality: they’d been on the hoverpod, approaching Sky London. And then what? They’d landed in a skyport. That’s right, it was coming back. They’d been met by a delegation and driven somewhere … to a massive tower, like a needle … and inside were hundreds of apartments … and they’d been given a room, this room, with a breath-taking view over the city and the billowy clouds beyond. As if recalling a dream, Jonah remembered lying down to take a nap while his father attended a meeting and …
… then he was back with a bang: a siren blared, smoke billowed, people were screaming.
“We’ve been hit!” Jonah cried, staggering up from the floor.
Half-choking in the dust he called out: “I’m okay, Dad,
I’m okay.”
Then he stopped, fully conscious.
“Dad?”
Steadying himself against the remains of the door frame, Jonah edged outside. Through the haze he saw shattered ceiling panels and lights swinging on frayed wires. A body lay in his path, its head half splattered up the wall like a piece of art.
It was the sentry who’d been posted at their door. Jonah gagged. He wanted to run back inside but he gathered courage, stepped over the body and turned right, the direction he’d seen Petreus leave hours before. He inched forwards, trying to avoid the bloodied walls. The tang of burned flesh and plastic stung his nostrils.
“Dad!” he called. “Petreus!”
Jonah had once made a bit-vision tour of an old-fashioned abattoir where humans killed cattle, and he’d marvelled at the blood that squirted from the animals’ necks. But nothing could prepare him for this. Blood and hair and shreds of flesh littered the floor. 
Suddenly, someone screamed from a doorway and a woman stumbled towards him, waving an arm with a red stump for a hand. Jonah yelped and tried to push her away but she grabbed at him maniacally.
“I’ve gotta go!” he yelled. “Someone will be here soon!” and he shoved her backwards and slammed her apartment door shut. She bashed from the other side but Jonah spun away and continued down the smoky hallway. It was hard-going. Clouded and scattered with debris, the passage was more like an obstacle course. He’d made only a few metres when a new voice stopped him.
“Hold it!”
Jonah froze.
“Turn around and state your name!”
He turned and saw a group of soldiers, their lasers pointing at his chest. Covered in exoskeleton armour with masks over their faces and antennae on their helmets, they looked like cockroaches.
“State your name, soldier!” demanded the leading ‘roach.
“I’m not a soldier,” Jonah spluttered. “I’m … I’m looking for my father, Consul Salvatore. He’s down there, gone to meet with the others.” Jonah pointed in the direction of the blast.
“Okay, kid,” said the soldier. “Stay here. We’ll find your father. It’s not safe down there, there’s plenty of dead. And who knows, they may strike again. This way boys!”
The soldiers forced their way past Jonah and disappeared into the smoke and chaos.
Jonah ground his teeth. All his life he’d been told to wait. Wait for the war to finish. Wait for his dad to come home. Wait for his turn to see him. His dad was down there, where the bomb just went off. No one could tell him to wait anymore! 
He started to follow the cockroaches when the second explosion occurred. Technically speaking, it was smaller than the first – the Tekkies later confirmed it. But it felt like an H-bomb had been detonated. Jonah was somersaulted across the floor and landed on his stomach. This time he was awake and saw the soldiers vanish in a cloud of light. The walls crumbled. Fragments flew towards him, showering him in powder. A chunk of steel shaped like a pizza slice pierced his sneaker and buried itself in his foot. The tip glistened with blood.
What happened next was worse. With a metallic groan, the side of the building seemed to bend, then blow outwards, creating a massive hole. Light flooded in and wind shrieked out. Plastic and clothes and tiny bits of twisted steel flew past him, sucked into the air outside.
The wind tugged at Jonah too, pulling him across the floor like a sheaf of paper. He grabbed a bedside lamp but the wire tore from the wall and he continued to slide. Next, he reached for a bed-leg but it snapped in his hand. More debris blew past, drawn into the vortex. Jonah clawed at the floor and felt the shards of glass cut into his palms. His fingers left red streaks.
Hundreds of metres down, concrete smashed onto glass roofs.
The wind dragged and he was picking up speed, as if on the edge of a waterfall. His legs were pulled over the edge, but before his body followed he grabbed a steel reinforcing rod that pricked out like a tree root in a cliff-face. He screamed as the glass bit hard into his palms. He was dangling now, the wind swirling around his body.
Debris continued to blow past him and fall to the buildings below. He dared not look down. He looked instead for a place to swing his legs – a ledge, an outcrop, a random bit of steel.
Nothing was near.
Fear. Panic. Pain.
He tried to lift his leg back onto the ledge, like he used to do in the gym. He swung his body but the blood, oozing from his palms, greased the steel, and on the second swing he slipped.
It was like someone casually slid the rod through his fingers.
Confetti blew around him and for a moment a kind of euphoria took over. But then the windows of the building sped past and he knew he was falling. For the first time, he spun around to look at the roof below. It was rising fast.
The debris continued to flutter. He figured he must have dislodged a pile of rubble when he fell.
The roof drew closer.
He started counting, measuring the distance to his death. He could see the details of what he was going to land on. It was a massive glass disc that had been pierced by the falling objects; cracks were spreading out like a spider’s web.
Wind rushed past his face but the debris continued to fall at the same speed. In fact it drew closer, as if it was being sucked to the ground with him.
Two hundred metres. He could see people. They were pointing.
His clothes pressed against his body. A vapour trail of blood flew from his foot.
A hundred and fifty metres.
The debris was now blanketing him. Bizarrely, it fell with the same speed, though it was just a collection of dust and concrete. And then he realised! The debris was not building rubble at all but metal balls, flying beside and below. He was shrouded in a blanket of remote-controlled drones!
Silent, and powered by the same counter-gravitational forces that held the Metrician cities in the sky, the drones swaddled him and then pressed against him, like a brake. Dozens of tiny pricks bit into his chest as the drones began to slow his fall.
A hundred metres. There were just seconds left.
Jonah screamed as the drones pressed through his clothes and into his flesh.
Fifty metres. He could see the details of the jagged edge of the glass roof. Harder now, the drones pressed his body. He felt as if a giant hand was pushing him upwards.
Twenty metres. He was slowing but still the glass rushed towards him.
Ten metres.
Then, with a shove, the drones threw him sideways. He hit the reinforced glass with a tremendous thump and skidded across the surface, coming to a halt in the gutter.
And breathed.
Glass continued to shatter, bombed by rubble from above. People yelled from below. Pain throbbed through every part of Jonah’s body. His head ached and he dared not move his neck in case something was broken. It felt broken. But he breathed. And savoured the air as it filled his lungs.
A medic had scrambled up the building to find him and mouthed something but Jonah wasn’t listening. His mind was reeling with all that just happened.
The medic touched a sedative-wand to his neck and told him he was going to be okay. But Jonah could near nothing. The bombs, the fall, the miraculous drone rescue, it all raced past while his mind turned to one question: “Where’s Dad?”
◆◆◆
 
First lieutenant (decorated Purple Star) Hadrian Yang knocked just once and entered.
“Lieutenant Yang,” mumbled the old man from behind the wooden desk. “Do come in.” The desk had been rescued from a manor house in the Third War and made anyone who sat at it look important. And General Gareth Kenrick, or GK to those who knew him well, was indeed important.
“I have some news. Not good news, sir.”
“No news is ever any good, Yang, that much I know to be true. What is it this time?” growled the general.
“The terrorists, they’ve struck again.”
“They’re always attacking us, Yang. We are at war,” Kenrick said. “What makes this attack so important?”
The lieutenant coughed and read from the scrip: “At 13:17, that’s four minutes ago sir, two explosions destroyed part of the guest quarters on Aerotropolis London. There have been many deaths, sixteen so far, sir, and many more injured. Terror Squad have secured the area but we suspect if there were any terrorists on board they may have escaped.”
Yang looked up, hesitating. Kenrick’s bearded chin had dropped. His pen slipped from his fingers. “Sky London?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Sky London!”
“Yes, sir.”
“But that’s where the Congress is!”
“Yes, sir.” Yang shifted his weight from one foot to the other, anticipating what was coming next.
Kenrick scowled and thumped the desk with a meaty fist. “Damn them. Sky London! The monsters! And that’s where my grandson is too. Damn them! This is terrible news indeed. Sixteen dead, you say?”
“Yes, sir, but there may be more.”
“And Jonah? Is he safe? Tell me!”
“It was the first thing I inquired about, sir,” replied Yang fumbling the scrip.  “We have confirmation that your grandson Jonah Salvatore is injured but safe. However, Consul Salvatore, you’re son-in-law, is missing.”
“Missing, what do you mean?”
“Um, we haven’t found him yet. But there are many others missing. TS is still scouring the area.” Yang paused. “There’s still hope, sir.”
Kenrick drew a hand across his chin. “Thank goodness Jonah is alive. Do they know the extent of the injuries?”
Yang shook his head.
“No, no I suppose it’s too early,” said Kenrick. He stood and jerked his military jacket straight. He was tall and intimidating for his age. A silver laser pistol hung from his belt. “Let’s get to Lord President’s office. This better come from me.”




Chapter 2 - Missing

Triage was in chaos. The ward wasn’t equipped for an influx of critically wounded – and high-ranking ones at that. The younger staff gasped when they recognised the face of a famous soldier, especially if they belonged to the other side, the Landers. “How ironic,” said one nurse, “they want our medicine, now.”
Medibots scurried with trays of needles and medical paraphernalia. Through a wall of sterilising mist a half-covered body was undergoing surgery by remote-controlled bots, instructed by doctors in far parts of Metricia.
Jonah sat on a bed dazed, watching the movements as if they were a dance; the voices and groans were like an orchestra. He worked hard on controlling his fear. The pain in his hands had gone, though they were dotted with bits of glass. His foot, still numb, was swaddled in bandages. His chest ached from the landing and his neck was in a brace. But he wasn’t concerned about himself. It was Petreus he wanted to see. Perhaps that was him in the operating theatre. Maybe he was still on his way. If Jonah had survived such a huge blast, then surely others had too. Petreus included.
Jonah turned to a holovision playing news of the Sky London Terror Blasts, as they were being called. A reporter with a serious expression said responsibility was being claimed by the Landers. A picture of a mutant leader flashed on screen. “We oppose any peace talks with the Metrician devils and will do everything to stop this betrayal,” the mutant said.
Jonah scowled.
Images flashed of the broken corridor with bodies strewn like clothes in a teenager’s bedroom. A drone-cam showed a gruesome replay that allowed Jonah to see the carnage from a new angle. Animated graphics appeared, describing the direction and the distance of the blasts. Experts compared views and analysed the number of bodies and parts of bodies, as if they were commentating Friday Night Rushball. Jonah watched with growing fury. Metricia had saved humanity from certain destruction. Now, as Petreus attempted to spread peace, the Landers responded with pure hate.
He was about to turn away when a movement caught his eye. A trouser leg with a gold stripe stepped across the screen and then out of view. The image lasted for less than a second, the camera already moving to another scene of mayhem. Jonah had never really paid attention to what his father wore but he could swear that he did own a pair of dark trousers with gold trim.
Jonah’s heart skipped a beat. Who controlled that ‘vision? He needed a repeat. He glanced around and called over a bot, which glided and blinked, awaiting instructions.
“Give me control of that ‘vision, would you, little bot?”
“Confirmed,” the bot chirped.
In a moment, the machine had scanned Jonah’s iris and transferred permission to the holovision’s receiver. With a series of eye movements, learned from years playing hologames, Jonah rewound the news item until it reached the critical moment. Sure enough, the leg with the gold stripe stepped through the corner. He repeated. And again. Every time he saw more: the leg was connected to a moving body, that was for sure. And it didn’t fall; it took a controlled stride. Jonah noted the direction – the leg was moving away from the arriving troops, closer towards the explosion. He turned the view and revisited it from every 3D angle, above, below, left and right. Whatever way he looked, the conclusion was the same: whoever owned the leg had survived the first blast and was moving away from the arriving soldiers.
He was onto the ninth repeat when a voice growled beside him. “Do you mind? I’m trying to watch.” A woman in a stained dress and bandaged head sat hunched on a cot, glaring at him.
“Oh, sorry, I must have been day-dreaming,” he said and allowed the ‘vision to roll on.
Jonah closed his eyes and let a pebble of hope drop into a dark pool. He watched the ripples radiate from the centre and gather momentum until waves formed and the water was awash with movement. Movement meant life. And life meant hope. That step could have been his father’s. He tried to remember what clothes Petreus was wearing. Boys are hopeless at things like this. He wished Eva was here; she’d know straight away. Eva was his housekeeper, employed to get him to school on time, with all his clothes and fingers intact. In reality, she’d become his closest companion. Not mother. No one could be that. But in the morning, she’d be there when he stumbled downstairs for breakfast. After school, she’d meet him with a glass of milk and a gentle prod to get his homework out. When he complained about the ridiculous teachers or the stupid kids, the corners of her mouth would wrinkle into a grin. “You’re surrounded by idiots,” she’d laugh. Her voice was deep, with a slight accent and the warmth of someone who sang. Which she did often. She was round, like a grape. When they hugged he could barely get his arms around her.
He so wanted that now. In the background the sound of the triage was becoming rhythmic, like a lullaby.
He tried to think. His dad’s wardrobe had never been top of mind but he remembered once sneaking past Eva into Petreus’ bedroom and opening the cupboard doors. The suits and army fatigues hung in perfect rows. The polished shoes were in neat pairs, with arches to keep them in shape. It smelt of leather and fabric softener. He couldn’t remember anything about the colours of his dad’s trousers, though.
The ward was blurring.
Jonah’s mind drifted. He’d once found a stunt kite hidden in the back of that wardrobe. It was supposed to be a birthday present and Eva growled at him, saying that Petreus would be disappointed that he’d found it first. And his father was, for a minute. But then they went to the edge of Madrid where the ocean breeze pulled at the kite, as if asking it to fly. Petreus showed him how to launch and soon the red and blue triangle was high over the Atlantic. Jonah pretended it was a hoverpod, soaring over the ocean. He made it dive left and right, and shoot up like a fighter. He imagined it at war against the Landers.
“Can you do this in your hoverpod?” he had asked, as the kite lunged.
Petreus laughed. “Not as fast as that. I’d break my neck!”
“How about this!” and Jonah yanked the kite into a barrel roll.
“I think I’d be concussed,” Petreus said.
Petreus’ boundless good humour frustrated Jonah. His father never discussed the war, though Jonah pestered him with questions.
“How many did you shoot this time? Did you use your bayonet?” Jonah would ask eagerly.
“You don’t want to hear about that rubbish,” Petreus replied.
“Yes I do! Tell me!”
But Petreus never answered. “War is not for children,” he said.
“That’s not what everyone else thinks,” Jonah would mutter. The war was on every screen, holographed by drones and soldier-cams for anyone to watch – or play. You could re-enact the invasion of Jakarta or the whole of the Angola campaign on most consoles and the Tekkies were adding more every month. As soon as the Metricians claimed a victory it would be released as a hologame. Jonah especially liked to play the role of the mutants just to see if he could find Petreus among the Metricians. He never did. 
To the Metricians, Petreus Salvatore was a hero. Tales of his bravery and cunning would fill the nightly news. But to Jonah, he was just Dad. At school, kids would say they knew his dad, but they didn’t. Not like Jonah. He knew every crease on the back of Petreus’ hands, and the scar on his left wrist (“a nasty little mutant bullet”). He knew about the bald patch growing under Petreus’ hat and how tunelessly he sang in the shower. Jonah knew how it felt to be tucked into bed so tight that he could barely breathe. And what it was like to drift off to sleep with the sound of his father’s voice dancing over the words of an old Spanish fable.
Jonah also knew the pain in his guts when Petreus kissed his forehead and said he’d be back soon. That could be six months or a whole year. When he returned, people would stand behind the cordon and wave flags but Jonah would break through and sprint to the tarmac before the pod had even set down. Most boys had dads who came home every night and attended teacher-parents meetings or screamed from the sidelines of the rushball games. Jonah’s dad, well, he just sent messages from some unknown location.
Of course, that was all over now! Petreus had earned his honorary discharge and was home for good. The Council even agreed to make Nuevo Madrid the head office for his peace mission, which meant that, for the first time in years, Jonah woke up to the sound of a man singing in the shower. It wasn’t very good singing – even Eva grimaced. But it was his dad’s and that’s what mattered most.
◆◆◆
 
“Jonah?”
He stirred, his eyes blinking. The panic of triage had been replaced by a serene white room with four beds and soft hospital light. Monitors blinked and a mess of tubes and wires disappeared under his blankets, connected to him, he guessed.
“Eva?” he said, to the woman who sat beside his bed. For a moment he was back in Nuevo Madrid, Eva brushing the hair from his forehead.
“No. I’m not Eva, sorry,” she smiled. “I’m a doctor. You’ve been through a lot.”
He rubbed his eyes and saw that she wasn’t at all round, nor wrinkled. Young and dressed in a blue uniform, the doctor had dark hair pinned back into a ponytail.
“Oh,” he said. “I was a bit confused.”
“That’s okay,” she said. “There was an attack – an explosion.”
“Yes, I know. I was there,” said Jonah. “Where’s Dad?”
Her mouth opened, as if to say something but closed it again.
“Where’s Petreus?” he asked again. “I know he was down there, where the explosion went off. But on the holovision I saw him. Well, I saw his trousers.” He tried to sit up, but the wires pulled him down.
The woman sat down on the edge of his bed and he noticed from the bars on her sleeve that she was an officer. She wasn’t there just to bandage his arm. “The explosion killed lots of people and injured many more,” she said. “But some people, well, they’re missing.”
“Missing?”
“Yes, and your father is one of them.”
“What do you mean missing? How can that be?”
“No one’s sure what’d really happened. One of the bombs was near Petreus and the Landers, during their negotiations. One of the Landers was found dead but your father and two others weren’t.” She paused, as if unsure. “There are body parts still to be identified.”
Pain shot down his leg. “Body parts?”
“Yes, I’m sorry. There was an explosion. Two actually. Not everyone survived.”
This is not how it ends, he thought. Petreus and Jonah: they were one. How many times had Petreus said that? And now with his dad back on Nuevo Madrid forever, he really meant it.
Jonah let out a small cry and bit his lip. Grief and confusion welled up and he tried holding it all in. The woman looked awkward but leaned forward and touched his arm. “There’s still a chance …”
◆◆◆
 
In a cold, small mortuary aboard Sky London, workers dressed like astronauts arranged piles of items into rows. Bags of body parts, shreds of flesh, teeth, bones and clumps of hair were labelled and laid on a silvery table. Clothing, jewellery, bits of shoe, and torn fabric were separated from the shards of glass and tangled masses of electronics and plastic circuits. Everything was tagged, bagged and holographed.
One of the suits walked through a glass door to a room where General Kenrick paced impatiently.
“Well?” he asked, unfolding his arms.
“Nothing. Not yet, anyhow.”
Kenrick grimaced and tapped the leg of the table with his cane.
“No teeth or personal effects? Nothing?”
The suit shrugged. “It’s early days, there’s a lot of stuff to get through.”
“Keep looking, Doc. It’s imperative we find him – or that we find his body. We owe it to my grandson to get some answers.”
The suited man nodded and returned to his work but Kenrick remained for a long time, leaning on his cane, staring into space. A mixture of sorrow and responsibility hung on him. Once he was strong, impervious to the effects of war. He almost laughed at how simple his life used to be, spent in trenches fighting mutants. Back then it was easy: at least the body parts were identifiable!
Now, complexity clouded everything. The war was won, but peace was hard to keep. People wanted more. They wanted luxuries and holidays. They complained about shortages of trivial things. Just last month there was a riot in New Francisco when the government rationed coffee. During the war rationing was patriotic!
He turned the cane in his grip. One thing’s for sure. The government was losing the confidence of the people. The war of Kenrick’s time had been won with weapons but this was becoming a battle of politics. Metricia wanted a new kind of hero. A man like Petreus Salvatore. A warrior turned peacemaker. His son-in-law was respected by everyone. Not that Kenrick liked him for that. Actually, Petreus made his skin crawl. The way he could so easily converse with the Landers  – he even ate with them! The only good Lander was a dead one, he thought. But Petreus Salvatore was different and that difference was missing. Where is he?
The old man, picked up his hat, tapped twice on the glass with his cane and mouthed the words “find something”.




Chapter 3 - The Funeral

A formation of white jets screamed across the clouds, dipping their wings so close to the top of the city that the crowd covered their ears. A stream of vapour settled like mist.
“Our loved ones have given their lives so that we may live,” said the woman, a Civic robed in the colours of Metricia – white for the unity of races, and gold, a symbol of the refining fires of the Great Collapse. The Civic held out her arms to mourn the loss of the twenty-four soldiers, diplomats, friends, fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters killed in the Sky London massacre. Metrician funerals were not religious and the Civic wasn’t a priest. She didn’t need to invent fantasies about the dead being reunited with a god: the dead were dead; Petreus Salvatore, decorated soldier, honoured leader, man of peace, husband and father, was gone; he was not somewhere on a cloud with a guitar and giant fluffy wings. All that remained were memories.
And revenge.
Jonah clenched his fists and let his anger grow. Since he’d returned to Nuevo Madrid he’d been waiting for this moment. Officially, he’d come home to recover from the injuries. Eva was attentive, replacing the bandages on his hands and keeping up with the Mets, the ‘miracle drug’ prescribed to speed up his recovery. Mets normally came in bottles of green liquid that Metrician’s swigged on, as if it was going out of fashion. Jonah figured that Mets was not much better than flavoured water. But the sludge served up in these green vials was the real deal. “Drink it, Jonah. We want you to be strong when they find Petreus. And I know they will. I sense it!”
But Jonah didn’t want to be comforted. He preferred the facts, like the doctor who looked at his foot, mangled by the flying pizza slice. “A write-off,” the doctor had said casually, as if talking about a wrecked podcar. The doctor called in the bio-engineers, who amputated and replaced it with a mechanical foot – a complex system of wheels and push-rods that joined his leg at the ankle. He didn’t mourn the loss. He didn’t even care about the ongoing pain. If it was covered by skin from a spray-can there’d be no telling it was a machine-foot, but Jonah wore it exposed, to remind himself every day that his father was gone.
He was in a holding cell, stalking his apartment, waiting for news. He refused to see friends and hung up on the calls from media. His only companion was Eva, and she knew better than to fuss.
When the news did come, six weeks later, it was almost a relief, as if a key had finally turned in its lock.
“We’ve found some fragments,” Grandfather Kenrick holo’d from Sky London, one grey afternoon. GK hovered in Jonah’s lounge, his shoulders sunk. He had deep lines beneath his eyes. “I had the fragments all checked just to be sure. I’m sorry but I can confirm that it’s his DNA. Petreus was killed by the terrorists along with two Landers.”
A silence.
“Was that all they found?” Jonah finally asked.
“No, there was clothing, personal effects. I have fragments of his old wrist watch and his army tags. I’ll bring them to you. The Lord President himself has ordered a state funeral on Nuevo Madrid. Petreus will be given full honours as a hero.”
Jonah listened to the news like a machine. He’d buried hope. He was a realist; no point pretending. He just needed confirmation and the justification to act. In the last week a plan had formed in his mind.
“Must I attend?” he asked.
“Attend what?” said GK.
“Must I attend the funeral?”
“Why, yes of course. You’re his son!”
“The best way to honour him would be to find his killers,” Jonah replied, flatly. “I want to leave school and sign up for Terror Squad training immediately. I want to hunt down the killers. I can’t wait for anything, especially not a funeral.”
Jonah was defiant. He’d rehearsed his speech for days.
GK sighed.
“Your father was a great man. He pursued peace with the Landers but all they offered in return was violence. We can’t let terrorists rob us of our mission. We need men like you, Jonah, men of resolve to stand and fight for Metricia. The future of the human race depends upon it.”
Jonah was taken aback. How often was he told that education was key, exam results blah, blah. Now, it all seemed so irrelevant. Petreus had been massacred within the very walls of Sky London; Metricia was at war again.
“So yes, I’ll support you,” said GK. “Lord knows, you come from army stock! You’ll make a fine solider. But listen, son. There’s a time to laugh and a time to mourn. Attend the funeral. I want you to, and as your superior commander,
I order you to.”
So eight days later, as Jonah stood with his fists at his side, his lips moving to the sound of the anthem, it was not as a son at his father’s funeral, but as a recruit, his uniform pressed and laser polished, mourning the loss of a great Metrician.
“My friends, my colleagues,” GK’s voiced boomed across the quad and out to a million Metricians watching the funeral around the world. “We honour those who have fallen in the name of peace.
“A dreadful dawn has broken. Our battles with the Landers may have been won; but it seems the war with those who wish to end humanity continues. Petreus Salvatore was a man of peace, a new kind of leader to take us into a new kind of age – an age of growth and prosperity and peace. But our enemies detest our freedom. So long as the enemies of peace defy us, there remains a task unfinished. There can be no negotiation with those who kill the negotiators. You must decide: if you are not with us, then you are against us. We must fight on.”
A murmur rippled through the crowd and then twenty-four coffins were carried to edge of the city to be dropped into the sea. Shots cracked against the wind. The Civic was reading from a book as the caskets slipped from view. The last coffin, decorated with gold filigree and symbols of Metricia, took the symbolic remains of Petreus Salvatore to the ocean below.
Later that day, Jonah excused himself from the official wake, and took a taxipod back to the apartment. He knew that upstairs Eva was waiting for him. But he didn’t feel like sympathy. He felt angry.
Taking the lift down to the garage he rummaged through the piles of family junk, tossing aside old pictures and boxes of clothes until he found a dust cover. Yanking it back, he revealed Fury, the mechanical leopard his father had restored but never found time to ride. Her titanium legs shone in the half-light; the leather seat was smooth.
Jonah ran his fingers over the metal frame. She was cool to touch. Petreus had spent hours soldering the circuitry and assembling the bionics like a true craftsman.
Jonah sat astride Fury and pressed start. Her handle-bars pulsed. The garage doors crawled open and Fury leapt into the crowded streets, weaving through the traffic and hitting the down-ramps with reckless speed until they reached the entrance to a causeway that spiked a kilometre out of the city and ended in a grey waste-station with chimneys. Huge waves crashed against the legs of the road, sending sea-spray high into the air. Jonah kicked Fury down a gear and she sprang forwards, powering into the mist and soaking Jonah’s clothes. He skidded to a stop at the waste-station gates and looked down to foaming tide.
“For Petreus!” he shouted and spat into the Atlantic.
◆◆◆
 
Tria Baptiste squinted at the mirror and brought the mascara closer to her freckled face.
“Oh, feng!” she spat, as she turned her eyelashes into a gooey mess. She dabbed furiously and started again but by then a taxipod was buzzing her comms pod.
“Your taxi’s here,” shouted Tria’s father helpfully.
“Oh really,” Tria muttered. “Fathers, who’d have ‘em!” she began to say but caught herself. Given recent events, that particular joke was a little inappropriate.
“Okay, tell him to wait for two minutes,” she shouted, and threw on the dress she’d been making for Jonah’s leaving party. It was done in an antique style: an off-the-shoulder number with a flared, knee-length skirt pulled tight around her waist. She’d seen it in an old magazine and naughtily tore out the page for pinning on her wall. Marilyn Monroe looks dashing at the Oscars, said the caption beneath a picture of the gorgeous, shapely woman from the 1950s. “The style suits my body shape,” Tria told her friends. They just thought she was weird.
The taxi buzzed again. “Alright!” she muttered and started again on the mascara. The death of Petreus was tragic and Tria had wept along with everyone at the funeral last week. But to be honest, it was the only real drama that had happened for ages; and the party, well, she hadn’t had an excuse to get dressed up since Catriona’s eighteenth, a lame affair involving a hideous band led by Catriona’s idiot boyfriend, and an embarrassing amount of snogging by the low-rent crowd out the back. Jonah’s departure was poignant, tragic, and let’s face it, very romantic.
Slipping into a pair of black high-heels, Tria tripped down the hall and presented herself.
“Papa?”
The handsome, olive-skinned man turned from his scrip and gazed at his eighteen-year-old daughter. Ginger hair fell in ringlets down to her shoulders and her lips shone red. “Okay, very nice, but where is my daughter?”
Tria smirked and kissed him on the forehead. “She’s still here, just hiding in the body of hot young thing! I’ll be back late, er, later.”
“Be careful my love, you’re all I have.”
“You still have Justinian!” she laughed and stepped outside. Justinian wagged his tail and slobbered on the man’s leg. “Ah, dog, get off. If it wasn’t for Tria …” he said, and moved the mutt aside.
Justinian was a secret dog. Along with the secret garden with real plants, the collection of old-fashioned DVDs and boxes of twentieth century make-up, the dog was a dangerous indulgence that he let Tria keep. Living plants and animals were frowned upon in Nuevo Madrid, though not officially banned any more (as she was the first to point out). If people must have such things, then they should have the synthetic kind, ones that don’t carry diseases, said the officials. Tria didn’t care much for bureaucrats and their petty rules. If it was up to her, the house would become a menagerie of plants and rescued seabirds.
The party was already in full swing by the time Tria crossed the security beam, her young face scanned and verified. All Metricians’ faces, irises, DNA and finger prints were stored in a central database and checked in doorways, elevators, vehicles – wherever detection beams could work. Tria couldn’t recall any times that terrorists had been caught in Nuevo Madrid but occasionally someone would be pounced on, immobilised and trundled off for questioning because a beam had failed to read their iris. Mostly it was regarded as an unfortunate joke and the good citizens would be released with an apology and given tickets to the Moroko Resort Club, a leisure theme park on the tip of old Africa.
“Tria!” squealed some girls inside the heaving club. A group of young women, dressed in tight dresses and small, feathery hats, waved her over. The smoking vases in their hands were drinks – Steaming Screamers – and warned her that her friends had already moved onto Stage Two of a Big Night Out.
“Here!” screeched one of the girls, handing Tria a tall glass. But she declined, winking and nodding towards the bar where she thought Jonah would be.
“Ohhh, I geddit!” laughed her friend and returned to the huddle.
Jonah was in a serious conversation with some square-headed, military jocks when ring-encrusted fingers and purple nails, wrapped around his eyes, “Jonah Salvatore, guess who’s gate-crashing your party?”
He wheeled around and broke into an embarrassed smile. “Tria, I meant to invite you but…”
“But what? Feng it, Joe! I’m your oldest friend and you forgot me?”
“Well, I just didn’t think you’d want to.”
“What, go to a party?”
“No, I mean go to a military party.”
“That’s where you’ve got me wrong, once again Salvatorus,” she said linking arms and dragging him away from the jocks. “Now buy me a drink or I really will embarrass you.”
Tria Baptiste was not to be crossed, so he ordered bubbles. The conventional kind.
“You know I have to do this?” he said, as they leaned on the bar.
“What, get your head shaved and dance around with laser rifles and phosie bombs? That’ll bring him back for sure.”
Tria’s sarcasm bit deep and he grimaced.
“Sorry, that was unfair,” she said, touching is arm. “I don’t want you to chuck in your studies and give up your future to the army. And I don’t want you to get shot from behind by some idiot who trips over his own foot.” She glanced at the jocks who now were making explosion shapes with their hands.
He laughed for the first time in weeks and looked down at his shoes. Why did she always have to question everything?
“I’ll be sure to lead from the rear,” he said.
“You do that, and make sure you come back.” She looked at him with brown eyes, her ringlets falling across a bare shoulder. “We’ve got unfinished business, buddy.”
He was about to say something but a light and music show exploded and the bar erupted with yelling and bouncing bodies. Tria dragged him to the dance floor. He was leaving for feng-knows where, she deserved one last dance.




Chapter 4 - Nassim Farouq

Dust from the Libyan desert rose high in the sky, forming a red blanket over the whole of the North African coast. The land burned in an orange light. Even this little Egyptian oasis, set against a hill with narrow caves, was shrouded in haze.
Nassim Farouq gave the well-winch one last heave and the bucket of fresh water slopped over the side, spilling precious drops onto the stones.
“Gritz!” she swore.
Fifty metres away men worked on the old, corroded pump. It lay in pieces. For the millionth time this month she’d been forced to drag up buckets because of that stupid machine.
“What a piece of a junk!” she said.
Nassim flopped onto the edge of the well and stared at the scruffy group of brick huts that was her home. Her straight, jet-black hair was hidden under a tattered shawl that fluttered annoyingly in the wind. Ever since she and her younger brother, Wadid, came to her uncle’s farm she was given the rotten jobs. Cleaning, fetching, cooking. She hated it. After her bustling life in Cairo, where the smells of food stalls wafted through the narrow alleys, everything here seemed dull. She lifted her nose and sniffed. Nothing but dust.
At night she read an old encyclopedia from her uncle’s make-shift library, using a solar-powered torch she’d found in a cave. The torch flickered constantly but it gave her enough light to make her way from A to Z and then back again. She knew a lot about anacondas and taught herself algebra. She read and re-read the chapter on engines and could recite the periodic table up to Zirconium. Fat lot of good it did, though. Books were from another place, another time. Eighteen years old and with a head full of useless facts about the Napoleonic Wars and the history of nanotech, all that Nassim really knew was life in a broken world: criminal bandits, dried locusts for food and dust storms that blew in from the west.
And, of course, the Contagion.
Everyone she loved died of it. Her friends from school. Her teacher and his family. The friendly neighbour in their Cairo apartment building. And her parents. Four years ago, now. In quick succession. First her father, who’d been so careful about everything. Everything! The gunshot did it. A stray bullet from a hold-up across the street had planted itself in his left thigh. He should never have gone to the clinic. They could have treated him at home: her mother with a lifetime of nursing experience, and Nassim with her tattered box of pilfered medical supplies. By the time they realised he’d brought home the disease, it was too late, certainly for him and for her mother too. She arranged to send Nassim and Wadid to her brother’s camp in the north-east. But her mother stayed, sealed like an ancient Egyptian in a high-rise tomb. “Be brave, my love, and never leave Wadid,” she said, her eyes wet with tears, then she closed the door. On the outside they’d already nailed a notice: ‘Contagion: 24 February, 2139’.
Everything dies, Nassim thought and she kicked the ground in frustration. She’d been here nearly five years, with no prospect of change.
She bent low to shoulder the water buckets when an eerie horn echoed across the hillside.
The alarm!
Nassim’s heart missed a beat and she stood for a moment. The men at the broken pump threw their tools to the ground and started running towards the encampment, some grabbing their children, others scanning for stragglers caught out in the open.
“Nassim! Nassim!” shouted her uncle, waving in panic. Nassim dropped her buckets and started to sprint.
Far behind her, a crack, followed by a fizzing sound made her think of the fireworks she’d once seen during a visit to the old city of Jerusalem. But these fireworks were no celebration. Within seconds the ground around her shook and the group of huts erupted into a ball of flame. More rockets sounded and vapour trails arched their way across the oasis, then exploded sending dust high in the air. The blasts sent Nassim tumbling backwards. Sand and rocks showered down. Her ears were deafened with the noise of the blasts.
To her left, the rattle of a mounted machine provided some resistance but that was quickly shut down with a single blast.
Then, just as suddenly, the shooting stopped. Nassim rolled onto her stomach, horrified and alert. Nothing moved except for the flames that licked the encampment and, in the hill beyond, she saw terrified goats scrambling at the high fences.
Her ears were ringing and she didn’t notice the heavy beat of helicopter blades descending onto the village. It wasn’t until a huge updraft of dust blew over her that Nassim turned her head, shielding her face from the storm, and saw a large oval-shaped balloon lowering itself onto the stones of the valley floor. From each side of the balloon extended gigantic struts that supported blades mounted inside rings that could swivel to allow the contraption to fly. Below the balloon swung a long, open canoe-like structure bristling with rocket launchers and mounted guns – and men. She counted as many as ten, dressed in weird assortments of leather waistcoats and turbans and old-fashioned helmets. Each was armed with more weapons than she’d seen in her life. The balloon was marked with a message from the old world: a giant, yellow smiling face with the words Have a Happy Day.
The airship was now just a tree-height from the ground and the men were preparing to jump. As the blades whipped up a melee of dust, Nassim tested her legs and found that she could crawl away from the wrecked houses towards the goat enclosure. Slithering slowly at first, then faster, she made a few metres without being seen and then crouched and ran. Twenty metres, ten, five – she flung herself over the fence and onto the grass and grabbed two goats for cover. She tried to make sense of what hell had just been unleashed upon her family. Her entire home gone in sixty seconds. She had been warned about the mutant bandits and had seen dust in the distance when they travelled to the trading places – but this?
Nassim could hear voices. She dared to glance up and picked out three men, weapons cradled in their arms, making their way through the wrecked village towards the goats. She scrambled up the hill, ensuring the goats moved with her, and made it to the upper fence. In their panic they’d damaged the wire so it slung low enough for her to contemplate a quick jump. Beyond was desert. Until now it represented certain death, but in contrast to the chaos behind her, the desert now looked like an escape. Nassim risked a second look behind and saw the men sauntering round the back of the burning buildings. Knowing that she could afford only one jump, she sprang over the broken fence and rolled to a stop in the sand.
A pair of hands clapped behind her. “Oh, nice moves, good escape,” said a gravelly voice.
It was a man sitting, rolling a cigarette. His rifle was strung over one shoulder and an open jacket showed a leathery torso. He had large canine teeth and one cheek was distorted, potted with lumps and scar tissue from what must have been botched operations to fix his main mutation, a third nostril that dribbled snot, just below his left eye.
Nassim shuddered and stood quickly.
“And I suppose we prefer the desert to me, eh?” he laughed and flicked the cigarette into his mouth. “Well, I have other plans.”
Nassim turned to run but the mutant was on her, scragging her from the waist down. They fell onto the sand and she spun out of his tackle and landed a solid kick to his face (she aimed for the third nostril, to be exact). It seemed to enrage him, and he punched her hard in the kidney. She doubled over.
He was preparing for second punch when someone shouted.
“M’beme!”
The mutant’s hand hovered.
“Get away from her, you scum! Boss wants all the prisoners, alive.”
The man grunted and shoved Nassim away. She scurried backwards and saw a second mutant with fewer obvious facial scars but who had a hunched back. He wore a scruffy biker’s jacket and a chequered neck scarf like a cowboy. Out of his left sleeve extended a small pair of metal shears, as if someone had replaced his hand with a pair of snips.
“Get up and come with me,” he barked, waving a rusty claw. “Now!”
The three stumbled down to the airship, which had now been joined by an assortment of desert vehicles. An old Kenworth truck, with inflated tyres and bull-bars, had been modified to become a mobile gun battery. A machine gun was mounted on the bonnet and behind the cab was the upper portion of an old tank, with a barrel and a rotating turret. The rear of the truck was mounted on tank tracks and it towed two trailers, each with the bulbous tyres and wagons. A black flag with a painted eye, fluttered from the mast.
Behind the truck-train lurked a convoy: a motorised tricycle, festooned with aerials and radio dishes with two riders astride; a dune buggy with a circular roll-cage and two mounted rocket launchers and a small truck with tracks instead of wheels towing a children’s circus wagon with smoke billowing from the roof.
A group of men huddled nearby and Nassim identified the boss. Short with a goatee beard, he wore a long black coat and round spectacles. The man was drawing shapes in the air as if telling a joke, but no one was laughing.
“Found sumfing, boss,” said scissor-fingers, and he shoved Nassim towards the group.
The boss turned and Nassim examined his face for deformities. But there were none – or nothing obvious. His face was chubby and unshaven and he looked bald under his bowler hat.
The man took his time, staring at her face, then took her chin in his stubby hand and turned her face left and right.
His hand slipped to her shoulder and he spun her examining her from all angles, as a collector might look at his latest treasure.
He stepped back and opened his mouth but what came out was not a voice but a guttural wind that rose from his stomach and ended with a flat, mechanical sound.
“Well, at least you fools didn’t manage to kill this little prize,” said the machine-like voice.
Nassim almost laughed. This stubby man with his machine-like voice could barely command a conversation, let alone an army of bandits.
Instead of laughing though she jumped forward yelling: “I’m no one’s prize you mutant freaks!” and she kicked the boss in the kneecap, landing a blow even her brother would be proud of. The little man staggered backwards and at first looked surprised but then burst into laughter. Pulling his coat aside the boss revealed two bare metal legs, his knees a complex array of titanium and electronic circuitry. Half-man, half-machine, the bandit boss was a mutant of the first order, a bionic hybrid reconstructed in some god-forsaken factory with technology Nassim had never seen.
The boss reached out and grabbed her by the hair, jerking her head sideways and drawing her so close she was inhaling his breath. “Let’s get one thing straight, my lovely,” his flat voice intoned. “You are indeed my precious prize, good for one thing and one thing only. The rest of your stinking family and your rotten excuse of a home have been destroyed because they were good for nothing. But you, young female, you have a new purpose in life. And it’s not about kicking people!”
The men guffawed.
He turned to the group, still grasping her hair like she was a trophy. “She’s mine! She will not be touched. Damage her and I will damage you. Or what’s left of you to damage.” He made a coarse laugh as if he’d never made that joke before. “Now into the wagons. Let’s move!”
He pushed Nassim into the arms of the scissor-hands who bundled her towards the trailers.
“Up yer get, Missy,” he said and forced her into a long, dark wagon behind the old truck. It had a steel floor and wooden walls and light shone through holes that peppered the sides.
A single wooden bench was bolted to one wall. She flopped onto it. Outside, engines roared and diesel fumes drifted through the wagon.
Then a voice from the corner made her jump.
“Nassim!”
She peered through the darkness, her heart pounding.
“Nassim, it’s me Wadid!”
And there was her little brother, emerging from the gloom of the corner. Nassim threw her arms around his neck. “Wadid!” she whispered “You’re alive! How did you ...”
“Keep your voice down,” he hissed, but he didn’t push her away. “I saw them get you. I sneaked in while no one was looking. I think we’re the only ones left. They killed everyone.”
“Yes I know!” She flopped onto the seat. The wagon was now rocking over the stony ground. “It was terrible, I saw the rockets, the explosions. I saw everything.” She buried her face in hands. Wadid, sat on the bench and put his arm around her shoulders. He was two years younger than Nassim and small for his sixteen years, but in some ways he was stronger.
“We must be brave if we want to escape,” he whispered. “We can’t give in to these thugs. There’ll be time for crying later.”
“Escape?” she asked incredulously, her head still in her hands.
“Well, what else do you want to do, join them for a picnic?”
“But how can we escape? Found a secret door?”
“No. I don’t know how we’ll get out. But we’re alive, right? And at some point they will need to take us out of here. They didn’t kill you for a reason. Didn’t you hear what he said? You’re his prize. They mean to do something with you.”
Nassim shuddered. She suspected what the mutant had in mind but pushed it out of her head.
“We have to stay alert and look for the opportunity. And whatever you do, don’t let them know that I’m here!” he said.
They hugged and Nassim wiped away her tears, reaching inside for the kind of strength that got her through each day in the desert. She tried hard to not think about the horror of what had just happened. She was in shock and trembling. She drew Wadid closer. He was all she had now. They fell into silence and eventually the rocking of the wagon created a strange rhythm.
◆◆◆
 
The afternoon was turning to dusk and the orange haze was reddening. Wadid was right, she reflected. She was alive for a reason; she may not know it yet but the One didn’t cause suffering without purpose. She closed her eyes and offered a prayer, first of thanks and then of supplication.
“Save us,” she mouthed.
Almost immediately they heard voices and the wagon lurched, throwing them into the wall. Nassim offered prayers most days. But even she thought this was a bit unexpected.
I should pray more often, she thought.
Wadid and Nassim jumped up to look through one of the largest holes in the wall and saw men pointing at the northern horizon. She followed their arms and saw a jetstream drawing a fuzzy line across the crimson sky. A gleaming object was falling, crashing towards the Earth like a fiery dart. Then it vanished beyond the craggy hills.
The men shouted and raced back to the seats, engines firing into life. A gift had fallen from heaven, and everyone wanted a piece of it. The caravan was on the move again and this time in haste.




Chapter 5 - TS Academy

The old-tek transporter sat heavily on the tarmac, its wings sagging. Rain poured off the tips forming little rivers that steamed across the New Francisco hoverport.
Jonah shuffled forwards in a queue of two hundred recruits, rain and sweat dribbling inside his uniform. It must be forty degrees! he thought. Madrid never got hot like this, but then New Francisco was in the equatorial zone, where storms brewed in the atmosphere like chicken soup.
The journey from Nuevo Madrid had been uneventful. Only a handful of local recruits had been selected from the long list of applicants and the flight aboard the supersonic SubOrb was too short to bother making friends. Not that Jonah wanted to. After the funeral, wherever he went, people elbowed each other and pointed, whispering his name. Children would ask for his autograph, or take a holovid and post it to their friends. He’d foolishly given an interview to a reporter and for days afterwards his face appeared across the networks with captions like ‘The dynasty continues’ or ‘Salvatore re-enters the war’. People had even lined the departure lounge waving flags and yelling his name, as if he’d already become a hero. He couldn’t get down the gangplank fast enough and as soon as he sat down he flipped up his headset and disappeared into a holofilm.
Now, shuffling in this queue, he was one of hundreds of recruits, just a number on someone’s manifest. Which is just how he liked it.
The queue moved silently through the rain and reached a staircase to the back door of the huge plane. Jonah was soaked and breathless by the time he reached the top. Cool air blew out from the air-conditioned cabin, where dozens of young recruits were already settling in. He shimmied down the aisle, spying an empty seat just five rows ahead and lifted his bag into the overhead locker. Just then a thin, ginger-haired boy slid over from the window. “This seat’s taken,” he said.
“Oh, okay, sorry,” said Jonah and picked up his bag and moved to another space. He reached for the locker above when a second boy slipped past him and sat down looking up blank-faced. “This seat’s taken too,” he said.
“So’s this one,” said a third boy, who’d dashed across the aisle and jumped into the space. “And this,” said a fourth. By the fifth attempt, boys all around him started to snigger. They were teasing him.
“What’s the matter Salvatore?” a nasal voice called after him. “Your daddy ain’t here to find you a seat?” and the group of boys laughed, a bit forced by Jonah’s reckoning.
So, they already knew who he was. They must have seen the news. He felt sick. It was going to be hard enough to survive the Academy without having to contend with bullies. Jonah didn’t give them the pleasure of turning around, though he knew who’d spoken. It would have been the ring leader. He didn’t know his name yet or what he looked like, but it wouldn’t take long to figure it out. That nasal voice would be a dead giveaway.
Jonah shuffled up the plane and stopped beside a girl at a window seat. She glanced at him, lifting her nose as if smelling his damp, sweaty clothes and then flicked her head away. She had black hair, cropped short like a soldier’s and narrow eyes, framed by pencil-thin eyebrows. The old Jonah, pre-bomb Jonah, would have been intimidated by that defiant look but now he looked at her coolly.
Grace King felt Jonah’s eyes on her head and turned back to him.
“Like what you see?” she said.
“I’m still deciding,” he replied.
“Uh-huh. Well, when you’ve reached a decision, be sure to keep it to yourself,” she said, returning the window.
Jonah was just about to move forward in search of yet more spare seats when a voice behind him said: “Aww, c’mon Gracie, don’t be so hard on the lad.”
A plump boy with black curly hair was pushing his way up the aisle, clutching a cup of water. He flashed Jonah a grin. “Hugo Tamaki. My friends call me Huge-oh. Not sure why. Come and join us,” and he flopped down next to Grace, clothes squelching.
“Jonah Salvatore,” said Jonah, offering his hand but still standing.
“Yep, know who you are. J T Salvatore, son of the great Petreus, hero of Metricia, but now tragically dead. You’re on a mission – of revenge!” He said it dramatically, like it was a movie trailer. Jonah might have been offended but somehow Hugo made it funny. “Your reputation goes before you, my friend,” said Hugo and then glanced at Grace. “And don’t mind Grace King, she’s just a bit jealous.” He guffawed and the little rolls of fat under his chin wobbled.
“Come on, sit down, man.”
Jonah obeyed. Hugo was still chuckling when a sergeant with an oval head and a twirled moustache stopped beside them.
“You like a joke, do you private?” he barked.
“Um, yessir!” replied Hugo, unsure if that was the right thing to say.
“I hear that they get even funnier in the brig. Next time save the comedy for the stage. And buckle up, we’re departing.”
“Yessir!” Hugo replied, and waited for the sergeant to move on before rolling his eyes and relaxing back into the chair.
“Nice manners! Anyways, got any idea where we’re headed?” he said, glancing from side to side.
“None. I guess it’s a secret.”
“Ooooooh, you hear that Gracie, top secret!” said Hugo, but Grace’s lips remained pursed and she slipped the headset over her eyes.
“I’m guessing it’s somewhere hot or they would’ve given us jackets,” he said, holding up a damp sleeve.
“Everywhere is hot,” said Jonah.
“Ha, ha. Yes, I suppose it is. That’s the problem, right?”
Jonah laughed. Hugo was okay. They chatted while the engines began to whine. Somewhere ahead a door shut with a thud.
Hugo said that he’d travelled with Grace from Aotearoa, the southern-most hydropolis, near the north island of New Zealand. It sounded much the same as Nuevo Madrid; an elliptical island with tall, straight sides, only cooler and with more frequent contact with the Landers.
“We’re still fighting them. The old fogeys who built our city misjudged just how many Landers would still be alive. Mostly mutants. They make raids every so often, though it’s kinda pointless. Our fellas just blow them out of the water. That’s if the sharks don’t get them first.”
“You still got sharks down there?” asked Jonah, surprised. So much fish life had disappeared from Madrid.
“Heaps, bro! Massive white pointers with fins as big as wings. It’s awesome when they jump out of the water to catch birds. Mutant fish. Mutant birds. Mutant humans. It’s a like a mutant paradise down there, eh? You should come down. Happy huntin’ grounds,” he said and licked his lips.
Hugo’s great-grandparents were Maori, the indigenous people of New Zealand. Hugo still claimed what he called a whakapapa (lineage) even though it was officially banned. “Once, we were warriors. But not anymore. Just a few of us left. Not that I’m supposed to care. There are no races in Metricia, eh? One people! One race!” Hugo winked at Jonah. Salvatore was a Spanish name, he knew that, but he didn’t know much else about his roots. History began at The Great Escape. The future was all that mattered.
“What about her?” Jonah asked, nodding his head towards Grace, who was now lost in a holovid.
“Grace is everything,” replied Hugo. “A bit Chinese, a bit English, a bit Kiwi. She doesn’t care. She’s Metrician through and through, and a tough one too. She’s like you – her parents are dead, killed by Landers. She just wants to carve up those mutants real bad.”
They’d been so engrossed in conversation that Jonah hadn’t noticed the engines were now screeching. Suddenly the brakes were released and the plane lurched ahead, rain streaking across the windows. The New Francisco holoport was disappearing into a blur. With a groan, the old bird lifted off, her wings trembling under the strain. For a moment, the tar-seal raced beneath them, then the edge of the city dropped away and they were flying over a dark ocean, white tips just visible through the late-afternoon gloom.
“Nothing but the best of the old tek for us, eh?” shouted Hugo over the din.
Jonah laughed. Old tek, new tek, who cares; he was flying and his heart leapt. “One step closer,” he whispered.
Wisps of cloud passed over the wings and soon the ocean vanished as the plane grumbled into grey mist for what seemed an age and then broke through to a black sky. Pin-pricks of light dotted the empty space above them.
“Stars,” whispered Hugo and they sat for a long while, awestruck at the sparkling firmament.
◆◆◆
 
Bad food and even worse sleep made Jonah grumpy. He’d slept fitfully, his stomach churning after a dinner of pale, meat-like steak and unidentifiable mash. He was woken by Hugo’s snoring.
“Welcome to army life,” he muttered.
They were descending and the recruits jabbered excitedly. It took a combined effort from Grace and Jonah to wake Hugo, who yawned and stretched like an old cat.
Daylight flooded through the windows. Far below, the grey ocean stretched to the horizon except for three dots of green – islands, real islands, not man-made floating cities, but genuine terra firma.
The plane fell fast, drawing a wide arc towards an airstrip that was cut between the towering cliffs of the middle island. Over Grace’s shoulder Jonah saw that the tarmac ended with a short verge of grass and then vanished into a wall of palms and dense, broad-leafed trees. The trees glistened with rainwater and then merged into a lush green carpet that covered the entire island. The chatter in the cabin rose to a cacophony as the teenagers caught a glimpse of wilderness for the first time in their lives. It was one thing to see nature in holovision, but rawness and the scale of the real jungle amazed them.
They bumped onto the runway, jets shrieking.
“Honey, we’re home,” chirped Hugo but it didn’t look anything like it to Jonah.
The plane stopped and the doors opened with a tired hiss. Humidity hit them as they descended a narrow metal stairwell down to the ground. Beads of sweat formed on Hugo’s neck before he even reached the bottom of the stairs.
The new recruits were ushered like cattle into rows facing a platform where a short man in military regalia was waiting. It took just minutes to empty the plane but already Jonah could feel the heat sapping his energy.
“Welcome to The Rock!” a reedy voice crackled over the speakers. “I am Commander Grayson Lee, and for the next eight months this is your home. Have a look around you.”
He paused, waving his decorated arm. “You are standing on one of the last Pacific Islands on Earth! Years ago, the rising sea swallowed most of the islands’ towns. Only the mountains survived. The villages and farms were drowned, Contagion and war wiped out the rest. Not even mutants survived. Not here. There’s nothing but rain and heat and mosquitoes and miles of bug-infested swamps. This is Nature’s revenge, my young recruits. Feel it! Smell it! Breathe the rancid air! That’s what Land tastes like!”
Jonah swayed in the heat, sweat cascading from his forehead. Ahead of him a boy wobbled and fell onto one knee. A soldier pulled him back up by the scruff of his neck.
The man spoke again. “You’ve been given to me to do as I please. To shape and to mould, to smash down and rebuild, to train and to twist into the kind of killing machines your mummies hoped you’d never need to be. There’s only two ways to leave this Rock: as soldiers, hardened and ready to defend Metricia against the Land and its filthy rabble. Or you leave like you are now: babies. How you leave this place is up to you!”
The little man stood down and was a replaced by a woman with a clipboard. She started reading names in an expressionless voice and, one by one, the recruits drifted to the front where seven banners were held aloft. The banners flew the emblems of what must have been teams: a scorpion, a snake rearing, two dragons entangled and four others he couldn’t yet discern. Jonah shook his head to stay awake. Sweat dribbled into his eyes.
As the woman’s voiced burbled on, he began thinking about the weirdness of the last few weeks: the funeral, the media attention, the party. The feelings came back in a jumbled parade and he was transported back to the dance floor, his arm around Tria’s waist. The tropical air was a lot like the heady atmosphere of the nightclub, with its mix of perfume and sweat.
What was it about Tria that made him feel so uncomfortable – and thrilled? He recalled the strange thing she’d yelled to him at the leaving party.
“Don’t you die, Salvatore!” she shouted over the throbbing beat. “I have something I need to tell you. But not here. Not now. When the time is right there’s something you need to know.”
He had smirked, mistaking her words for affection and had tried to kiss her. But she pulled back, angry, and held him at arms-length. “I’m serious. There’s more to this than you know. When you’re ready to hear, come to see me.” Then she yanked herself from his arms and walked out of the party. He hadn’t seen her again, and if he was honest, hadn’t thought of her until now.
Then a woman’s voice interrupted his thoughts: “Salvatore, Jonah! Scorpio Squad!”
Jonah pushed Tria from his thoughts. He made his way through the crowd to a banner with a scorpion emblem and was relieved to see Hugo and Grace.
“Well, well, here comes our hero,” said Hugo and gave Jonah a slap on the shoulder. Grace scowled.
Soon the recruits were herded onto a small train that slid away from the airfield on a monorail track. Outside, the trees shimmered and Scorpio Squad settled down to a quiet chatter as the train snaked through the vegetation and up a steep mountain. 
Before long, the Academy emerged, like a spaceship rising out of an ancient swamp. White legs stuck out from the tangle of vines and palms to hold up a gargantuan structure with a round base and a transparent roof that curved away like an egg. Dotted around the lower parts were porthole windows and, from its side, a see-through tube joined a second, even larger ball-like building. The tube must have been a bridge because Jonah saw a woman walking through it, as if suspended in mid-air. Some of the recruits pointed and exclaimed like they’d never seen a person walking before. Grace sniffed, though Jonah noticed just how much she paid attention.
As they neared the second building, the jungle cleared somewhat and they saw that the structures were just two of a series of round buildings that cascaded down the mountain, like an atomic structure. The train continued upwards and then turned towards the closest ball and slid through a hole in its side, plunging into darkness before emerging into artificial light. The train glided to a halt at the platform of a gleaming subway station.
Everything was quiet for a moment and they looked at each other expectantly.
“All recruits are to disembark and report to their stations, immediately!” a voice barked over the speakers.
“And so it begins,” said Hugo and the doors opened with a clunk.




Chapter 6 - Rushball

Military school in twenty-second century Metricia promised plenty of thrills, such as laser weapons and Genetic Enhancement Therapy (just swallow this and your hair will turn pink!). There were hologames and hover simulators and, rumour had it, a live mutant firing range. Not that Jonah had seen any of that. In the first weeks it seemed that the TS Academy was no different from all army schools before it: the sergeants growled, the beds were hard, the food was awful and the prospect of free time was about zero.
The recruits had been divided into seven squads and each morning they left the cliff-top space-ships to scramble down the slippery, jungle track to a rocky shoreline and then clamber back up again, filthy with mud and sweat. Following cold showers and then breakfast in the mess, the recruits attended the dreaded drill classes which seemed to consist of instructions about folding trousers followed by countless hours spent practicing how to walk bot-like, around the fields.
When they weren’t labouring over their books in class or staggering around in the tropical heat, the new recruits were cleaning, cleaning and cleaning. Jonah, and every surface around him, had never looked so well-scrubbed. “We’ll get those terrorists alright! Just after we’ve done these loos,” Hugo laughed.
Hugo had become a friend. On arrival, each squad had been assigned a dormitory wing: a building with multiple bunk-rooms off a circular corridor. Jonah and Hugo shared a bunk, with Jonah below and the Maori above. Hugo helped Jonah lift his mood. It was especially good having such a large and intimidating friend when everyone knew about Jonah’s family. Jonah’s fame singled him out, and not in a good way. Some recruits took pity and tried to offer Jonah encouragement (“we’ll help you find those scum who killed your dad”). Other kids stared and whispered as he walked past. Occasionally, someone would bump into him in a hallway or elbow him out of the food queue. Jonah gave them all the cold shoulder. Just leave me alone, his body language seemed to say.
Jonah suspected that behind much of the attention was Tyrone Grainger, the bully on the transporter.  Solidly built with a wide face and mean, narrow eyes, Tyrone had the swagger of privilege, as if success had been with him most of his life. The girls in the Academy cooed about him; boys were in awe. By the end of the first month, Tyrone had established hegemony over Viper Squad: they’d appointed him captain and he’d collected a close group of obliging thugs. It was Viper boys who would jostle Jonah in the corridors and nudge him in the food queue. One time, a Viper boy stuck out his foot and tripped Jonah, his food-tray spilling onto the floor. As Jonah was on his hands and knees cleaning up, he noticed the smug smile of Tyrone at a nearby table.
Jonah knew that conflict was inevitable. It was just a question of when.
Day after day the same routine repeated: running, studying, cleaning, marching. After a month Jonah wondered if he’d ever join the Terror Squad. One evening, Scorpio’s leader, Sergeant Clunes, called a special meeting in the common room. Warm rain poured over the curved ceiling and mist settled on the jungle outside as the squad sat on their bean-bags waiting for the news. In the weeks at the Academy only two special meetings had been called. The first was to announce the suspension of two boys for disobedience. The second was this.
“What d’ya reckon; someone’s been killed?” asked one bright-eyed boy.
“What, by inhaling too much detergent? It’ll be someone thieving,” replied another.
Grace called them all to attention as Clunes entered the room.
Jonah liked Sergeant Clunes. He had a relaxed style, trusting the squad to turn off their lights at night and do their cleaning without the usual moronic shouting. Where other sergeants demeaned their young charges, Clunes spoke kindly, in a low American drawl.
Grace, by contrast, considered Clunes weak; Jonah could see the disdain in her face. As Scorpio Leader, she’d appointed herself the squad disciplinarian. “The only reason he can be kind is because I’m being cruel,” she told Jonah and Hugo one night. Hugo laughed but Jonah etched it up as one more reason to be wary of Grace King.
“At ease,” commanded Clunes with a wave of the hand. He stood with hands behind his back, as if ready to give a long talk. “You’ve been here a month now and you’ve learned some of the basics of military life...”
A quiet groan rose up in response. Grace glared.
“... but it’s time for us to up the ante. War, and especially the kind of war we wage, is a complex mix of high-level strategy and on-field tactics; it’s dirty and hard and dangerous and unkind. And no matter how hard you fight, there’s no guarantee of success – nor any thanks.”
The squad was quiet. War, actual war, seemed like such a distant reality in this remote island.
“You’ve learned the disciplines of being in an army. You’re learning the basics of the enemy and the history of our war. In time you’ll learn the skills for weapon-tek and pod-flight. But right now it’s time for you to learn how to fight. You need to harden up, to experience the crush of battle. You need to smell the sweat of your enemy and taste his blood on your lips.”
He paused, eyeing them with a fierce stare.
“You need to play rushball.”
Suddenly the squad erupted. Kids jumped up and high-fived. Others punched the air and shouted. Rushball! It was like hearing the word ‘drink’ in a desert. Rushball! Where had it been all these months! Back home, no one could imagine a day without rushball. But a whole month? Not only had there been no games, there’d been no news from the outside world either. No one had any idea how the League was unfolding this season. Inside the Academy, the disturbing lack of fields or practice gear got many speculating that rushball had been banned. There weren’t even hoops in the gymnasium.
But at the sound of Clunes’ words the squad went nuts.
“Pick me!”
“I’ll be captain!”
“I’m the best mid-fielder in Francisco!”
The shouting turned to arguing and lasted a few minutes, much to Grace’s annoyance. Clunes smiled. The sergeant knew they were kids. Eventually he lifted his hand in a silent but effective command.
“You will need to choose your team of seven, including a captain, a negotiator plus five reserves. The team will compete in a round-robin against the other squads to defend the Cup,” and from behind his chair Clunes pulled out a large silver trophy and held it aloft.
“Fifteen squads have won this trophy. Their names are written here,” and he pointed to a small engraving. “Can anyone tell me how many times Scorpio Squad’s name is on here?”
“Five?” asked a blonde hair girl.
“Ten?” said Hugo.
“Fourteen,” replied Clunes. “Scorpio have won the first fourteen tournaments, until last year when Viper beat us in the final. They cheated, but there you go.”
The group mumbled curses about Viper but soon returned to excited chatter.
“I will let you decide how to choose your team. Over the next week each squad will be allocated two hours per day in the gymnasium and provided the gear you need for everyone to be given a shot. Be careful, this is not a beauty contest. It’s war! The two losing squads will be sent home immediately. The middle and third-place getters play off for the last remaining slot. Individuals who catch the eye of the Commander may be invited to stay. But I repeat, we are now playing high stakes. We have our squad’s reputation to uphold. But more importantly, your future is in your hands. Dismissed!”
Clunes left and the squad was silent. The idea came as a shock. They needed to be good, really good, if they were to survive. Rushball was a test of character: not just of physical strength but also of mental nous. It emerged from the Third War when the young Metrician army threw together sports-lovers of every colour and creed. Some played soccer or American football. Others preferred basketball, rugby or Aussie Rules. The Metrician army was like the Tower of Babel and rushball became the lingua franca.
The game incorporated the small ball from handball, goal posts from ice hockey and a hoop like basketball. Players could throw or kick the ball in any direction like Aussie Rules and tackle the ball-carrier like rugby. Blockers could use their bodies like American football (but with no arms, just shoulders) and soccer players were especially valued for being able to punt the ball across a field.
And there was an additional twist. Determined to leave behind the ignorance and stupidity of the past, the early Metricians wanted a game that rewarded intellectual prowess, so they added a third team and made the field triangular, with goals in each corner. In addition to the physical contest, teams competed politically, as they conspired to form and break alliances.
By Jonah’s time the sport had established itself across Metricia and been endorsed by the Council. Within in each city, teams competed at school and regional level. General Kenrick was a fan, as was the Lord President. The sport was organised, televised, commercialised and intellectualised by the best tacticians in the Republic.
What better sport, then, for young recruits to practice slaughtering themselves.
The battle began with a vote: Grace was named captain, Hugo, given the privileged position of negotiator. Training started the next afternoon and Jonah proved his prowess in the gym, slipping through the defences with a mixture of soccer skills and a deft rugby sidestep. On his first touch he’d passed the ball to a striker who netted a goal. On his second, he ducked through the bustling defenders and used his broad shoulders to power a shot at the hoop.
“Gooooooooaaaaaaaal!” shouted Hugo, whose grin gave Jonah a thrill. It felt good to be back on court.
Grace barely acknowledged him and when she posted the call sheet on the bunkroom door his name was there – in the reserves. Jonah thought about complaining, but decided that was what Grace wanted – she was on a power trip. So he let it go and sat through most of the first game, watching Scorpio take on the Sharks and Condors in the first round-robin matches. Sweating in the bleaches, he watched Grace order her team with supreme authority and quiet anger, saving her energy for critical moments and scoring twice before the end of the first quarter.
“Condor’s a bunch of losers,” a girl laughed as Scorpio and Sharks swapped the lead.
“Don’t speak too soon,” Jonah cautioned. He’d been watching Grace’s tactics and noticed the gaps she left in the flanks, so eager was she to push up through the middle of the field. Condor had noticed too and by the third quarter, they began to drive to the wings, stealing a march on Sharks and by the beginning of the fourth were dead-even with Scorpio.
Jonah sat in reserve, his fingers tapping on knees. Condor’s tactics were working. He needed to get on the field to stop them. In the dying moments his chance came when Scorpio’s left wing, Ronnie Smeltz, ‘accidentally’ kicked the Sharks goalie in the teeth. The keeper was carried from the field with blood gushing from his mouth and Smeltz ordered off. Grace turned to the reserves. There was only one left.
Jonah ran on to applause from the Scorpio supporters and stretched his hamstrings to warm-up. It gave him time to think. He’d already seen how the Condor winger used a clever, left-handed faint to sidestep the Scorpio defenders. What were the chances of it happening again, wondered Jonah. The ball was in mid-field, but a smart tackle by a Condor defender soon meant it was now firing its way up the centre. The Condor winger was screaming for the ball, and sure enough, it flew over the heads of the bunched players and into the hands of the side-stepping maestro.
Behind Jonah was empty space and a single goalie. It was up to him to stop the rushing attacker. The boy, tall but deft, carried the ball in one hand and rushed at Jonah with a ferocious glare. Jonah stood his ground, counting down the steps to the dummy sidestep and prepared to cut left. Sure enough, within two paces the boy jigged right, expecting Jonah to swallow the feint and be wrong-footed. But Jonah only moved his head, tricking the boy, who then straightened and ran into Jonah’s waiting tackle.
Standing low and ready, Jonah thrust his shoulder into the boy’s chest, throwing him backwards and dislodging the ball from his hand. Winded and shocked, the attacker was flattened and Jonah snatched the ball and sprinted unopposed down the Condor flank lobbing a pass to a Scorpio centre who sank a five-pointer, just as the full-time whistle blew.
Scorpio Squad went nuts, rushing onto the field to mob Jonah and the scorer. It was Scorpio’s first win and a narrow one at that. Everyone could see that Jonah’s reading of the game made the difference and, as much as it annoyed Grace, it was the last time he started as reserve.
In the days that followed, rushball took over the lives of Scorpio Squad. Sure, there was fitness in the morning, followed by classroom and weapons training before lunch. But nothing could quell the excitement of the afternoon contest. Scorpio had three more games that week and won them all. Jonah felt Grace’s ice melt a little as he proved himself a reliable wing-attack. He even scored a couple of baskets, one from outside the circle. But he chose more often to pass, so others could take the glory. “All in good time,” he assured Hugo, who wondered why Jonah was such a reluctant hero.
In the fifth game, Scorpio came up against Panther and Viper, who shared the lead of the table. It was inevitable that they’d meet Viper Squad. They didn’t need the win to remain contenders, but victory in the early rounds meant bragging rights, something that Jonah desperately wanted over Viper captain, Tyrone Grainger.
Rain had been falling all morning, so that by game time the fields were steaming and the turf squelched underfoot. Hugo and Grace had gone down early to meet with the Panther’s negotiator. If there was any dirty deal with Viper then Hugo would squeeze it out of the Panther boys – he’d sit on them if he had to.
Jonah pretended to practice with a small bunch of players, doing his best to stay within ear-shot of Hugo and eager to hear just what the Panthers were planning. He didn’t notice that Tyrone Grainger and the Viper thugs had joined the practice, kicking and passing the balls among the other players.
As Jonah strained to hear or lip-read the negotiators Tyrone had turned the practice to a game of tackle, with the players trialling different moves and discussing the merits of the ankle tackle compared to the crash.
Occasionally a ball would be thrown Jonah’s way and he absent-mindedly tossed it back. His attention was on the negotiations.
So he was unprepared when he caught a pass and then was flattened by a rushing Tyrone Grainger. The big boy hit him hard in the chest, breaking a rib with a loud crack, and banging his face with his forehead. For a moment, Jonah was knocked out, stars swimming in his eyes and prickles forming at the back of his head. He woke to find Tyrone’s sweaty face inches from his own.
“And that is how we deal with rats,” hissed Tyrone.
Then he leapt up and shouted: “Feng it! Sorry Salvatore. Are you okay? I thought you were part of the practice. Medic!”
Jonah lay winded on the ground, amazed at Tyrone’s unprovoked attack. His first instinct was to get up and punch his snide face but the pain in his ribs was sharp and his cheek was swelling. Tyrone smiled as he saw the grimace on Jonah’s face. “Oh no,” he said in mock sympathy. “It looks like you’re injured. You better wait for the nurses, eh?”
By now a group was forming. They all knew what happened but no one said a word. Then Hugo burst through, shoving the Viper players aside.
“Jonah! Jonah! Let me through. Are you okay? What happened?” he asked.
Jonah tried to speak but it hurt to breathe. “Tyrone ... tackle,” he said.
“What a surprise,” replied Hugo, who stood up and confronted the smirking boy. “Is this your idea of a practice, you meat-head?”
Tyrone stuck his chest out and glared at Hugo. “I can’t help it if your famous friend is too weak to take a tackle. We’re not playing tiddlywinks here, fattie.”
Hugo shoved his face into Tyrone’s. “No, we’re not playing games. We’re playing for keeps. And only a few of us will make it out of here as soldiers. The rest, as wannabes. You better remember who you’re making enemies with.”
“I know exactly who my enemies are,” snarled Tyrone, closing in on Hugo’s face. “Question is, does he?”
Hugo shoved Tyrone away but the bully just laughed and sauntered off with a group of smirking Vipers.
Before long, Jonah floated off the field on a medibot and out in the back of an ambupod. As the doors closed, Jonah saw Tyrone in a circle of players replaying the tackle and laughing. Hugo and the Scorpio squad looked on with dismay.
An hour later, in a cool medical room, Jonah sat on a plastic-coated bed and held an ice pack against his swollen cheek. His chest was already wrapped in bandages and his arm hung in a sling. Holorays revealed two broken ribs, a fractured wrist and one heck of a swollen cheekbone.
One thought nagged at him, though. Not the unprovoked hit or the laughter of the Viper team – that was easy to understand: just bullying, plain and simple. No, it was Tyrone’s whispered insult that played over in his head. That’s how we deal with rats. It was said with pure bile, and whispered for no one else to hear.
“Huge-oh?”
“S’up?” said Hugo, who sat on a bed opposite.
“Did you hear what Tyrone said to me?”
“Was it something like ‘Give me a hug’?”
“Ha, ha.” Jonah laughed, then grimaced with pain. “No, he whispered something to me. When we were on the ground. He said, ‘That’s how we deal with rats’. I don’t get it. I know he’s got it in for me, being from a famous family and all. I get that. But a ‘rat’. That’s a new one.”
Hugo coughed.
“What?” asked Jonah.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Yes, you did. You just coughed. You never cough. Not like that, anyways.”
“Yes I do.” Hugo coughed again. “There you go. Another cough.”
“That was different. You know something but you’re not telling. You’re a terrible liar.”
“You barely know me. How would you know?”
“Shut up. I can see straight through you.”
“There’s a lot to see through.”
“Don’t change the subject. Come on! You know why he called me a rat. I deserve to know.”
Hugo looked uncomfortable and then cleared his throat as if to speak, but a nurse walked in with everything needed to stitch Jonah’s face. The moment was gone. A needle with anesthetic slid into Jonah’s cheek and he soon had five stitches across his mug. The mark of a rat, he thought and wondered what it all meant.
That evening in the mess, Viper’s henchmen gathered around Tyrone’s table, casting knowing smiles at Jonah. The anesthetic had worn off now and the stitches ached, as if Tyrone had succeeded in getting under his skin.
He’d barely noticed that Grace was standing in front of him, carrying her tray of food. “You wouldn’t think they’d actually lost the game,” she said.
“Um, what? Sorry?” Jonah said, surprised that she spoke to him.
“Didn’t you know? We won. Whipped their sorry arses. Thirty-two, twenty-seven, eighteen. Now look at them. The only thing they can talk about is how they smashed you up. Pathetic,” she said and walked away.
A smile crept across his lips. Victory. On two counts. It felt sweet. It lifted him out of his introspection.
“There you go, champ,” laughed Hugo, reaching over and forking one of Jonah’s pork-flavoured buns. “Taking one for the team. What a hero!”
“She talked to me,” marvelled Jonah.
But Hugo wasn’t listening. Not when there was pork bun to devour.




Chapter 7 - A revelation

Broken ribs take weeks to heal and rushball is no way to speed up the recovery. So a very frustrated Jonah watched the next games from the stands. To bide the time, he examined Grace’s strategy and it soon became apparent that, though Grace was a strong captain, she was no strategist. Uncompromising and fit, she used discipline to keep Scorpio Squad in the game. But as the competition wore on, Scorpio was being outdone. First, they lost to Condors, through set moves and clever passing. Then they lost to Dragons, who used substitutes to confuse Scorpio’s defence. But it was the loss to Viper in their next meeting that really hurt. Tricked into an alliance with the Hawks, Grace discovered too late that they’d been double-crossed. Hawks had already been bought and allowed the Viper attackers to use their space uncontested. The result – 37 Viper, 25 Hawks and 21 Scorpio – was the worst loss yet.
The win meant Viper was the first team to qualify for a quarter final spot – and they rubbed it in with the insufferable gloating of Tyrone and his mob.
After watching Grace trudge off the field to the jeers of Viper fans, Jonah limped over and offered her a cool, dry towel.
“Thanks,” she muttered. “I supposed you wished you were out there to save the day.”
Jonah lifted his broken arm. “I’m no good to anybody.”
“Yeah, well maybe you should be. You’ve got an elevated position up there in the stands. What can you see from your sofa that I can’t?”
“You really want to know?” asked Jonah.
“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t mean to.”
“Oooookay,” he ventured. “Well, since you asked. You’re not using your flanks well enough. You’re bunched in the centre-pitch, scrapping for territory. But when you lose possession they get it wide and exploit your wings.”
Grace narrowed her eyes. “Go on, Einstein.”
“Sometimes you get tricked and double-crossed, but mostly that’s not it. Hugo’s plenty smart enough. You’re not passing wide enough.”
Grace scraped the mud with her foot. She seemed to be listening.
“And what do you suggest? We already have a formation that everyone’s learned. You want to change the field?”
“No, the formation’s not the issue. The key is using it better.”
And he explained what he’d observed, recalling each fatal interception and misplaced pass. Without notes he was able to replay the games in exhaustive detail, describing the players’ strengths and weakness and even calculating their distance traveled per game. He was just warming up when Grace put up both hands in mock defeat.
“Okay, okay,” she said. “Feng it, if I knew you’d written the Uberpedia on rushball I might have asked your opinion earlier. So cut to the chase: what shall we do?”
Jonah’s stomach gave a little leap. He had her confidence. Broken arm or not, he was back in the team. Jonah’s advice was succinct, “Let me run the practices; you run the games.”
Grace pulled a funny face, like a grimace, though he picked up the hint of a smile.
“Very well, professor. Have it your way. But I’m still captain. You’re just a brain with a broken limb.”
Jonah laughed and the two stood in silence for a moment.
“You know,” he said, “Hugo told me about your parents.”
“What of it?” Her tone was testy again.
“Well my dad was killed by Landers too ...”
“Yeah, yeah,” Grace cut him off. “Who doesn’t know about the great Petreus Salvatore. What about it? Want to start an orphans’ support group?”
“No”, he retorted, annoyed at her sarcasm. “I want to find his killers and give them what they deserve. Why do you think I’m here? You’re not the only one who wants to blast those mutant freaks to hell and back. You need to lighten up a bit. We’re on the same side here, Grace.”
Grace glared at him.
“You don’t give the orders here, Salvatore. And you don’t get to tell me who or what I should be,” she snarled and she threw her gloves into her helmet.
“I just meant that together we’re stronger. I’ve got the brains and you ...” Jonah began but Grace was already stalking off, back to the barracks.
Jonah boiled. It was bad enough to be bullied by Tyrone. “You’re a stuck-up cow, you know that Grace King!” he shouted after her.
Without turning, Grace showed him her middle finger, a gesture that meant nothing to Jonah until he looked it up later in the holohistories.
Later that night Jonah sat in a quiet corner of the Scorpio common room working on an assignment for aerial trigonometry and sipping his Mets. If he was to make it all the way to Flight School, like GK and Petreus before him, then mastering the complexity of three-dimensional space was essential. Most kids hated AT. Jonah revelled in it.
He was so absorbed in the hologram that floated above his lapdeck, that he didn’t notice Hugo and Grace standing beside him.
“Ahem,” said Hugo. “May we interrupt the genius at work?”
“No, shove off, I’m busy,” said Jonah without looking up. He was done trying to talk to Grace.
“Feng it, let’s go. He’s nerding out,” Grace said and started to leave.
“Oi! Captain King, sit!” growled Hugo and to Jonah’s surprise Grace flopped into the beanbag next to him.
“Now,” continued Hugo. “I hear our little friendship’s less than friendly. This won’t do, will it?”
Grace shrugged her shoulders and Jonah kept playing his hologram.
“Hey, Salvatorus, stop fiddling, I’m talking to you!” and Hugo flopped the holoscreen down with a slam. “As I was saying, your little tiff on the field was noticed by a lot of people. It won’t be long before Grainger and his mob will use it to their advantage. We’ve got the other squads nipping at our heels and I don’t know if you’ve noticed but there’s a planet full of mutants yet to deal with. The last thing we need is to fight each other. So as Scorpio’s chief negotiator I’m instructing you to kiss and make up.”
Jonah blushed at the thought of kissing Grace and folded his arms. Grace stared out the window.
“This is not a request. It’s an instruction!” said Hugo.
Jonah shifted in his seat.
“Here, this is how it works,” said Hugo and he grabbed both their hands and forced them into a handshake.
“Okay, whatever!” said Grace pulling her hand back. “I’m sorry. There!”
“Sorry who? Sorry what? This time with feeling,” chided Hugo.
“Sorry, Jonah for flipping the bird. Is that enough?”
“It’s a start,” replied Hugo. “Jonah?”
Jonah sighed. “Sure, yes. And I’m sorry that I called you a cow. Even though you are.”
“Jonah,” said Hugo. “That’s not how it works.”
“Okay, okay. I’m sorry,” Jonah said and he bowed.
“That’s better,” said Hugo.
Grace stood up and was about to leave but Hugo stopped her.
“Wait, there’s more.”
They both looked at him, blankly.
“You two have more in common than you think. Grace, I want you to show him.”
“What are you talking about? No way!” said Grace.
“Yes way. Show him!”
“Show me what?” Jonah was interested now and sat up a little.
“I’m not showing him,” growled Grace. “It’s none of his business.”
“It’s more his business than it is mine. But you showed me. Show him!”
Grace sighed but she didn’t leave. Instead she reached down to her left ankle and rolled up her track pants to reveal a mechanical leg, almost identical to Jonah’s. A large metal ball was where her knee should have been and shafts of titanium and tiny circuits made up her calf. She wiggled her toes and wheels and rods whirred in her shin.
“You’re a crip, like me!” exclaimed Jonah.
“Shut up!” hissed Grace. “Keep your voice down, no one knows.”
“Normally she wears the plastoskin,” explained Hugo, “Only the Commander and Clunes know about it. I thought you’d want to know, seeing as you’re like ...” Hugo trailed.
“A crip too?” Jonah laughed. "But how did you get into the Academy?”
“Same way everyone did: talent. Or at least that’s how I did. How did you get in?” Grace asked. There was a hint of sarcasm. Jonah ignored it and marvelled at Grace’s mechanical limb. He’d never met another teenage crip and reached out to touch the glistening metal.
“Stop it,” Grace said and folded her trouser down.
“So all this time you’ve been disabled?”
“No. I’m a perfectly functioning human being,” she replied.
“But how did it happen? I mean, were you born this way?”
“Hell no!”
“You see,” said Hugo, “that’s why you two need to know about each. Gracie here lost her whole family and her leg in the same way as you did. A mutant attack on the city.”
“Really? I thought it was just your parents!”
“That’s what she likes to tell people – doesn’t like the publicity,” Hugo said. “I think you two have got to compare notes. You share some history.”
Hugo edged away leaving Jonah and Grace alone. It was awkward.
“Sorry about your mum and dad,” said Jonah.
“Yeah,” she said. “I was sorry too.”
“How’d it happen?”
Grace paused, reluctant to speak. When she did, it was so soft Jonah had to lean in to hear.
“A Lander raid. One night we were out – Mum, Dad and my sister, Rose. We were walking on the Edge when they attacked. How they got through is still a mystery. Most likely a series of stupid mistakes by some lazy gits behind holoscreens. The Landers would sometimes make it through the perimeter barge and climb the walls. They’d usually get electrified by the security beams or shot down by the drones. But this group of scumbags made it all the way to the upper deck.
“Anyway, my mum was the first to see them. They came over the wall. I can still hear her scream. They shot her and she died instantly. My dad pulled a laser out and killed a couple before he was shot himself. My sister dived on top of me. I would’ve been dead if she hadn’t taken the bullet. It went straight through her neck and shattered my leg.”
Grace tapped her metal limb.
“What happened to the Landers?” asked Jonah.
“It was over before I knew it. Airdrones arrived in seconds and blew the rest of them away. Medibots and cops were all over the place. I was in an ambupod before you could say Stephen Hawking.”
“That’s terrible,” said Jonah. “Did they all die, your family I mean?”
“My sister lived for a few more days but never came out of a coma. My dad and mum died straight away. They were buried at sea – for the sharks to eat.”
Jonah thought about Petreus’ casket being pushed over the edge of Madrid the sea. It was almost two months ago now, yet it felt so raw.
“How long ago did this happen?” he asked.
“I was just ten. Six years ago. It was the anniversary last month – and no, I didn’t do anything to commemorate the date.”
“Why not?”
Grace looked at Jonah with burning eyes.
“Because every day I wake up thinking about what they did to my family. And every day I think about those idiots who let them through. I don’t need a party to remember what it feels like to have my sister die in my arms.”
Grace’s voice grew angrier.
“You wonder why I don’t like Clunes or join in any of his fun? It’s slackers like Clunes who allowed the mutants to get into our city that night. I might be a hard-arse to you. But I don’t really care. Because I’d rather be a living cow than a dead friend.”
Jonah was silent for a time. She made perfect sense. He couldn’t blame her for being so cold. What he’d interpreted as pride was grim determination.
“It’s funny really,” Grace continued. “I don’t think they wanted to achieve anything except cause mayhem. They really are scum and deserve to die. And I’ll be on the trigger.”
“Not if I get there first,” said Jonah and for the first time he saw Grace smile. It transformed her from cold and morose to magnificent. Revenge had its upside, he thought.
“It’s a race then,” she laughed. “First to kill a mutant wins!”
◆◆◆
 
Jonah stood alone in a far corner of the field watching Scorpio prepare for its final match of the round robin.
They’d worked hard, in practice and on the field. Jonah’s impact was immediate. Scorpio won its next game and then smashed the second. Morale had been restored and Grace was, if a little reluctantly, allowing Jonah to run the practices uninterrupted. On field, she executed his ideas to good effect. Grace was still captain, but everyone knew that Jonah pulled the strings, even if it was with one arm.
Off the field, Grace had softened immeasurably. She continued to discipline the recruits and didn’t hide her contempt for Clunes. But with Hugo and Jonah she let her guard down and would find time to play hologames or swap stories in the common room. And that smile. Jonah found it beguiling.
On a hot Tuesday afternoon as Jonah watched from the sideline, his back to jungle perimeter, Sergeant Clunes appeared besides him, his hands in his pockets and a tooth-pick hanging from his lip. Clunes must have snuck through the forest to arrive so unseen. How odd, thought Jonah. It made him nervous.
Jonah went to salute but Clunes waved him down.
“At ease, soldier. I’m just here to chat,” he said in a low southern American drawl. “Nice work on the turn ‘round, Salvatore. You’re as cunning as your father,” he said.
“Um, I think that’s a compliment,” said Jonah.
“Darn right it is.”
“Thank you, sir.”
They stood in an awkward silence for a moment, watching the players move in their prescribed patterns. Fans were beginning to fill the stands but few would have noticed the two figures almost melting into the undergrowth below.
“I spent some time under your father’s command in the Malaysian Encounter. Did you know that?” asked Clunes.
Jonah’s heart leapt. He’d never met anyone from Petreus’ fighting days – ever.
“A fine soldier and a good man,” Clunes continued. “One heck of a strategist. Could negotiate his way out of a steel box.”
“I never beat him in anything,” Jonah said, trying to sound nonchalant.
“I didn’t even try,” the sergeant laughed.
“Did you serve with him long?” Jonah asked.
“Nah,” the sergeant drawled and scuffed the dirt underfoot. “We joined his division in Malaysia to drive out those mutant freaks. Pushed them out to sea, we did. Your daddy was in charge of Scion, the intelligence unit that oversaw the ground attacks. I was just a soldier. He was quite the leader. Not big, not even much of a shot, I’m told. But canny. Able to see a victory where others see chaos. A little bit like you’re doing now.”
Jonah blushed. He felt embarrassed. Rushball was hardly war.
The sergeant paused and for a moment Jonah thought he was about to leave but he continued, this time conspiratorially.
“Don’t look at me, boy,” growled Clunes. “Focus on the players. I need to tell you one thing about your daddy.”
“Yes?” said Jonah, his eyes fixed ahead. This was getting weird.
“Everyone hates those damn mutants, and there wasn’t a single person who was sad to see them drown. But not your Petreus. He saved the lives of those foul-faced critters. Don’t rightly know why to this day. He sure upset the boys who wanted to see them disposed of once and for all. A blight on the gene pool, they said. Not even human. But he defied his instructions, which was to send those beasts to a watery grave. Instead, he set up a camp and let ‘em live.”
“Why?” asked Jonah.
“I still can’t figure it out myself. You’d think that might see a man court martialled, but here’s where it gets even stranger. He was given a military honour and promoted to consul only twelve months later. Now I don’t mean any disrespect for your family, because you’re still mourning your loss an’ all, but your daddy was lucky to miss the brig.”
Jonah stared ahead but felt a strong urge to look at the soldier. Was this some kind of joke? What was he getting at?
“Instead he got a hero’s welcome and a promotion,” Clunes continued.
“But he deserved it,” protested Jonah.
“Oh sure, he was a good solider, no doubt. But, you tell me, how does a man who defies his superiors and disappoints all his fellow soldiers get promoted so fast? Is it because he is married to a general’s daughter? Maybe, but that general would need to be like, top dog. Your granddaddy ain’t that. He’s important but he isn’t that important. Is it because perhaps Petreus was following someone else’s orders? Is it because there are things happening in Metricia that you and I don’t understand?”
Jonah’s mind was starting to spin.
“What are you getting at?” he asked.
“What boy, are you so dim that you cannot see? What I’m saying is this. Your daddy created plenty of enemies in Malaysia. But something protected him from punishment. In fact, he got rewarded. Which in turn created even more enemies. What I’m saying is that whoever killed your daddy wasn’t a terrorist. The bomb in Sky London was most likely planted by someone within this army.”
“Are you saying that my father was killed by a Metrician?” Jonah was incredulous.
“You bet that’s what I’m saying. Your daddy made some powerful enemies in this war machine that we call Metricia.”
Jonah couldn’t help himself and looked hard at this man, searching for evidence of deception, like darting eyes or a sweaty brow. Or maybe even a smile. Nothing. Clunes continued to chew his toothpick as if they were chatting about the weather.
“Just look ahead boy. Pretend we’re talking rushball,” and Clunes pointed to some of the players, as if they he was discussing the game like a normal person.
“Now, I liked your daddy. And I like you. But you need to watch your back, Jonah Salvatore. Not everyone in this army regards you and your family with the respect that you deserve. There will come a time, sooner than you think, when you will need a friend. I’m not talking about your granddaddy or your nanny or whoever else you’ve got that’s close to you. I’m talking about a friend who will help when you really need it, when you will only need to say the word.”
Jonah went to speak but the sergeant silenced him with a gesture and changed his tone to barely a whisper.
“I will say this once and once only. There’s a word you will say that only this friend will understand. This word cannot be said by you, but you will recognise it when it’s said. It’s the word of your only true friends.”
Clunes paused, then said: “are you ready to hear it?”
Jonah stared at him and nodded.
“The word is this: Concordia.”
Clunes hissed it. Concordia. It was barely audible, but Jonah heard it. The sergeant spat out his toothpick and straightened his jacket. “Oh, and one more thing, we did not have this conversation.”
Clunes then slapped Jonah on shoulder and smiled. “Good work on the squad, boy!” he shouted and then slipped back into the twisted mass of jungle.
Jonah dragged his hand through his hair and pondered what had just happened. Academy was a game, physically and mentally. Perhaps this was a test. He looked around to see if anyone had heard the conversation. Nobody. The sergeant had chosen his place to drop this bombshell. He must have been waiting.
For the second time in a year Jonah’s world was turned upside down and he didn’t notice that the teams were singing the Metrician anthem. The last thing he cared about right now was a game of ball.




Chapter 8 - THE SURPRISING visitor

In military school, every moment, every inch, every thought, is dictated by some person with a clipboard. Free-time is like a gift from the gods. It meant time to play or watch holoclips or just snooze away precious minutes of unplanned nothingness.
So everyone groaned when their pods bleeped with news of a special assembly at 1545, the beginning of free-time: Formal attire. In the hall. No exceptions. End of message.
It was three days after Clunes’ weird conversation. Jonah had spun Clunes’ words around his brain but no matter which way he considered it, he couldn’t make them out. “The bomb in Sky London was most likely planted by someone within this army,” Clunes said. It was baffling and worrisome. It kept Jonah awake at night and distracted him during the day. He didn’t tell anyone. Not even Hugo. Clunes had told him not to, and Jonah was frightened.
Grace was exasperated but for different reasons. “There goes practice,” she said and threw her helmet on the bunk.
“What gives?” asked Hugo, as he stretched on his cot.
“Apparently some VIP’s come to visit,” Grace said tossing her gloves down.
Jonah’s pod vibrated. Report to barracks office, ASAP, Sergeant Clunes, the screen flashed. His pulse quickened. It meant trouble. Were there more revelations to come?
“What’s up with you, Salvatore?” barked Grace.
Jonah’s face betrayed his feelings. “Oh, you know, I hate missing practice,” he muttered and dashed into the matrix of hallways and pipes that lead to Clunes’ office. Outside, a thick cloud was rolling up the mountainside, enveloping the jungle in mist and smudging the foliage into a patchwork of greens and browns. He could feel the heat radiating through the glass. It felt almost as if the air itself was dripping with the expectation.
Despite the humidity, Jonah shivered and his fears were heightened when, rounding a bend, he noticed a Republican Guard standing outside Clunes’ door. Encased in a carbon-fibre exoskeleton with laser weapons built into its hands and machine-powered limbs, the Rep-G was an elite guard of the Metrician command; a kind of super-soldier, able to leap twice as high as an ordinary man and crush a grenade in its fist. The Rep-G could have been a male or female soldier, you’d never know because its black facemask revealed only two blinking, blue lights. The lights tracked Jonah as he approached.
“I’m, um, supposed to go in here,” he apologised but the guard stared at him, the blue lights pulsing. Jonah stepped past and entered the office where Clunes was waiting. Large circles of sweat stained his shirt, and he was breathing as if he’d been running. More likely he’s nervous, thought Jonah.
“Oh, Private Salvatore, um, Jonah. You have a visitor,” Clunes said and raised his eyebrows before opening the door to a small meeting room.
“Enter,” Clunes instructed, waving his arm. Jonah could smell the perspiration as he passed. Inside, there was a simple table with a tea pot and cups. An old soldier sat in a chair, his hands folded over a cane.
“GK!” exclaimed Jonah.
“Hello, son,” said Kenrick and the old general stood up arthritically and embraced the boy.
“What on Earth are you doing here? You know that we’re not supposed to see family until after graduation!” said Jonah, incredulous.
“Oh fiddle-sticks. Who makes these rules? I happened to be passing by so I thought I’d drop in. Anyhow, who’s going to complain? They’d have to report me to, um, me!”
And they both laughed and hugged again.
“Come, sit with me. Clunes has brought us some tea. Tell me all about school. Have they given you hell?”
Jonah sat down and took a sip. It was milky. Just how he liked it. He couldn’t answer, not straight away. Seeing GK triggered emotions that he’d suppressed. Loneliness and anger had been bubbling below the surface the whole time. This is probably why they don’t let you see relatives, he thought. He concentrated on his tea.
GK changed the topic.
“Isn’t it hot here? I’d forgotten just how stifling these wretched tropical places can be. Do you know that the great Captain Cook camped in this very cove? When it was a cove that is. Now it’s just ocean.”
“I did not know that,” replied Jonah, trying his best to think of the British Empire and Polynesians and things from his history classes – anything but his tragically murdered father. It was coming back in waves.
They sat for a moment and Jonah wiped the corners of his eyes. “I seem to be sweating out of my eyes,” he said and blew his nose on a handkerchief.
“That’s the heat for you, alright,” said GK tenderly.
Jonah took another swig of the brew. “You don’t happen to be just passing the Rock,” he said. “We’re miles from anywhere. Why are you here, GK?”
“Does there have to be a reason, other than seeing my grandson?” GK asked.
Jonah felt foolish, quizzing his grandfather, and a general at that. “The chief of the armed forces must be a busy man, a bit too busy to take twelve hours to fly here on a Thursday to have tea with his grandson.”
“Six hours on the Presidential pod, actually.”
“Six, twelve let’s not quibble,” said Jonah.
“Well, six hours is not a quibble it’s more like half.”
“GK!”
“Okay, okay. Gosh, you are more like your mother than I remembered.”
GK paused and laid his cane on his lap.
“There was just one thing. A minor thing, really, but worth dealing with straight away. Sometimes, little things grow. And then you have a big thing. And we don’t like big things, if you know what I mean.”
Jonah looked confused.
“Okay let me be more specific. There’s a funny little rumour doing the rounds. I don’t mean funny ha-ha. I mean funny weird. Normally I don’t bother with rumours and old women’s talk. I prefer to deal with facts. Wars are won on intelligence, not gossip. But this rumour, well, it’s so wrong and so hurtful and so persistent and I wanted to confront it immediately.”
“You mean the one about Petreus being murdered by a Metrician,” replied Jonah. He thought he might as well say it.
“Ahhhhhh,” said GK, stroking his chin. “You’ve heard it, then. I was hoping I might catch it before it got here. But it seems fiction moves faster than fact.”
“Everyone’s heard it.”
“Who’s everyone?”
Jonah was going to mention Clunes but thought better of it. This conversation didn’t happen, he recalled Clunes saying. And Jonah had agreed.
“Recruits, mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“Only recruits.”
“Any officers? Teachers? Staff?”
“No,” Jonah lied.
“And what do you make of it?”
“I think it’s a bunch of crap,” said Jonah.
“Good. Very good. It is a bunch of crap. People talk crap ninety percent of the time. And the remaining ten percent is pointless babble.”
GK sighed, as if he was carrying a terrible burden and Jonah saw him not as the Metrician general but as a seventy-six-year-old grandad. He was moved but also puzzled. It seemed a ridiculously long way to travel to check on his grandson’s state of mind.
But GK wasn’t finished.
“Most rumours are just static in the air that can cause minor interference. But this is not one of those, Jonah. We need to clear this out. It’s dangerous and has come at a time we can least afford it. Most Metricians believe the war’s over. They clamour for freedoms and luxuries. They tire of war. But how little they know! The Republic is yet a kid, surrounded on all side by predators that prowl like jackals, waiting for the moment of weakness in the flock. Do you know what our greatest threat is, Jonah?”
Jonah hesitated, not sure if this was a trick question. “Um, mutants?” he suggested.
“No!” said GK. “It’s disunity. Division. Suspicion. Our enemy lies within, Jonah. When we stop acting in unison we give the jackals the opportunity to pounce. Scavengers are patient foes. The wait and watch. They sow the seeds of discontent. Their agents whisper and suggest, they spread rumours and half-truths – until eventually the flock loses trust in itself and splits, or worse turns on its own. I don’t believe that Petreus was murdered by a Metrician but even the suggestion is enough to convince some that the Metricia is divided. That’s why I must know who is spreading this rumour. You must tell me.”
Jonah’s pulse quickened. He didn’t want to betray Clunes.
“Jonah?”
He knew GK wouldn’t let him leave without a name. Whoever Jonah chose was a scapegoat. A sacrificial lamb. He winced as the words left his lips.
“Tyrone Grainger.”
“Grainger, eh? A recruit?”
Jonah nodded, his head hung.
“And you sure he’s the source?”
Jonah nodded again. “What’s going to happen to him?” he asked.
“Oh, nothing bad. We just need to, err, reframe him.”
Jonah felt sick. Reframing sounded like a euphemism for something else. Something bad. True, Tyrone did say as much: That’s how we deal with rats. But he wasn’t the source. And the least important person to pass it on.
“You’re feeling like you’re ratting on a colleague, I can tell,” said GK. It was an accidental irony that almost made Jonah laugh.
“Now look at me,” GK instructed.
Jonah looked into GK’s eyes and felt an intoxicating combination of authority and love. GK was right. Rooting out dissension and dishonesty was critical. Petreus’ death would be avenged.
“It’s good that you feel bad for this, um, Grainger. It shows you’re human. But putting these rumours to rest is the right thing, Jonah. Petreus was murdered by Landers. The sooner we agree on that the sooner we’ll catch the scoundrels who did it. You do remember why you’re here, don’t you?”
Jonah nodded.
“Right,” said GK, putting his hand on Jonah’s shoulder. “We’d better make this visit official. As far as anyone’s concerned, we never had this conversation. I’m here to deliver a rousing speech to you ragamuffins. So, let’s slip out of here separately, eh?”
They embraced and then Jonah saluted and left the room, taking care to slink back to his bunk unnoticed.
It had been great to see GK and reassuring to hear that the rumours surrounding Petreus were just that, rumours. But his heart was heavy with the guilt of blaming Tyrone. He wasn’t a bad kid, just a bully. Jonah, by contrast, was a snitch. So much worse in anyone’s book.
During GK’s speech at assembly later that day he did his best to betray no emotion. He sat bolt upright and dared not look around. He felt like everyone was watching him. At the end, when the recruits stood and cheered Kenrick’s rousing words, Jonah made sure he too punched the air and shouted “Metricia forever!”
He didn’t see GK depart. He assumed the shuttle had slipped the island as quietly as it arrived. But what was noticeable was the hubbub in the dining room that night. Viper was in a state of high anxiety with whispered conversations and shaking of heads. They pointed at Tyrone’s empty chair.
“Did you hear?” Grace whispered to Jonah as they craned their necks to see what all the fuss about.
“No, what?” asked Jonah with a fake sincerity.
“Tyrone’s been arrested by a Rep-G and taken away for questioning.”
“Really? Whatever for?” asked Jonah.
“Insubordination, rumour-mongering and threatening the Republic. That’s the official line anyway,” she said.
“The official line. What else could there be?” asked Jonah.
“The unofficial line.”
Jonah paused. He knew what was coming next but had to ask anyway. “What would that be, then?”
Grace looked him in the eye and said without emotion: “My guess is that he peed somebody off, big time.”
Jonah swallowed. The implication was obvious. Tyrone bullies Jonah; Jonah’s grandfather turns up; Tyrone disappears. He was a marked man when he arrived at the Rock; now he was a dead man.




Chapter 9 - Victory

Studying for the last round of exams and the finale of the rushball tournament left little time for worrying. And he needn’t have. Within a fortnight Scorpio had won its semi-final and then destroyed Panthers and Viper in the final. Viper was demoralised by the loss of its leader Tyrone, and fell apart to end third overall. The retribution Jonah was dreading amounted to a few boos when he stood on stage to help Grace and Hugo lift the Rock Cup in victory.
Viper had been extinguished. “No bite when you remove the head,” joked Hugo.
Back in the common room the party raged for hours, with the trio of friends feted like heroes. Jonah even received a hug from Grace, though she couldn’t resist a dig. “You were better off the field than on, Salvatore.”
“We all have our place,” he winked.
It felt good to belong and it wasn’t until later that night, when the snores of the recruits kept Jonah awake, that Clunes’ words crept back into his head. Jonah hadn’t mentioned the sergeant’s conversation to anyone. He’d pushed it to the reaches of his mind and focused on winning the cup. Now, with the pressure gone and the celebrations finished, he found them replaying: Your daddy created plenty of enemies in Metricia.
He tried to reason his way out of it: sure, Petreus had people who hated him for being so successful. And his peace-making wasn’t welcomed by everyone. Jonah could buy that. Which hero didn’t have haters, even from within? But that didn’t mean he’d been murdered. It was inconceivable! And this Concordia rubbish – a bunch of conspiratorial nonsense, he reasoned.
The snores grew louder and the thrum of the aircon rattled the grate above his bed. He tossed this way and that, determined to sleep but unable to get Clunes from his mind. The next thing he knew, Grace was shoving him with her foot.
“C’mon you idiot. Wake up! You’ve already missed breakfast.”
“Ugh,” he groaned. “I must’ve fallen asleep.” And he rolled over towards the wall.
“Yeah that’s what happens when you go to bed. C’mon, get up! We’ve been summoned to the Commander’s office,” and she dragged the blanket from his near-naked body.
“Hey! Steady on. I’ll have you done for indecent assault!” he cried, grabbing at the sheet.
But Grace pulled it further. “We’re in Lee’s office in five minutes. Chop, chop, sleeping beauty!”
Commander Lee sat like a child behind his desk and beamed at the small gathering of recruits. Representatives from Viper and Panthers were there too – altogether twelve students stood in Lee’s magnificent corner office. Outside, the mist had cleared enough for them see through a gap in the wet trees and down to the ocean and the north-most island, hundreds of metres below.
The mood among the recruits was buoyant. The commander didn’t disappoint.
“Well, well, here are my little mutant-busting babies,” he cooed. “Just six months and look at you, gestated, matured, ready to be thrust into the world!” He said the word with a trembling rrrrr and little flecks of spit flew from his mouth.
Hugo began to snigger and got a sharp elbow from Grace.
“You may wonder why just twelve of you have been invited here to meet me,” said Commander Lee.
They nodded their heads.
“Well, not everyone makes Flying Squad, you know!”
The students gasped. Flying Squad!
“Yes that’s correct. You are to become our next generation of pilots. You are the elite, the crème de la crème, the top doggies!”
The kids looked at one another in amazement and Jonah burst out laughing. Flying Squad was a dream not worth having – so few in Metricia ever got to become pilots. Of course, Petreus had been and GK before him. But it was a hope he’d not allowed himself to indulge in. And now Jonah too was to become a Top Gun himself!
Hugo slapped Grace on the shoulder and she laughed.
“You’re to leave tonight. Basic training’s over, kids! Say goodbye to your comrades and pack your things. Your chariot awaits!”
The chariot was a sleek, silver SubOrb that crouched on the tar-seal. The goodbyes had been brief and only a little bit sad. The rest of the squad congratulated them with mixed feelings. Jonah, Hugo and Grace didn’t hide their euphoria and, once aboard, they pretended to clink glasses as the supersonic aircraft blasted down the runway and climbed into the sky.
Goodbye and good riddance, thought Jonah as the tropical island vanished beneath the mist. It had been a gruelling few months. He’d tried to avoid Clunes as they said their goodbyes but the sergeant had found him and squeezed his hand. “Take care, Salvatore,” he said, as if nothing had ever passed between them. But the steady gaze said it all.
Jonah shuddered. With the cloud swallowing the jungle, he decided to forget about Clunes’ conspiracy. Whatever had passed between them was now part of the island, like an ancient legend. The future beckoned.
And he laughed out loud.




— PART TWO —





Chapter 10 - Sabotage

The walk out to a hoverpod is the most exciting in the world. Decked out in a full-bodied Kevlar flying suit and carrying his helmet, Jonah felt excitement surge as he strode out. Lights flashed on the hoverpod’s fins and a start-flame spat from its single rear engine.
“Well, this rocks,” shouted Hugo. “Our first mission: you, me and Miss Ice Queen, 2143.”
Grace cracked a smile and they laughed. It was awesome to be the first to fly in a hoverpod. It was six months since they’d left the Rock, the rushball cup safely locked in the Scorpio trophy cabinet. The island was almost a distant memory. Here on Minoa, the military base perched high on the old island of Crete, they’d learned the theory of flight and air combat and flew flight simulators on their holodecks day and night.
Of course, Grace had topped the class. She’d won the right to the first real training flight, with her choice of crew. Jonah was chuffed she’d chosen him. They were joined by an instructor, and their mission was a routine reconnaissance over northern Egypt, taking photos and surveying hostiles. The area was notorious for mutant bandits and the Metricians had some kind of interest in the coastal regions. They had no idea what and it wasn’t their place to ask.
“Just complete the flight plan, keep an eye out for the freaks, and Scion will do the rest,” said the flight commander.
A spypod is effectively a giant wing with curving tips and a single fin that spikes upwards from the back. It reminded Jonah of a manta ray. You entered through a porthole, forward of the wing and sat in a tight cockpit. Grace slid into the co-pilot’s seat and grinned at the array of lights and touchpads.
“All yours, young lady,” the officer said and waved his hands at the controls.
Grace let her fingers dance over the dashboard. Soon the engine wound up to a roaring pitch and the porthole door slid shut.
Within seconds the hoverpod was floating. Grace dipped the craft’s nose in a cheeky nod towards her instructors and gently eased the thrust. As they rose above the hoverport, the faces of their jealous classmates disappeared into a blur of colour. Grace pushed the throttle forwards and, with a shout, she threw the pod into an ambitious trajectory, the engine firing a massive blast. Seen from the ground, the hoverpod swam upwards and waggled teasingly above the port then screamed south, leaving a white jetstream in its wake.
Inside, the crew were thrown back into their chairs and the g-forces pulled at their bodies. Machines bleeped in their headsets and a voice calmly told them they’d reached the speed of sound. The hoverpod was flying over the old Mediterranean Sea. Through patches in the cloud Jonah could see the brown line of the north-African coast.
“Three minutes to destination,” Grace’s voice crackled into his head. These mind-speak helmets still freaked him out. Bad enough that she was in control of the pod, now she could get into his head as well.
“Roger that,” he fizzled back.
His job was to set up the surveillance gear, a series of heat-detecting cameras that could pinpoint a pet snake in a mutant’s sock. He tapped at his screen but was puzzled to see grey static instead of the usual 3D terrain maps. He tapped harder but this time the screen flashed, reduced to single pinpoint of light and then went dead.
“Hey, what the ...?” said Grace.
Jonah looked up and saw the screens and dials on Grace’s cockpit flashing and then dying in the same way. One by one the monitors fell dark as some kind of bug ate its way through the electronics.
“Manual override,” the instructor said and took the controls from Grace. He jabbed at a series of buttons on the console and then harrumphed. Nothing responded. He jabbed again, this time with more feeling but still no lights appeared. The joystick felt limp in his hands.
“Zero-two to base, zero-two to base,” he spoke into his headpiece.
Static.
“Zero-two to base. Do you copy?”
Static.
Jonah swapped glances with Hugo; his eyes were wide with alarm.
The instructor was trying for a third time and muttering about how unusual this all was when he was cut short by loud bang at the front of the craft. A small explosion opened the nose and shrapnel flew through the windshield, shattering the glass and peppering the cabin with fragments of metal.
Jonah looked in horror as the instructor was stabbed by a storm of wreckage, his blood showering the cabin in red mist. The pilot spasmed and slumped forwards just as the power restored and cabin filled with a deafening siren and flashing lights.
By the now the windshield was a gaping hole and the hoverpod was falling. Grace, wiping the instructor’s blood from her face, struggled to gain control. The pod was filling with smoke and accelerating in a downwards spin. She heaved at the joystick screaming curses. A fire was now inching its way across the fuselage and the fuel tank on the left wing ignited, sending a ball of flame into the sky.
It was hopeless, they were going down.
“Feng it!” she shouted. “Eject!”
Her fist slammed a large knob triggering a hideous alarm. The cockpit roof ripped apart and the students were tossed out like popcorn. Jonah’s spine was crushed with the force and he clenched his teeth remembering something from a classroom about not biting your tongue. His ears were ringing with the fury of the explosion.
And then silence.
Jonah opened his eyes and found that he was falling, held up by the gentle rustle of a huge, white parachute. The hoverpod was far south, leaving a trail of black smoke, and then disappeared into the dusty haze below.
“Hey, hey!” he heard a voice. He looked around and saw another white chute. Grace was drifting at the same altitude. “Are you okay?” she shouted. She banged the side of her helmet as if to say ‘does this thing work?’
He was about to yell back but then realised he hadn’t checked. He ran a quick diagnosis: head, check, limbs check, feet, fingers, neck, check, check, check. He took a deep breath and felt only a bruise in his chest. No worse than a tough day of rushball, he thought.
“I’m fine! You?” She was descending faster and couldn’t hear but from her gestures he figured she was okay.
“Wait till the sergeant’s done with her,” he muttered.
He searched for Hugo and saw his ‘chute, a white flower against the brown dirt below.
Landing in an ejected hoverpod chair is rough-going. The ground raced up and smacked him hard on his bum, the chair bouncing across the rock and sand. The ‘chute caught a breeze and pulled Jonah sideways, dragging him though a thicket of thorns and dumping him in a pile of rocks.
“Welcome to Egypt, we hope you enjoy your stay,” he grumbled.
Always one step ahead, Grace had already landed and now was standing with her hands on her hips and looking down as he fumbled with the straps.
“Quite ready?” she smiled at him.
He squinted at her against the bright grey sky. “All in good time, young lady. Please fetch my bags, would you?” he answered.
“We need to find Hugo,” she said, ignoring him. “He’s about one kilometre in that direction,” and she pointed north-east.
Jonah scrambled out of his chair on all fours like a baby. The ground was hard and cut into his hands. They were in a tiny valley, an indentation, surrounded on all sides by rising dunes. Clumps of shrubs were dotted around in patches and a breeze blew scrappy weeds across the sand.
Tan, beige, bronze or caramel – you can have any colour you like, so long as it’s brown, Jonah thought.
The air was hot. Not humid, like the Rock, but dry, flaking, as if the land had dermatitis. The heat burned the hairs in his nose.
Grace was already striding off, following a makeshift path. He scrambled up and followed her, making wide, deliberate arcs through the dry shrubbery. Any evidence of Hugo and his parachute were nowhere to be seen. Grace checked their bearings on her wrist-monitor and furrowed her brow. “We should be on him by now,” she said.
Jonah caught her arm. “Did you hear that?”
“No, what ...” and then she heard it too. Mechanical, like the growl of an engine. Machines, out here in the middle of nowhere!
There was more. Voices, shouts and then boom, boom, boom.
“Guns!”
Scrambling to the top of a knoll, Grace could see why they’d missed Hugo. Their friend had heard the same sound and done a runner. Or at least that’s what they hoped because standing on his empty ‘chute were ten men dressed like bandits, with weapons. A short fellow, with a shiny bald head and round glasses was giving orders, pointing in several directions. Just in case the message didn’t get through, he shot several rounds into the air.
Grace and Jonah grabbed their lasers and scrambled back down the slope. Through a thicket of brambles they spied a narrow crevice between two overhanging cliffs. Without talking they pushed through the brush and squeezed into the notch.
A voice made Jonah jump out of his skin. “Not sure there’s room for three,” it said. In the gloom Jonah saw a hulking figure.
“Huge-oh. Boy, am I pleased to see you!”
“So you met our bandit friends then, I see,” whispered Hugo. “Got a plan, Stan?”
“Shutting up might be a start!” hissed Grace.
Through the gap, they saw a mutant come through the thicket followed by a second. A third crossed the brow of the hill behind. They were on the hunt, looking at the ground for footprints.
“Surprise is the best form of defence,” Jonah whispered, with a shrug of his shoulders.
Grace nodded. She shoved a finger at Jonah and pointed to the first mutant, Hugo the second, and gave herself the third. What do we do when there’s more than three, he wondered, then settled the pistol on his left arm, looked through the sites and spied a leathery face with three holes that may have been nostrils. A shudder passed though him before he steadied his aim and squeezed the trigger.
A laser combines the shattering physical force of lightning with the heat of a tiny nuclear reaction. Old Three Nostrils was a smoking, headless corpse before Jonah released his finger. The other mutants, too, lay toasting on the sand.
“We need to move,” said Grace and edged out of the cave. They sprinted away from the action, around the bottom of a steep hill into a narrow, dry valley – and into the tail of a second bandit party. There was no time for a plan. Jonah dived and let rip, his pistol becoming an inferno of yellow flame. Screams filled the valley as lasers sliced through the mutant flesh. For a few moments the sides traded a fierce volley of shots, dust and shrapnel spitting up around Jonah’s face. Hugo and Grace had rolled to the bottom of an escarpment and were firing a constant stream up the valley.
This needs to stop or we’ll run out of power, Jonah thought. He looked at the gauge on his weapon: quarter full.
He buried himself deeper behind a boulder, bullets bouncing around him.
“Think!”
He removed his pack searching for a drink bottle. “It’s black, at least.” He took a quick gulp of water then threw the bottle with all his might towards the bandits and yelled, “grenade!”
A hoot went up as the mutants dived for cover. It gave the three friends enough time to rush forward. Suddenly they were on top of the ragged bunch, their lasers carving up the enemy. It was over in seconds, the bandits now a smouldering pile of robes and bodies.
Adrenalin was pumping through Jonah. He counted to five then back again, forcing himself to relax.
“Next?”
Grace wiped sweat from her face. “There’ll be more, and they’ll be angry. I haven’t seen the bald one yet, either.”
Hugo was drawing deep breaths. Some blood trickled down his neck. He turned to show Jonah who grimaced at a wound on Hugo’s fleshy ear. “Nothing life threatening, but there go your good looks.”
Hugo harrumphed and tore off his sleeve and wrapped it around his head. He looked like a cartoon gangster.
They were standing at the top of the valley now, with three brown hills around them. “I don’t like this place,” said Grace. “We need to keep moving.”
She’d barely finished her words when a volley of bullets kicked the rocks around their feet. A metallic voice sounded – was it a machine? “Move and you’re dead! Lay down your weapons – now!”
Bandits appeared on the three hills, their rifles pointing at the Metricians. A jeep, with a gun mounted on the back, rushed up the valley and skidded to a stop. They were trapped. Jonah tossed his laser to the ground and raised his hands.
The bandits bounded down the slopes, their feet kicking little avalanches of scree. From the jeep emerged a short man, dressed in a leather trench-coat and bowler hat. He waddled towards them, his hands cradling a short, twin-barreled shotgun. Jonah recognised him – the bald man they’d seen earlier.
Behind him, a second vehicle rumbled into the valley: a truck with a steel cow-catcher on the front and a gun turret behind the cab. It was pulling two carriages, cobbled together with iron and wooden planks. The truck’s engine rumbled like an earthquake.
Baldie moved slowly up to the three captives. He sniffed the air.
“You’ve caused quite the commotion, you Metrician scum.” His voice was neither human nor robot. It breathed out in a mechanical monotone.
He raised the shotgun and ran it along Jonah’s cheek. Jonah swiped the barrel away.
“Ohhhh,” crackled the voice. “What’s the matter Flyboy, don’t like the way we host people here in Landerland?”
Baldie raised the gun again, this time pushing it into Jonah’s neck and gestured at the scattered bodies. “Well, I don’t particularly like the way you treat my friends. They were good men. Ugly, but good. Now you’ve carved them all up with your fancy little shooters.”
In a single swift movement, he flipped the shotgun, grasped it by the barrel and drove the butt into Jonah’s stomach. Jonah doubled over and gasped for air. The man flipped the gun again and caught it with his other hand. Smiling, he stepped over to Grace and lifted her chin with a finger. “And what have we here? More bounty,” he breathed.
Grace pulled away but he laughed. “Going somewhere?” Then he turned round and shouted: “Round ‘em up! Back to the wagons!”
“What about them?” one of the mutants asked, pointing at the dead.
“Who? Oh, leave ‘em. The dead will bury the dead.” And he began to waddle back to the jeep.
Jonah marvelled at the man’s callousness. So, this is how the Landers treat their own, he thought.
As the bandits turned to follow their boss, Hugo snatched a rifle from an inattentive mutant and fired a shot from the hip. The mutant yelped and fell in a heap. Hugo swivelled round and aimed at the fat man, letting loose a burst of gunfire that sent everyone sprawling.
“Run!” he cried. But something hit Hugo and he dropped the gun. He was on his knees, his suit red with his own blood.
Two bandits threw themselves onto the boy and Grace and Jonah were grabbed from behind.
“Hugo!” yelled Jonah, but he was bustled down the valley towards the convoy. Over his shoulder he could see the mutants dragging Hugo by the legs but lost sight of them when he was shoved inside the wooden trailer. Grace followed. The door slammed shut. Engines fired. The wagon shuddered and lurched, throwing them against the wall.
The skirmish was over in less than a minute and Jonah trembled with the shock of it all.
“Get a grip on yourself,” hissed Grace. She could feel his body shake. But he couldn’t control himself. And the more he tried to stop, the more his hands shook.
“Take deep breaths and relax,” she said angrily.
He was in shock. Only hours ago they were on top of the world, flying over the desert like gods. Now they were trapped. By bandits. The very Contagion-filled scum he’d vowed to kill. And they had Hugo. Maybe even killed him!
It took an age, and all his powers of concentration, but he eventually got his breathing under control. The trembling reduced too but he felt exhausted, as if he’d been run over.
He sat up and rubbed his eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness. Day-light filtered through holes in the walls, creating shafts of dust. The wagon smelt of sweat and urine. Shapes formed in the shadows and, for a second, he thought he saw something move, but it just blurred into the dark.
He closed his eyes for 30 seconds and opened them again, this time wide, trying to absorb all the light he could.
“Wait, Grace, we’re not alone,” he whispered.
Grace was sitting on her hands. “What do you mean?”
“Hello? Is there anyone in here?” he asked.
A shadow loomed out of the corner, followed by hands which shoved him to the floor.
“Be quiet!” a voice hissed, thick with an accent. A boot was on his neck now.
“Okay, okay, I’m quiet,” Jonah whispered and raised his palms in defeat.
The boot withdrew and a hand reached out of the gloom and lifted Jonah up from the floor. Two faces, young and tanned looked back.
“I’m Nassim,” said the girl, “and this is my brother, Wadid. Welcome to paradise.”




Chapter 11 - Tricks and cheats

Jonah stared at the girl, trying to understand what was wrong with her face. No obvious marks of mutation, no scars or deformities. She looked okay to him. In the twilight of their prison, Jonah saw that she had olive skin with a narrow face, high cheekbones and dark, straight hair. For such a petite person she had a surprisingly crushing handshake.
The boy looked younger but also healthy, with a thin face and a shock of thick black hair.
“You’re Metricians aren’t you?” asked Nassim.
Jonah nodded.
“I’ve heard about your kind. But never met any before. Are there more of you? We heard a lot of shooting.”
Jonah looked at Grace. ‘Um, well, there is one.”
“He was alive when we left him,” said Grace.
They sat down and were silent for a while. The wagon bumped.
“But I sure did let those Landers have it!” laughed Grace. “I killed four and together I think we got nine, at least by my count. Filthy Lander scum got it in the neck hah, hah!”
Jonah was about to laugh as well but saw Nassim’s brow furrow.
“Just who are you calling scum?” Nassim said.
Grace hadn’t noticed Nassim’s tone. “Landers, you know, filthy Landers. Mutants. Brutes. They’re all scum,” and she spat on the floor of the wagon for effect. “Can’t wait to wipe out more.”
Suddenly Nassim launched herself at Grace, wrestling her to the floor. Jonah jumped up but was grabbed from behind by Wadid.
“Scum, eh? Is that what you like to call us,” yelled Nassim. “Can’t you be a little more creative? How about wretches?
Or freaks?”
Grace writhed. “Get off me, you stupid …”
“Stupid what? Animal? Monster?”
Nassim, squeezed her hands tighter around Grace’s neck.
Jonah elbowed Wadid in the guts and tried to spin round. But Wadid was strong, and his arm tightened around Jonah’s neck.
Nassim pushed Grace’s head down with a dismissive shove and then retreated to Wadid’s shoulder. Grace rolled sideways gasping for air, coughing and holding her neck.
“Let me go, please,” Jonah asked.
The four backed to the ends of the wagon. No one spoke. Jonah and Grace had been stunned by the ferocity of the attack. Clearly they were strong but inferior, dressed in rags and mutated in some unseen way. Probably diseased. Hopefully sterile. Landers were a rabble, disorganised and primitive. This is how they treated each other: killing, pillaging, kidnapping.
He shuffled over to Grace. “How’s the neck?”
“Warm.”
“What’s the plan?” he whispered.
“You mean the one about killing these two mutants and escaping the circus train, meeting up with Metrician rescue squad, eating a decent meal followed by a revenge attack?”
“Um, no, not so much that one. I was thinking more about how we survive the next few hours with our roommates over there.”
He stared through the gloom and saw that Nassim and Wadid were also conspiring.
“Well, we stay where can see them. And make sure we don’t start treating them like old buddies,” she growled.
“Hey, it wasn’t me that was boasting about killing Landers!” he hissed.
She paused. “Yeah, I know, I’m sorry. I just got tricked into trusting them. At least with old Baldie you know that he hates you from the start. These are trickier scum, no doubt.”
The wagon was jolting along in a more regular motion than before, making Jonah wonder if they had reached a rough road. And if it was a road then there would be other travellers and perhaps some of kind of civilisation. He had an idea.
“We have to think carefully about this. Right now, our enemy is this couple. Clearly they’re strong and possibly could kill us with their bare hands. That kid might have some kind of Samson gene mutation. I read about it once. It’s a mutation on the sixteenth chromosome ...”
“Can we skip the science lesson?”
“Sorry. Anyway, we need to negotiate some kind of truce inside this wagon until we can escape.”
“So what’s your plan, Houdini?”
“Well, we share a common enemy, right? We need to convince these two that they need us; that we have something that will help us all to escape.”
Grace looked at him for what seemed like a minute. Finally she spoke. “Your logic’s correct. But what have we got that they don’t?”
“This.”
Jonah reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his game pod.
“Brilliant, we’ll negotiate with toys,” she said.
“No dummy. To you and me it’s just a game player. But they don’t know that. They probably don’t even know what games are. We’ll tell them it’s a communicator and that all we need to do is activate it and the rescue team will find us.”
Grace looked at him again. “That’s the first good idea you’ve had all day.”
Jonah looked up and cleared his throat. “Hey, you two. Nassim. Grace and I, we’d like to apologise.”
“You mean for taking up our precious oxygen? Or perhaps you mean the extermination of our people. Where do you want to start?”
“Um, well, how about right here? I just think we need to get along if there’s any chance of escaping from these Lan..., I mean, from these bandits.”
“We could just kill you now and save them any trouble – and maybe save you some torture,” said Wadid, rising from his corner.
“Yes, you could. But before you do I’d like to share with you an idea that might change your mind.”
Nassim grabbed Wadid’s arm. “What is it?” she asked.
“It’s this,” and he stood up and showed them his pod. “It’s a communicator. I activated it as soon as we landed. It’s sending a beacon to our rescue team at Sky London, our home base.”
“Excellent, more Metricians,” snorted Wadid.
Nassim glared at him. “Wait, let’s listen to what he has to say.”
“Thank you. When the squad arrives they’ll be armed to the teeth with weapons that this lot can’t even imagine. They won’t stand a chance against the Metrician tek. They’ve got mini-nukes and flesh-seeking bullets, hoverbikes and a very nasty little bomb that detects mutant-only tissue. As long as this device is operating, our wagon will be protected from the attack. Not much else will survive.”
“Fine then, just give it to me!” said Wadid.
“Ah! You see, that’s the thing,” said Jonah pulling the pod back. “It doesn’t work like that. The communicator is powered by, um, me.”
“You?”
“Yeah, it’s kind of hard to explain, but it’s powered by my heart beat, well, not exactly my heart beat, more like my energy, but even then it’s not so much that, it’s more like my life-force.”
“Ugh, it’s tek, okay?” said Grace, joining them in the centre of the wagon. “The communicator is powered by our bodies. I’ve got one too, see.” And she held up her pod. “The point is, we need to be alive if these are going to work.”
Jonah could see Nassim was interested.
“It’s a locator beacon. Each one has a unique code so that our HQ knows exactly where we are at any time. They’re on their way already.”
“Let me see it,” Nassim asked.
Before Grace could object, Jonah handed over his pod and the two examined it closely, shaking it, holding it up to their ears, tapping it.
“I hear and see nothing.”
“Yeah, well, it’s emitting ultra-waves. They’re too small to see or hear. Trust me.”
Nassim weighed the device in her hand and then tossed it back to Jonah.
“Okay, here’s what we will do,” she said. “If what you say is true then we should be rescued within hours. In exchange for preserving your life now we expect the same in return when your people arrive.”
“Sounds fair,” said Jonah.
“I haven’t finished.”
‘Oh.”
“After the rescue you will take us with you to this Sky London.”
“Okay, but ...”
“And you will ensure that we are treated fairly and not imprisoned or tortured or returned to this godforsaken place.”
“Well, I think we can ...”
“And there’s one more thing.”
Grace sighed. “Oh, for goodness sake, what else? A fine apartment near the sea? A foot massage in the morning? You’re Landers! You are our enemy. You are in no position to negotiate terms with the Metrician army. You’ll be lucky to be left alive. And anyway, even we wanted to give you these things, which we don’t, it’s not in our power to do so. We’re just soldiers, not generals. You can beg for it from them!”
Provoked by Grace’s outburst, Wadid punched her in the stomach. But this time she was ready and hardened her muscles and then whacked him so hard that his head snapped back and he tottered for a moment seeing the Milky Way for the first time in his life. She was about to land a second blow when Jonah gabbed her arm from behind and twisted it up her back.
“Stop! Stop it, both of you!”
Nassim stepped in. “He’s right, we need to make peace. There’s time for justice and perhaps even revenge later. For now, we must cooperate.”
She extended her hand and Jonah took it. Grace and Wadid glowered.
“Peace!” spat Grace. “He’ll rest in peace once we’re done with him.”
“Yeah, well, let’s wait till that moment, shall we?” counselled Jonah. Still holding Nassim’s hand he asked. “Now, what was that other thing?”
“No matter,” she said, shaking her head. She let his hand fall and retreated to her end of the wagon with Wadid.
Night comes quickly in the desert and through the gaps in the timber Jonah could see the clouds reddening. The sun was sliding behind the hills and the entire sky was a crimson duvet.
He felt tired. Grace and Wadid had slumped into opposite corners and were already asleep or making a good show of it.  Sleep didn’t feel safe. There was no rescue coming. He knew that they had vanished from Metricia’s eyes. They were alone and needed to stay awake to live. So long as he could keep Nassim talking, no matter what rubbish it was, he felt confident of at least keeping the peace.
He tried the first thing that came into his head.
“Nassim. We may not be able to give you what you ask but at least we can listen.”
Nassim re-emerged from the gloom.
“That’s it,” she said.
“Um, what is?”
“That’s all I wanted.”
“I’m sorry I don’t understand.”
“I just want you to listen. You live in the sky, you have technology that we know nothing about – and your clothes, they’re made of stuff I have never touched. You seem so perfect. Yet there’s one thing you don’t have. Something that I can give you.”
“What’s that?”
“The truth.”
“The truth? The truth about what?”
“About me. About my people. About the Landers.”
“I’ve seen all the holohistories. I got pretty good marks in school. I don’t think I need to revisit the past, thank you.”
“‘History is written by the victors’. Winston Churchill wrote that in 1936. Even you should know that. This time, why not hear about history as told by the vanquished? What have you got to lose?”
“Well I guess I’m not going anywhere tonight,” he shrugged. “I’m all ears, all three of them.”
Nassim laughed. She knelt and straightened her scruffy, brown skirt. The gesture felt civilised in this prison. At first she spoke so quietly, Jonah had to strain to hear. “I know you’ve read some histories, no doubt they’re the same as ours, at least the facts and dates about wars and governments. But behind every fact is a story. I want you to hear mine.”
“Go ahead. I’m interested.”
“Well, my grandmother’s name was Abassah and from the photos that I saw of her as a young woman, she was beautiful – the most beautiful of three daughters. Waqar, her father and my great grandfather, wanted them all to be successful, so he made them study: music, art, sciences and languages. She spoke four languages.
“Life had already become difficult for her family in those days. There were food shortages and the Asia epidemic had already come to her home town of Damascus. Her family was rich and they could afford the vaccines – and avoid places of infection, like railway stations and markets. Do you now that it was only the poor at first who got sick – they called it PMP, Poor Man’s Plague. Anyway, I think it was the suffering of the poor that motivated Abassah to study science – she wanted to create the cure that would save the world.
“In those days it was still possible to travel and she spent time in Zurich (that’s the capital of old Switzerland, you know) and in London. She earned a qualification. I think they called it a PhD?”
“Yeah, read that once in my histories too,” said Jonah. “They called it a doctorate for some reason, but you didn’t even have to be a doctor. Things were weird back then.”
“Weird?” Nassim retorted. “They were wonderful! In London she worked in a university! It’s where people would go every day to just study and learn and share. These days all we can hope for is enough water and food for the next day.”
Jonah was about to interrupt to say that all Metrician children attend university once they graduated from high school. Lots of kids hated it and some even protested to the government about it. But he felt a bit embarrassed. He bit his lip.
“A certain colleague, Dr. Juan Fernando, a handsome young man from Portugal, was the vaccine team leader. He was very serious and just as committed as Abassah – probably more. They spent hours in their lab trying out formulas and testing them, sometimes on animals, sometimes on the lines of infected people who would beg to be given a cure. They worked hard, often late into the night. Fernando was so focused on his work that he didn’t notice just how often Abassah would be the only one to stay on. Nor did he notice just how beautiful or just how interesting or how lonely she was. She told me that she might have burst into flames and he still wouldn’t have noticed. Abassah was love struck but Fernando was blinded by science. ‘I had to get him out of the lab – and I found the perfect excuse,’ she told me. Thanks to her detective work in those late nights she deduced that he was a fan of flamenco dancing – do you know what that is? No? Okay, I’ll tell you later – well, Abassah finally managed to lure him away from the test-tubes and titrations and got him into Club El Toro, where the women would dance in bright red dresses and men would click their heels like angry bulls. So romantic! Fernando hadn’t thought about anything but vaccines for so long that when he saw her on the dance floor, he melted like butter.
“Suddenly those long nights in the lab weren’t so long – they were colleagues and lovers, working together to save the world. All over the globe, epidemics were spreading and mutating and the climate crisis was causing havoc with food and transport. But in that little lab the world was being saved every day. But then ...”
“But then what?” asked Jonah, surprised at his own question. The plan was to tolerate Nassim’s story, but he realised that now he was a little bit curious. Nassim looked away. He could see in the darkness that she was crying.
“But then what? They were so in love and so close to a cure, right?”
“Well, what do you think?” Nassim glared at Jonah, her eyes wide with anger. “What do you think happened, you stupid Metrician boy? They left! You left! Scientists, doctors, academics, leaders – they disappeared! Overnight, just gone. Colleagues, friends, students, teachers, lab assistants, heads of departments, gone! Lots of people thought it was a disease but my grandparents weren’t fooled. Within hours they discovered the truth, a conspiracy to abandon the world and everything they had worked for. Fernando broke into the office of his boss and discovered files, pages and pages of detailed instructions about how and when and where the traitors would leave for another world in the sky. The conspiracy had been planned for years.”
Now it was Jonah’s turn to be angry. “But don’t you see, they had to leave, to save the human race!” he argued.
“By forsaking it?” Nassim spat.
“No, by quarantining it. When you’re sick you get removed. You stay in bed, you don’t go spreading it around. But what do you do when the whole world is sick? You escape and start again.”
“You say escape? You mean abandon!”
“No, I mean escaped!”
They were shouting now and Wadid stirred.
We need to calm down, thought Jonah.
“Look ...” he began.
“No, you look. You asked me what happened next? Well, I’ll tell you. After they discovered the conspiracy, people went crazy. They rioted and burned the places where conspirators had lived and worked. Fernando and Abassah’s laboratory was torched and all their research, all the vaccines were destroyed in just one day of mindless destruction.”
“Well, there you go,” said Jonah. “And you wonder why the Metricians needed to escape?”
Nassim growled. “The Metricians caused it. They caused the Collapse. They caused the epidemics to spread and mutate without any vaccines to control them. They caused us to fall into a world of criminals and illness.”
“The Collapse was already underway. The Metricians escaped it. They saved the human race from, from, from, from all of that!” said Jonah, waving his hand towards the mutants outside.
“And we were left to suffer in it,” said Nassim, turning away.
“Yes, but in the bigger scheme of things can’t you see that the human race is better off?”
“Excuse me, better off?”
“Yes, thanks to what my grandparents did the human race has started again, free of disease, free of crime, free of suffering.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“Like what?”
“Me! Aren’t I a human being? Or Wadid? Or Fernando? Or Abassah? Have we stopped being human just because we were left behind?”
“Well, no, I mean yes, I mean there will be a reason. I mean people were left behind because they were sick or disabled or were criminals or something – they were causing the corruption.”
“Corruption, eh? And what corruption do I carry? In what way am I disabled, or criminal or sick? Tell me, I’d like to know so can hack off the bit that so offends you!”
Jonah opened his mouth to reply but this conversation was going off track dangerously. She seemed normal and surprisingly intelligent but there would most certainly be something wrong – probably that same genetic defect that meant her grandparents were rejected. How was he supposed to know? It was three generations ago!
Nassim turned and stalked back towards the sleeping Wadid.
I need to recover this, he thought.
“What happened to Abassah?”
She stopped but didn’t turn around. “Like you really want to know.”
“Yes, I do.”
“You won’t like what you hear.”
“Sometimes the truth hurts.”
She turned. “Do you mean that, or are you humouring me, keeping me talking to stop me from killing you.”
She walked back to meet him.
“Do you really think I’m so stupid to think a Metrician might actually want to know the truth?” she said.
“Well I ...”
“Don’t you think I can see through your silly little story about that communicator thing. What is it? A toy? A holo?”
“How do you know about holos?” Jonah was now getting frightened.
“I know far more than you realise.”
“Um, yes I can see that.”
“I’ve gone along with your plan because I actually thought that maybe, just maybe, you might want to hear what it’s like on the Landers’ side. But I should just wake my brother and we can finish what we started.”
“No wait,” Jonah moved towards her. “Wait, you’re right. It’s not a communicator. It’s a game pod. There, I’ve told you straight. I lied. I’m sorry. But you must admit, I had good cause. I mean, you would have strangled poor Grace to death.”
“I still might.”
He reached out and touched her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I tried to trick you. I’m sorry for being here. I’m sorry that we’ve ended up in this terrible mess. I’m a Metrician. You’re a Lander. I can’t change that. Not right now, anyhow. But would you believe me if I said that I want to hear more about your family, please?
“No.”
“I’ve said I’m sorry.”
“It’s not as easy as simply saying sorry.”
“It’s a start.”
Nassim was about to reply when the wagon lurched to a halt and they were knocked of their feet. Instinctively she grabbed Jonah and the two were thrown to the floor in an awkward embrace. Voices sounded outside and footsteps approached the wagon.
“Alright, alright enough with the luvvie duvvies,” a mutant said as he threw open the door and shone a torch on the tangled shapes. “Out you get. Dinner is served, you beauties.”
A bonfire flickered orange light on the caravan. It had stopped in a valley of scraggy bush and the vehicles encircled a small campsite where the bandits stood waiting for a meal.
The mutant chained the prisoners around the ankles and led them to the camp’s edge and gave them an ugly canister.
“Drink!”
Foul, briny water had never tasted so refreshing. Almost as good as Mets, he thought. Dinner, as it was, was protein of some unknown origin swimming in a red slop. It smelt of cloves. Grace refused to eat, tipping it onto the rocky soil. “Animal food,” she muttered. In the centre of the wagons, the mutants created a party, their hunched frames forming silhouettes against the camp fire.
“How about this then,” said Jonah to his companions. “Moonlit dinner for four, in a quiet little corner of the desert. Come here often?” But the humour fell flat and they all sat in morose silence until the bald leader left the party and stumbled over.
“Well, well, if it isn’t my prize catches. Having a good time, are we?”
Grace leapt to her feet. “Where’s Hugo?”
“Who-go?,” he laughed.
“Where is he!” She strained at her chains.
“Ah yes, the fat one.” He scratched his chin. “He tried to kill me, didn’t he? Lucky he’s such a bad shot.”
“Answer my question, mutant.”
He slapped her with the back of his hand and she fell backwards.
“Just remember who is buying you dinner, sweetheart,” he growled. “For your information your friend is alive, at great expense to me, thank you. Medical bills, you know, they don’t get any cheaper.”
Jonah shot a look at Grace. Was he lying? There was no way to tell.
“No, no, don’t thank me,” he continued, holding up his hand in mock humility. “Despite what you Metrician snobs think, we Landers are not without compassion or hospitality. More than what they’d do for us, eh comrades?” and he kicked Wadid’s feet, laughing.
“You should let us go before the rescue party arrives,” said Jonah. “They’ll be armed and dangerous. And they already know where we are.”
“Oh, I’m scared ha ha ha ha!” and he swigged on a dented pewter mug. “Your precious Metricians will arrive alright, but we’ll see just how ‘dangerous’ they are to us,” and he held his fingers up like bunny ears.
He turned and swaggered back to the party.
“I hate it when people do ‘speech marks’,” muttered Grace, her fingers forming the shape.
“Do you think he was serious about Hugo?” Jonah asked.
Nassim answered. “Yes, I think he’s telling the truth and I think I know why.”
“You do?” said Grace.
“Yes. He could have killed us by now and probably should have, given how many of his men you shot. But they are keeping us alive for a reason. Like he said, it’s costing him a lot, so the reward must be great. Big enough to keep Hugo alive.”
“Why? What’s the reward?” asked Jonah.
Nassim looked at him thoughtfully. But before she could answer the guard shambled over and roused them from the dirt. “Get up, get up, stop ya chin-waggin’. Boss says you’re to go back to your guest rooms.”
They all stood but he put a dirty hand on Nassim’s shoulder.
“Not you. You Landers will stay here. Just our special little Metrician friends will sleep indoors tonight.”
He bent to unlock the chains between Grace and Nassim. Jonah thought for a moment of kicking him unconscious, but then what? Race into the desert with leg shackles? Instead, he and Grace were led like sheep to the wagons. He turned to see that Nassim was watching them.
In the blackness of their prison Grace and Jonah embraced. They tried to find a comfortable place to lie down, determined to save their strength for whatever lay ahead. But while the noise of the mutants’ camp settled and the dark clouds passed by, Jonah’s mind raced with fears and possibilities. The threat of execution had passed, Nassim was right about that. But what did the mutants plan to do with them? Most importantly, he couldn’t get Nassim from his mind. The girl had seen through his plan like it was child’s play. She was no fool. And Jonah had to admit that she had a point – the Great Collapse was a very one-sided affair.




Chapter 12 - A disturbing trade



The wagon stopped and there was a great commotion outside.
They hadn’t see Nassim and Wadid for two days. Their prison had bumped across the desert during daylight hours. At dusk, plates of bad-tasting food were slid across the floor. It was the middle of the third day when the wagon stopped and Jonah heard a new sound. He rushed to a gap in the walls and saw that the caravan had settled outside a three-metre-high wire fence with a low, square structure far away. In the middle distance a plume of dust was forming by some kind of vehicle speeding towards them.
“What can you see?” demanded Grace.
A small cluster of mutants, including Baldie, were already out of the vehicle, loitering besides a gate.
The lock on their wagon door clicked and the door flew open.
“Only me!” laughed the guard. “Out you come. It’s time!”
Time for what, Jonah wondered as they were marched towards the fence. He squinted, adjusting his eyes to the light. He noticed there were more, maybe ten others, being pushed in the same direction. They were all kids, some hobbling, some resisting, all squinting in the daylight. Where had they been kept? In other wagons presumably, all prisoners of the mutant gang. He saw Nassim and Wadid and one large kid who was being carried on a stretcher by two bandits. Jonah had to look twice to make sure but Grace made no mistake: “Hugo!” she shouted and ripped herself from the guard’s grip. Hugo looked up groggily. He seemed barely alive, his head lifting off his blood-stained blanket for a moment, then falling again.
A mutant grabbed Grace before she got very far and picked her up, her legs kicking in the air like a child.
As they neared the gate Jonah saw what had made the plume of dust and it made his heart stop. A Metrician transporter had landed on the sand, with soldiers jumping out of the hatch.
“Help! Help us!” Jonah yelled and tried to burst free. The Metricians looked towards him but then turned away and proceeded to unlock the huge gate.
“Help! We’re Metricians! Help!”
“Oi, shut it!” his guard said and punched him in the stomach. Jonah doubled in pain.
The Metricians were untroubled by the punch, though he was sure they’d seen it, and slowly swung the gate open. Then, to his amazement, the Metricians stepped through and shook hands with the mutant boss. What is this? thought Jonah and he traded alarmed looks with Grace. The Metricians were now in conversation with Baldie, who was pointing to the huddle of prisoners and grinning as if he was showing off his family.
The Metricians smiled and laughed. One of the soldiers patted Baldie on the shoulder.
This can’t be happening, thought Jonah.
A box was brought out of the pod It was full of gold-coloured coins.
“Money!” spat Jonah. “We’re being traded!”
He felt betrayed. They were being sold like cattle!
The prisoners were herded towards the gate while the transaction continued. At one point, Nassim was dragged over to the group and Baldie took great care to point out her features. Jonah’s anger swelled.
As Baldie was shaking hands once more, Jonah was shoved through the gate and a glove banged him on the back of the head. “So long, little warrior. Enjoy your freedom, ha ha ha ha haaaaaaa,” the mutant laughed. Just behind him, Hugo’s stretcher was dumped onto the dirt.
Jonah and Grace stood beside Hugo, unsure what to do. They wanted to rush to the transporter. But this didn’t feel like a rescue. The mutants were now sauntering back to the caravan, laughing and congratulating themselves on the trade while the Metricians locked the gate. A second pod had joined them and people with unfamiliar uniforms stepped out. They stood at a distance, their rifles in hand. No one came to greet the prisoners.
“Hey you!” Jonah yelled to the Metricians. “Hurry, come help us, we’re injured. Bring us a medibot!”
No response.
“What the heck’s wrong with them?” Grace said, kneeling to help roll Hugo from his back to his side. He was breathing heavily, his eyes rolling back into his head. His wound had been covered with dirty bandages.
“Hey, I’m talking to you! Metricians, bring us the medibot!” shouted Jonah.
A loudspeaker cracked in reply. “Stay where you are!” it said. “Get on your knees with your hands behind your heads. Now!”
A shadow flew over the prisoners and, as if out of nowhere, an aircraft descended with frightening speed. Sand and dust were kicked up by the menacing black ship, the likes of which Jonah had never seen before. Shaped like the head of a long arrow it made him think of a moray eel, with a rounded nose cone, slotted with air intakes and two laser canons for fangs. The cockpit was just visible: just tinted windows set flush against the charcoal skin. And its body spread wide and ended with no tail save for a long fin that extended along its back. Two tiny flaps stuck out near its neck like little wings and twisted this way and that as it settled onto the ground.
The desert was quiet for a moment as everyone, mutants and soldiers alike watched the strange craft. Then the side of the eel split open with a hiss and black-masked soldiers, armed with rifles, leapt from its belly and scurried towards the motley group of kids yelling “get down, get down!”
Jonah and Grace abandoned Hugo and hit the dirt like criminals.
“What the heck?” shouted Jonah on his knees, his hands in the air. “We’re Metricians!”
“Shut up! Get down and don’t look up!” shouted one of the soldiers, pointing the weapon at his head.
Jonah lay on his chest in the gravel, spitting dust from his mouth. He tried to examine the soldier’s uniform for insignia but saw nothing except black Kevlar and sturdy boots.
Within moments his arms were bound and he was forced to canter towards the new craft. Hugo was on a stretcher being passed into the rear hatch. Nassim and Wadid were on board too. The door was closed. The hoverpod stirred. Dust swallowed up the porthole. Clouds raced across the sky. Wherever they were headed, it was at speed.
They didn’t have a chance to speak. The pod was settling on tarmac, and through the opening door Jonah saw a line of soldiers against the backdrop of a long, double-story structure. They must be at the set of low buildings he spied earlier, he surmised.
The same drill. This time in reverse. The prisoners poured onto the hot sealed ground, kneeling like victims. Hugo’s stretcher passed them and hovered its way through a door into the building. This was Metrician Tek, but it sure didn’t feel like a welcoming party.
Jonah was worried, especially as a group of soldiers started talking. The discussion turned to argument and then a tall man in a uniform that Jonah recognised as Metrician strode towards the kneeling group. His face looked grizzled as if he’d seen too much sun and he had one bionic eye. He scanned the group and walked over to Jonah.
“Jonah Salvatore?” he said in a hoarse voice.
“Yes.”
“Please stand.”
Jonah struggled up, his hands still bound behind him. The man examined his face, running his bionics over him. He nodded, satisfied by something. Then he cut Jonah’s wrists free and saluted. Jonah rubbed his wrists, puzzled.
“I’m Commander Martin Walshe,” he said, offering a handshake. “I’m terribly sorry about the rough treatment. We get all sorts here. Welcome home, son.”
Jonah looked at Grace. She raised an eyebrow and grimaced.
“Confused?” she mouthed.
◆◆◆
 
In a large, plain office near the Lord President’s quarters of Sky London, Lieutenant Hadrian Yang waited at the desk of General Kenrick.
He cleared his throat.
“Yes, what is it now, Yang?”
“Your grandson, sir, Jonah Salvatore.”
Kenrick looked up, surprised.
“He’s been found. In Egypt. It appears he’d been captured by bandits. Or at least was. They’ve traded him.”
“Traded? With whom?”
“Ah, you see, that’s the curious thing sir. With us. Or more precisely with, um …” Yang looked down to his scrip. “… Abaddon Division. I’ve never heard of it, but it’s definitely Metrician. The codes check out.”
A flicker of recognition crossed Kenrick’s face. “Abaddon,” he said.
Yang looked puzzled. “Do you know anything about it, sir?”
“No, no I’ve never heard of it,” said Kenrick. Yang was unconvinced – but it was not his place to question the general.
“What shall I do?”
Kenrick stared at the soldier.
“What you do, lieutenant, is you get the boy and the other two that he’s with, and you get them back here to Sky London. And you bring them directly to me.”
“Yes, sir, it’s already happening.”
“Excellent, you’re always one step ahead, Yang.”
The soldier turned and was about to leave but Kenrick called, his voice lowered: “And not one word of this is spoken about or recorded, do you hear. And you forget that you ever heard that name.”
Yang paused. “What name?”
“Exactly,” replied the general.




Chapter 13 - Strange prisoners



The water from the drink bottle felt so good. It drizzled down Jonah’s neck stained his shirt.
He tried to make sense of the last hour. How bizarre, to go from foe to friend on the turn of a dial. One minute he and Grace were captives, kneeling on the tarmac awaiting whatever punishment these thugs had in store. Next, they were being hurried into a tiny, ground-level office and given a bottle of water and wet-towel for their dusty faces.
Jonah drank greedily. The Metrician water, often mocked for its chemical accent, tasted like nectar. He held the cool, damp towel to his face and sighed aloud. He might have stayed like that for longer, but someone coughed and he let the cloth slide of his nose.
The office had beige walls and a desk, cleared of any paperwork. It smelled of tobacco. Wall monitors showed a ‘gram of what was happening outside: a sorry rabble of children being checked by men with tabs and soldiers still pointing their guns. The aircraft still sat hissing on the tarmac, heat waves rippling from its wings. Walshe turned off the screens and leaned back on the desk, his arms folded.
“Please sit. You must be exhausted! What an ordeal! We all thought you were dead! But here you are, found in the band of mutants.”
He sounded flustered.
“Rescue Squad lost touch with you a day after your crash. All they found was the wreck. It’s possible that your locators weren’t operational, I suppose. Does seem odd.”
Odd? Incredible, was more like it, thought Jonah. The conversation with Sergeant Clunes popped into his head and, for just a moment, he pondered the possibility that the crash was no accident. But he dismissed the thought. He’d already decided Clunes was a crackpot.
Grace interrupted his thoughts.
“Tek goes wrong all the time,” she said. “Most often it’s due to human error. Faulty workmanship, poor maintenance. Somehow we got unlucky. Or lucky, depending on your point of view. Our instructor carked it.”
Walshe nodded and clapped his hands. “And here you are. I imagine that what you would like first is a good wash and some half decent food.”
He showed them through a door that opened with hiss, down a shiny corridor and into private rooms with their own bathrooms and beds. Everything smelt clean.
Standing in the shower, Jonah let the water pour over his dust-encrusted body. A whole desert washed from his hair and skin and formed a little brown river around his toes. Grace and Hugo were safe. He was safe. What a relief! Hopefully Nassim and Wadid had fared the same. His stomach flipped at the thought of seeing Nassim in clean, Metrician clothes.
He stood indulgently under the water for as long as his military conscience allowed, then dried himself and discovered a fresh uniform, more or less fitting, hanging in his room. Outside he followed a corridor to a large, light-filled space with long tables. Commander Walshe sat with a coffee mug and two plates of food. The smell of tomatoes and garlic made his stomach rumble.
“Ah, I hardly recognised you,” laughed Walshe. “You’re not covered in crud!” That nervousness again. Was it just his personality or was there something else? “Ready for some food? Not quite fine dining but better than that Lander crap, I suspect. And here, Mets! They don’t have the good stuff down here in Lander-ville!”
Walshe pushed the plate of food and a viscous green drink to Jonah who devoured it in greedy mouthfuls. Like the shower, it felt like he’d entered a different universe.
Gulping down the Mets, he burped satisfyingly and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“How’s Hugo?” he asked.
◆◆◆
 
Walshe looked at his wrist watch. “He’ll be still in surgery, I’d say. It looks like the bullet went straight through his stomach and out the other side. No doubt done some nasty damage, but the doc says it looks fixable. He’ll need to be here for the next few weeks recovering.”
“And what about Nassim and Wadid?” Jonah asked. 
“Who?”
“Nassim? One of the Lander girls. She was with us.”
“Oh, I’d have to find out. They’ll be in the register. My main priority was you three. Can't have you getting messed up with that lot!”
“But she’s okay, right? Can I see her?”
Walshe sipped his coffee and took a while to swallow. “Of course you can see her, and this …?”
“Wadid. Her brother.”
“Indeed. Her brother”
“When?”
“Oh, soon, soon. But first we need to get you and Grace processed. Forms and procedures and what not! Ah, speaking of which, here cometh the ladyship herself, ha ha!”
Grace strode into the mess, flopped down and devoured the meal with gusto. She burped even louder.
What followed were endless meetings: a thorough medical with every corner probed and poked by medibots; a briefing with the head of the Flying School, who appeared in a hologram and went over in exhaustive detail the nature of their crash and subsequent events; a briefing with the Rescue Squad and Regional Commander about the terrain and the mutants’ behaviour; they even spoke to their squad, although they were under strict instructions to reveal nothing about their location or the nature of their rescue.
Jonah thought it odd that Walshe used the word rescue. ‘Barter’ would be more accurate, he thought.
They even were allowed to look through a glass window at Hugo who lay asleep in a room surrounded by machines. A facemask covered his nose and mouth and tubes and wires came out of his chest. But it was him alright, his dark hair, now over a week uncut, was showing signs of curls.
By evening they were both exhausted. It had been a massive day and Jonah’s eyelids were heavy. He asked once again about Nassim. Walshe assured him they’d be reunited in the morning and so he went to bed, laying on the soft sheets and was asleep before his head hit the pillow. He didn’t dream and when they met again at breakfast Walshe found another reason to delay the meeting. “I need to file my report about you first!” he laughed. “Feel free to kill some time in the holoroom. It’s just through there,” and pointed to a door on the other side of the corridor. 
“It’s like he’s got something to hide,” Jonah told Grace. He found her outside the mess room, kicking a vending machine. ‘Kocoa Expired’ read the sign.
“C’mon. You’ve got to be joking. A week in the desert and you can’t even give me a single Kocoa bar!”
“Grace, listen,” said Jonah. “Don’t you think this is a bit weird? Why can’t we see them? What’s going on?”
She turned to him, her hands still holding the machine. “You’ve just been rescued and the first thing you want to see is some mutants?”
“No. I want to see Nassim. She’s a Lander, not a mutant.”
“Same thing.”
“What do mean same thing? No, it’s not.”
“Yes, it is. We just spent a week with a bunch of hunchbacks and club-foots. What do you care what happens to them?”
She bashed the machine again. “C’mon, give me chocolate, feng it!”
“I care what happens to Nassim,” he said.
Grace let go of the vending device and glared at him.
“So, this is how it happens, is it?”
“What do mean?”
“Stockholm Syndrome. It’s a proven phenomenon. Captives held long enough side with their captors. That’s what you’ve got: Stockholm Syndrome. You need to see a quack.”
“Have you lost your mind? Nassim was a prisoner too. So was Wadid. Their families were killed by that gang!”
“Or so she says. You have no way to know that’s true. For all we know it was all part of their mind-games.”
“Eh? Grace, think about it. We weren’t rescued. We were being sold by the mutants to Metricians. What for? What was going to happen to us – to them?”
Grace poked a finger at his chest.
“I. Don’t. Know. And. I. Don’t. Care. And nor should you, soldier!”
She spun, gave the machine a final boot and stormed towards her room.
Jonah was flabbergasted. Her callousness confused him. It boarded on hate. He felt agitated. Grace had clearly flipped her lid. And Walshe had been delaying him for too long. It was time he took the matters into his own hands. Outside the confines of this tiny space he’d seen a vast complex of buildings, far bigger than what they’d experienced inside. Come to think of it, no one had mentioned what this place actually was.
“Time to find out,” he muttered.
He tried all the hallway doors. Apart from his own room they were locked. Not even the emergency exit to the landing pad yielded. This was a nicer prison than the mutants’ wagon, but it was a prison nonetheless.
Jonah made his way back to the empty mess. He entered a kitchen with shinning appliances and a door that led to a small courtyard garden. One end of the garden was filled with rows of fresh vegetables and a clump of low trees with oranges and persimmons. At the other, a vine of ripening grapes climbed the solid wall and grew overhead on a small parapet. Above it, a blank wall rose one storey to the roof.
The vine gave Jonah an idea. Checking that the mess was still empty, he grabbed the branches and pulled himself onto the parapet and rolled out of sight. The wall above was peppered with randomly arranged stones, for decoration he assumed, but also for footholds for inquisitive climbers. With a final glance into the courtyard, he hooked his fingers over the highest stone and put a toe to another. Here goes, he thought and gingerly pulled himself up and then repeated the movement like a gecko, until he could get a fingertip over the gutter edge and drag himself onto a vast iron roof that burned hot in the morning sun.
Cooling towers and solar power units dotted the massive space but nothing seemed to offer a way down – or inside.
He tiptoed across the roof to the closest tower and tested a handle on a trap door. It would lead to some kind of service port, he thought. It was locked. He tried the doors of other towers and found them all locked, though one had rusted hinges, which broke with a firm kick. The entire door lifted off and, luckily for him, its sensor had remained intact.
“Fortune favours the brave,” he muttered.
He saw a ladder disappearing into a dark shaft. A strange smell wafted up: a mixture of chemicals and left-over dinners. He’d smelt something like that before. The school lab, he thought.
The ladder was longer than he anticipated, and after a minute of climbing he deduced that he’d gone well past the first two storeys and must have entered a basement. The ladder ended a few metres above the ground and he dropped into a corridor that was filled with silver pipes and the sound of throbbing engines. Again, the smell.
Jonah snuck down the passage, staying close to the pipes for cover, and looked for some stairs or an elevator that might take him to the floors above. Nothing stirred. He reached a door which opened to a flight of concrete steps and, with his heart now pounding, he slid through. There was no sign of activity, so he climbed several sets of stairs, growing in confidence, until he reached a landing with a door containing a narrow window and a brightly lit room on the other side. He looked through.
He’d found the source of the smell. Through the window he saw a laboratory, with tubes and flasks and equipment that flashed with red and green LEDs. He scanned the room and saw bench after bench with the same mess of scientific paraphernalia. For a moment, his heart sank as he remembered the hours spent in school labs listening to the teachers repeat the things he’d already found out himself. But this wasn’t school-time. He looked closer at a nearby bench and saw a glass vat full of clear bubbling fluid. A tangle of wires and tubes dipped into the water and connected to what seemed to be a brownish object, shaped like a large L. It was hard see, with the bubbles and distorting effect of the glass.
Jonah tried the handle and found it turned, releasing the door with a gentle hiss. A blast of cold air poured over him and he poked his head through, checking for humans and bots. Nothing.
He crouched and then half-ran to the shelter of the bench, and edged closer to the vat, following the wires as they spiralled their way through the boiling liquid. Then he recoiled, his throat filled with sick. Connected to the wires was the bloodied stump of a human leg, followed by a foot, perfectly preserved. The toes twitched as if they were alive, fed by the mysterious tubes and wires. Jonah stared at the limb, revolted and fascinated. His eyes moved to a second vat nearby. It contained a human hand, wires and tubes bristling out of the severed wrist. Jonah moved into the aisle, still crouching. All along the bench were similar vessels, filled with hands and feet. A quick glance revealed twenty or maybe thirty benches each sporting glass containers and gruesome contents. Jonah snuck between the benches and saw a heart in a clear box, pumping red, viscous liquid through artificial pipes; a set of lungs expanding and contracting as if it were breathing and a brain, twitching with life.
Jonah crept on. The vats and benches were replaced by lines of machines with robotic arms moving in a graceful dance to create layers of tissue that looked like skin or muscle. Other machines appeared to be printing bones.
Machine after machine were lined up like a factory production line. Jonah would have been impressed if he wasn’t so revolted by the gruesome outputs: ears and fingernails and a bird’s claw and a monkey’s tail.
Holding his hand over his mouth to stop the sick, Jonah snuck further down the aisle passing more printing machines and entered a cavernous space, with a high ceiling and no windows. A series of small, red lights shone from the roof making it possible to see, but only just. As his eyes adjusted he saw a vast array of large glass cylinders standing three metres tall and each containing a yellowish fluid, infused with fine bubbles, like fish tanks. As with the vats, tangles of pipes poked from the top and objects floated inside them. He inched forward, making sure he was alone.
He was within a metre of the first cylinder when he saw an entire human body, naked, floating as if dead, but with oxygen tubes attached to its face. Its limbs were tied by submerged straps. Jonah wanted to run but forced himself to get closer. The body twitched and its chest heaved as if it was breathing. It was a mutant, with a gaping mouth filled with teeth and no lips. And it was huge. Perhaps two metres tall, with hands like softball mitts.
Jonah looked around and saw that bodies filled each of the cylinders. They were all oversized mutants, some with bulbous heads and distorted faces, some with fleshy hooks for hands or hunchbacks. All male. And there were many: rows and rows, perhaps a thousand cylinders, at first glance.
Gathering his courage, he approached for a closer look. As he raised his hands to touch the glass, the mutant’s eyelids flickered open to reveal black pupils, diluted wide with terror. Jonah gasped and fell backward as bubbles streamed from the mutant’s screaming mouth. It began to thrash its limbs in a fruitless attempt to escape, causing the fluid to slosh over the top soaking Jonah’s feet.
Jonah scrambled backwards like a spider, skidding in the mess. The mutants’ black eyes now were open wide and Jonah staggered up and ran clumsily back past the rows of robots and benches to the stairwell. He reached for the door handle and vomited.
I need to get out of here, he thought, wiping the sick from his lips.
He dashed down the stairs into the basement and stood for a moment trying to calm down. The image of the thrashing mutant with its gaping mouth and terrified eyes replayed in his head and he shuddered.
He figured it was too late now to go back to his quarters. But he had no real idea what to do next. He didn’t know where to find Nassim or even where to start the search. Sneaking through the basement he tried all the doors but everything was locked. It ended in a blank wall.
“Back up top,” he sighed and began the long ascent up the service ladder. It took an age to reach the roof, and all the while his brain filled with the images of what he’d just seen. He imagined the mutant breaking out of the vat and following him up the ladder, its oversized hands grabbing at his ankles.
He again tiptoed from tower to tower trying the trap doors but they were all shut tight. He even tried sliding into a vent but his shoulders were too wide. Slumped against the relative shade of a cooling tower, he felt helpless. It took all his concentration to stop seeing the mutant’s open mouth, screaming.
He was so consumed that he almost didn’t hear voices below. He thought he was imagining things. But they continued and then there was the sound of machinery and doors clunking. Shaking free of his reverie he crawled towards a nearby edge and peered down into a large concrete courtyard, with high steel walls and no windows. A single tree with almost no leaves grew in the centre. It looked like a sick joke.
The sounds were coming from guards who were moving a group of Landers, dressed in medical gowns, from one side of the courtyard to other. They shuffled as if they were drugged. One tipped sideways and was shoved back into line by a soldier with an electric cattle prod. They were clearly Landers, some even looked like mutants, but they looked young, mostly kids. More prisoners followed from a door underneath him and this time his heart leapt. Her shambling steps made her look like a zombie – but it was her.
“Nassim!” he hissed, biting his lip.
A sick butterfly flipped in Jonah’s stomach as he looked at Wadid following Nassim on the slow march across the courtyard. They had 30 metres to cover; perhaps three minutes at the most.
Jonah looked in vain for ways down. The walls were sheer cliffs of iron.  He risked peering further over the edge and was rewarded with the sight of a down-pipe, just twenty metres to his left, running to a corner of the courtyard.
He dashed across the roof and knelt at the edge. The metal gutter burnt in the daytime heat but it felt strong and he slid his legs and torso off the ledge until his toes caught the pipe. Trusting in Metricia building standards he hung all his weight on the gutter and lowered himself off the edge. The metal groaned under the strain and he could see the rivets bulging. Then, holding on with just one hand, he reached the pipe with the other and let go.
It took just moments to shimmy down. As soon as his feet hit the concrete pavers he crouched low preparing for his next move. Surprise is the best form of attack, he thought. He stood up, dusted off his shirt and strode towards the line.
“Hey, you there! Where are you taking these Landers?” he bellowed.
A guard spun around, his gun raised. For a moment he looked ready to shoot. Jonah kept walking.
“And who’s asking?” said the guard.
“I’m Private Jonah Salvatore. Walshe wishes to interrogate these two Landers,” he said, nodding at Nassim and Wadid who swayed, half conscious.
“Oh really? What did you say your name was, private?” he tapped his shoulder which sported the two stripes of a sergeant.
Jonah changed his tone. “My apologies Sir, I was in hurry. I should explain. I’m Jonah Salvatore, son of Consul Petreus Salvatore and grandson of General Kenrick. I’m here as a guest of Commander Walshe. He has asked me to retrieve these two mutants and bring them back for questioning. They’ve only just been delivered this week. Fresh meat, eh?”
The sergeant guffawed and looked at Nassim.
“Fresh’n’tasty, alright.”
Jonah was doubting his gamble would work when a commotion at the front of the line distracted the man. One of the prisoners had collapsed and a guard was trying to drag it up. The sergeant turned from Jonah and yelled: “Okay, we’ll have none of that!”
It was Jonah’s chance. He snatched at the plastic cuffs around Nassim’s and Wadid’s hands and dragged them back towards the door from which they’d just emerged. He dared not look back but strode, then trotted with his Lander friends tripping like drunken sailors in tow. They’d made the door and were almost inside when the sergeant bellowed.
“Hey! You! Stop!”
“I don’t think so,” muttered Jonah and he closed the door and turned the lock. They were inside a short landing area followed by descending stairs. Jonah dragged Nassim and Wadid to the edge and they staggered, passing doors to other floors, and half-tripping on each flight. Wadid was drooling. Nassim’s eyes were rolling back into her head. They moved like zombies. The sergeant bellowed through the locked door and rattled the handle. Jonah figured they had gained a minute, perhaps two, but they needed more.
They’d gone down four flights when a siren blared and red lights started pulsing against the walls. Jonah’s heart pumped but he kept descending until they go could go no further except through a door that led to a pipe-lined corridor that he recognised as the basement. He burst through and dragged his doped followers into gloomy passage and searched for the ladder that would take them to the roof. But all the spaces looked the same. He was disorientated. Meanwhile he could now hear footsteps and voices behind them as guards pounded down in pursuit.
Desperate, he looked for a hiding place and chose a corner darkened by the confluence of pipework and pillars. All three collapsed, panting.
“Nassim!” he hissed, dragging her onto his lap. She starred at him through her drug-induced haze. She mouthed something but nothing came out.
“What have they done to you?” asked Jonah. “What happened? Why are you in handcuffs?”
“They mean to kill us,” groaned Wadid.
“Kill you? Why? How do you know?”
Wadid held up his hands as evidence. The plastic cut into his flesh. Jonah nodded but it still made no sense. If the Metricians wanted the Landers dead they could have done it days ago. Handcuffs, drugging, labs– the Landers were being used as guinea pigs. But for what?
He looked with pity at his friends. A tear slid down Nassim’s perfect cheek.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.  He wiped her face with a clumsy thumb. “I’m sorry I didn’t look for you sooner. They didn’t let me. They didn’t answer my questions!” It sounded petulant, like he was making excuses. He pulled Nassim close. “But I’ve got you now, I’ve got ...”
Footfalls echoed down the passage and the sergeant shouted instructions to the other soldiers. Wadid’s head slowly fell to his chest. Jonah squeezed Nassim tight just as a rifle edged its way around a pillar.
“Don’t move!” a voice growled.
Jonah put his lips to Nassim’s ear just as a tranquilliser dart buried deep into his neck.
“I will find you. I will save you,” he heard himself say as a fog descended over his eyes. He felt overwhelmed but he clung to her until someone grabbed his wrists and dragged him away.




Chapter 14 - Trust and obey

Darkness. Warmth. Voices.
“What does he know?”
“Not much, I suspect. He saw a lab. Some patients. Nothing that can’t be explained.”
Jonah felt the warmth and the soft touch of sheets. He strained to open his eyes but there was complete darkness. He tried to call out but he made no sound.
“He’s a risk.”
“He’s just a boy!”
“You’re too sentimental.”
“You’re too cold.”
“A matter of opinion. I prefer the facts. We’ve been exposed and I’m worried. The new army is almost ready. We can’t afford any more lapses. We will be watching how you handle this.”
“There will be nothing to see.”
“I hope so, for your sake.”
◆◆◆
 
Jonah smelt his grandfather before he saw him. The large, wood-panelled office with the oversized desk had the whiff of power. And age. Just like GK.
He was in a hospital bed, hooked up to a knot of wires connected to a floating medibot. At his side sat the old man.
“Ahhh, the hero awakes,” smiled GK.
Jonah tried to sit up but was surprised to find himself restrained.
“Sorry. A precaution. Sedation can have side effects.” GK loosened the straps.
“I was sedated?”
“Yes, a bit extreme. I was unhappy about it. No matter. By god, it’s great to see you alive!” He squeezed Jonah’s hand. “Eva is so relieved. We all are. What a merry adventure you’ve led us on!”
“I’ve had merrier.”
GK gave a throaty laugh and shook his head. “Well, I see they didn’t kidnap your sense of humour.”
Jonah was bursting with questions but knew better than to barrage GK just yet. It was so good to see him. They embraced.
“What happened down there?” GK asked.
“There’s a lot to tell. I’m not sure where to start.”
“A good story starts at the beginning.”
So, Jonah began with his ejection from the hoverpod and the sight of Hugo’s parachute far below. GK frowned most of the way but smiled and slapped his thigh when he heard how many mutants Jonah carved up with his laser. Jonah skipped over the long conversation with Nassim – he didn’t mention her name at all. It felt like a betrayal, but he knew GK wouldn’t approve of his friendship with a Lander.
“So eventually you arrived at this facility. What did you call it?”
“Abaddon.”
GK shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it. What was it like?”
Jonah described its proportions and meeting Commander Walshe. He mentioned the vending machine and the courtyard garden but stopped short of the one thing that was bursting to come out. He fell silent.
“This is upsetting you,” said GK softly. “I really must let you rest.”
Jonah bit his lip. He so wanted to tell GK about the lab, the horrific experiments, the line of prisoners – and Nassim. He wanted GK to command a mission to destroy that hideous place. And rescue her.
GK paused, as if he was unsure about something too.
“I know about your, er, escape.”
Jonah looked at his sheets, his face burning with embarrassment. His chest thumped.
“It’s okay, you’re naturally adventurous. You are my grandson after all,” he chuckled. “They tell me you were gone for over an hour. Where did you go? What did you see?”
Jonah scrunched the sheets with his hands. He was sweating.
“Come on, son. You will be debriefed eventually. They’ll give me something boring and official to read. I want to hear it from you, man-to-man. What did you see down there in those labs?”
Jonah froze. He hadn’t said anything about labs. He’d said nothing at all. GK knew more than he claimed. This is a test, thought Jonah. He chose his words carefully.
“I saw some prisoners, the same people who were in the mutants’ wagon.”
“Prisoners? How many?
“Ten, twelve, I didn’t really count.”
“What were they doing?”
“Being moved, across a quad. They were shuffling like they were drugged or chained – hard to tell.”
“What else did you see?”
“Nothing,” Jonah lied.
“Why did you try to grab the two Landers?”
GK knew everything! Jonah spoke cautiously. “I didn’t like the way they were being treated. After what we’d been through I wanted them to get the same medical treatment they’d given us.”
“Even though they were Landers?”
“Well, yes, they were Landers but they weren’t mutants.”
“How did you know that? Not all Landers are mutated but they all carry the Contagion. It can remain dormant for years. You know that, don’t you?”
Jonah shrugged.
“Jonah, look at me.” GK’s voice dropped. His grandfatherly tone was changing. “It’s amazing that you weren’t infected by those Landers. You’re lucky to be alive. But you’re also lucky that you’re in my care and not locked in some godforsaken brig. What you did was dangerous, to you and to Metricia. Some might say it was treasonous. Helping the enemy escape is a crime for anyone, but especially for a soldier.”
His grey eyes drilled into Jonah.
“Do you realise how serious this is?”
“Yes,” whispered Jonah. It took all his strength to stay calm. He wanted to throw himself into his grandfather’s arms and explain why he did it, what they were doing to Nassim. He wanted to beg for help to save her.
“Okay, good. Now here’s the thing...”
A knock at the door interrupted him.
“Ah look, here comes the food.”
The door opened and a young man wheeled in a trolley with china plates and silver cutlery. Savoury smells filled the room. Jonah’s stomach gurgled.
“What have we here, Yang?” chimed GK cheerily.
“Handpicked broccoli and baby carrots from Francisco, asparagus in a white jus and Angus beef steak, from Aotearoa, sir,” replied the man.
“Beef, eh? Well, well, what a treat,” and he licked lips like a child. “Ever had beef before, Jonah?”
Jonah shook his head. No one had beef. Not even the Petreus family. Beef-flavoured steak, yes, but not real meat.
GK arranged a plate of food along with a starched white napkin on Jonah’s lap and passed him a shiny knife and fork. They felt heavy in his grip.
“Eat,” GK said, nodding at the food.
Jonah drew the knife through the meat. Crimson juice oozed from the cut and inside the flesh looked as smooth as fudge. Pulling it up to his lips he could smell the rich, salty flavour. It dissolved in his mouth.
“Rather good, eh?” mumbled GK. Juice dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
Jonah nodded. Real beef! Where did real beef come from, he wondered. Aotearoa had no farms. It was a hydropolis like Madrid. They ate in silence, every mouthful an explosion of flavour, until the plates were wiped clean.
GK leaned back and pushed the plate away with toe of his shoe. “Got to be some privileges for us workers,” and winked. Jonah felt guilty eating food no one else ever tasted. GK slurped on a Mets.
“Now, where were we? Ah, yes,” and he burped. “I have powers, Jonah. Comes with the role. I have the authority to wipe this from your record. You can simply walk from here and rejoin your troop. But it comes at a cost: you need to tell me what else you saw in this Abaddon.”
“I didn’t see anything.”
“You know, what? I’ll let you into a secret. Not everything in Metricia is what it seems. Do you remember when I came to visit you in the Academy, we spoke about forces from within that spread rumours, forces that try to destroy our unity. There are some things that happen, people who do things, that aren’t approved by the High Council. We can’t control everything. Is Abaddon one of those things? I’d like to know, because then I could do something about it. I could do something about your, um, friend. What was her name? Nassim?”
Jonah stared at GK. How did GK know about Nassim? It was a trap. He needed to confess, just to get GK of his case. But he felt sure now that he couldn’t tell GK everything.
“You’re right,” said Jonah, almost under his breath. “I saw a lab.”
“Okay, thank you. What was in it?”
“Lab stuff, machines, vats with tubes and wires and stuff. I couldn’t tell. I didn’t stay long because people were coming.”
“And then you saw the prisoners?”
“Yes. I climbed on the roof and heard them below, in the courtyard.”
“And you saw nothing else?
“No.”
“Promise?”
“Yes, promise upon my mother’s grave.” The lie hurt. But he felt boxed in; the truth felt impossible.
“Okay Jonah. I’m going to check out this Abaddon, and one day I might tell you what I discover. Meantime, I’m going to send you back to your division and you can carry on with real task: finding the scum who killed your father. You do remember that mission, don’t you?”
Jonah nodded. So much had happened, he’d almost forgotten.
“But you need to do something for me. You need to forget about Abaddon. You need to wipe it from your memory. And you most certainly need to forget about your little mutant friend. Not a word, not even a thought. Deal?”
GK held out his hand. Jonah had no choice except to shake it, but he bristled. GK was toying with him, examining his loyalties. Jonah felt sick. He had to expose Abaddon. He had to save Nassim. He’d expected GK to fix it all – instead he got a lie. There was so much more to Abaddon than Jonah understood. The words of Sergeant Clunes replayed in his head: that the corruption of Metricia started at its head. He was unsure what that meant, but the one thing he knew was that Nassim remained in danger in Abaddon and if GK couldn’t be trusted then he needed another plan altogether. And he had to do it quickly.
“GK?”
“Yes, son?”
“I know Eva will be anxious to see me. And to be honest, I’d like to see her. Can I go home before I head back to training?”
GK stroked his chin and smiled. His grandfatherly tone returned. “I think it can be arranged.”




Chapter 15 - Visiting the Baptistes

Jonah was surprised to see Grace climb aboard the hoverpod to Nuevo Madrid. It wasn’t her home, and the squad was still in Minoa. Still, it was great to see her. After Jonah did his disappearing act, Walshe had gone into a frenzy, sending out a whole platoon of guards and questioning Grace at length about what they knew about the son of this famous family.
“You’re trouble, Salvatore!” she smirked, poking him in the chest. “They’ve sent me to keep you company.”
Jonah laughed – it felt good to be back with her. Though it wasn’t the same. Even when he arrived at the terminal and Eva greeted him with a hug, the thought of Nassim’s fate nagged him. It was hours before he could slip out of the garage of the apartment and ride Fury to the only person he really wanted to see, Tria Baptiste.
The evening traffic was at its peak and he was forced to weave through jams to reach Gijon, the district of artsy cafes and students flats where the Baptistes lived. Jonah had never felt comfortable here.
She was sitting as he’d requested, alone with a coffee, beside a pillar that allowed generous views down Gijon’s main street, Calle Alacala. Her long, red hair fell over her shoulders. It was a warm evening and she threw a cardigan from her shoulders and put the cup to her lips.
For years he had suspicions about Tria and her father. Far too many plants for his liking – and a dog for goodness sake! Now, with his world crumbling, Jonah saw the Baptistes anew. Perhaps as his only hope. He stepped off the footpath and was about to negotiate the traffic when a figure caught his eye. A woman, twenty metres to his left, mimicked his step then ducked behind a tram. Grace! She’d followed him.
“Feng it!” he exclaimed. So, she really was sent to ‘keep him company’.
He glanced at Tria and then picked out what he thought could be two Scion agents walking the Alacala. Nobody that straight walked these streets. Whatever Jonah had seen in Abaddon had made him a marked man. He turned his back on Tria and stepped into a side street then sprinted to the next corner, buying enough time to buzz her on his fone: Followed. Plan B.
OK, came the reply.
Jonah leapt onto a passing tram but Grace had already anticipated his move and raced down a parallel street. As the tram gathered pace she jumped onto the backboard, determined to keep up with him.
“Hey, Jonah, wait up!” she called, trying to sound casual. They locked eyes and for a moment it all seemed a little ridiculous. Days ago, they shared a Landers’ prison, now they were playing a game of secret agents on a tram. She pushed her way through the packed aisle, while whispering instructions into the communicator on her wrist. Jonah could see the agents now, flying after them on a hoverbike. This was getting serious.
The tram lurched around a corner, tipping the passengers into Grace’s path. It was his chance. He jumped through the open door and rolled onto the paved street. Passengers shouted in surprise.
The bike was almost on him, so Jonah sprung up and gave the agents the kind of sideways nudge that he’d perfected in rushball, sending them sprawling into the oncoming traffic. A sickening thud and blare of horns confirmed that Jonah was now in far greater trouble than ever before. He sprinted to the bike and spun it around just in time to see that Grace had pulled the emergency stop and leapt from the tram in pursuit. Sirens rang. The police had joined the fun. With automated patrols on every block and twenty-four-hour satellite surveillance there was nowhere to hide on this tiny island.
Jonah sped at full tilt towards Tria’s home, crashing into a hovering polibot sending sparks and shrapnel into the road. He threw the bike into the oncoming traffic and weaved a path away from Grace, then spun sideways across the footpath, tore up someone’s lawn and skidded into a park near the Baptiste’s house. He hid the bike in some plastic shrubbery and stood still to catch his breath.
Hoverpods were approaching overhead and polibots would have been pouring into the district. Scion was coming out in force.
There were just twenty metres to the Baptiste’s door, but it meant a dash across the open street. Better sorry than late, Jonah thought and he sprinted through the evening gloom, jumped the gate in one leap and pounded on Tria’s door. Time stood still. Sirens echoed across the park. Finally, it opened and a male arm pulled him inside.
“Jonah Salvatore! What are you up to?” said Juan Baptiste.
“A big bunch of trouble,” puffed Jonah.
Tria rushed down the hallway out of breath. She embraced him. The dog growled.
“They’re following me,” said Jonah. His eyes were wide and his heart beat hard.
“Let’s get in here,” said Juan and ushered them into a tiny room under the stairs. The door sealed with a hiss and a low light flickered on. “We’ll be safe in here for a few moments. It’s, shall we say, secure.” Juan tapped the walls and Jonah could see they were made of a dull metal; he guessed lead.
“You better tell us what’s going on,” said Tria.
Jonah looked at them for a moment, contemplating the depth of the trouble he was in. He wasn’t even sure they could help.
“Jonah?”
Here goes, he thought. “If I said the word Abaddon, would it make any sense to you?”
Juan looked blank and waited a long time before he replied. “Go on.”
“If I said that someone’s got a lab, somewhere in the desert and that they’re creating mutants in vats, would you believe me? If I said that there’s some kind of mutant army being created by Metricians, would you think I’m out of mind? If I said that everything we’ve been taught about Landers being backward and cruel and infected is a lie, created to keep us in a state of fear and war, would you turn me over to Scion?”
Jonah spoke fast, like a madman confessing a murder. He looked from Juan to Tria. This was it. His future as a traitor, spent in jail or on the run, hung on this moment.
Juan glanced at Tria and ran his hand down his beard. “What would make you say such an insane thing?”
“Because I’ve it seen with my own eyes, Senor. We crashed and were kidnapped and, well, it’s a long story and look, I’m taking a risk here. I’m sorry I’ve got you in trouble. I just kind of imagined ...”
“Imagined what?”
“Well, I tried to tell Grace and she said I was mad for even worrying about it. ‘Landers are mutants, mutants are Landers. Get over it,’ she said. I thought my grandfather would want to know too. But he sedated me and tried to deny that he knew anything about it. But that was a lie! He lied to me!” Tears welled in Jonah’s eyes and the hopelessness of his situation began to overwhelm him. “I didn’t know who to turn to and I thought that you might know, or want to know, or want to help. You’ve always been a bit different.”
“Different?”
“Yes, I mean, you’ve got animals and plants and, well, crazy rooms like this. And I know how much Tria hates the army. That makes you different, from me anyhow.”
Juan sighed. “Even if I did believe you, what exactly would you have me do?”
Jonah took a deep breath and laid out his last card. “A sergeant back in the Academy told me something that I couldn’t understand at the time. He said there’s a sickness growing in Metricia and that Petreus had been fighting it. It was weird at the time. But I think I understand it now. I think that it’s Abaddon. He said that when it was time I would be called and the answer to the call was a word.”
Jonah paused.
“Do you know what the word is Senor Baptiste?” he asked.
Juan closed his eyes and left a long silence before he whispered it like a confession: “Concordia.”




Chapter 16 - Down, down, down!

Jonah fainted. The weight of his knowledge and the terror of the chase had fuelled a kind of mania. Now he felt the world melt around him.
They sat him on a tiny cot and pulled an oxygen mask from a cabinet.
“Concordia is a code word for the resistance,” explained Juan. “Like it or not Jonah, you’ve joined the New Metricia Army and the course you have chosen has consequences. Do you understand that? It means you cannot go back. It means you’ve forsaken your family and your home. It means that you must leave here tonight. Are you prepared to do that?”
Jonah nodded. He was exhausted and upset, but never more convinced of anything.
“Then there’s something we must do, and I’m sorry but this will hurt. Tria?”
From a small roll of cloth Tria produced a scalpel and an old-fashioned hypodermic needle.
“Look down, please.” Juan jabbed the needle into Jonah’s neck sending a fiery jolt into his shoulders. “Steady. It would hurt a whole lot more without it.”
Juan then dug into Jonah’s neck with the scalpel and produced a bloodied, plastic disk, the size of a coin. “You’ve being tracked since you were born. We all have. Well, some of us. Metricia is data dictatorship. But congratulations, you’re off the grid.”
Juan gave Tria the disk and she inserted it into a little drone. “We’ll send this out to get them off your back,” she said and slipped outside. Blood dribbled down Jonah’s shoulders. He drank the oxygen and tried to think. This was beyond madness.
“You say that I’ve got to leave Nuevo Madrid, tonight. But that’s impossible unless you’ve got a hoverpod with military clearance.”
“I’ve got better. Follow me,” said Juan. He opened the door and led Jonah along a timber hall to the back of the house which opened into a vaulted, glass conservatory filled with ferns and coloured tropical flowers. The room echoed with the squawks and chirrups of birds. Reptiles draped themselves over branches in a glass terrarium and a wire cage housed a small spider monkey, which bared its teeth at the humans.
“Forgive the smell. Messy little beggars,” said Juan leading Jonah into a dense tangle of shrubbery. As he parted the last of the fronds Jonah stood in front of a red rectangular box, just taller than a man with a single door at the front and windows on all sides.
“I know this!” exclaimed Jonah, laughing out loud. He ran his fingers over the old wooden frame and opened the door with a metallic click. “It’s a ... a ... oh, don’t tell me ... it’s ...”
“A telephone box,” smiled Juan. “An authentic telephone box. I found this in the old New Zealand. I was there as an archaeologist and discovered a collection of Twentieth Century architecture, all still intact. This was the smallest structure I could carry back home. Cute, isn’t she? And, here, look at this.” Juan pointed to a large black machine, with a silver dial and a handle that lifted from a metal cradle.
“A telephone,” whispered Jonah, caressing the heavy device in his hand. For a moment he was transported to another time, aged nine, when Eva took him to the Victory Museum near the Quad. She’d dragged him around, trying to describe how people used to live, before the Collapse. Jonah thought it was dull, all that history sitting behind dusty glass. Now the elegant black handle felt weighty with significance, a message from another era.
Tria jolted him back. “The cops are outside. It’s time to go.”
“Go where?” asked Jonah looking around.
“In there,” instructed Tria, pointing at the booth. Jonah saw she was wearing a backpack. Whatever they were going, she was coming! His heart gave a little leap.
Juan hugged Tria and Jonah noticed now that was he was crying. “It’s time, my love,” he said. “I know your parents would be proud. You’re ready. Be brave.” Tria whispered something into Juan’s ear and then she was inside the box, her backpack pushing against Jonah’s chest.
Juan wiped the tears from his eyes and clicked the door closed. “Okay, dial six-four-five-two-eight and be prepared for a sudden jolt.” Her fingers trembled as she dragged the ancient dial around but eventually the eight clicked into place and a whirring sound came up from below them. Suddenly the floor gave way and the entire box plummeted down, forcing Jonah’s stomach into his mouth. He almost passed out as he saw Juan’s feet disappear. Blood blew up into his head and made his feet feel numb. He tried to scream but couldn’t get any air out of his lungs.
It was hard to tell if the box was gaining speed but Jonah was sure they were in free-fall. It felt like minutes had passed and all he could think about was just how this flying prison was going to stop – and with what terrifying results.
Just seconds into the fall the box braked hard, crumpling the pair into the floor. Light rushed up to greet them and the elevator slowed and then stopped with a heavy groan, bouncing a little, like a yo-yo. Jonah groaned and held his head as gravity pulled the blood back out. His fingers tingled with pins and needles.
The door opened and huge hands reached down and pulled them both out of the box into a bright chamber. Tria stood up unsteadily, rubbing her temples and laughing as if she’d just got off a theme park ride.
“Phew, I always wondered what it would be like!”
A man with enormous forearms stood with his hands on his hips. He wore a large leather coat and a belt, studded with cartridges. When he stepped forwards the handle of a pistol snuck out from his waist. Jonah examined his face, half of which was covered by circular welder’s goggles. Then with dismay he saw the familiar distortions of a mutant.
“Here we go again,” he groaned.
The mutant flicked up the goggles on steel hinges to reveal one good eye and the other, a white lump shot with blood like a poached egg. Jonah prepared himself to be kicked or dragged or whatever else the mutants of this underworld did to their Metrician victims. Juan had betrayed them. This was no secret army, just another hideout for Lander bandits. He started to crawl back to the phone box when the mutant spoke: “Welcome comrades! I’m Helmsman Alfonso Fernandez. But you can call me Al. There’s not much time, so if you’ll please follow me.”
Jonah sensed a trick, but Tria smiled and followed after the mutant and disappeared around a corner. A heavy door whinnied on rusty hinges and a waft of salty air blew over Jonah’s face. Zero deck! he thought, and scampered around to see the mutant standing in front of a gaping hole with the patchwork of Nuevo Madrid’s basement floor above and the black ocean, fifty metres below.
“You’re next!” shouted the mutant, pointing to Tria who was vanishing down a thin, steel ladder. Wind whipped up salty froth as the water crashed against city pillars far below. Tria was disappearing into a mist.
Jonah obeyed. Taking hold of the topmost rail, he turned his body and made a first tentative step onto the thin, steel rung. “Well, then? Shake a leg,” said he mutant, and slammed the door with a resounding thud.
Fifty metres is a short distance on a hoverbike and even on foot. But climbing, rung by rung down a ladder, while dangling above a raging sea, makes for a long and frightening journey. Jonah dared not look down. This time there’d be no drones to save him.
◆◆◆
 
From the view of the submarine waiting to meet them, the three climbers were just silhouettes against a grey ceiling. “Go tell the captain!” shouted a sailor who looked up from the turret.
Captain Scotty McDough was pacing the bridge of the Nautilus when the intercom crackled. “Birds are landing, captain. Repeat, birds are landing.”
“About flamin’ time!” growled McDough. “Have we been detected yet? A full day bobbing here like a cork in a pond – I’m amazed we haven’t been shot, stuffed and put on display in the Victory Museum!”
McDough had the foul temper of an old sailor and a Scottish tongue to go with it. He’d built an enviable reputation for being a critic of stupidity, no matter what rank. But to this crew of old campaigners McDough was a first-class prankster and not even his rages could hide his sense of humour.
“No detection as yet, sir. But I do have the number for the museum if you need it,” said the first mate.
“Don’t get cocky,” McDough grizzled. “Let’s welcome our guests,” and strode off the bridge.
By now Tria was eyeing the last of the distance to the submarine. It was only about five metres but the swell pushed the turret to and fro. Then a ladder with curled ends appeared from the sub and hooked itself to the last of the rungs. Soon all three were shimmying down into the turret while the hatch above them slammed with a reassuring clank. Bells and whistles echoed off the iron walls and the floor pitched forward as the sub began its descent into the Atlantic.
◆◆◆
 
“He’s gone, sir,” reported Yang on the holovision, from Nuevo Madrid.
“What do you mean, gone? People don’t vanish, Yang! What you mean is that you’ve lost him,” roared GK.
“Yes sir, we have.”
“Find him! Find him now or, by hell, you’ll be in data-entry for the rest of your miserable life!”
GK smashed his wrinkled hand on the desk and Yang’s image vanished from view.
“I told you to be careful,” said a voice, once Yang’s connection was closed.
GK paused, not sure how to reply. “I am. I was. Jonah and I had an agreement.”
“You were tricked!”
GK stared ahead and sipped a thimble of whiskey, refusing to look at his critic.
“You’re a sentimental old fool and you were tricked by a boy!” The voice gave a dry laugh. “But it doesn’t matter now anyway. In fact, it’s all quite fortuitous, this miscalculation of yours. He led us directly to the spy, Juan Baptiste, and the secret elevator to Zero Deck. Did you know they’ve got submarines now? The traitors are awfully cunning don’t you think? Or stupid! The sub will be tracked all the way back to their base. Fools! A ship of fools!”
GK stayed at his desk for some time after the speaker had left the room. This was only going to end one way. It was the worst of all possible outcomes but he knew now what had to be done. He cursed the name of Petreus Salvatore and waved at the vision that connected him to his robo-sec.
“Get me a pod immediately.”
“Right away, sir. Can I ask your destination?”
He paused. The word came out slowly. “Abaddon.”




Chapter 17 - Up, up, up!

Their quarters were intimate. A tiny box with a single cot, a sink and a wardrobe.
“I’ll sleep on the floor,” volunteered Jonah.
“Don’t be stupid. What are you scared of – that you’ll catch girl disease?” laughed Tria as she lay on the bunk. “Come lie down here.” She patted the blanket.
The sub throbbed around them and footsteps passed their cabin door. Captain McDough had given them a welcome, putting on quite a spread of food and even a tote of rum. The sailors were especially relieved. They didn’t know Jonah but suspected the boy was someone special – so special that they’d been ordered to take the risk of floating beneath an enemy city on the off-chance he decided to run. They’d been sitting ducks for almost 12 hours when the coded message finally came from Baptiste.
But Jonah was morose. He was exhausted. And traumatised. His betrayal of Metricia was beginning to sink in and he barely even said thank you. Now, he slumped on the cot and tried to think of something to say. Anything would do.
“Juan said something weird just before we left.”
“Oh yes?” Tria propped herself up on an elbow.
“He said ‘your parents would be proud’. What did he mean? I knew that you didn’t have a mother. But I thought he was your father?”
Tria’s eyes fell. “He is. Well, he’s my adopted father. I guess I might as well tell you now. I wanted to tell you before you left. But I couldn’t. It didn’t seem right.”
Jonah recalled the conversation on the dance floor.
My parents were Landers. They were killed in an air raid when I was three. We used to live in Portugal. I don’t remember it, obviously, but Juan does. His family was killed too. We were the only survivors in our whole town.”
“Landers? But how did you...?”
“End up in Nuevo Madrid? After the attack, Juan paid some traffickers to get us aboard a boat bound for the West Indies. It was the place where bandits didn’t roam free, or so they said. After weeks of floating we were found by a group calling themselves the NMA, the New Metricia Army. We never made it to the West Indies but we did end up being planted in Nuevo Madrid as agents.”
“So, all this time you’ve been spying on us?”
“So, all this time I’ve been an orphan!” growled Tria.
“Oh sorry, that was stupid of me”.
“It’s okay. I shouldn’t be so sensitive. You can imagine how hard it’s been to bite my tongue!”
Jonah considered this girl whom he’d known for years. She’d kept her identity secret – and all the while he and his friends mocked Landers as mutant scum.  Being wrong about people was becoming a habit, he thought.
He gave in to his exhaustion and lay down, his mind mulling over the extreme events of the last few days. When the door was flung open some hours later they were snuggled together, lying spoons, with his arm draped over her waist.
“Alrighty, my love birds!” barked Alfonso. “Wakey, wakey! We’ve got ourselves a cap’n to see.”
Jonah leapt from the bed and looked red-faced. Tria giggled.
They followed Alfonso to the bridge where McDough waved them to sit at the table. Charts lay before him and a telex machine chattered in the corner. “I have some good news and some bad news. It appears that we’re being tracked by some kind of Metricia homing device stuck on our hull. They’ve been on our tail since Nuevo Madrid. Our thanks must go to Alfonso for spotting the interference in our radar.”
Alfonso smiled self-consciously as Tria gave him a wink.
“Clearly, they could have blown us out of the water already, so it’s not us they’re after, it’s our destination. We can’t risk exposing our base to the Metricians. So, I’m afraid there’s a change in our plan. My orders are to deliver to you to home base. If I can’t go there then you’ll have to find other means. You’ll be leaving us in,” he glanced at his watch, “ninety-two minutes. By the way, that’s the good news.”
Jonah groaned with disbelief. They must be in the middle of the Atlantic and at who knows what depth. There is only one way out of a submarine, he thought, and it involved a torpedo tube.
“Look captain, I don’t mean to question your decision but have you considered removing the device from the hull?” Jonah asked.
The captain pulled his glasses down his nose and gave Jonah a long stare then burst into laughter. “Better show him, Doyle.”
The first mate handed Jonah a grainy photograph with white speckles on a dark background. Jonah turned it this way and that trying to fathom its meaning. Gradually the shapes formed a picture and he handed the photo to Tria. The speckles were air bubbles running alongside the submarine hull. In the middle of the frame a black shape stuck out – a bomb.
“Most likely atomic, probably remote-controlled and certainly programmed to ignite when we surface,” said the captain. “This is one nasty little surprise that I won’t be taking home to mummy.”
Doyle sniggered. McDough’s black humour was clearly appreciated.
“And how...” started Jonah, but the captain held up his hand.
“Young man, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t need to know. I only need to know my orders. I have to get you off this ticking time bomb and into the hands of the next host. Now if you will follow Helmsman Alfonso, he will take you to your next destination. It’s not a tropical paradise but it does involve water. Lots and lots of it.”
“I didn’t bring my swim suit,” said Tria and Doyle laughed out loud.
But Jonah was annoyed. “With respect captain, I’d like a little more information. Where are we being taken and what will happen to this ship – and all your men?”
McDough frowned. “Thank you for your concern, laddie, but who may I ask is enquiring about my ship?”
“I’m Jonah Salvatore, son of Petreus and grandson of General Kenrick. I’m a traitor and a deserter from Metricia and I’m now a soldier of the New Metricia Army.”
Captain McDough exchanged a glance with Doyle and then stroked his moustache. “Ahhh, Jonah Salvatore, eh? Well that explains a lot. If I’d known it was you I would have brought out my best cheese.”
Then he put his hand on Jonah’s shoulder. “Son, what happens to the Nautilus is none of your business. In time you may hear of her adventures but for now all you need to know is that the men aboard her serve with pride. Your job, all of our jobs, are to follow orders. Now follow Helmsman Alfonso – and that’s an order!”
McDough saluted them and then waved his hand, as if to say away with you. They were almost at the end of the corridor when McDough called out. “Jonah, your father was a hero. This is for him.”
◆◆◆
 
It turns out there is another way to exit a submarine. Tria couldn’t stop giggling as she and Jonah donned bright orange pressure suits that made them look like road cones. After thirty minutes of zipping and fastening and testing and breathing, they stepped like astronauts through an air-lock into a tall, tubular room with a steel grated floor and a rounded roof. At the apex was circular hatch.
“Alright my friends, this is where I leave you,” said Alfonso, saluting.
Tria gave him a hug. “Till next time,” she said.
“Ha, ha, till next time indeed,” he laughed, though without enthusiasm. He stepped back through the hatch and wound the door shut. His face appeared at the door’s porthole window. He was trying to smile.
A warning light flashed above the door-frame and there was a low thunk somewhere beneath them. A vent must have opened because water began to slosh around their feet. It rose up to their ankles and then passed their knees. Jonah could feel the cold pressing against his legs. Very soon the water was lifting the pair to the level of the porthole and, with a final wave, Alfonso slid out view.
For five minutes they floated upwards, their orange heads and clear masks bobbing above the rising tide. Soon they could touch the ceiling and then they were submerged.
Jonah’s chest pumped and through his face-mask he could see that Tria’s eyes were wide. They floated, suspended for a moment in the cold. Then a bell rang, followed by a grinding sound, and the top hatch cracked ajar. Remembering Alfonso’s instructions, Jonah reached up and shoved the hatch open revealing a vast blackness, as if they were looking into a dark, cloudless sky. They shuddered and held each other for a moment longer before summoning the courage to pull themselves through the hole and drift into the night.
Then, with a nod, they detonated their buoyancy vests. Gas burst into the suits and they exploded away from the submarine like torpedoes, spiralling upwards, the water pressing hard against their masks. Their panicked breaths lathered them in silvery air and formed a jet-stream as they rocketed through the darkness, up and up, twisting out of control until they burst onto the surface in an explosion of air.
Jonah sucked hard on the mouthpiece, gulping in oxygen. His heart pumped. Tria held him.
It was almost night. Dark clouds swirled over-head and a strong wind swept the tops of the waves into white tufts. The sea was monstrous, with waves rising above them like hilltops. Huddled together, they rode the swell to its peaks and then plunged into deep valleys.
Way below, the Nautilus dipped its bow and disappeared into the gloom.
Cold seeped through Jonah’s suit and the wind bit against his naked hands. Seconds turned to minutes and they both had to kick their legs to keep the numbness away. Tria’s breath misted her mask. He looked for signs of panic in her face but she smiled and pulled him closer.
The minutes drew longer and their legs cramped with exhaustion. The waves were relentless, shoving them backwards and forwards like driftwood. It was madness, sending two children into the ocean like this, he thought. He remembered standing at the edge of Madrid watching the waves thrash against the city’s legs. He’d lean out as far as possible to get a good look. Eva hated him doing it and would hold his jacket. “Jonah, come back!” But he was drawn to the violence of it all. It seemed so raw. So natural. Once, he spotted a Metrician boat battling the sea. It rolled and one of the crew was thrown overboard. The image of the man’s feeble arms flapping against the immense ocean stayed with him for years. It was like a watery grave. Like Petreus. Like him. He laughed at the irony.
They drifted for what seemed like hours when a mighty crash sent foam and spray high into the air. A huge silhouette rose from the water and landed with a terrific crash. A bow-wave washed towards them, cartwheeling them across the surface. When they bobbed up again they could see the outline of a strange creature, shaped like a shark or perhaps a whale. Rollers crashed against its narrow snout and its jagged tail rose high above the surf. A ridge of spikes ran along its back, then split at its neck and expanded into wing-like fins that curved down to touch the ocean surface. Bulbous eyes glared at them and vapour spouted from a hole in its head.
Tria hung onto Jonah. Seconds past, and the waves continued to bash the sides of the beast. But it stayed dead still. The seconds stretched and still nothing moved except the white specks of foam that splashed off its edges.
“It’s a not a shark. It’s a sub!” shouted Jonah over the din of the ocean. Tria spun around and, sure enough, someone was climbing out of the creature’s head and flashed a search-light across the waves. Tria waved madly and soon the light shone over their faces and blinked a message of welcome.




Chapter 18 - The Schork

It’s a weird experience to climb into the breathing-hole of a giant fish and it’s even weirder when the fish clanks and rattles like an old steam engine. The surface of the sub was made of studded iron, with plates riveted together to form a patchwork of grey and black steel. On closer inspection, Jonah saw that rust was crumbling the edges of the fins and large cracks rippled out from underneath the rivets.
They clambered down some steep, metal steps, wobbling in their suits until they reached a platform where a squat man, wearing a leather flying helmet and delicate round spectacles, stuck out a podgy hand covered in silver rings. “My name is Captain Weitz,” he said in a high-pitched voice, with a touch of a German accent. “Welcome aboard Schork!”
Tria exchanged an anxious look with Jonah but the hatch above them was now creaking closed and the familiar ringing of a diving bell bounced off the metal walls.
“Let’s get you all tickety-boo, as they say in England,” he continued and then spoke into a metal funnel connected to a thin pipe that ran alongside the walkway. “Midas, our guests are here.” He smiled and began to hum while they all stood for a moment. Jonah and Tria dripped onto the steel plated floor.
“Awkward silence,” said Weitz and then he leaned over to the funnel again and spoke this time with a loud whisper “Midas! Get your legs up here, will you?” He laughed a bit too hard. “He’ll be along in just a minute.”
He was about to yell a third time when a voice behind him said: “Ja, ja, here I am, captain,” and a giant man stooped his way around the corner. He was perhaps two metres tall with an elongated neck and unfeasibly bony arms. His narrow, lined face was framed with big ears and topped with a wild tuft of blonde hair. Unlike the sailors they’d met so far, Midas had corduroy pants and a soft cotton shirt in a checked pattern. An apron was tied around his waist and he’d thrown two towels over his shoulder.
“Midas, at your service,” he said and bowed, offering them the towels.
Weitz sighed, then began a high-speed, high-pitched explanation of how he received the emergency message from the Nautilus and that it was an amazing stroke of fortune, if you believed in such things, that the Schork was in the area and that he’d never before rescued passengers from the open sea and that it was a privilege to be part of the war effort, though he had no idea why two children would be fired like torpedoes into the Atlantic and that in any other time this would be a crime but now it was just high seas adventure and, come to think of it, just what were they supposed to do with these guests, because he had no idea.
“We give them dinner,” said Midas, with a small hint of exasperation, and he beckoned that they follow him into the bowels of the sub. While Weitz had been prattling on, Jonah and Trio had eased themselves out of the soaking-wet pressure suits and wrapped themselves in Midas’ soft warm towels.  Now they followed the giant along the metal gangplank until he stooped low and showed them into a lounge-like chamber with old-fashion leather furniture and brown, swirling carpet that was tattered at the edges. A fake fire burned in a pretend hearth, and above the mantle-piece hung a large, framed painting of a colossal squid swallowing a sailing ship with gigantic tentacles.
“Your quarters are here. I apologise for the size.” Midas touched part of the wall and it gave way to reveal a small room with two hammocks and a small table holding a pitcher and two ceramic mugs.
◆◆◆
 
“This place is a like a museum,” said Tria as she struggled into a dress that she’d found in a cupboard.
“This place is like a circus, more like it,” said Jonah, who’d found some sturdy trousers with braces and a button shirt made with heavy fabric. Together they looked like they’d stepped straight out of a nineteenth century display case.
Dinner that afternoon was at a table decorated with silver cutlery and china plates, with flowery patterns along their edge. A five-fingered candelabra stood in the centre and on each chair lay an embroidered napkin. Midas poured red wine into pewter goblets and explained the menu. His excitement suggested that the Schork had not entertained guests for some time. They started with fish soup and croutons, followed by an entree of crab cakes with a tartare sauce. For the main they were given an option between tuna sushi with a nose-blowing wasabi or a baked snapper with some kind of deep-fried vegetable that Jonah suspected was meant to be potato, but tasted like sea weed. By the time Midas emerged sweating and dusted with icing sugar from the mess with four bowls of a sticky yellow pudding, Jonah’s stomach was bursting and he looked longingly at the comfortable couches.
“We shall retire,” said Weitz and led them to the lounge they’d entered earlier in the day. Jonah asked how a shark-like sub had ended up in the Atlantic. Weitz talked as if no one had asked him before, going into excruciating detail and waving his short, chubby arms with enthusiasm. After the Collapse, he explained, Weitz’s family had become refugees in northern Germany and wandered “like the children of Israel” until his father, a naval engineer, had stumbled across an old circus on the coast of the North Sea. The Schork had been abandoned, but in former times was a wonderful treat for children, used for joy rides and naval pantomimes. Now it lay as a wreck in a disused dry-dock. His father convinced the family he could repair the sub and find a new life on the other side of the sea. “We dreamed of a tropical paradise where the coconuts drop on the sandy beaches,” he said with a throaty laugh. Instead, they suffered long winters, eking out a life in the dilapidated dockside, searching for parts and equipment – and of course food.
“That’s where I met my friend, Midas,” said Weitz, touching the giant on the shoulder. “Both our mothers had died, more of broken hearts than anything else, and so too did my darling little sister. It was a simple flu that got her. We found friendship in all that sadness. By then, Father was consumed with the Schork and he worked like a madman in the hope that we’d set off for Fiji or a place where they send postcards from.”
“And did you?” asked Tria.
“Well, ha, ha, look around, my darling! She floats, she dives, she rescues children from the ocean,” he winked at her, “and she puts on quite a good dinner party, don’t you think?”
“Yes, she does,” smiled Tria and she gave the captain an unexpected hug. Weitz blushed. “And your father, did he get to see the Schork do all those things?”
Weitz dabbed at his eyes and blew his nose like a French horn. “Yes, he did. It was a magnificent day! Everyone from the docks came to help us kick the blocks away and see her roll into the water. What a party! We’d saved a bottle of Dom Perignon for just that occasion and someone even had some Camembert cheese. He died only a few weeks after but was very happy to see his baby afloat. We buried him at sea. I think he would have liked that.”
They fell silent for a time until Midas began clearing plates and food. “And how about you, Midas, how do you come to be aboard the mighty Schork?” asked Tria. But the giant lowered eyes and walked away with a stack of dishes.
“Forgive Midas,” whispered the captain. “He doesn’t like to speak of the past. His family were part of the circus: ‘The Midas Giants with the Golden Touch!’ It didn’t go well with them after the Collapse. Bandits took a strong interest in anyone with odd features – tall, strong, hairy, whatever made you a freak made you a target for kidnappers. And his family, well, ‘nuff said about that,” and touched the side of his nose.
One of Jonah’s eyes was closing, despite his best efforts. The combination of wine, food and warmth was overwhelming.
“Speaking of freaks, look at the one-eyed pirate over there,” laughed Weitz.
Tria smiled and slid her arm inside Jonah’s and helped him up and back to their cabin. She laughed at his clumsy efforts at climbing into the hammock then kissed him on the cheek. Before she'd got into her own hammock he was already deep in sleep.
◆◆◆
 
They spent the remainder of that week steaming on the surface, heading nor’west (according to the compass on the bridge) to reach the NMA headquarters. Jonah had no idea where the base was but he figured they were heading into what was once the Arctic Circle. Through the eye-like domes they saw incredible sea life, flying fish and diving sea birds and dolphins that flipped around the bow. Late one afternoon, as Jonah snoozed in his hammock, the diving bell rang and he rushed to the bridge to see the surface lap against the glass and then disappear into the foamy grey of the ocean. They’d come across a group of ships that looked dangerous. “Pirates,” Midas said.
For the most part, though, the journey was slow and Jonah paced the metal ramps and fake wooden hallways trying to relieve the tension in his mind. Talking with Tria helped. She listened patiently as he revisited the conversation with GK, questioning yet again why his grandfather had restrained him, perhaps even drugged him and certainly lied to him about Abaddon. He felt betrayed – and confused. Everything had changed. His enemies were friends, his friends were enemies. His family was now cut off by mistrust and deceit. And the vengeance he felt for his father’s murderers now waned as he contemplated just who or what had killed Petreus.
Whenever he thought of Nassim he felt a stab of fear and guilt. Here he was obsessing about his own family when her fate and that of Wadid was unknown.  
The dread of that place stayed with him and it took all of Tria's efforts to reassure him that what he’d done was right. “You can’t ignore what you saw at Abaddon. You have the truth and you must tell the world. You cannot run away, Jonah.”
It was a relief when late on the third day they were shaken from their hammocks by Midas. “It’s time,” he said and led them to the bridge. At first there was only darkness but the flickering iridescence in the ocean revealed they were submerged and moving slowly forwards as Weitz clanked a series of levers. The Schork groaned under the pressure and tiny cracks appeared at the edge of the windows. The circus act was fraying.
“Look!” exclaimed Tria and pointed at a light that grew brighter by the second. A second light appeared and it became obvious that they belonged to the same object. Another sub that was travelling towards them at high speed. Soon it was on them and floodlights lit up the cabin like a stage show. They had to shield their eyes until the craft flicked itself around and pulled away, blinking a red beacon at its stern.
A radio crackled. “S-46 this is Atlantica. You have clearance to enter. Follow the guide. Do not deviate.”
“Roger Atlantica,” replied Weitz into a hand-held microphone. He opened his mouth to say more and looked for a moment like he might break into song but Midas clicked his tongue, irritated. “Maybe later, huh? They have karaoke here,” he muttered.
The vista opening before the Schork was breathtaking. More lights emerged from the gloom and soon Jonah could perceive a vast undersea structure that appeared at once organic, with tangles of tubes and bulbous outcrops, and yet was also dotted with lights and the straight edges of man-made objects. The submerged island dwarfed the Schork and Jonah feared they would crash head-first into it. But at the last minute the sub slid into a dark opening and Midas followed, with only the red tail lights as his guide. The Schork bumped and grazed its way through the passage as translucent tendrils like jelly fish draped themselves over the cockpit windows. The headlights revealed the walls to be a mishmash of colours and odd geometrical shapes, with fish darting in and out of the crevices like swarms of insects.
“Plastic!” said Tria, suddenly. “The walls are made of plastic!”
Jonah looked again, and sure enough he could make out the odd milk bottle here and a carry-case there. What at first looked like a colony of coral was in fact an old freight pallet now covered in barnacles and furry sponges. And the tentacles were plastic bags and long strips of torn vinyl, waving life-like in the currents.
“Welcome to Atlantica,” laughed Weitz, “the plastic vortex of the northern Atlantic. After one hundred and fifty years of careless littering it all ends up here, forced by currents and prevailing winds into a giant spiralling mass of waste. It’s like an iceberg in an ocean without ice. A trashberg!” he laughed at his own joke.
“But one man’s trash is another man’s treasure,” said Midas as the Schork breached the ocean surface and emerged into a cavernous chamber, well-lit and dotted with boats at a multi-coloured wharf. Jonah marvelled at this massive space, a cathedral of junk, formed into a magnificent, secret military harbour. The ceiling loomed some one hundred and fifty metres above them and the sides were a kilometre apart.
It took several minutes for them to snuggle into a space between two military subs, in shades of grey camouflage. Despite the fruit salad of colours in the dock it was clearly a naval base: sailors paced along the wharf and weapons were being loaded into the boats. Soon they were leaping from the battered fins of the Schork onto the spongy mass of the wharf, testing it with their feet and hands. They recognised shapes like bottles and chairs. Years of pressure had compressed them into a matrix solid enough to walk on – even build a naval base on.
“It’s solid, don’t you worry,” a serious voice said behind them. They turned and saw a young man in a grey uniform, similar in age to Jonah but with a long scar down his right cheek. Once it would have been a nasty cut; now it made him look deadly serious and, thought Tria, devastatingly handsome. Two soldiers stood behind him.
“Well, look at that! If it isn’t our young friend Augustus!” said Weitz and embraced the boy with enthusiasm. Augustus blushed and tried not to smile but returned the embrace nonetheless. Adjusting his coat, he turned to Tria and Jonah and saluted. “Augustus van Meer, wharf captain on watch. Welcome aboard Atlantica.”
“Captain on watch, eh?” continued Weitz. “We have been promoted then, haven’t we? And to think you were just a young ...” but Midas elbowed Weitz in the ribs and he coughed to swallow his words. “Still, captain, that’s quite a promotion for a young fellow,” he muttered.
Jonah began to introduce himself but Augustus cut him short. “I know who you are. I am to take you directly to the Commander. Please follow me.” Augustus turned and began to walk, but Weitz sighed.
“Oh, come on Gus, let us at least say our goodbyes. It’s not every day the Schork picks up young adventurers in the middle of the Atlantic.”
Weitz turned to his guests. “Goodbye, my sea urchins. This is the end of the journey for us. We cannot stay long here and anyway we’ve got places to go, islands to discover!”
He threw his arms around them both and cried.
“I know there’s a beach with coconuts trees and warm sand waiting for you, Captain,” laughed Tria. “And there’s a restaurant just nearby advertising for a chef.” She winked at Midas.
“Goodbye, thank you for rescuing us,” said Jonah, feeling unexpectedly choked.
They all stood for moment until Augustus coughed.
“Off with you! Go save the world!” instructed Weitz.
So they followed Augustus and his coterie up a long set of steps carved into the walls of plastic. Halfway up Tria turned to see the dorsal fin of the Schork break the water and then slip below the surface. “So long, Captain,” she muttered and continued to climb.




Chapter 19 - Atlantica Special Ops

They reached a large, open landing with hundreds of people carrying bundles of papers, scurrying like insects, appearing and disappearing through holes dotted along the walls. In the centre, a bank of desks formed a raised circle with attendants handing files to the throng of walkers or tapping into consoles and yelling into headsets. From the middle of the circle cables rose like tangled vines and vanished into the roof.
“The Comms Mez,” said Augustus matter-of-factly and slid into the mess of paper-holders. Tria and Jonah followed and were bustled by a scrum of army clerks, all speaking into headpieces and brushing past one another in an elegant swarm. The path opened easily. Despite the crush, nobody touched them as they sailed through, Jonah chasing after Tria’s bobbing hair, and Tria following the fast-moving Augustus. Then they were out the other side. Jonah felt like he’d just been for a stroll through long grass. He brushed his arms instinctively.
They stood before securely fastened of doors, flanked by two heavily armed guards. Augustus leaned into an iris reader and exchanged words with a holo-post while Tria tried a friendly ‘Hi’ to the sentries. They simply stared. “Oooookay. Strictly business,” she said looking embarrassed and she slid over to Jonah. But as the doors creaked open and they stepped through onto a wide stair case, one of the guards gave her a wink. “Human after all,” she smiled.
The stairs were curved and wound upwards to reveal a dimly-lit, semi-circular amphitheatre with a low ceiling and sloping floor. At the lowest point, a transparent, holographic globe slowly spun, lit by tiny flashes and electric blue lines. Jonah’s eyes adjusted to the darkness and he picked out other shapes. Facing the spinning orb were rows of operators hunched over holo-visions, and beyond the globe, two figures sat in large chairs apparently unaware of the guests. Tria opened her mouth to speak but Augustus brought his fingers to lips.
They waited for a full minute, when a voice resonated around them. “Welcome Jonah Salvatore and Tria Baptiste, we’ve been waiting for you.”
“And we’ve been waiting for you,” muttered Jonah impatiently but suddenly an officer appeared next to them. She had a thin face and short, red hair and even in the dark Jonah could see that she had intense green eyes.
“I’m Scarlet Agassi, commander of the NMA’s North Atlantic Fleet. Welcome to the bridge of Atlantica. You may leave now, thank you Captain,” she said to Augustus, who nodded and departed down the stairs, but not before glancing at Tria, as if to say, see you again soon.
Commander Agassi showed them to a booth hidden in the shadows, where a pot of coffee was steaming and a plate laid out with thin crackers and dried fruit.
“Please help yourself,” she said as she poured their drinks. “You must be wondering why you’ve been brought here?”
They nodded, crumbs falling onto Jonah’s lap. He tried to not to look like an idiot.
“We have limited time so I’ll skip the niceties. Jonah, we’ve been tracking you since you returned to Nuevo Madrid – yes, we can track citizens, thanks to some friends in the right places. We knew something was up when your grandfather’s office went into a panic about your adventures in northern Egypt. The amount of high-level activity suggested there was something more going on than just a missing child. That was pretty interesting in its own right. But things escalated when you slipped your minders to meet Tria. Our Scion monitors went off the charts! You’re hot property, young man. So we sent the Nautilus in the hope that you’d find your way to us, perhaps through the Baptistes, perhaps through other means.”
Jonah looked at her quizzically. “You mean, there are more NMA spies on Nuevo Madrid?” he asked.
“Yes,” she answered. “Far more than you know. All risking their lives, like Tria and her father, for a better future. Not just for Metricia, but for Landers also. We don’t know what you’ve discovered in Egypt but clearly it’s hot – too hot for your grandfather. We have deep concerns about him and we believe he is not acting alone. But we don’t know what it is or why. We’ve long held suspicions about the secret plans of the Council. Something, or someone, has been seizing control of Metricia and in the last few years it’s gained the upper hand. But it’s impossible to penetrate this inner circle. We don’t even know who’s in it or who’s calling the shots or what their ambition is. The Council is their plaything and we think they have a secret weapon that we don’t know anything about. All our intelligence leads us to northern Egypt. We simply can’t detect it, not on radar or by ultrawave. Our spy network comes up with nothing. We suspect the Council don’t even know what it is. But perhaps you do? Please tell us everything you know.”
Jonah noticed they were being recorded by a holocam and figured there was no going back. The Baptistes, the crew of the Nautilus, Captain Weitz and Midas – they’d all risked their own skins to bring him to this moment. He felt burdened by it and recalled that day, almost eleven months ago now, when he first left Nuevo Madrid, before the bomb, before Nassim, before all this, when he’d felt a sense of imminence, as if seeing the sun for the first time signaled a turning point.
“Well?” asked Agassi.
He spoke for over an hour. Agassi wanted to know everything, starting from the hoverpod crash and finishing with the Schork. She interrupted often and took notes from his detailed descriptions. It was especially important that he help refine the location of Abaddon, she said. At one point she buzzed up a holomap and they tried their best to narrow down the area. But his geography was patchy and an attempt to reconstruct the flight of the training pod just confused things, leaving Agassi frustrated. By the end he was tired and unsatisfied – especially that the question of Nassim remained unaddressed.
“So, we’re going to get her, right?” he asked.
“This is not a rescue mission, Jonah,” she replied.
“You’re kidding! Why do you think I defected?”
“We all have our reasons!” she fired back, her eyes blazing. “We all have loved ones who are locked up or lost. Some of us are angry and want vengeance. Some of us want a better world. What you and I want is not important. What matters is that we win back control of Metricia.”
“But I promised her!” he said.
Agassi softened. “What we promise is not always within our power to achieve. There’s a chance your friend is still alive. There’s even a chance we will find her. But there’s a chance of doing something much bigger. If we can find Abaddon we will destroy it, and we may save Metricia and who knows, restart the path to peace that your father so desperately wanted.”
Jonah understood the logic but he liked it less the more she spoke. You have to break an egg to make an omelet, GK had once said. It sounded like an excuse back then and sounded worse now. But more protest was pointless. A sentry was already at their table and Agassi looked like she was about to give orders.
Agassi handed an envelope to the guard, saying: “The girl is to join Xerxes. Take her there with these instructions.”
Then she stood and smiled at Tria. “I’m sorry. I’ve barely had a chance to talk to you Private Baptiste, but you’re being promoted to Private First Class. Congratulations. You’re to join Xerxes to assist with the attack on Abaddon. Moreover, and I’m sorry we don’t have time for ceremony, please stand.”
Tria looked puzzled. She shuffled out of the booth and stood next to the tall woman who produced a large silver medal from her pocket and pinned it to Tria’s chest.
“Patria Baptiste, I award this you this medallion for outstanding bravery and for eighteen years of faithful service. You are a great servant of Metricia,” and then she and the guard bowed deeply.
Jonah didn’t quite know what to do, so he clapped. Tria looked flummoxed. She fondled the medal and looked lost in thought, then saluted the Commander. “Thank you. It’s wonderful. I can’t wait to show Juan.”
Agassi coughed uncomfortably.
Then turning to Jonah she said: “Well! I guess this is it for now.”
“What do you mean?” Jonah exclaimed. “I’m coming with you to Abaddon, aren’t I?”
“I imagine not,” said Tria, looking at Agassi, who shook her head.
“We have other plans for you,” she said.
Jonah was stunned. He looked at Tria and began to protest but she smiled sadly and placed an index finger on his chin, closing his mouth. “We’re soldiers, Jonah. We don’t get to choose. I’ll see you again, I know it. I know it like I know that we’ll win, and that peace will be restored between the Metricians and the Landers. Don’t be sad.”
Then she leaned into the booth and hugged him. “And don’t you die, Salvatore!” she whispered.
Then she walked away. He was incredulous. She’d become a friend. They were comrades. But perhaps even more, she saved his life. What kind of person do you call that?
A second sentry appeared from out of the gloom. Agassi gave Jonah the briefest of instructions.
“Jonah, your role in this mission has changed to Special Ops. I thought you could take us directly to Abaddon – and you still may. But it won’t be from Atlantica, nor with the NMA. You will leave us. Where you are going none of us can come. I wish you luck. The future of this mission depends on your success. Don’t disappoint us.”
She then spoke a short sentence to the soldier and was gone, striding away from the booth towards the blue globe. It was over so quickly. No medals for the traitor, it seems. He turned to the sentry hoping for an explanation, but an expressionless face told him everything he needed to know.
“Time to go,” he muttered dejectedly and left the bridge.
◆◆◆
 
The sentry simply shrugged when Jonah pressed him with questions. ‘Top secret’ obviously meant secret. Commander Agassi had given him nothing in her cryptic goodbye.
They walked for thirty minutes through narrow passages carved by decades of sea swells. At one point they were forced to edge past a deep pond that seemed to bubble up from the cave network deep below. The walls had long since lost their plastic smell and now reeked of sea-salt and fish.
Eventually the guard stopped at the entrance to a large cavern with rainbow-coloured walls and a smooth, arced ceiling. Light filtered through tiny gaps in the plastic roof. They must be near the surface, Jonah surmised. In the centre of the cave was a rock, the size of a small podcar, and on top of the rock, surprisingly, was a wooden hut. It looked as if it had been transplanted from an alpine village, with a pitched shingle roof and walls made of fat timber planks.  A rope ladder dangled down from its front door.
With a sharp nod the soldier indicated the hut and then departed, too fast for Jonah’s liking. He was alone. Seawater lapped the foot of the rock and the lightest of breezes carried the whiff of cedar. He’d expected something different for a special-ops headquarters – something with electricity for a start.
He wavered, considering his options. Turn back and argue with Agassi. Stand here and inspect his navel. Or follow orders. As if I have a choice, he thought and  splashed through the shallow water, grabbed the rope and scaled the ladder.
He found himself in front of an intricately carved wooden door showing a dragon battling a snake, their bodies entwined and mouths open, full of teeth. The dragon had the advantage: its front claws gripped the serpent’s body, its fangs poised at the neck.
Jonah pushed the door open.
Inside it was dark and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The result was disappointing: bare, wooden floor boards and walls and, above, rafters opening to the stone shingles. A fabric panel hung on the back wall, adorned with a line drawing of a circle divided into three equal parts. In the centre of the hut a thin line of smoke rose from an incense stick burning on a stone plinth.
Two people stood in the gloom. They were dressed in the simple habit of old-fashioned monks: grey robes, tied at the waist and large hoods over their heads. On their feet were furry shoes with toes so curled it almost made Jonah laugh.
“Greetings Jonah Salvatore, son of Petreus,” said the first figure, removing his hood and revealing a young, handsome face. He smiled and bowed. “My name is Cassian and this is my master, Amma Melania, one of the Nine of Tabor.”
Jonah mumbled a greeting, nervously eyeing the second figure, who was shorter and remained shrouded.
“My master has something to say to you,” said Cassian.
A long silence followed. Jonah could still hear the water lapping against the stone below and he shifted his weight anxiously. He was about to ask what the heck was going on when the elderly woman started to speak in a foreign language. Deep, guttural sounds, interwoven with sing-song notes cast a spell over Jonah. He felt himself becoming drowsy and was almost disappointed when it stopped. The young man interpreted.
“My master Amma wants you to not be afraid. We come to bring help to you and your people. For many years we have observed the rise of the Metrician empire, and have tried to remain at peace, seeing good and bad in all. But when power grows, corruption is sure to follow like a shadow follows a man. The shadow of these times is now cast long and darkens all the people of the Earth, good and bad, slave and free."
The young man paused and they stood for a long time before the woman resumed her sonorous speech. Again, the gentle tone, sending Jonah almost to sleep.
“Some years ago,” the man interpreted, “your father, Petreus, reached out to us and the Nine agreed, though not all, to join the struggle against the Shadow. I say ‘not all’ because the Darkness has not yet revealed itself fully; only some of us see it, but as through a glass darkly.
“We don’t have much to offer. We have no weapons, nor an army. We don’t have advanced technology or spies that can foretell where the Shadow moves next. But we do have a skill that may prove useful. It’s not something we can give away or teach, but we give it freely.”
The woman pulled back the hood revealing a face weathered by sun and age. Deep, inky lines formed an asterisk tattoo on her forehead.
“So, what is it, this thing?” said Jonah.
“It’s this!” she said in English and with an athleticism that caught Jonah by surprise she jumped forward and threw her arms around him. Her hood fell over both their heads and they plunged into darkness and were knocked off their feet. Jonah screamed, expecting to crash against the cabin floor but instead somersaulted and began tumbling, head over heels. He tried to push the woman away but his arms had no strength. Over and over they turned and a strong wind suddenly blew, high pitched and cold. It was hard to tell what was up or down or which direction the wind was coming from, or even if it was really wind at all. It felt more like a pulsing, as if the air was vibrating with something. Like voices.  Or singing. It sounded like a chant that swelled in volume and in pitch, but he couldn’t discern the words.
The tumbling slowed and he felt as if he was floating, or maybe falling, like a sheet that settles on a soft bed. They fell for a long time, while the chanting rose and fell. He felt drowsy and closed his eyes.
It was cold when he awoke and he was in a different place entirely.




Chapter 20 Nassim’s escape

She is lying on a featureless salt-flat, where the white Earth blazes into a shimmering horizon. Overhead, white clouds billow into pillows where giants lay their heads and grimace at the show that’s on display below. Now comes the man with snakehead. He’s dressed in white but his head is thick with golden scales and dark beads for eyes. A black tongue tests the air and she tries to scream but only air comes out. Lizards with human hands pull her manacles and the man-snake grins, revealing silver fangs. Then he stoops and stretches his jaws as if to bite. But from behind there comes a roar. The man-snake recoils as a magnificent winged-lion rears, its claws flailing. The lizards scatter. With a powerful flick of its tail, the Lion lifts Nassim onto its back and they ascend, beating clouds of sand into the man-snake’s face. “I love you,” whispers the lion before everything fades white.

 
Nassim woke with a start.
She was on a bed, secured by thin cables around her wrists. It was a hospital by the looks, with the smell of cleaning products and stiff white sheets. White furniture on white floors and glistening chrome devices completed the picture. She wasn’t alone. Other beds, as many as seven or eight, were filled with sleeping bodies. The light was low and she guessed it was night, though the long room had no windows.
It took her a while to separate her dream from this reality, her mind was such a mess of sedatives and fear. The last she recalled was seeing Jonah and Grace pulled from the crowd on the tarmac followed by rough handling and a visit to a doctor with a needle – the snake-man, she figured. Nassim shuddered. There was also a nagging memory of being rescued by Jonah, of him cradling her and saying something, but there she went, messing around with dreams again.
How long had she been sedated? Nassim examined her body and found no signs of surgery or damage. In fact, she felt well and noticed with a thrill that her hand slipped through the cable with ease. Perhaps they’re not used to tying up skinny kids, she thought, and slithered out of bed to crouch on the cold, clean floor. Her filthy, desert clothes were gone, replaced by a soft pink smock that rustled as she crept to the bed besides. A young man, no older than Wadid, snored heavily. He muttered as she checked his face. She snuck from bed to bed and soon found Wadid. Covering his mouth she woke him. His eyes went wide with the fright.
“Are you drugged?” she whispered, releasing her hand.
He shook his head. “I seem okay. You?”
“I had the strangest dream involving a flying lion and a snake but otherwise I feel fine. We’ve got to get out of here.”
Wadid’s hands were too big to slip the cable but it was poorly attached to the wall and, with a strong pull, it dislodged. “Must get that seen too next time the builder’s in,” she muttered.
“Hey!” a hoarse whisper came from the other side of the room. Nassim froze.
“Hey, over here. Help me.” A boy, perhaps fifteen years old with a round face and thick black hair, sat up and waved his wrist.
“Leave him,” she hissed.
But Wadid was already yanking the cable from the wall and the boy, leaping out of bed extended a short, stocky arm. “Thanks! I’m Afiz. I’ve been awake for hours wondering what to do. I was too scared to say anything but then I saw what you ...”
“I’m awake too,” said another voice, this time a girl, close to Nassim.
“And me.”
“And me too.”
Suddenly the room was filled with noise. Children held up their wrists or got out of bed pulling the cables from the wall.
Nassim looked around in panic, eyeing the door for guards. “This is out of control,” she hissed, grabbing Wadid by the arm. “We need a plan!”
All told, seven children crouched in their hospital smocks by Nassim’s bed: Afiz, Wadid, a blonde boy of about twelve, a girl with ringlets about ten, and twin girls, with dark lines under their eyes and long, black hair. Nassim guessed they were about nine.
“The doors are locked and there are cameras everywhere,” she whispered, pointing to the tiny dome in the centre of the ceiling. “The guards must be asleep or we would’ve been jumped by now. We need to think about this. Ideas anyone?”
They all spoke at once, with plans to crash through the doors or build a bomb or tie sheets into a rope. Afiz waved them all silent. “Listen, I’ve been here for days. They come in every morning, with food and needles. They only bring one guard. The guardhouse is just on the other side of those doors. I’ve seen it when they took me to some kind of lab. I’m pretty sure you can get to the outside from there.”
“What do you think we should do?” asked the twelve-year-old boy. He had a tuft of hair standing up from his blonde head.
“What’s your name, Scruff?” asked Afiz gently.
“I’m … I’m … I can’t remember my name.” The boy looked at them with wide, brown eyes. He looked ready to cry.
“Well, I tell you what. Your name is now Scruff,” and Afiz rubbed his hair to make it even messier. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We return to our beds and wait. Whoever gets visited first has to create a distraction, like an emergency or something and then, while they’re busy, we’ll jump them!”
Afiz slapped the back of his hand against his palm and they all jumped. “I’ll take the guard, okay? Hopefully we’ll get the gun and then...” he dropped off, not sure there really was much more of a plan to tell.
They looked at one another and nodded. Scruff gave Afiz a hug and the three girls nodded solemnly.
It took all of Nassim’s courage to climb back into her bed and lie still, waiting like a sheep. She shot a glance at Wadid whose eyes were shut and lips were moving.
He’s praying, she thought. Now’s there’s a turn of events.
◆◆◆
 
A click and a whir of the doors woke her. She’d slept! She chided herself as a trolley floated in and behind it came a female nurse followed by a guard.
Then a commotion started. It was the boy, Scruff. He was feigning a fit, tossing head, eyes wide like a lunatic, “No, no, no, not me! Not me!” he shouted. It worked a treat. The guard turned his back to the rest of the room and suddenly Afiz was on him, his strong arms around his neck while Wadid snatched the laser from his hand and pointed it directly at the man’s chest. Nassim scragged the nurse from behind and pinned her to the ground. By now the rest of the gang had set upon the guard and knocked him to the floor.
“Stand back!” barked Afiz, who had grabbed the gun from Wadid and without a flinch shot the man in the chest. Then he spun around and pointed the gun at the nurse.
“You will do exactly as we say.”
She nodded and whimpered beneath Nassim’s knee.
By the time she’d led them into the main corridor, past the empty guard room, she too was unconscious, splayed out with a red lump on the back of her head. Nassim regarded his violence with awe. “Child’s play,” Afiz said flatly. She wondered what kind of childhood he’d had.
They followed Afiz’s squat frame to a stairwell and then up five flights to reach a platform with windows looking out onto an asphalt landing-pad.
“Well, what do you know,” muttered Nassim.
Parked on the tarmac was a dirigible with four huge rotors and a basket spiked with guns. Its helium-filled balloon swayed gently in the desert breeze and had a yellow smiley face.
“Have a happy day,” read Scruff.
◆◆◆
 
The arrival of the Baldie’s airship took Commander Walshe by surprise. The perimeter fence had been effective against Landers for almost three years but this was an innovation. Flying machines were unknown in these parts.
He was curious, even though the bald leader disgusted him. All mutants did, but this petty tyrant was the worst kind. A pig of a man, who’d sell his own mother for the right price, Manchester Jones also had a reputation for vindictiveness – the very traits Walshe needed to maintain the supply of fresh meat for Abaddon’s experiments. What’s this old dog up to, he wondered as he strode out with an armed guard besides him.
Baldie and four mutants leapt from the descending ship.
“Greetings Mr. Jones. You’re lucky I’m in a good mood. According to the rule book I should have shot your vehicle out of the Metrician airspace,” said Walshe.
Baldie tilted his head sideways and squinted at the Metrician.
“Actually, Commander Walshe, I think you’re the lucky man. Lucky that I’m so forgiving,” his voiced growled mechanically.
“How so?”
“This,” he said, carelessly tipping out a bag of gold coins that tinkled on to the baking asphalt.
The soldiers shifted nervously.
“You’ve engaged in some white-collar crime, Commander. Some people call it fraud. Most call it thieving.”
“What are you talking about, Jones?”
“I’m talking about an unfair transaction. I bring you fresh meat, unsullied by disease, untouched by human hands etcetera, etcetera, and you give me fake gold.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me right, Walshe. This gold is counterfeit. It’s alloy. When I tried to exchange it for bounty I was laughed out of Cairo. So, I’m here to re-collect my debt.”
Baldie paused, looking at Walshe’s face for signs of guilt. None showed. He continued. “As I say, I’m a forgiving man. ‘No,’ I said to myself, ‘Manchester, it’s possible that our friend Walshe has himself been duped, so let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, and just ask for proper payment. And perhaps a small premium for the humiliation.”
Walshe snorted. “This is preposterous. You’re accusing Metricia of fraud?” Walshe was nervous. He knew the gold was an alloy. Gold was one of the many things Metricia had trouble sourcing. But this was not the time to confess that fake-gold fuelled Metricia’s enterprise the world over.
“I’m just here to settle accounts, Commander. You can reach your own conclusions!”
“Now!” said Nassim in a hoarse whisper.
Afiz squeezed the trigger and a bolt of fire shot across the quad, burning a hole in Baldie’s chest and sending him staggering backwards with a look of complete surprise on his face. The courtyard erupted. The bandits began to blast the Metricians who dived for cover and fired back. Walshe was the next to go, a red stain filling his soft army hat as he slumped to the ground like a sack. Manchester Jones tipped over backwards, the last of the fake gold spilling from his tubby fingers.
In the melee, no one noticed seven children sprinting across the ground and slipping into the airship.
It had been Nassim’s idea. Making their way through the maze of corridors and stairs, the group eventually found themselves at an open door on the ground level. The airship was anchored nearby and beyond it stood the men, arguing over the gold. The disagreement was a gift. From where he hid, Afiz had a clear line of sight to any of them. It was Nassim’s suggestion to start with the fat one. Her only regret was that she wasn’t the one to pull the trigger. When the battle started, she urged the kids out and they sprinted to the airship. Now she was lying face down in the basket, gasping for air, bullets screeching overhead.
“Get the ropes! Start the engines!” shouted Afiz who was already at the gun-mount, unleashing a torrent at the remaining fighters. The airship shuddered in recoil and then shuddered again as Wadid fired the engines to life.
“Afiz! Look!” shouted Wadid, who pointed to a sleek Metrician airpod arcing its way toward the tarmac.
“Nassim, give me that RPG!” Afiz pointed to a cylinder lying at the bottom of the ship. “Hold my back!”
The balloon was rising now and the ropes that held it to the ground were ripped from their pegs.
It took just moments for Afiz to mount the heavy tube to his shoulder and line up the descending Metrician aircraft. A second pod, a transporter, was close behind. “Block your ears, kids,” he said with a grin and a tremendous bang, followed by a deafening hiss, sent Afiz and Nassim tumbling backwards. The basket swayed precariously. A stream of smoke arrowed from the launcher directly into the airpod which exploded in a star of silver fire, then spun wildly like a buckled wheel, colliding with the second aircraft and sending them both crashing into the buildings below. An orange flame mushroomed up and sent shockwaves towards the airship, pushing it high up into the air. It also tipped the basket so violently that Wadid lost his grip on the steering wheel, tumbled out and fell to the fast-disappearing ground.
“Wadid!” screamed Nassim.
She saw him hit the ground and roll, holding his leg. Nassim was going to jump but they were now too high and rising fast. A Metrician hoverbike was tearing across the dirt towards him and firing shots at the balloon.
“Wadid!” she screamed again. He yelled something back but the blimp was racing upwards out of ear shot.
“Nassim! Help!” a voice shouted behind her.
She spun around to see that Afiz too had been tipped out by the blast and was now dangling on the anchor warp, his legs trying to find a grip on the edge of the basket. She dashed over while the Metrcians’ shots tore past them both and made holes in the helium balloon. Nassim lunged for Afiz’s hand. She missed. For a terrifying moment he dangled from one hand. On her second attempt she made contact and hauled him aboard.
By now they were flying fast, beyond the range of the weapons and still rising. Afiz jumped to the wheel-house and pulled back the throttle to settle their speed.
Abaddon was disappearing, it’s roof camouflaged against the grey desert. A tower of black smoke rose from the crash-site like a crematorium. Wadid and the Metricians were now just ants. Nassim stared down as they vanished into the desert floor. 
“Wadid! Wadid!” she cried, feeling the full weight of failure that only an older sister can feel. Waves of despair crashed over her and she sobbed. “We’ve got to go back. We’ve got to go back!” she cried. But even as she said it, she knew it was hopeless. Wadid was gone and there was no going back. Not like this. She slumped in the basket and hit her thighs with her fists. “No! No!” she cried, alternatively looking back at the disappearing complex and screwing her eyes shut in frustration.
The wind blew colder up here but Nassim couldn’t feel it. She lay slumped for a long while until Afiz called her. “Nassim!”
She looked up. The twins were aft, clinging to each other, terrified. Scruff was bending over the girl with ringletted hair, who lay partly covered by a dirty canvas. She was gasping for air, her eyes half closed. “Caught in the cross-fire,” he said, lifting the cloth to reveal a hole in her side.
Nassim crawled over and took the poor girl’s hand and dug out from somewhere inside herself the ability to smile. “What’s your name?” she asked tenderly. The girl tried to answer but nothing came out except a long sigh. She was dead.
Nassim felt nothing. The trauma of Wadid’s fall had dragged all emotion from her and she closed the girl’s lids and drew the canvas over her face. Now they were five: Afiz, the boy with scruffy hair and the twins. The wind buffeted the aircraft, and for a moment they simply sat and let the roar of the engines fill their thoughts.
“What’s the plan, boss?” asked Afiz eventually from behind the controls.
Nassim rubbed her tear-lined face and stood up. First things first, she thought. She edged her way to the twins and crouched.  “Girls,” she said, touching their trembling hands. “I’ve been so rude. All this excitement and no one has even asked your names.”
The girls looked up with big wet eyes. “I’m Jasmine and this is my sister Hannah,” said one and she held onto Nassim’s hand.
“Well, Jasmine and Hannah, I’m Nassim. There’s no need to be frightened. We’ve flown away from the baddies and soon we’ll be hiding in a real cave with yummy food and a good-old cup of tea. Would you like that?”
The girls nodded, uncertainly.
“Good. Now you just snuggle up and we’ll get this contraption to land somewhere safe,” she said and kissed them on their foreheads.
She stood at the basket’s edge and tried to get her bearings. Having never been in the air before it took her a long time to understand just where they were. It didn’t help that all those days with bandits were spent inside a windowless wagon. But the appearance of a river to the east and then a well-worn road that wound its way south to a cragged mountain range made her wonder if they were flying back towards her home. Her eyes followed the thin line to the bottom of the hills, which pushed like an old man’s hands, all cracked and ridged, into the desert floor. She considered, for a moment, flying away from Abaddon and to keep flying till they crossed the peaks into Greater Israel, and then take on whatever new menace lay for them there. But the pull of Wadid kept her grounded and, anyway, there was nowhere in the world she could escape the tyranny of Metricia. So, she pointed to a small clump of green set in a narrow cleft of the rocky foothills.
“There,” she said, recognising her home. Afiz spun the wheel and tilted the huge rotors with a horrible whine, angling the craft southwards.
They landed in a massive cloud of dust. The houses were black ruins, burned by the rocket attack, and the goats had either escaped or been stolen. Nassim walked disconsolately through her old village, picking up burned or broken things: a book, a pot. She brushed off a damaged photo and recognised it as the wedding photo of her grandparents, Abassah and Juan. Folding the edges straight she brought it to her lips as a memento.
“To the caves,” she instructed, and she led them up the rugged escarpment to a narrow slit that they had to slither through to enter. Baldie’s bandits, in their haste, had overlooked the treasures hidden inside: dried food, fresh water in sealed pitchers, bedding, clothes, a small kitchen and an even smaller cache of arms. “My uncle created this for when we might be attacked,” she explained. “But we were too slow!” She smashed a crockery bowl on the floor.
The children looked frightened. To them she was an adult, the leader. Even Afiz was intimidated. She felt self-conscious and weirdly responsible for this little clutch of refugees. So, placing the photo on a shelf, she began the old domestic tasks that felt so familiar. She ordered the twins down to the well where they pulled up the water bucket. Afiz and Scruff covered the airship with a camouflage net that they’d found among the ruins and they all collected sticks for a fire.
The work, and a hot meal, cheered them up and by dusk they had gathered enough courage to bury the body of the unknown girl. Standing in the old goat paddock they took turns to throw dirt on her grave and held hands in some kind of ritual that Nassim made up. Somehow it felt right.
“We need bigger guns,” said Afiz as they sat at the caves’ mouth drawing long puffs from a hookah pipe. It was getting dark. Scruff and the twins were asleep.
“Why?” she asked. “These caves provide a strong defence.”
“For how long? And what happens when we need to trade or when the bandits return? And I assume you’d like to find your brother? These popguns won’t scare a rabbit,” he said, tossing aside her uncle’s rifle.
“And where do you hope to get more guns? Plan to trade with the Metricians?” she asked sarcastically.
“Not the Metricians.” He nodded towards the airship. “Your bandit friends can’t be far away. Baldie wouldn’t travel alone. I suspect they’re much closer than you think.”
She pondered his line of thought and then her heart made a little leap. “You mean we go find Baldie’s crew?”
“Better. They come find us. They’re expecting their leader to return with bags full of gold, right? So let’s invite them. Except, when they arrive we’ll greet them with lead – in their heads, if you like.”
“I do like. I do like very much,” said Nassim.
“They’ll have guns for sure. But we’ll have that big one of our own. Plus, the benefit of surprise, which is as good as a canon on any day.” He drew heavily on the hookah and blew out a mouthful of smoke and pointed to the valley entrance, where the hills rose steeply, creating a narrow channel. “And I think there is just the right place to say ‘hello’.”
She couldn’t sleep that night, simultaneously anxious about Wadid and excited about the prospect of meeting the bandits in an ambush. She’d long since given up thinking about the future, but for the first time in days a feeling of hope stirred inside. When she did fall asleep the winged-lion reappeared, kicking dust in the face of the snake and promising he’d return to save her. This time it had the voice of Jonah.
◆◆◆
 
When the Metrician transport dropped from the clouds, General Kenrick was surprised to see a plume of black smoke rising from the roof of Abaddon.
“Sir, we are getting reports of an attack,” said Hadrian Yang, handing GK the scrip.
The general’s face looked inscrutable as he read it. “Bandit hoopla. What’s new? These mutants have given us trouble since day one. Still, to shoot down an Airhawk with just an RPG is impressive. And I notice Commander Walshe copped one in the kisser. Is he dead?”
Yang nodded. “And four soldiers plus the troops aboard the two pods. Eleven in total.”
“Shame. And the dirty little beggars got away. Do we have a trace on this airship?”
“Yes, sir. It landed in a valley about one hundred kilometres southeast of here. Some kind of settlement. Would you like it destroyed?”
“Yes, better show them a little Metrician discipline. Can’t have the locals getting uppity, now can we?”
“Quite right, sir.” Yang scribbled instructions onto a holoscreen and hit the send button knowing that the next evening, a dry, empty valley in northern Egypt would be annihilated by Metrician drones. He knew it was the wrong valley but somehow blowing up a bunch of kids, even if they were mutants, just didn’t seem right. No one will know, he reasoned.
GK’s arrival at Abaddon was unexpected and a great fuss was made when the staff saw who walked stiffly across the tarmac.
“Shove off!” he growled as someone offered him a hovering armchair. “I’m not dead yet. Who’s in charge here?”
“Me sir, Deputy Commander Oswald Birch,” said a nervous man with a thin moustache and eye that twitched as he saluted.
“Good to meet you, Birch. You’re fired.”
The man gulped. “Um, yes sir. May I know why?”
GK whacked him on the arm with his cane and pointed at the smoke from the hoverpod fires. “For this, you numbskull. How does a ragtag group of mutant children do this to a top secret Metrician facility? Did you even pursue them and destroy their pathetic little blimp?”
“No sir, we don’t have any aircraft left. They were blown up in the, er, melee. Plus we were waiting for orders,” said Birch.
“Orders!” roared GK. “Since when do you need orders to kill mutants!”
Birch began to reply but the general cut him off.
“It was a rhetorical question, you halfwit. Yang, place this man under arrest. He’s charged with being an Idiot in Charge.”
“That’s not an actual crime, sir,” coughed Yang.
GK glared at his assistant with a ferocity that made him look insane. “Well, make it one then. And get me Professor Chang, I didn’t come here to deal with break-ins. I have an army to inspect.”




Chapter 21 - Desert ambush

Afiz’s shaved head appeared above the basket and the twins giggled. With his squat body and round face, Afiz made a passable resemblance to Baldie – especially at fifty metres above the ground. And there’s nothing a scarf couldn’t fix, reckoned Nassim, who had tied a black cloth around his face.
“Arrrrrrrrrg! Surrender!” he shouted.
It had taken all day to set up the ambush. Afiz removed the biggest gun from the airship, mounting it on the shoulder of the valley entrance. Nassim was on the trigger. The twins were given a rifle each and by lunchtime were shooting cans against a cliff face. Sometimes they even hit one. Scruff spent the day building home-made grenades, using bundles of nails and screws tied around plastic bags of gunpowder. “We need the impression of an army, if we can’t have an actual army,” Afiz explained.
By late afternoon they were exhausted and sat down to a dinner of salted locusts and dried fruits. The bugs crunched satisfyingly but were old and tasted bitter. To help wash it down, Nassim made them try some old wine, but they screwed up their faces and spat it out. Adults are weird, they all agreed.
The sun set behind fiery clouds and Nassim slept without dreams – the first time in weeks. She rose at dawn, excited about the day ahead. The plan was for the airship to search for Baldie’s mob and fool them into following the craft back to ground zero, as Afiz named it. It bothered Nassim that she and the girls were left shielding their faces from the dust as the ship lifted off. Once again, the boys get the coolest jobs, she thought, as Scruff and Afiz gave a final wave and disappeared over the ridge line.
Nassim spent the next hours pacing between the cave entrance and the gun mount, checking and rechecking that the weapon was loaded, that the mechanism was oiled, that the sights were accurate. In frustration, she fired off a couple of rounds, obliterating the remains of an old goat carcass. Target practice, she told herself.
The truth was that the valley was full of ghosts for her. From the vantage on the hill she saw herself pulling water from the well and her aunt at the outdoor kitchen, fussing with her assortment of cooking equipment and ingredients. She was not an unkind woman, but an unspoken resentment existed between them. Nassim hated being stuck in the desert; her aunt was angry at having two more mouths to feed. At least Wadid was useful for hard labour.
Her mind turned to Wadid and Abaddon and she fell into a kind of reverie, when the sound of engines awoke her. In her daydream she’d not noticed the airship was now virtually overhead. Afiz was waving maniacally from the bow.
“Girls! Girls! Come quickly!” she shouted and sprinted with them to the rifles, and set them lying their bellies, guns loaded. Then she dashed across the valley to her own gun. Her heart beat hard and then gave an extra leap when she noticed a small plume of dust was following the airship. They’d fallen for it! The caravan must be only five or so minutes away, she figured. It wasn’t enough time to conspire with Afiz, who was still fifty metres above them. “You’re on your own,” she muttered and said a quick prayer.
Scruff was fast becoming an expert at manoeuvring the craft and it had just settled on the valley floor, its machine-gun pointing directly at the valley entrance, when the first truck rounded the bend, followed by the entire mob and their collection of vehicles.
Afiz had given strict instructions: “wait till they’d all arrived, wait till the leader got out and whatever you do wait till I give the signal!” All this waiting was driving Nassim mad. Already the first mutant had leapt down from the truck and was sauntering to the airship while the last wagons were rocking clumsily into the entrance.
“Come on, come on,” whispered Nassim as the leader hobbled closer and bandits piled out of the trucks. The leader was just ten metres from the airship when a rifle cracked across the valley and he stumbled, clutching his thigh with a surprised look on his face.
“Gritz!” cursed Nassim. One of the twins must have slipped. Nice shot though, she thought.
The machine gun erupted from the airship, sending the leader trembling backwards, his shirt pocked by red stains. The rest of the gang sprinted to their trucks. Scruff leapt out and ran to his collection of grenades while Afiz sprayed the caravan with bullets. The twins too peppered the bandits with rifle shots, occasionally hitting their mark with a yelp but mostly just creating confusion, with bandits diving for cover and clambering back into their trucks. Nassim was biding her time, waiting for the first bandit to climb behind the tank turret that sat menacingly behind the truck’s cab. Sure enough, a head and shoulders popped into her sights and she gently pulled the trigger releasing a brief burst of bullets that ended in a blur of red. Hands reached up to drag his body away and another head appeared, this time with a yellow cap, but Nassim simply repeated the exercise, dislodging the hat with a comical flip before amputating him from the shoulders up.
Grenades exploded left and right, thanks to Scruff, and Nassim began picking off bandits as they crouched behind wheels. Someone had started the trike and was attempting to drive out of the valley, but Afiz dashed to a rocky mound where he’d hidden the RPG. White smoke exploded from his shoulder, sending a rocket into the engine of the machine, and it exploded in a monstrous ball of flame.
“Hooray!” cried the twins and tossed a grenade for fun.
Stuck between an immovable wreck and a barrage of fire, one of the bandits dangled a dirty white rag from a window. “We surrender!” he shouted and threw a gun onto the dirt. Nassim stopped shooting and the rifles ceased too. The man ventured out, his hands in the air and stepped forward gingerly. A second followed and soon a motley crew of bandits spilled out, nervously eyeing the hills.
“Lay on the ground with your hands on your heads!” shouted Afiz and to Nassim’s surprise they complied. Afiz advanced slowly. He was draped with a sash of bullets and cradled the machine gun in his arms. Scruff appeared next, pointing a revolver at the men.
But it was trap. From behind the wagons a shape caught Nassim’s eye as a bandit leaned out and discharged a shotgun, knocking Scruff off his feet and sending Afiz sprawling for cover. Nassim spun the barrel of her mounted gun and showered bullets down on the man, his arms flailing as they tore through his black robe and ricocheted from the wagons around him. Two more bandits appeared shooting at Afiz and Scruff but Nassim was like a god, raining vengeance down from on high, and they too were splayed onto the sand, bleeding and broken. The valley was a battlefield, with bodies strewn on the dirt and smoke rising from the wreckage of the bike. Nassim felt a thrill of satisfaction.
“This is justice,” she said.
Lifting the heavy machine from its cradle she sloped down the hill to the group of men who were now cowering on their stomachs.
“Please, don’t kill us,” one pleaded, his one eye glistening with fright.
“Shut up, Cyclops,” she barked and edged backwards to Scruff, her weapon aimed at the men.
“I’m okay,” he grimaced, holding up a bleeding hand. In his good hand he still held the revolver.
“Does it work?” she asked.
“No idea. It’s your uncle’s. Looks cool, though,” he smiled.
“Keep an eye on this lot. I’m going to get the twins.”
She almost shot Afiz when they met on the other side of the trucks. A young bandit was on his knees pleading for his life. “Found him in the back seat of the Jeep,” explained Afiz. “Otherwise it seems clear.”
“And the twins?” Screams from behind answered.
“Hey Nassim, Nassim! That was awesome!” they shouted as they bounded down the scree and wrapped their arms around her waist.
The wagons yielded more people, except these were prisoners, children to be sold to the Metricians. Filthy and frightened they cowered in the shadows as she and Afiz broke open the locks. It was the twins who eventually coaxed them out and they stood blinking in the light, amazed at the carnage. All told, nine bandits were dead, their bloodstained corpses laid out like trophies. Another eight sat huddled, their hands bound in rough knots that no one really knew how to tie. And nine children had been rescued, five boys and four girls, some injured but all euphoric at the ambush.
The caravan yielded bounty too: stacks of old-tek guns and the odd Metrician laser; vehicles filled with fuel and ammunition and a mobile kitchen stocked with ingredients, plus a terrified and half-frozen cook who was hiding in an ice-box. They let him out on the promise of a victory banquet.
That night they held a trial, appointing Nassim as the judge to determine the fate of the last bandits. The children told sad stories of their capture, most weeping as they recalled the murder of their parents and families. They were disorientated and traumatised and the little ones clung to scrappy items they’d kept from their home. But Nassim was surprised when they unanimously accused only two men of murder. The rest, they said, were merely thieves – and almost children themselves.
And so at sunset Nassim lead the entire contingent, an army of lost children and their captives, to the edge of the desert where the two men, their heads covered with black cloths, were told to kneel and a pistol put to their foreheads by Afiz. Nassim condemned them for “crimes against children and betrayal to our enemies the Metricians”, then in fury snatched the revolver from Afiz hands, whipped off the black hood from the first man and executed him with a single shot that snapped his head back and splattered the jelly of his brains against the rocky ground.
No one spoke. Even Afiz was amazed at Nassim’s wrath.
She yanked off the second man’s hood and jammed the barrel to his head and was about to shoot when he spoke.
“I know where your brother is.”
Nassim hesitated. “What did you say?”
“I know where your brother is,” he said with a low, gravelly voice.
“You’re a liar. You don’t know anything!”
“I remember you. This was your village.” He turned his head slightly and she could see he had a narrow, good-looking face, made leathery by years in the desert. His eyes were narrow. “Your brother, he hid in the wagon. But he’s not here now which means he’s still with the Metricians. I know where they’re keeping him.”
“Yeah, well, so do we. But we escaped,” spat Nassim.
“They won’t let that happen again. But I can take you there. My name is Silas Kabar, and I was the general of Manchester Jones’ army. I know the way. I know many things about Abaddon.”
“I don’t care who you are. You’re a liar!” and she cocked the gun with trembling fingers.
“Kill me, I don’t care,” said Silas casually. “My life was a living hell anyway. But you, you still have your brother. They will never let you in, and you and your brother will die with all the others.”
Nassim grimaced and drew her finger around the trigger but Afiz intervened. “Wait. What do you mean all the others?”
“Do you think you were the only prisoners?” the man laughed roughly. “They have many of your brothers. And sisters. Dozens. Hundreds. All trapped in the bowels of that dungeon.”
“Don’t talk to him,” snapped Nassim.
“No wait. He’s right. We’ve all lost brothers and sisters and friends. Where have they been going? We just thought they were killed. But he’s saying they’re still alive.”
“Of course he’s saying that because he doesn’t want me to put a bullet through his head!”
Afiz grabbed Nassim by the elbow. “What have we got to lose? If he can get us in to Abaddon then you can kill him and you’ll have Wadid and maybe we’ll have our families. If he fails, you can still kill him. You seem pretty good at it.” Afiz smiled and she was momentarily caught off guard. But she shook him off and pointed the pistol at the man’s face.
“You’re a filthy murderer and a liar to boot. I’m going to kill you now like you deserve.”
But a child’s voice broke her resolve. “Do you know where my mummy is?” It was Jasmine.
“Yes, yes, do you know mister?” said Hannah.
“And my father, do you know him, his name is Caleb,” said a dark-haired boy of about thirteen. Nassim’s loaded pistol was pushed aside as children swamped the man and peppered him with questions of missing parents and cousins and sisters and brothers. Furious, Nassim held the gun aloft and fired a shot into the air, startling the children. The noise echoed off the rocks.
“Enough!” she shouted. “This man has been condemned to death.”
The crowd melted and the twins clutched each other. Nassim once again raised the gun to the man’s forehead but the sight of the twins’ pleading faces made her waver. His words about Wadid repeated in her head. The gun hovered menacingly and she noticed sweat dribbling down his temple.
“If what you say is true and if you can get us in and out of Abaddon, then your life will be spared.” An audible sigh rose from the group. “But if you fail, you will most certainly die. Do you understand?” she touched the tip of the revolver to his temple and traced the line of sweat down to his neck. She leaned in and whispered: “I will do it without warning, because the fact is, I don’t believe you.”
She stood back and announced to the group. “This man is under arrest and remains condemned to death. You are not to talk to him because he will fill your mind with lies. Do not help him in any way or you too will be condemned. He lives only because I say he can.”
With her eyes ablaze she turned the gun on the remaining bandits and made them kneel on the rocks and one by one recant their crimes and submit to her leadership, which they did with great enthusiasm. Then she forced them to dig graves for their dead colleagues and she and Afiz marched the condemned man to the wagons where she locked him in with three padlocks on the door.
By the time she returned to camp, the cook had started a bonfire that lit the rock walls with a warm glow and laid out a banquet, or as best as he could muster, which the children fell upon, gorging themselves because they hadn’t eaten for days. Scruff, his arm in a rough sling, dragged out a pot of wine and they screwed up their faces but drank it anyway, out of relief or fear or whatever tangle of emotions they felt about the last few hours. Eventually the six bandits were invited to join in, under the careful watch of Afiz. Together with the children the bandits exchanged their own versions of the battle, each story getting more far-fetched, with Afiz emerging as the genius commander and Nassim, returning with vengeance like a dark angel.
Afiz winked at Nassim who smiled, slightly embarrassed and she left the party to stand on the hill where her gun-mount sat forlornly. Looking north, she suddenly saw the sky light up with fireworks, flashes of white reflecting off the clouds, followed by a low rumble – a Metrician attack on some poor settlement no doubt, she thought.
Nassim felt as if the glow of Abaddon was beckoning. The words of the bandit resounded in her head and as much as she resisted it, she could already feel herself giving in to the hope he’d dangled in front of them. If it was a trap then she was falling head first.
“I’m coming, brothers,” she whispered. “I’m coming for you all.”




Chapter 22 - The mystery in the mountains

Jonah shivered and pulled the heavy fur coat over his shoulders. He’d never felt cold like this. It made his skin hurt.
“Come,” instructed the woman, who stood at the door of a hut that was as sparse as the one in Atlantica but had stone walls and a slate floor. She’s given him the coat, fluffy boots and leather gloves. Outside it was blindingly white.
“Where am I?” he asked. “Am I dead?”
“No,” she chortled and gestured for him to come outside.
The cold bit into his face and he had to squint to deal with the glare. The hut was perched on a mountainside that fell dramatically into a misty valley of greens and browns. To his right, it rose into a thick blanket of grey cloud. We must be high, really high, to be so near the cloud-line, he thought.
The cottage was just one of many buildings that were joined by a network of paths cut into the mountain rock. Where the paths stopped, rope bridges swung between wooden posts, and people walked, carrying bundles on their shoulders or driving small trains of donkeys and carts. The whole mountain-side was white. And it was so very cold. How could such an inhospitable place be so busy?
As he stepped off the porch he plunged knee-deep into the white powder. The shock of it tripped him and he fell, face first. The cold fluff stuck to his eyelids and went up his nose. He flapped pathetically, trying to regain his footing.
A group of children nearby saw him and laughed, and began to toss handfuls of the powder at him like bombs. An explosion hit his chest. And then another. At first, he felt annoyed and yelled at them to stop. But they just laughed and threw more.
But then he got it. Snowballs! They were throwing snowballs!
Jonah had only seen pictures of snow. He didn’t even know there was any left in the world. He staggered up, formed a ball and let it loose. The snowball hit a boy square on the head and he staggered backwards, surprised at Jonah’s accuracy. More balls came back but Jonah dodged the attack and advanced bravely. He soon had the children cowering for cover.
The cold air invigorated him. The muscles in his cheeks felt weird. He wanted to play but the old woman was now standing with three others, all wrapped in furs. She was pointing up the hill impatiently. So Jonah waved goodbye and ploughed his way back to the path, his heart pumping warmly in his chest.
The group set a fast pace. It was hard going. Drifts of snow covered the path and Jonah’s lungs felt strangely empty, despite his deep breaths. He knew that air got thinner the higher you climbed; it was one of the reasons aerotropolis cities were encased in a man-made bubble to emulate the warm, rich air of the sea. But here the oxygen was sparse and he wheezed like an asthmatic.
A gap soon grew between the two ahead of him and those behind. Jonah felt self-conscious but his legs were weak and he was forced to stop every few steps and rest, sucking in what air he could and holding down his rumbling guts. Rounding a bend, the road opened to reveal a vast slope ahead and a large building about a kilometre away. The distance was too great and he sunk to his knees, vomited and passed out.
◆◆◆
 
A girl with a sweet smile placed a tray of food on the table beside him and slipped from the room. Jonah was in a soft, warm bed and alone. The wooden room had a burner for heat and a single, ice-encrusted window. He slipped out of the bed and walked to it. Outside was a broad slope he recognised as the area he’d stumbled along before he fainted. Since then, more snow had blown up the mountain, forming ramps against the grey stone.
Jonah shivered and rubbed his arms. Only a few hours ago he’d been wading through warm pools in Atlantica, sent by Commander Agassi to join the special-ops team. He was expecting Metrician-like sophistication: military equipment, soldiers and computers and drones and bots. But thanks to the embrace of an old, tattooed woman he was now perched on a frozen mountainside in goodness-knows where. It was surreal.
But his hunger wasn’t. Jonah sat on the bed and scoffed the bread and fruit. Goodness knows where they got fruit on a mountain like this, he thought. “Probably came from that valley. I don’t suppose they have any Mets, though.” He said it out loud and was startled by the sound of his voice. He felt wide awake. And curious.
He dressed in the heavy trousers and thick jumper that lay on the end of his bed and slid out of the room into a long corridor lined with timber doors and a balustrade that overlooked a large dining hall, two stories below. On the opposite wall, tall banners with the familiar interwoven circles hung majestically from a high ceiling and, in between, daylight shone through stained-glass windows. In one, a barefoot man stood in a deep hole with his hand on a lion’s head. In another, a huge fish rose majestically from the ocean, its mouth open, ready to receive someone being thrown off a ship.
“Looks familiar,” Jonah muttered.
The clanking of table-setting echoed around the hall and masked Jonah’s footsteps as he followed the balustrade down a flight of wooden stairs to reach large doors. He pushed hard and icy air blew in.
He emerged onto a large courtyard, surrounded by a stone wall with three open doorways. The flagstones were covered in a light dusting of fresh snow and a group of men stood warming their hands by a brazier with a roaring fire. They all turned to look at the boy.
“Ah, the traveller awakes,” said one and beckoned Jonah to the fire. He wore a knee-length suede coat with duffle-buttons and a hood, which he tossed back to reveal a round face and two missing teeth.
Jonah moved cautiously down the steps and shook the man’s extended mitten.
“My name is Mikhail. I’m your host. Did you eat?”
“Yes, thank you. A girl, she brought me some fruit.”
“Ursula, my daughter. She serves here at the Citadel,” and he nodded towards the building. “We don’t often have fruit. We don’t often have guests, come to think of it. You must be an important person.” Several of the men chuckled.
Jonah regarded the group warily. Their fur-lined hoods, pulled against the cold, hid their faces. But he could see they were smoking old-fashioned cigarettes, like Jonah had seen in the old holofilms.
“I’m not important, I’m just ...” began Jonah, but Mikhail cut him off with a chuckle and held up his hand.
“It’s okay. It doesn’t matter who you are. You’re a guest and we treat our guests well here on Ararat.”
“Ararat?” Jonah said, startled.
“Yes, Mount Ararat, you know the mountain in Turkey. Well, what used to be Turkey. It’s all bit different these days.”
Jonah must have looked puzzled because Mikhail laughed heartily again and slapped him on the shoulder.
“I’m a bit confused,” admitted Jonah and warmed his hands against the fire.
“I can see that. But then it is confusing the first time.”
“The first time?” said Jonah.
“Yes, the first time you leap.”
“Leap?”
“Yes, you know, L.E.A.P. You do know what a Leap is don’t you?”
“Um, no, I’m sorry but ...”
Mikhail sighed and shook his massive head. “Why do they never tell you poor devils? L.E.A.P: Longitudinal Extrapolation and Attenuated Positioning.”
“I’ve never heard of it.”
“Oh dear. Much to learn it seems, Jonah. Luckily for you I’m not the one to explain it. I don’t have enough patience to be a teacher.”
Some of the men sniggered again, as if they knew too well about Mikhail’s impatience.
“Hmmm,” he growled at the group and turned back to Jonah. “But I do know someone who can. The padras is an expert in such lofty matters.”
“The padras?” asked Jonah.
“Yes indeed. The boss-man, you could call him. He wants to see you. So you can ask him yourself. Fancy a little trip up the mountain?”
“Up Ararat?”
“All the way,” said Mikhail and pointed at the black clouds.
Jonah groaned. The thought of more trudging through the snow made his head ache. And judging by the twilight that was fast descending he’d slept the best part of the day.
“Do I have a choice?” he asked.
“Erm, no,” said Mikhail. “No choice at all. Follow me!” he said cheerily and started to walk across the flagstones towards a gap in the courtyard’s wall.
Jonah paused, wondering how he’d survive another long walk, especially at night. The wind was now finding a new level of chill around his ears.
“Come on then!” barked Mikhail, who stood with his hands on his hips.
Jonah trotted over and followed Mikhail through the courtyard door, rounded a corner, then stopped, astonished. The man was standing in front of an airship floating over a steep drop. The aircraft’s sausage-shaped balloon was stitched together with multi-coloured sheets of canvas, while underneath a giant bird’s nest of cane and wire banged against a steel gangplank. It was attached by ropes to stone gargoyles.
“The Kus!” said Mikhail cheerfully and Jonah laughed, thinking the whole ensemble could have belonged to Captain Weitz’s circus.
“Wait there,” instructed Mikhail, crossing a narrow gangplank and disappearing into the bird’s nest. Seconds later he emerged with a hat, mittens and knee-length suede coat. Jonah eagerly dressed himself and felt warmth return to his body.
“All aboard then, eh?” said Mikhail. They teetered across the gangplank and closed a flimsy door behind them.
Mikhail rang a bell, and from far above, Jonah thought he could hear a reply but it may have been his imagination. The Kus jerked and bobbled slightly then separated from the gangplank with a clank and began to rise. Tethered to a cable that disappeared into the cloud above, the airship slid slowly at first, then with increasing speed, up the mountain. From such a height Jonah could see the scale of the settlement. It was a town of fifty or so buildings, all joined by narrow paths and bridges. A stream tumbled into a small lake just above the town and the lower slopes flashed patches of green. Save for another balloon-craft, which descended into the misty valley, the town looked isolated from the rest of the world. It was a perfect place to hide, he thought.
The Kus was now rising fast and soon the buildings vanished in a cloud that seeped through the cane-work walls and rubbed against the windows like a cat. Jonah shivered. The temperature was falling as fast the ship was rising and the wind, at first gusty and unpredictable, became a steady squall.
“Hold on,” warned Mikhail, who had tied himself in a harness to the side of the ship. The wind buffeted the balloon, bumping it against the rock face so that Jonah was forced to hold both hands on the rust-coloured rail. They’d only just left the little town but it quickly felt a world away as the screeching gale began to swing the cabin, knocking Jonah off his feet.
“Ho, ho! Steady on,” said Mikhail and he lifted Jonah up. “Better get you into a harness too.” And he tied Jonah into some old leather straps, creased from years of use.
For thirty minutes they climbed the cable, swept by a tide that smashed the balloon against the cliff-face. Each sideways blast was followed by an updraft that rattled the floorboards.
Outside it was black now. The only light came from a weak dome on the cabin roof. Jonah was plunged back to the ocean, tossed from wave to wave with only a vague hope of rescue. It was only thanks to Tria’s tenacity that he’d survived the escape from the Nautilus. He wished she were with him.
“Land-ho,” said the man, shaking Jonah from his thoughts.
He noticed that the wind and mist had eased. The rock wall revealed itself in patches and he could see that above them loomed a dark shape which he first thought was a cloud but then saw was an outcrop directly in the path of the ship. Jonah glanced at Mikhail. He seemed relaxed. The balloon showed no sign of slowing.
The black ledge grew closer yet the Kus rose and Jonah’s heart began to pound. The balloon seemed on a deadly collision course. The outcrop cast a massive shadow as they disappeared into its lee and Jonah winced, expecting to hear the fabric rip. But instead the wind suddenly dropped as they slid into a massive hole, hidden in the folds of the rock. They were entering some kind of port.
The Kus slowed and pin-pricks of light appeared above them. Soon Jonah could see that the rock was a hollow triangle, like the bow of an ancient ship that was wedged so tightly into a crevice it had petrified and become part of the mountain.
They were crawling upwards now, and a platform supported by timber trusses emerged from the gloom, with a single figure, wrapped in furs, standing with hands outstretched ready to grab the basket as it floated to a stop.
Mikhail, his harness already unbuckled, slid the door open and leapt onto the deck. “Come on then!” he instructed.
Flakes of snow fell into the darkness as Jonah jumped out of the Kus. Mikhail pulled him from the edge and soon the three stood in a tight circle, stamping their feet to keep out the frost. They were on the lower deck of what must have once been a magnificent boat, more than twenty metres wide with a high ceiling and bow beams that vanished into the darkness. Icicles hung like candle wax off the beams and water fell from the ceiling, giving the whole space a misty ambiance. It felt like a cathedral.
“Follow me, and touch nothing,” barked the new man, who had a broad face and a nose shaped like a mushroom. Not a mutant nose, thought Jonah, just very large. He led them into the bowels of the ship and directed them up a narrow spiral stairway made of rusting steel. The way was lit by old-fashioned lamps that Jonah remembered from his holohistories of subway stations.
The first level held a surprise. As they climbed he could hear machines grinding and the roar of a waterfall echoing off the walls. Sure enough, as his feet hit the first floor, he saw a large cast iron box, clanking with gears and pulleys connected to a thick, spinning shaft that disappeared into the darkness of the cavern wall. A mist of cool water drifted across the stairwell. It was a turbine, he surmised, being driven by a waterfall somewhere inside the crevice.
They trudged upwards, their heavy boots clanking noisily on the metal stairs, and Jonah started to sweat, the air temperature becoming warmer with every step. As their heads emerged into the second level, a warm gust of wind blew the remaining ice from their hoods and they were forced to unbutton their coats. The source of the warmth was a vast array of vacuum tubes, like Jonah once saw in an old amplifier at school, only these ones were scattered over the entire second floor like a field of crops. Electric crops. Thousands and thousands of the glass tubes thrummed like a beehive and cast a golden glow against the timber ceiling.
“This here,” whispered Mikhail, “is an electrical grid that could produce enough power to light up a whole town. Or at least that’s what they tell me.” Jonah hadn’t seen any electrical wires or devices in the Ararat village and wondered just what the power was being used for. In the glow of the thousands of tiny lights he spied cables climbing the wooden walls and disappearing into the roof. The power, whatever it was for, was being directed upwards.
The grumpy leader barked at Jonah to keep up and he resumed the tiring climb, reaching the third floor, which was slightly narrower and housed a communal dining hall, with the same intertwined circles hanging from the walls as decoration. To the side, a rack of hooks and benches suggested a place to hang their heavy coats. Sure enough, Mikhail and the man removed theirs and swapped their boots for simple leather shoes. He saw no one, but the smell of food wafted across the dining hall.
No sooner had the shoes slipped over his toes than the man urged them on. They’d climbed a hundred steps already and Jonah was starting to feel the effects of the thin air again. Nausea threatened and his head developed a dull ache. Each step felt heavy and he used the rail to start dragging himself up. The man was now far ahead and it was only with the help of Mikhail, who propped his shoulder under Jonah’s arm and half carried him up the remaining flight, that he finally made it to the fourth story where he nearly stopped breathing altogether.
“What on Earth ...” he gasped.
Lit by the subway lamps, the stairs ended at a short landing with a path that split into multiple routes, all of which disappeared into a mass of tropical bush. Jungle, in fact. The jungle formed such a looming canopy of mottled green that Jonah couldn’t see anything of the roof. He stood, confused by the incongruity of finding a jungle in a mountain of ice and wondered if he’d just experienced another Leap. But he had no time to ask as the men vanished into the undergrowth.
Palm fronds and spiked leaves brushed against him as he struggled to keep up, the soft light revealing delicate succulents and thin grasses with bright orange flowers. Trees with berries and nuts were nestled in the deepening gloom and he thought that he may have even seen a parrot perched on a branch just arms-length from the path.
The air was thick and wet, as if they were in a giant hothouse, and he could hear insects buzzing around. The thin mountain atmosphere had been replaced by rich, oxygenated air, which filled Jonah’s lungs. He could feel his energy returning and the dull ache in his head was replaced by a lighted-headed joy.
The path meandered playfully through the jungle and he was almost disappointed to come to the edge of the ship where the jungle ended at a petrified, wooden wall seeping with water. “Condensation,” he said to himself and sure enough the timber was cold to touch, as if it had become one with the frozen mountainside.
He was bursting to ask Mikhail just how the ship arrived on the mountain and what or who had constructed such an elaborate habitation. But each time he caught up to the others, the man with the mushroom nose urged them on.
“Quickly now,” he said and he led them across the clearing to the foot of yet more stairs, this time a series of long, straight flights with multiple landings that provided panoramic views over the vast fourth story. From this higher position Jonah cold see that the entire space was blanketed in rich, viridian jungle. Near the top of the last flight the heat and humidity became almost unbearable and the three of them were glowing with perspiration. They struggled up the last few steps to a reach a platform where the man was waiting beside a heavy wooden door. “You’ll need this,” he said firmly and handed them thick, grey cassocks, with a hood and a simple rope for a belt. Jonah laughed as they donned their monkish costumes. But the man glowered. “Speaking is forbidden in the Summit Garden.”
The stern-faced man waited for them to be fully dressed and then drew back a solid steel bolt and cracked open the door.
Cold air rushed over them. The fourth floor was breathtaking but this new level startled Jonah even more. They stepped onto a single path that again vanished into vegetation, but instead of tropical jungle it was a tangled mess of northern hemisphere oaks, pines, brambles and hydrangeas, blazing in autumnal reds and yellows. Dried leaves crunched underfoot and as they moved slowly forwards Jonah’s cassock caught on the barbs of a blackberry vine. The sudden drop in temperature turned the sweat on their faces to cold beads. It struck Jonah that they were now in the open air and must have climbed not just to the ship’s top deck but also through the clouds to reach the pure atmosphere.
Mikhail and Jonah walked in silence through the enchanting forest until they reached a broad, grassy oval, edged on three sides by trees and, on the far side, by an icy pool fed by the trickle of a half-frozen waterfall from Ararat’s rounded peak.
Jonah drew a breath of crisp air and stopped to marvel at the sight of the Milky Way spangling above them like a fairground. A crescent moon inched its way over the summit, flooding the pond in a bluish glow. The air tingled.
As Jonah’s eyes adjusted to the night light he saw that two hooded figures sat on stone chairs near the water’s edge. Their breath blew out like smoke.
Mushroom-nose told them to wait and walked down to the lake and bent low to talk to one of the figures.
“What is this place?” Jonah whispered to Mikhail.
“We call it the Summit Garden. It’s the top of the world,” he replied.
The exchange with the hooded figures was brief and the man returned with instructions: “The padras requests us to leave.”
Jonah felt gutted. “We’ve only just got here,” he complained.
“Not you,” the man said curtly. “You are to continue along the path. Speak only when spoken to. And speak the truth, Salvatore!”
Jonah was taken aback; first, that the man knew his name and second that he would even consider that Jonah could utter a lie in this magical place. The idea felt incongruous.
“Be strong, Jonah,” Mikhail whispered and gave him a brief but firm hug.
Jonah watched them depart and stood awkwardly for a moment. The cracking of the iced-up waterfall seemed to grow louder and he felt the hair on his neck prickle. Was it fear? No, but something flipped in his guts. The cool breeze bit against his sweaty neck.
Be strong. Why had Mikhail said that? Jonah shuddered as he stepped onto the cobbled path and walked gingerly towards the lake. He felt safe here, at home, but he also felt watched.
The sliver of moon was almost fully past the summit now and the two figures were bathed in lunar glow. He felt sure they’d noticed him but they sat motionless as he approached. He stood, not sure what to do.
“Come, sit with us, Jonah,” said one of the figures eventually, gesturing to an empty chair. His voice was hoarse and high-pitched. “I am Padras Simeon,” and he pulled back his hood to reveal a long face, etched with lines like tree bark, and a brown head with wisps of dark hair. His forehead was ingrained with ink of the asterisk tattoo and when he pointed to the chair, his fingers emerged boney. Jonah guessed the man was old, though just how old was hard to say. His skin looked weathered but his eyes sparkled.
“I hope you liked the journey through our ark,” he breathed. “We have almost every species of flora known to humans and then some more. Inside these mountains are the seeds of three million plants: grasses and trees and mosses and flowering perennials and evergreens and tropical ferns and even some marine corals and anemones. It’s a refuge, a keep-safe for a time when the Earth is ready once again to receive its creation.”
He stopped and looked lost in his thoughts for a moment, but then turned to Jonah.
“Do you know why you are here?”
Jonah shifted nervously and shook his head.
“Come now, you are among friends. Tell us, why do you think Commander Agassi sent you?”
Jonah glanced at the second figure, the hood still hiding its face.
“I know about Abaddon.”
“Yes, you do. So do we now, thanks to you. But that’s not the reason why you’re here.”
“Am I being punished?”
“Goodness me, no,” he laughed dryly and coughed.
“Is it because I’m in danger?”
“Ah, now that’s closer. You are indeed in grave danger. Your knowledge of Abaddon has made you a risk, but one that your grandfather was prepared to take so long as you played the game. But you didn’t, Jonah. Why not? Why did you flee to Juan Baptiste?”
They already know all about me, Jonah thought. Agassi has relayed his story ahead of him.
“My grandfather lied to me,” Jonah said. “He lied about Abaddon. He lied about Nassim and he lied about Metricia.”
“Lies upon lies,” the man sighed. “And the truth matters to you, does it Jonah?”
“Well, yes. Doesn’t it to everyone?”
The man harrumphed and scratched his wrinkled head. “Well it does, eventually. Some, like your grandfather, prefer to keep it secret as long as possible.”
They sat for a moment, listening to the cracking ice-fall echo off the mountain walls.
“So, I’ve been sent here to hide,” Jonah concluded. “While the others fight I’ll heroically run away to a mountain and hide in some kind of ancient boat.”
“Ha! Is that what you really think? Have you considered that the reason you are in such danger is that you yourself are dangerous? The tiger must be caged not because of its captors. Your role in this war is still to come!”
Jonah looked at the wizened face. “It is? I don’t understand. I thought I was being sent away for safety. To get me out of the way.”
“Out of the way? The plants we nurture here and the seeds that sit in thousands of rows inside these mountains are not hiding. They’re growing. One day they will repopulate the Earth. You’ve been sent here because together we can defeat the evil that grows in the Council and shut down Abaddon and its kind forever.”
“But how?”
“Because of this,” and the man reached arthritically towards the second stranger, and uncovered the face of a handsome, blonde man, whose warm eyes glistened with tears.
Jonah was suddenly flushed with emotion and his stomach made a sickening leap. He could barely speak. What came out was a whisper.
“Dad?”
Petreus’ face cracked into an uncontrolled grin and he dragged the boy into a fierce embrace.
“Jonah, my boy!”
“Dad! Dad! Dad! You’re alive!”
It took an age before Jonah loosened his grip. And even then, he pinched his father to make sure it really was him.
“Yes, it’s me. It’s really me,” Petreus laughed. “And stop pinching. It hurts!”
“But how?” Jonah was incredulous. “How! You were killed in the Terror blast. I was there. We had a funeral.”
“You said it yourself, Jonah,” said Petreus, wiping the tears from his cheeks. “GK lied. He lied about Abaddon. He lied about Metricia. He lied about me.”
The enormity of GK’s deception was finally laid bare. It was hard to fathom. But so was this! “I don’t understand. How did you escape?”
“I came here. To Ararat.”
Jonah frowned.
“We’d better sit, this may take a while.”
But Jonah was too excited, so Petreus talked while the boy walked back and forth.
“Do you recall that I was negotiating with the Lander delegation?”
Jonah nodded. “GK said you died along with two of them.”
“Well, yes and no. I was meeting with two Landers I’d not seen before: Padras Simeon, here, and Amma Melania. They’d appeared with the delegation and no one knew who they were. I met with them in secret. That’s when the bombs went off. There were two, do you remember? The first was located in the accommodation quarters. As soon as it happened I knew it was a bomb and I ran into the corridor to find you. It was mayhem.”
The trouser leg!
“But then the second blast happened and I was hit pretty badly.” He pulled back the cassock and revealed two stumps where his legs had been. They ended at his knees and were covered by bandages. No biomechanics in Ararat, it seemed.
“I was badly cut up and so was the building. I thought we might get blown out but the padras jumped on me and we did a Leap, just as you experienced. We tumbled for a long time, as if falling through water, and there was an incredible wind. I thought I was going to drown and we wrestled. But he’s stronger than he looks and he held me down until the noise and the vibrations became so great that I passed out. I woke up here, lying in the sunshine on this grass. I was confounded. One minute I was in a bomb blast in London, next I was looking up at blue sky and hearing the sound of a waterfall. And my own screams.”
“So you’ve been here all this time?” exclaimed Jonah. “It’s been eight months. We thought you were dead!”
“That’s what GK wanted you believe. I suppose he concocted some story about me being blown to bits – just some remains scraped off the walls to identify my body?”
“Yes, and they found your watch. And these.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out Petreus’ army tags.
“Ha! Looks like there’s a counterfeit Petreus buried at sea somewhere too,” said Petreus dangling his own metal plates from around his neck. “I’ve been lost without my watch, though,” and he laughed, pulling Jonah into a tight hug. “And what about you? Where have you been, stranger?”
Jonah didn’t know where to start so went back to the blast and the Rock and the crash landing in Egypt. This time he emphasized the role of Nassim in helping him see that Metricia was not all that it appeared. A tear rolled down his cheek as he described their last moments and his sense of guilt about failing to save her.
“You did the best you could, Jonah,” said his father. They embraced again and would have stayed that way had not the padras coughed politely.
“We have work to do,” he wheezed and ran a gaunt hand across his face. “Jonah, what can you recall of Abaddon?”
“Well, quite a lot. I just can’t tell you where it is. Agassi and I tried to locate it but we failed. I failed.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself. That’s why you’ve come here. We plan to send you back to Abaddon, to plant a locator beacon, then to Leap back again. Agassi will do the rest.”
“We’re going back to Abaddon to rescue Nassim, you mean,” said Jonah.
The padras glanced at Petreus. Jonah knew that look.
“Oh, come on! Not you as well? Look, I’m all for destroying Abaddon. But there are people in there. Humans. My friends. We can’t just go and blow it up without getting the people out first.”
Petreus stroked his chin.
“How many people?”
“Um, I don’t know. Two for sure. But I doubt they were the only ones to be captured. I saw hundreds, maybe thousands of mutants. Where have they all come from?”
Neither man replied.
“Well?”
“He’s right, you know,” said Petreus, turning to the padras.
“Of course he’s right. But it makes it harder, no?”
“Harder to do what?” asked Jonah.
“Our task was hard enough,” said Petreus. “Leap in, plant the locator beacon, then leap out. That’s why we need you. Only you can direct the padras to the right location. You’re the only one who’s been there.”
“Okay but then what? What’s the point of the beacon?
“Agassi will do the rest with her mini-nukes.”
“Nuclear!”
“We can’t have a facility like Abaddon building this mutant army, Jonah. Do you realise the power that it gives the Council? It needs to be destroyed!”
“You’re going to drop a mini-nuke on all those people?”
“Well, we didn’t really think there would be any people there, just soldiers and, er, specimens.”
“Some of those specimens are my friends!”
“I can see that,” said Petreus, rubbing his chin even harder. “But the laboratory and its army must be destroyed before they perfect the process and have a Lander army at their disposal. What do you propose to do about that?”
Jonah rested his head in his hands. It had been such a long day; he felt overwhelmed. And guilty. Nassim had been in his thoughts like a distant memory. Now he put her centre-stage. She deserved it.
“Have you done a Leap with more than one other person?” he asked.
“Yes, but it’s very hard,” said the padras, shaking his head.
“But it can be done?”
“Yes, in theory.”
“This theory, has it ever been tested?”
“Once or twice. It depends.”
“On what? Microwaves? Radiation? Prayer beads?”
Petreus scowled at Jonah but the padras smiled. “Actually, none of these things. What matters most is the location. Have you heard of the expression ‘thin places’, Jonah?
He shook his head.
“A thin place straddles two worlds. It’s simultaneously in the physical world with its temporal elements of rock and air and also in the metaphysical world, of spirit and perfect form. These worlds exist in parallel and for the most part our only access from one to the other is through practice, such as prayer or meditation or through that ultimate rite, death. When we Leap, we cross worlds, creating thin places with the effort of our hearts and minds. But it’s hard, Jonah; it’s exhausting and full of danger. We’ve lost many who’ve crossed but never returned. We pray for their souls every day,” and he made a sign of the cross on his chest.
“So, these thin places. Where are they?” asked Jonah.
“This is one, Mt Ararat. It’s no accident that we have found safety here. When the patriarch Noah opened the door of his ark, it was Ararat that greeted him, welcoming him and his family from the world of hate, through water, to a world of hope. He crossed from one world to another.”
“Is Abaddon a thin place?”
“I don’t know. I hope so, for the sake of your friends. I do know that fire and light are coming like the wrath of God to destroy that place and those who dwell in it. It would be better that they were never born.”
“Not if we can get them out first.”
Silence fell as the three considered the challenge before them.
Eventually the padras spoke. “You’re right to feel such compassion, Jonah. It’s good. But to Leap with so many people ... it’s a risk. We may not return.”
“It’s a risk I’m prepared to take,” said Jonah.
The padras thought for a moment. “We’ll go with Amma. That way if we’re separated there’ll at least be more than one to take us all home.”
“I wish I could come too but, frankly I’ll be a liability,” said Petreus, waving one of the stumps in the air. Jonah grimaced. It would be funny if it wasn’t so tragic. After years of wanting to see his father home from the battlefield it was now his turn to leave.
The padras spoke. “We must press on. Now Jonah, I don’t need a map, or at least not a geographical one. I need a map of the heart. I need to know this place as if it were my own home. I need you to give me every detail you can, the colours, the shapes, the smells, the feelings, everything you can. It will seem exhausting and perhaps a little pedantic. But Leaping is not a science. It’s a practice. Just as it begins to feel repetitive, it begins to become effective. Tell me from the beginning, what did you see?”
So, for the third time Jonah retold the horror of Abaddon, where the rows of mutants stared at him with eyes full of fright. All the while Petreus listened intently and the waterfall cracked its way into the doleful lake.




— PART THREE —





Chapter 23 - Napoleon, the dwarf

They made a strange army: fourteen children in rags, draped in belts of ammunition and cradling sub-machine guns; and five grown men, tied up and nervous. Only the man in the chains, his hands bound in front, grinned wryly. “Caught by a girl, eh?” he whispered to the men. “Is this how it ends?”
“Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you,” growled Nassim and she brandished a long, curved knife discovered among the bounty of last night’s ambush.
Silas Kabar laughed and bowed. “Do as you wish.”
Nassim grunted and turned away, her black scarf catching a breeze. She’d hardly slept. Silas Kabar’s revelations had unsettled her more than she’d realised. His knowledge of Abaddon gave him power and she felt threatened by it. Even after conspiring into the early hours with Afiz, she’d lain awake rehearsing not just what she planned to do, but how. Armies needed guns and strategy, all that was true. But first they needed a leader; she knew the next few days would test her. At dawn she rose and fashioned a new ensemble: a pleated, knee-length skirt over black pantaloons and a leather jacket, stolen from a dead bandit, nipped at the waist with a belt. She armed herself with the curved knife and a pistol. Around her neck she knotted a scarf that she could draw into a hood or facemask but at this moment fluttered in the morning wind.
Afiz walked down from the caves. “The children are fed and ready, Nassim.”
She heard him but didn’t answer and held up the knife, the curved blade balanced in her left hand.
“Nassim?” asked Afiz.
Slowly turning the knife and feeling its edge with her thumb she closed one eye and squinted down the blade as if inspecting it like a buyer at a bazaar.
“Nassim?” repeated Afiz.
“It’s a poor knife this,” she said.
“What?”
“The blade. It’s bent, slightly, but you can see it, if you look hard enough.”
“A bent blade can still cut,” he said.
The breeze was building now and the smell of dust and diesel fumes began to waft up the small hill.
“Indeed it can,” said Nassim. “It can threaten, it can cut and it can kill.”
She turned to face him. “The children: they call me Queen, don’t they? Shall I give them what they wish? A queen? Albeit bent. And perhaps a little weak? And not one born to rule, but one found amongst the rubble and mess of the desert?”
She sliced the air with the knife and pretended to parry.
“The Desert Queen,” Afiz said. It was a little joke on both their parts, but he liked it.
“Then let’s give them what they want!” she said and sheathed the knife with a flourish. “Silas Kabar will ride with me in the front truck. You will take the rear in the buggy. I want only children to have the weapons and allow only two men per vehicle. Leave the wagons. We have no more need for prisoners.”
“What about the airship?”
“Cover it with camouflage. We’ll need it again when we return.”
When.
She said it confidently. As if she meant it.
Dust from the odd-ball convoy followed them like a pillar as they rumbled down the meandering track to the base of the hills. Nassim sat in silence, listening to the rattle of the chassis. The sounds became rhythmic and her mind drifted. Scenarios played out like a game of chess. If Silas continued to poison the men with his whispering they might attempt a coup. She must keep him separate from the rest of the gang. If the children lost hope they might become susceptible to suggestion. She must constantly inspire them. If she lost Afiz’s loyalty she’d become vulnerable to a knife in her back. She must give him more authority. If this, then that and if that, then this. It was exhausting and ultimately futile, she concluded. The future would take care of itself. She needed to rule the present.
The sun had risen now and cast a yellow glow through the high clouds. Nothing lived here. It was a dry pit of shale and scree. Still, she shivered. She felt alone – only Wadid remained in her thoughts. At idle moments she let herself imagine just what happened after they dragged him back to Abaddon. His cries as she sped into the sky replayed over and over in her mind. She ground her teeth. How could she have let him fall? She was careless! It was a moment’s inattention with catastrophic consequences.
And then there was Jonah, the Metrician boy who listened so patiently and who had seemed to care about the fate of her family, but then who disappeared once he’d saved himself. For the briefest moment in that wagon she’d felt something. Was it affection? Metricians were the enemy but didn’t love overcome all? Hadn’t that story been told before? She shook her head. The boy had gone, like his parents and grandparents before him. History was repeating itself. She was alone, like all the rest of the wretched mob that walked the Earth. If there was anything like hope or love or kindness, it existed somewhere else, not in this wasteland.
The trucks rumbled down the craggy valley and through narrow crevices of unstable sandstone and gravel. By mid-afternoon they emerged from a narrow breach in the rock to the old traders’ route: a pitted tar-seal belt with the faintest of yellow stripes and a dishevelled railing that collapsed in places like an ancient ruin. The road shimmered south into a flat desert and disappeared north into a range of low, brown hills.
At first it looked as if they were at a T-junction but Nassim noticed the track that they’d been following ran parallel to the road for a brief moment and then veered back into the escarpment providing a choice for the journey north: easy and open or narrow and discreet.
She turned to Silas. “Well? Which way, prisoner?”
“Your highness requires speed or stealth?” he asked.
“Both.”
He laughed. “You can’t have both. Taking this road north will bring us to Abaddon but it’s open and we will meet strangers or worse, Metricians. This mountain track will take longer but we’ll have it to ourselves. Your choice.”
Nassim regarded him closely and decided the face of a liar betrayed nothing but lies. She’d already made up her mind but was curious to test him. “And what if we were to travel at night?” she asked.
“There may be bandits but we have weapons. And there will be fewer travellers.”
“Very well, we’ll make camp here and move at dusk.”
“As you command,” he said sarcastically but she’d already leapt from the truck and was barking orders. Everyone jumped to action: within minutes the convoy had withdrawn to the safety of the hills and a camo’ net was dragged over the vehicles; the cook was setting up the kitchen; white smoke billowed from a small fire. Afiz, always with an eye for danger, was lugging a gun up a high rock. This is good, she thought and indulged in the tiniest thrill of success. Little victories were all that mattered right now. She daren’t hope for a future and she certainly expected no love. Obedience would suffice.
After a grim meal of chickpeas and fried locusts the children settled down to a rough sleep in the shade of the wagons. Dusts and insects filled their dreams as Nassim and Afiz positioned themselves above the camp to watch the road. Nothing moved and they spoke little. There was not much say. The plans were laid. All that remained was action.
The rosy dusk arrived too soon and the children groaned and rubbed their eyes as she prodded them awake. Even the adults complained about the brevity of their nap so that Nassim grew impatient and kicked the older men out of their slumber and into the trucks. “What are you waiting for, room service?” she spat.
Darkness fell and by the time the machines were rolling onto the ancient highway only a small circle of tarmac was lit by the truck’s single spotlight. Silas sat, hands bound, in the cab next to her. The rest followed in close formation with just the red tail lights for navigation and at a cracking pace too, the potholes and rockfalls shuddering the convoy.
The old stories of Odysseus or Aladdin never conveyed the banality of the bits between the adventures, Nassim reflected, as the rumbling turned to hours of bum-numbing boredom. The road rushed beneath their wheels like a black river and Nassim had to prod the driver twice to keep him awake. Occasionally, she thought she glimpsed lights or the glow of a fire reflecting off a valley wall. It was hard to tell. No one bothered them, at least. Silas tried to initiate conversation, asking probing questions about her past and even attempting a game to pass the time. But Nassim trusted him less with every word so they fell into silence, watching for ruts or drifting in and out of consciousness.
In time, Silas started to snore and she took the opportunity to examine his features: tanned and taut, his skin stretched over a boney face, ingrained with dust. He looked old, but his strong, sinewy neck suggested he was probably in his thirties, past his physical prime but wiser for having survived. Not many Landers became old. Nassim had known two people over fifty – her uncle and her father. And both were now gone. Silas’ hands, hardened by the sun and nicked with scars, rested on his lap.
Unlike the rest of Baldie’s gang Silas was not a mutant – and all the more dangerous for it. Nassim shuddered and renewed her grip on the loaded pistol. This is one to watch, she reminded herself.
The eastern horizon was brightening and the ridge they’d been trailing was now silhouetted like a spine. Within an hour, the morning sun had fingered its way over the hills and was baking the road with a grey, distilled heat. They’d been driving for eight hours and dawn was beckoning them to stop.
“Here,” she instructed the driver and he pulled the truck into a narrow crevice, hidden from the road by a lone juniper tree. The rest of the convoy followed and they set up camp, not needing instructions, all exhausted by the drive. Once again they flopped down to sleep in the shadows of the trucks. Nassim intended to remain on watch herself but drowsiness settled on her like a blanket. Sitting aside from the others, her pistol in her lap, she tried to stay awake using all the tricks she’d learned while watching over the goats. She stretched her mouth and shook her head. She rubbed spit on her eyelids and pinched her arm until it turned red. But the blanket pressed on her forehead and her eyes dropped until she fell asleep.
◆◆◆
 
She is in the truck now, the pitted road rushing beneath her, darkness on all sides. Suddenly the driver brakes and she lurches forward, her hands pressed against the windshield. On the road, in front of the screeching truck, rears the Lion, wings beating with brilliant white feathers. At its neck is a garland mane that trembles as the Lion shakes its mighty head, teeth bared and eyes that vanish into a snarl. The beast opens its mouth to speak but all that she hears is the roar of an engine.

 
“Nassim, it’s time. Nassim!”
A rough hand was shaking her awake.
Silas!
Nassim leapt up, her hand fumbling for the pistol. “Stay back!” she stuttered, still half-asleep, the lion so fresh in her mind it could have been standing beside her.
Silas raised his hands, laughing.
“Come, my Queen. Can’t you see? I’m not armed. I loosened the ropes and I could have killed you. I could have killed you all. And yet here I am, your servant,” and he bowed in subservience.
“Afiz!” she shouted. “Afiz!”
She pointed the pistol at Silas until her friend arrived, panting.
“Why is this prisoner loose? Who let him free?” she demanded.
“Um, no one. He ...”
“Unacceptable!” she shouted at him. “Have you forgotten who he is? Have you forgotten what he’s done?”
“No, Nassim. I ...”
Surprised and angry, Nassim prepared to smack Afiz’ cheek. He blanched, ready for the hit but she lowered her hand and swallowed hard. By now all the children were watching.
In a hoarse whisper she said: “As head of security you have failed. This man must be bound at all times. Do not fail me again.”
Afiz lowered his eyes and mumbled an apology.
Silas offered his hands, grinning. She could see what happened and felt foolish. Silas was sowing the seeds of division and she fell into his trap. Afiz saw it before her. As they boarded the trucks he held up a hand to stop her mid-sentence. “Don’t apologise,” he said. “I can see through his game. We were both tricked. But you must retain authority – for everyone’s sake. Next time, hit me!”
And he stalked to his post at the rear of the convoy.
Silas was bound, including a gag and blindfold, and threatened once again with a gun to his head. “Don’t forget who’s got the finger on the trigger,” she said as he was thrown into the cab. They resumed the monotonous grumble through the blank landscape.
She’d found a smart little knife among the booty the day before and now she slid it into her sock. Violence and authority – they seemed necessary companions. She wished they weren’t. She didn’t want to replace one brutal regime with another. Yet here she was: threatening, beating, killing. What a mighty mess we’re in. The thought stayed with her and after two hours of it gnawing at her conscience, Nassim removed the gag and blindfold.
“Thank you,” Silas said, exercising his jaw like he just discovered it. “Is that my reward for not killing you?”
“No. You don’t deserve a reward. But everyone deserves compassion. Consider it the gift of a compassionate person. There are some still in this world,” she replied.
“Compassion?” he repeated, as if he’d never heard the word before. “That’s sweet. The Queen of Kindness. Every ruler starts their reign hoping to be better than the tyrant that went before. Compassion is weakness and it will get you killed, especially in this place.”
“So is mercy and you seemed to show me some this afternoon. You must be weakening in your old age. Losing your edge, old man?”
“Ahhh,” he laughed. “You think I am falling under your spell, like your little pet Afiz. You’re vain as well as foolish. I showed you mercy to teach you a lesson, in fact two lessons.”
“Huh,” she laughed.
“The first lesson is that your knots are really poor. Look.” And he wriggled and jiggled and slipped his hands this way and that, squirming beneath the ropes.
“Stop! Stop that!” she said.
But it was too late. Within seconds he’d slipped the knots and grabbed her throat with one hand and her pistol with the other.
She screamed but his rough thumb dug deep into her neck.
“Once again Princess, you are at my mercy.”
The driver glanced over and sniggered.
Nassim writhed but he pushed his knee into her lap and slid the pistol up to her temple. “And her begins lesson two,” he whispered into her ear, his breath hot on her cheek. Sweat dripped from his forehead onto her neck. He pressed the barrel harder into her head and cocked the gun with a slow, deliberate action. Nassim’s heart beat hard and the more she wrestled against his weight the firmer he pressed his knee into her stomach. Only three days ago she’d cocked the same gun to his temple and watched a bead of sweat roll down his face. Now the metal burned on her skin like a branding iron.
“Lesson two,” he hissed into her face, spit flicking off his lips. “He who has the biggest gun wins. And since you have a poor excuse for a sword, I’m afraid that, by definition, I win.”
With his knee against her he put down his gun and rolled the rope into a slip-knot over her hands.
“Now, let me show you how to tie a knot.”
She gave in without protest. He pulled the knot tight around her wrists, cutting into her skin, and threaded the other end around a handle in the dashboard. Perhaps she could have spat and screamed and kicked and done so much more than sit disconsolate. But she was bone-weary and trapped. She regarded the loaded gun in his lap with a sense of fatalism. Perhaps this was her destiny all along.
“There, you see,” said Silas. “A knot like that’s always going to earn a little respect. And that’s all we ask for, eh Mohammed?”
The driver laughed. So he was in this too, Nassim concluded.
“We’re just gonna sit tight for a little bit. It’s not long now. Bonaparte always liked these dark little valleys,” said Silas and he stared out of the window as if looking for something.
They sped on through the night and Nassim sunk further into despair. An hour passed and she almost allowed herself to sleep when light suddenly filled the cabin and the driver slammed the brakes. Nassim and Silas crashed into the windshield. The truck slid into a jackknife and stopped in front of a massive steel barrier. It stood like a fortress across the road. Floodlights on top of the barrier lit up the entire convoy and figures cradling guns emerged from the gloom.
“Get out of the truck with your hands in the air!” shouted a voice through a megaphone.
Silas turned to Nassim. “Well, your Highness. Time has come. Might pay for me to do the talking, eh?” and he released her hands from the knot and stuck the gun between her shoulder blades. He pushed her out of the truck and she fell on the dirt. She considered making a dash or screaming for Afiz but the rest of the crew had already clambered out, squinting in the light, arms raised high above their heads.
“Get down, on your knees!” the voice boomed.
By now, men with their faces wrapped in black turbans appeared from the darkness behind them and prodded the hostages forward. They forced them to kneel. Afiz swapped a glance with Nassim, panic in his face.
“Bandits?” he mouthed.
“No,” she replied, and flicked her head towards Silas, who’d positioned himself behind her.
Afiz’s eyes widened as if to say, “Him!”
At least six men now pointed their guns at the kneeling bunch and waited for something or someone to act. One of the children started to cry and Nassim thought it might be a good time to leap up, but Silas put his hand on her shoulder and they continued to crouch like slaves. Eventually a seventh figure appeared, the height of a child, dressed in black and with a kufiyah tied around its head. Two shorn-off shotguns hung in an x-shape on its back and where there should have been shoes were wheels, as if the person was riding on a hoverboard. The figure leaned forwards, and with a mechanical whirr, glided towards the captives.
“Well, what have we here?” said the dwarf, in a high-pitched, excited voice. “What have we here! We have children. We have daddies. But where’s the mummies? And where’s the usual collection of junk you refugees drag along from hell-hole to hell-hole?” The axles whirred as he circled the truck on his wheel frame. “Ho, ho! But this is no refugee party! This looks like a very nasty ensemble. I see gun-sies and lots of nasty spike-sies. Who speaks to us from this armed gang?”
“I do, Lord Bonaparte,” said Silas, standing.
Afiz shot a black look at Nassim. He knows him!
“Ah-hah!” squeaked the dwarf and spun towards Silas. “And who are you, exactly?”
“I am Silas Kabar and I’ve brought you some fresh meat to trade. Children, fourteen all told, all healthy, without the disease. And seven girls, unsullied.”
Nassim bristled. Silas was betraying them to this weird wheeled dwarf and it was all her fault. She wished she’d shot him when she had the chance. Now he stood, offering them all up for sale like goats at a market.
The black-robed men pointed their rifles at Silas and waited for their strange leader to speak.
“Silas Kabar, eh? Kabar. Kabar,” repeated the dwarf, rolling closer. “I know you. You’re one of Manchester Jones’ gang. Come to think of it, I recognise some of these trucks. How is that old devil?”
“Dead, m’Lord.”
“Oh, dearie dear. What rum luck. How did our friend meet his end?”
“This one shot him,” said Silas, pointing at Nassim.
Nassim trembled with anger. How misplaced her trust had been.
“Oh, how unfortunate. Shot by a girl!” And the dwarf gave a high-pitched giggle that made all the other men guffaw in unison. The joke made Nassim boil. This was not how it would end, she resolved, and in a pique of anger she whipped the knife from her sock and spun upwards at Silas hoping to plunge the blade into his chest. But he was alert and, deflecting her arm, knocked her to ground. In an instant he was on top of her, his forearm crushing her throat.
“Don’t try anything clever, now Queenie. You really, really need to trust me on this one,” he breathed and wrestled the dagger from her hand.
“Mon Dieu! We have a feisty one here!” laughed Bonaparte and a thin, white arm, decorated with bangles and jewelled fingers, waved for one of the men to grab her.
What happened next was the subject of much discussion among the children that night. Some claimed that Silas threw the knife first and then yelled out “get down” just as the turret gun in the front truck blasted the black soldiers with a flurry of bullets. Others said the burst of gunfire gave him cover to take three giant strides and plunge the dagger into the dwarf. What everyone agreed, however, was that within seconds, six black robes lay smoking in the road and the dwarf rolled backwards and forwards squealing like a stuck pig with the handle of Nassim’s dagger pointing straight out of his throat. His short white arms flailed as he tried to reach the knife while also reaching for a gun, now tangled in the flaps of his robes. It was almost funny if it wasn’t so gruesome and Afiz, having snatched a gun from a still smouldering corpse, put the creature out of its misery with a single shot to its heart.
For a moment, Nassim and the gang stood in the road, shocked at the effectiveness of Silas’ attack.
But then Silas began barking instructions. “Quick, Afiz, Nassim, grab the guns. The rest of you, back to trucks, now! The rest of the gang will be here any second!”
Snapped into action, Nassim rushed to the still-warm corpses. Wide, surprised eyes stared at her as she felt for belts of ammunition, knives tucked into belts and pistols in their holsters.
Silas meanwhile use a rifle to shoot the floodlights. With each shot, the road and its carnage slipped into the darkness and Nassim had to feel her way back to the truck. Her arms full of clanking metal, she staggered to the door and threw the cache onto the floor of the cab. Silas and the driver were already waiting, panting with nervous energy. They dragged her in.
“That went well,” said Silas out of breath. “All intact?”
“What did you just do?” she spluttered.
“I think I just asked you for some trust,” and he pulled out her revolver and offered it to her, handle first.
Nassim’s heart raced and they stared at one another for a moment. She grabbed the gun and thought about blowing his brains across the windscreen but weighed the gun in her hand, thinking.
“Well?” he asked. “Do you trust me now?”
“So, this whole time you’ve been playing along, pretending to be caught?” she asked, incredulous.
“Well, not the whole time. There was a moment when you had a gun to my head.”
“But you’ve been tricking us? Me?”
“What was the alternative?” he said. “I seem to recall you preferred me dead. I had to play the part of prisoner. But you must realise that soon we will reach a place where this trick won’t work. You will need to trust me.”
“To do what?”
“To get you into Abaddon!” he growled. “You think we can just walk in? You think I can simply open the door and make you some coffee and cake? Every part of Abaddon is guarded, even the secret entrance. If I wanted freedom I would have killed you and taken this convoy for my own. I’d make a much better leader than Manchester Jones. But I’m here because I want to help you. You must see that by now? If you can’t, then I will dispose of you and do it myself.”
Silas turned sullen and they sat for a moment. Nassim was astounded. In the madness of her plan only a few things were certain: the need for speed, the loyalty of Afiz and her distrust of Silas. Undoing the last seemed to undo everything. Leading this troupe was her job, not his. She’d already declared him guilty and due the death penalty. She mistrusted him when he was gagged and chained. Was she now supposed to follow him inside Abaddon too?
“I thought you betrayed me,” she said at last.
“Yes, I thought you might have. I would never have got you to agree to the ruse otherwise.”
“Who’s in the gun turret?”
“Thomas. He’s been there for a few hours. Must be hot. I’m amazed he was still awake, though that is his old seat. This is his truck. The whole thing was quite well done, don’t you think?”
Nassim was too angry to thank him so she changed the topic. “And what’s your plan?” she asked.
“We wait.”
“For what?”
“For the rest. I’ve got three men on that wall and Thomas back on the big gun. We’ve baited the trap. It’s just a matter of time and the rats will come out of the hole.”
“And then we crawl into it?”
“Exactly.”
They sat awkwardly, the air between them still electric, until someone whistled. They peered into the darkness and saw nothing at first but eventually, shapes ventured around the edges of the steel blockade.
“Come to Daddy,” cooed Silas.
A gun with a silencer made a spitting sound and one of the shapes fell flat. A second silhouette dropped off the wall and they heard the muffled sounds of a scuffle as one of Silas’ men wrestled someone to the ground. They lost sight of the shapes until suddenly the door of the cab opened to a man in black robes, with panic in his eyes. One of Silas’ men had a knife at his throat.
“Do come in,” said Silas cheerfully.
The man was bundled into the truck and sat squashed between Silas and Nassim. He was panting like a frightened dog and sweat poured off his forehead. “Relax,” said Silas. “We don’t need to kill everyone. This could be your lucky night.”
Outside more guns flared as the wall-watchers picked off the remains of Bonaparte’s attackers. They waited in the darkness for thirty minutes until every groan and scuffle had faded. Then Silas spoke.
“How many are you?” he asked the prisoner, who’d stopped sweating and looked more like a lost boy than a fighter.
“Twenty ... or so.”
“Or so?”
“It varies. Bonaparte doesn’t tell us much. He has friends.”
“Hmmmm not many, I suspect. It’s wheelie hard to make friends when you’re that ugly,” and for some reason, perhaps it was the tension, everyone chuckled at Silas’ dumb joke.
“And the entrance, how far away is it?”
“Only about a kilometre up that track,” and he nodded in the direction of the hills. “I can take you there! There’s an armed guard in the rocks above the track about a hundred metres from the tunnels. It’s never empty.”
“How do we get past?”
“You won’t. But you can approach it from behind. I can show you! You won’t hurt me, will you?” he pleaded.
“Keep calm,” said Silas, patting him on the arm. “Take us there safely and we’ll see you home safely. One mistake and my friends will do what they’ve spent a lifetime perfecting,” and Silas drew his finger over the man’s throat.
And so, within a space of an hour, Nassim found herself sneaking through the desert, following the man she had sworn to kill while her only friend Afiz remained reluctantly behind, guarding the children and the convoy. It was almost pitch black, just the faint glow of the clouded moon creating silhouettes out of the rocky crags. The one thing she insisted on was to be the last in a line of five, her weapon loaded and pointed at the back of Silas and his henchman who in turn were pointing their guns at the new captive.
“The deeds of darkness are done in darkness,” she recited. They were inching closer to Abaddon and her stomach churned with foreboding at the thought of being back in the coldness of the Metrician prison.
Stumbling over rocky ground in the near darkness at four in the morning is no fun and as they trudged onwards, occasionally scraping their shins on the rocks, the robed man halted and put his fingers to his lips. Dropping onto their bellies, they slithered up a rough mound and saw sparkles of light inside a semi-circular enclave. Three shadows stood like statues, one with its arms resting on a mounted gun. It was the guard post. True to his word, the man had led them in a wide circle to the compound’s rear. They slid back to the base of the mound.
Silas nodded at one of his men, “This is your moment, Thomas. Do us proud.”
The man with short blonde hair and a narrow nose pulled off his backpack and assembled a rifle, methodically clipping the metal segments into shape, with a scope on top and the last piece, a silencer, screwed into the long, thin barrel. All done, the sniper shimmied back up the knoll where he took a great deal of time to settle himself. It was getting lighter, the morning sun brightening the clouds on the western sky. The light made Nassim nervous.
“Come on,” she whispered.
The words had barely left her lips when Thomas squeezed the trigger three times in close succession.
“Bingo,” he said, slipping back down.
They moved fast, weapons ready, charging the guard post. Silas moved like a jackal, bouncing off the rocks. It was as if he belonged to the desert. They had trouble keeping up and arrived panting and ready for a fight but found Silas prodding the remains of the three men, lying in a crumpled heap, their brains splayed up the side of the stone walls.
“Told you,” said Thomas who’d jogged up, his rifle neatly packed away. He looked relaxed.
Silas turned to the captive. “Is this all? Are there any more men and guns between us and the gate?”
“No,” he stuttered. “That’s all. No more.”
But Silas grabbed the man by the throat and stuck his machine gun in his ribs. “Don’t lie. Tell me. Who else stands between us and the tunnel entrance?”
“Just one sentry. He’s hidden in the wall. Sits above the gate,” the man stammered.
“You see,” complained Silas to Nassim in an exasperated voice. “You just can’t trust anyone to tell the truth round these parts,” and pushed the man to the ground and pointed his gun.
“No!” said Nassim. “That’s enough for one night. Let’s just tie him up. He told the truth.”
Silas hesitated, the gun hovering over the man’s head. “Alright your majesty, as you wish. You do it,” and he tossed Nassim his backpack. “Meanwhile, Thomas, would you deal with the sentry, please?”
Thomas nodded and slunk into the darkness. The next time they saw him, he was leaning against a metal gate with a cigarette on his lips and a body at his feet. He looked like a cat that’s brought its prey to the back door.
The gate to Abaddon was opening.




Chapter 24 - Abaddon again

Afiz was relieved to see Nassim as the raiding party emerged from the morning gloom. He’d been busy, stacking the black-robed bodies in a pile and rolling the barrier off the road into a neat crevice using a complicated system of pulleys and chains. Beyond the barrier the road stretched on like a long, black tapeworm, but a side track into the rocks suggested the way to the secret gate lay through the low, craggy hills.
The vehicles, though, found it hard going and before long Nassim’s truck sunk in soft sand and they were forced to cover the convoy with camouflage and proceed on foot. Flanked by Silas’ armed gang and with Afiz, as always, at the rear, the children’s army trudged, carrying as many weapons and ammunition as their little shoulders could bear. After an hour they took a short break in the shadow of an overhanging cliff.
“Not far now, I reckon,” said Silas, breathing. He’d carried more than most and threw his cache at Nassim’s feet.
“And then what?” asked Nassim. She cradled a gun in her lap, still nervous about the idea of following this criminal back to the prison he’d dumped her at in the first place.
“Then it’s unknown territory for both of us,” Silas replied and swigged on a bottle of water.
His nonchalance bothered her. She couldn’t tell if it was bravado or genuine confidence. What did he know that she didn’t? She studied his face again, but there was nothing to betray his true motives, no involuntary twitches or shifty looks. His leathery skin reminded her of a snake; all he needed was the beady eyes, but instead they were deep brown pools, with long lashes and angled brows that gave him a sorrowful look, like an old bear. He must’ve been a beautiful child, she thought, and for a moment she wondered what kind of mother had suckled him and how she’d slipped from his life.
A scout interrupted her thoughts. “We’re close, another kilometre,” he said, panting. “Thomas is there.”
Silas turned to Nassim and bowed, as if giving her the stage. So this is it how works, I’m the puppet Queen, she thought. But she obliged and stood on a small rock and called the group together.
“We’ve come to the next stage in our quest. I’m as surprised as you in the way we’ve got here and let me take a moment to thank Silas Kabar and his men for their help. I hereby release him from the death penalty; he’s earned his freedom.”
The grouped murmured and she noticed Afiz wrinkle his brow. She pushed on.
“I don’t know what lies beyond this track, and I can’t promise you safety or success. I don’t know if our loved ones are alive. I don’t know if we can even get in. Whatever we discover and whoever we meet remember that we ... we are the Resistance! No more will the bandits and Metricians conspire against us. We are no one’s slaves. Together we can overcome anything!”
To her surprise, the group cheered and the nine-year-old twins rushed up to embrace her. In the hubbub of the last few days it had been easy to forget that they were just children, so easily overcome with tiredness and despair. And so easily roused in return. It melted her heart and she crouched low and hugged them one by one.
“Will we find our mother?” asked Jasmine, crying.
“I don’t know, darling. I don’t know if we’ll find anyone, but we have to try,” said Nassim. Her stomach churned at the sound of her own words. She felt ridiculous. A few days ago, the idea of breaking into Abaddon seemed fanciful. Now, as they neared its gates, it felt preposterous. But the thought of Wadid and all the stolen family and friends steeled her. The alternative, to melt away into the desert in defeat, seemed equally offensive.
She drew her scarf around her face like a mask and raised a fist in the air.
“Let’s move!”
The camp sprang up and followed her up the valley track. The crunch of gravel under their feet gave her a tiny jolt of confidence.
The track meandered up a dry river bed, before snaking around tight bends and then sloping down, gently at first, then steeper. The hills crowded in and soon they were in a narrow, descending crevice that forced them to shimmy sideways in single file. Nassim squeezed through the passage first, the crumbling sandstone walls brushing her arms with dust. The passage tightened like a tunnel and then suddenly burst out into a large, naturally formed courtyard, with walls that angled inwards at the top like a cone and a smooth stone floor underfoot. Remarkably, water bubbled from a crack in a large rock in the centre and collected in a pool. It felt like an oasis.
“You can drink from it,” said a man, giving Nassim a fright. It was Thomas, the sniper, leaning against the far wall, with a cigarette on his lips and the body of a guard at his feet. Nassim dipped a hand into the water and licked her fingers. Sure enough, it tasted fresh. “For our last supper,” she muttered.
The rest of the troupe filed into the courtyard, amazed at the strangeness of the space. Their chatter turned to laughter as they discovered the pool and one by one they put their weapons down and splashed the fresh water on their faces. The noise annoyed Nassim and she waved her arms for them to be quiet. “This is not a picnic!” she hissed.
Afiz and Silas meanwhile were with Thomas, who was pointing to an opening in the wall, three metres above them. Blood smeared the edge. “I tried sneaking down the passageway,” he said nodding towards the narrow gap they’d just come through, “but it was difficult to hide. So I tried from above but the ledge hangs too far over to see. The whole place is well set up.”
“So, what did you do?” asked Afiz, reluctantly curious. It was the first time he’d spoken to the men since the ambush.
“I went back to the guard post and dressed myself in one of their outfits and then walked in as if I owned the place. The guard leaned over to ask where everyone was and I shot him in the nut. He fell down here.”
Afiz laughed and gave the body a little tap with his foot. “Nut,” he repeated, and smiled to himself.
“Did you see anyone else?” asked Silas.
“No, but the gate is locked. I suppose the key is with Bonaparte.”
Thomas stepped aside revealing a steel gate blocking the entrance to a narrow tunnel. Nassim rattled the door on its hinges. It felt heavy. Without tools it would be impossible to wrench the gate open.
“We could shoot the lock,” said Afiz.
“You’ve been watching too many old movies,” laughed Silas. “Bullets won’t break these bolts.”
“And we’re trying to sneak in, remember?” chided Nassim. She stood back and looked up to the window with the blood-stained ledge and asked: “Do you think the guard room and tunnel are connected? And even if they are, can we get up there?”
“It’s worth a crack,” said Silas. “Gymnastics anyone?”
Afiz and Thomas nodded. So they tried. Silas squatted down. Thomas sat on his shoulders and then both bent over so the smaller Afiz could climb over their backs and sit on Thomas’ shoulders. But as Afiz put all his weight on the sharp-shooter’s back, the three toppled over in a heap.
They tried again and this time Afiz reached Thomas’ neck but lost his balance and rolled off. On the third attempt Afiz gingerly climbed up and sat steady on Thomas, but, as Silas tried to stand, his knees buckled and they collapsed.
By now the others had gathered to watch. They tried again but with each attempt a foot would slip here or the balance would tip there and the stack would wobble and fall in a dusty heap. The twins clapped in appreciation.
“Okay, okay,” intervened Nassim. “You can kill a man at a hundred metres but you can’t climb on someone’s shoulders? Let’s use one of the twins.”
Jasmine jumped forward. “Pick me!”
They tried again, with Thomas on Silas’ shoulders and Nassim lifting Jasmine into Thomas’ outstretched hand. For a moment the stack wobbled precariously but then Thomas pulled hard and the little girl clambered up Silas’s chest, put a foot on his throat, then in his face and, with final yank from Thomas, sat squarely on Silas’ head.
“Ow!” said Silas. “My neck!”
“Stop ya moaning, down there!” laughed Jasmine.
“Okay, now get onto Thomas’ shoulders!” instructed Nassim. “And Afiz, you hold Silas steady. Here we go.”
Afiz held Silas like a buttress while Thomas helped Jasmine get her right leg over his shoulder. Then putting one arm behind his head and grabbing her leg, and his free hand on her buttocks, he heaved her around until she spiralled onto his shoulders and sat atop, like an acrobat.
“I’m the queen of the castle!” Jasmine said and everyone clapped as if they were watching a performance.
“Right, now, let’s get you to the edge,” said Nassim. Gingerly, the human ladder staggered to the stone wall. Jasmine steadied herself against the rock and inched one foot to Thomas’ collarbone and raised herself until she stood fully upright. The whole stack swayed.
“Okay, see if you can pull yourself into the hole!” instructed Nassim.
The girl reached up and slipped her fingers over the ledge. Tiny puffs of dust billowed up. But just as she slid a second hand into position a grimy face appeared in the window followed by two fists that slammed down on Jasminee’s fingers. She yelped in surprise and tipped backwards, falling off Thomas’ shoulders and doing a complete somersault to land on top of Nassim.
“There’s someone up there!” shouted Afiz.
Thomas leapt from Silas’ shoulders and rolled onto the dirt. Nassim grabbed Jasmine and along with Silas they pressed themselves against the wall directly under the hole. The rest of gang scrambled in all directions, some dashing back to the narrow entrance. They cowered, waiting for gunshots.
None came.
They stood breathless, eyes darting between the window and the pile of weapons by the pool.
No sound.
“Who’s up there?” Nassim called, standing beneath the window. “Reveal yourself!”
No one replied. There was just the trickle of the waterfall.
“Bonaparte’s dead,” shouted Nassim. “And all his gang too. Surrender now and we won’t hurt you, I promise.”
A small shuffling sound came from inside the hole.
Nassim looked hopefully at Afiz who had raced to the other side of the pond and was edging himself towards the weapons. He nodded, as if to say, “keep talking”.
“Did you hear me?” shouted Nassim. “The dwarf’s dead. And all the men. We killed them all this morning. And we’ll kill you too unless you surrender, now!”
A small whimper came from the window. It sounded like a stifled cry, or maybe a laugh, high-pitched and feminine. Nassim tipped her head sideways at Afiz. “A girl?” she mouthed. Afiz nodded and gestured her out.
Nassim edged out from the wall and called, more gently this time.
“Hey, you up there. Look at me. I’m a girl. Come and see, we mean you no harm. We’ve come to set you free.”
After long pause a young woman’s voice trembled.
“He’s dead?”
“Yes. The dwarf’s dead. We killed him.”
“And the others?” said the voice.
“Yes, all gone, shot by snipers. We’ve come to help you. Come out and talk to me.”
The face appeared again: round and dusty beneath short messy hair. She wore a nose stud and earrings that dangled to her shoulders.
“What’s your name?” asked Nassim kindly.
“Matilda,” she said, looking down at the ragtag group of children and men hiding between the cracks and against the walls.
“Is there anyone else up here with you Matilda?”
The girl shook her head.
“Okay, what we’re going to do is reveal ourselves to show that we mean you no harm,” and she nodded to everyone. They filed into the open and presented themselves to the girl in the window. No one picked up their guns save Afiz, who held his pistol behind his back.
“Now, can you see us all?”
The girl nodded.
“Good. Tell me, Matilda, can you open that gate down there? From the inside?”
“No, not normally,” snorted Matilda, as if Nassim was being preposterous.
Nassim’s heart sank. A prison. Inside and out.
“But I know where there’s a key,” Matilda said, brightening. “I’ve seen where he hides it!”
“Good girl! Can you find it now?”
She nodded and was about to move away but then turned. “He’s really dead?” she asked nervously.
Nassim looked around the children. “Kids, tell Matilda. Is the dwarf dead?”
“He got a knife in the neck!” shouted Hannah. “And we shot him too!” said Jasmine and then they began to re-enact the rolling, arm-waving death scene of the wheeled monster.
Matilda smiled. “I’ll get the key,” she said and disappeared.
In a flash everyone pounced on the weapons and dashed back to crevice, elbowing each another to squeeze into the gap. Afiz and Nassim remained standing in the centre of the courtyard.
When Matilda reappeared she held a key aloft in one hand and waved a large old-fashioned pistol in the other.
“Where’s everyone gone?” she asked, as if she’d misplaced something.
“In the passageway,” said Nassim, trying her best to remain calm. “They’re a bit worried you might be getting a gun.”
“Oh,” she said casually holding up her the revolver. “I do have a gun but I’ve also got the key. Do you still want it?”
“Yes, I do. How about throwing it down?”
“How do I know you won’t hurt me?” and Matilda waved the gun at Nassim like it was a toy.
Nassim scraped her foot. This could go badly, she thought.
“Do you think I would hurt you?” Nassim asked.
“Everyone else does.”
“Who does?”
“Him. Them.”
“I’m not like them, Matilda. Shall I tell you why I’m here?” Nassim glanced at Afiz who looked nervous and still held his pistol in both hands.
Matilda nodded.
“A few days ago (it was only days!) Metricians captured my brother Wadid and put him in a jail. I’ve come to find him.”
Matilda laughed unkindly. “You’ll never get him back. No one ever comes back from … there.”
Nassim paused. This girl knows, she thought.
“Back from where?”
“From in there,” and she pointed to the tunnel entrance.
“What’s down there?”
The girl grimaced. “People.”
“Can you take us?” Nassim said, eagerly. Too eagerly.
Matilda’s face soured and she pointed the gun at Nassim and squinted as if taking aim.
“No, wait,” called Nassim plaintively. “I mean, you don’t have to come. You’re free now. Just drop down the key and you can do as you please.”
Behind her, Nassim heard the soft click of a rifle being cocked and she thought that Thomas probably had the girl’s forehead in his sights. If she hesitated much longer Matilda would have a bullet between her eyes and the twins would be tossed up to retrieve the keys from her bloody corpse. Nassim’s heart raced.
“Matilda, I’m counting to three. On three you’ll drop the key.”
“What happens if I don’t?” she said, still pointing the gun at Nassim.
“I have a gang of experienced soldiers with big guns. You have one pistol. You seem like a smart girl; you do the math,” replied Nassim sternly. “I’m counting: one, two ...”
Matilda tossed the keys onto the dirt and ducked below the parapet just as a bullet flew over Nassim’s head and buried itself somewhere inside the guard post.
“I surrender!” Matilda’s called. “Don’t shoot me!” And her pistol sailed over the ledge too and landed at Nassim’s feet. It was old and rusted and looked like it hadn’t tasted gunpowder for a while.
Nassim pounced on the keys and had them turning the lock before anyone changed their minds. She edged inside. On her left, a door opened to steps that spiralled up to the guard post. She ran up with Afiz close behind and emerged on a small landing, the courtyard window to the left and narrow bench with a pitcher of water and a hookah pipe to the right.
“There!” shouted Afiz and he pointed to a bead curtain that still twitched. They ran through and entered a bedroom with ornate carpets on the wall and a huge bed with a fur spread. Against the wall a writing desk was covered in books and papers and on the wall behind were maps and pictures of old-fashioned battles with horses and muskets.
And they saw Matilda, hiding between the desk and the bedside table. She was shaking.
“It’s alright Matilda,” said Nassim, crouching down. “We’re not here to hurt you. Whose room this is?”
“This is his room,” she said, scowling.
“Bonaparte’s?”
“Yes. And don’t you go touching his, um, his,” she was reaching for the right word. “Research! His research, it’s precious.”
The research was a pile of scribbled notes and pictures torn from old books. It all seemed to be about a short, fat man who wore tights and a sideways hat. In one image, he was astride a rearing horse, its mane flaring in the wind. In another, he stood with his hand stuffed into a white shirt. He wore a blue jacket with gold epaulettes and a magnificent star-shaped pendant on his breast. Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor, read the caption.
Nassim turned some of the pages and saw the man being crowned by a priest dressed in robes with golden edges. In another he lounged on a low couch, surrounded by half-dressed women holding fruit.  “A little man with big ambitions,” she muttered, thinking about the dwarf wobbling on his wheels with a knife in his throat.
She examined the rest of the room. On the other side of the bed was a sofa and behind were red drapes that hid the sandstone walls. A bedside table was covered tattered hard cover books arranged for decoration. The cave had a homely feeling.
The only anomaly was two iron rings bolted into the stone floor. Nassim touched them and then glanced at Matilda’s arms. She noticed bruising on her wrists.
“He made you his slave, didn’t he?” she said.
Matilda pushed herself further into the corner. “Did not!” Her face twitched and she rubbed her wrists. “Not a slave! Nobody’s slave!” she said.
Nassim exchanged a look with Afiz, as if to say this could get out of hand. She extended a hand. “That’s right, you’re no one’s slave. You’re free!” she said breezily. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I’m ready for a drink. How about you?”
Matilda looked at the hand with narrowed eyes. “Nobody’s slave!”
“Nobody’s slave,” Nassim repeated. “I’m leaving. Coming?”
Matilda rocked backwards and forwards on her heels. And then hesitated, as if something or someone took hold of her. Brushing the hair from her face she smiled and said in a plain voice. “Yes, yes I am.”
Nassim grinned. Matilda was disturbed. But her resolve impressed Nassim.
There was nothing more to see in Bonaparte’s chamber, so she held Matilda’s hand and descended the spiral ramp to meet the rest of the gang at the tunnel entrance. They were agitated, itching to get into the caves.
“Let’s go!” cried the twins and they pulled Nassim’s sleeves.
“Hang on, wait,” she said. “We don’t know what’s down there. It could be booby trapped or guarded.”
“I know what’s down there,” said Matilda. She spoke clearly, her voice deeper and more mature. “I’ve been there. When they first caught me. They took me to a cell with everyone else.”
“You hear that?” said Jasmine, looking at her sister. “Maybe our mummy’s there! Nassim, please, let’s go. Let’s go find our mummy!” and the two started off down the tunnels as if they were running home.
“Wait!” Nassim said. “Matilda, what’s down there?”
Matilda looked nervous, as if sharing a secret. “It’s a prison. Lots of prisons.”
“You see!” said Jasmine.
“Shhhh!” hissed Nassim. “What kind of prison. Is there a guard?”
“No. Not anymore. Bonaparte was the guard.”
That made sense. Bonaparte was a people trader, holding children in his cells. But why? Whatever the reason, it added to Nassim’s anxiety. “Look, only a few of us should go …”
But it was too late. Afiz and the twins were already marching down the passage.
“Let’s at least leave a rear guard,” protested Nassim, but the gang had pushed past and were following Afiz and the girls into the darkness.
“I’ll stay,” said Thomas. “I have nothing down there. I’ll have a little rest upstairs.”
“Thank you, Thomas,” Nassim said. Thomas slung his rifle over his shoulder and walked up the ramp. Nassim followed the others.
The tunnel narrowed, and while it looked black from the entrance, tiny pricks of electric lights revealed rough-hewn walls and a dusty floor. The children held their weapons tight as the passage took a long left turn and began to descend steeply. A stench grew. Nassim pulled the mask over her nose. The hairs on her neck prickled.
The tunnel snaked right and left and right again and then levelled out into a wide chamber, the lights dotted in a string like glow worms.
Nassim was concentrating so hard that she bumped into the back of Silas. The group had stopped and were watching Matilda whisper something to Afiz who was nodding and pointing at the walls. Ominously she heard the click of a gun. It was Silas.
She recognised the smell now. It was a human smell. Human filth and death. She’d smelt it before. In the alleyways of Cairo, where bodies were piled up and then rotted, thanks to the Contagion. She pulled the mask tighter.
Then a cry pierced the tunnel and a rakish hand shot out from the wall. It grabbed Nassim by the wrist, dragging her towards the rock. Nassim screamed and wrenched her arm away and staggered backwards across the cavern until her back crashed into a solid steel grill. But here too boney arms and blackened fingers grabbed at her and scragged at her face and clothes. It was as if the walls had arms, skeletal limbs clawing at anything that came within reach.
The tunnel was in an uproar. The children screamed and Silas raised his gun to shoot at whatever creatures were grabbing Nassim. But he wavered, unsure about where to aim.
Then lights flickered on. The uproar stopped and, for a moment, everyone blinked. They were standing in a rectangular cavern, with a low roof and a string of lights like a mine-shaft. Afiz had found the switch. Along the walls on both sides were a series of caves, blocked by steel gates. And through the gates the boney arms of dirty women and children reached out plaintively. A low murmur rose to a moan as they called for help.
Nassim and the children cowered in the centre, terrified.
Then someone shrieked especially loud and the twins turned to each other with a look of incredulity. “Mummy?” they both said and turned this way and that to see where the noise came from. The voice called again and this time they ran to a pair of grimy hands sticking out from the darkness.
“Mummy, mummy!” and they pulled the arms until a face appeared at the bars, tears drawing lines down dirty cheeks.
“Help us!” the twins shouted. “The keys. Who’s got the key?”
Nassim was jolted into to life. She felt the key in her pocket and threw it to Matilda who turned the lock and pulled the door. It creaked open and the twins ran to their mother. By now the others were rattling the gates, calling for the keys. One by the one the gates were opened and the prisoners, all children and women, swarmed into the cavern and embraced each other.
The noise alarmed Nassim. “Hush!” she hissed. “Shhhhhhhh!”
It took a long time for anyone to notice, but Afiz and Silas finally convinced them all to sit, and they passed around water bottles and small scraps of food. Altogether about thirty new faces stared at their young liberators.
“We’re within earshot of the Metricians. We must stay quiet! My name is Nassim. I lead this children’s army. These men are my soldiers. And now they are yours too. We have come to liberate you. Now, who here can lead this group to the surface?”
The twins’ mother, a thin woman, stood up. “I will.”
“Good. What’s your name?”
“Sophia.”
“Okay Sophia. You’re in charge. Take everyone back up the tunnel. You’ll find a friend, Thomas, and water and some food. It’s important that you remain hidden in the tunnel entrance and that you do exactly as Thomas says.”
The woman nodded and pulled the twins close.
“And listen to me,” said Nassim. “No noise. No escape. No disagreements. We are not free yet. Eat and clean up. But wait for us to return.”
The group nodded, amazed at her authority and began to shuffle to their feet.
All this time Silas had been observing and waited till the group of prisoners was standing when he said, “Stop, wait.”
Without explanation Silas pushed his way through the crowd and stopped in front of a young woman with grimy face and tangled hair. Silas grabbed her chin and turned her face, left and right, and then spun her around, as if she was for sale.
“Ask this one to stay,” he said.
“No!” said the girl, and she pulled away but Silas grabbed her wrist.
“Let her go!” hissed Nassim but Silas pulled the girl closer.
“The rest can go but we need this one. Trust me. I won’t hurt her. But we need her!” Nassim pulled out her gun and pointed it at Silas.
“Okay, Sophia, take everyone,” she said. “Quietly now. Do as I say.”
The girl squirmed in Silas’ arms as the prisoners half-ran, half-stumbled out of the cave and disappeared into the gloom of the passageway. The girl started crying and tried to bite Silas. She was desperate to join the others.
“Tell her to stop fighting. She must stay with us!” said Silas.
“Okay, okay. Give her to me,” said Nassim but the girl was now feral, and she thrashed in Silas’ arms. Alarmed, Nassim nodded at Afiz and together they gagged her mouth with a scarf and tied her hands and feet with a shoelace.
“This better be a good plan!” Nassim spat at Silas, wiping the sweat and dirt from her forehead.
“I don’t know if it’s good, but it’s necessary,” replied Silas.
“So what is it?” she asked.
A weariness crossed his face as if the guilt of his crimes was catching up with him. The grim, underground prison felt like a tomb.
“I do have a plan and it requires you once again to trust me. Beyond this passage is the door where the exchanges are made.”
“Exchanges?”
“For women ... and girls.”
Nassim rolled her eyes. Not again. She thought she’d left the trading games back on the road with the dead dwarf.
“The pretty girl ... you ... I need you both to trade. It’s the only way in,” said Silas.
“Men!” growled Nassim, and she bent low and lay her hand softly on the girl’s forehead. Her eyes were still wide with fright.
“Men,” repeated Silas, ruefully. “Indeed.”
Nassim sat the girl up and asked her if she could remove the scarf without her screaming again. “I promise you, no one is going to hurt you. We’re on your side.”
The girl nodded and Nassim gently slid the scarf from her chin and offered her a sip of water. “I have learned to trust these men. Do you remember the dwarf?” The girl nodded but looked even more alarmed. “Well they killed him and all his men. And we’re about to do the same to the next lot who stop us. Would you like that?”
The girl nodded again.
“So we’re going to play their silly game and then we’ll slit their throats and be back with our friends before they can say boo.”
Nassim untied her feet and pulled the girl up.
“Alright, Silas, we’ll follow your plan but I won’t give up my weapon and I’ll not be touched by anyone! And Afiz stays at the back with a gun.”
“Very wise, my Queen,” said Silas sarcastically. “And now if you don’t mind, at least put away your weapon and pretend to be my prisoner, there’s a good girl.”
Nassim sighed, annoyed at the humiliation of it all and tucked the gun into the back of her belt. “Follow me,” said Silas and it was then that Nassim realised for sure that Silas had been here before. She felt for her gun and slipped the safety catch off.
They trudged to the end of the cavern and were presented with three passageways, all dank with the smell of trouble. Silas confidently chose the middle entrance and they plunged into a steeply descending tunnel that grew narrower with each turn. The cold now bit into Nassim’s face and the rough-hewn rock scragged at her sleeves. After ten minutes of stooped walking, Silas rounded a tight bend and stopped in front of a heavy, steel door with no discernible handle or hinges. In the darkness Nassim could see Silas’ breath as he drew his finger to his lips. It was getting hard to breathe.
Silas waited for the entire group then raised his hand to gain attention. Silently he pointed at the two women and himself and indicated they should stay while the rest retreated back down the cave out of sight of the door.
Nassim looked at Afiz alarmingly. The boy refused to leave and the two men began a silent argument, swapping angry looks until Silas shrugged his shoulders and ordered the rest of the men away.
Silas then shook himself calm, raised the handle of his pistol and rapped three times on the steel door followed by two more soft taps. It was a pattern.
Nassim’s heart pumped and once again she felt for her gun. Still loaded and warm against her back, she cradled the handle and considered just shooting Silas and ending all doubt there and then. They stood for a long time, counting their breaths and watching the door. Nassim could see in the gloom that Afiz’s gun was trained on Silas the whole while.
Then three knocks echoed through the tunnel – this time from the other side. Butterflies leapt in Nassim’s stomach. Silas raised his gun again and rapped just twice.
Silence.
Then two knocks came back and a bolt slid.
Nassim’s heart pumped.
A handle creaked and then, with a slight hiss, the door cracked open and a harsh blue light flooded the tunnel.
Her pulse throbbed.
Her inclination was to reach for her gun, but she steeled herself to play the part of slave and slid back into the shadows next to the trembling girl. The door continued to open and soon the entire tunnel was lit, its craggy surface appearing primitive against the straight edge of the Metrician doorway.
A leg stepped through the door, followed by the whole body of a Metrician guard, a laser weapon in his hand and comms module plugged into his ear.
Nassim’s pulse throbbed.
The guard flashed a torch through the tunnel and saw two women, their hands tied behind their backs, and two armed bandits, ready to trade. The light settled on Silas’ face and the guard guffawed with surprise.
“Well, well. Silas Kabar,” he said in a reedy voice. “I thought you were dead, along with your lord and master, Manchester Jones.
Silas laughed, a bit too loud. “Perhaps I should’ve been, but then who goes into Abaddon to pick a fight, eh? I stayed home that day.”
“Ha, ha, smart decision,” said the guard, who by now was flashing the light up and down the young women. “So, what have we here?”
Silas stepped over to Nassim and placed a thumb below her chin and lifted it like he might do with a dog. She pulled away and glared at him. “Come see for yourself, Mr Gaddes. This one’s eighteen, unsullied, handsome. Fine cheek bones, don’t you think? Ready to be examined by the doctor.” And they both sniggered.
“And the other?” the guard said, lifting his head dismissively. “How old?”
“Sixteen, seventeen, too filthy to tell, ha ha,” laughed Silas. “Come see for yourself. I think the doctor would like this one especially.”
Nassim bristled and felt the handle of her pistol between her fingers. Any more shop talk and she thought she would like to blow both their heads off.
Silas motioned for the guard to step further into the tunnel and examine the quarry for himself. But Mr Gaddes was wise to bandit tricks and remained by the open door.
“I’m sure she’s just what the doctor ordered, Kabar. The question is, what’s the cost?”
“Ah well, I’m not a greedy man like my former employer. And I admit these are not finest specimens one might find, so I was hoping that we might come to a ...”
But Silas never finished the sentence.
Nassim snapped. She’d already noted the perfect alignment of the door’s arc with Gaddes’ torso, so she raised her boot and shoved the door with such ferocity that its edge smacked the guard hard, his head whiplashing backwards and cracking against the tunnel rock.
It sounded like a watermelon being dropped onto concrete. Blood splattered over them and Gaddes’ body slumped to the floor.
The men sprinted from around the tunnel’s corner and stared at the body. Then, in exactly the same tone as before, Silas continued his sentence “...that we might come to some kind of arrangement about ...”
“Oh, shut up,” snarled Nassim and Silas smiled. He liked this girl.
Turning back, Nassim pulled the scarf from the girl’s mouth and ordered one of the men to untie her hands. “Run!” she whispered. “Run back up the tunnel and don’t look back.” Then she kissed the girl on the cheek and pushed her. The girl staggered for a moment, unsure about what was happening. “Go!” said Nassim and shoved her again. As if waking from a dream, the girl nodded and fled.
Adrenalin pumped through Nassim’s body. The door to Abaddon was finally open!
Whipping out her pistol she leapt around the door’s edge and saw a white-walled guardroom, with one chair and a bank of holoscreens. It was empty. The guard had been alone, but for how long was anyone’s guess. It smelt like the ward they’d been held in just days ago.
Silas was already inside and stepped through into the room. “Won’t they see us?” she asked, excitedly.
But Silas seemed relaxed. He leaned back against the desk and reached for a half-eaten chocolate bar. “That was impressive,” he said, folding back the foil. “How did you know that I wasn’t going to trade you?”
The question annoyed Nassim. She didn’t want conversation. “I didn’t. I still don’t. Look, shouldn’t we be shutting down some of these cameras or something?”
“So you still suspect me of lying?”
Ignoring the question, Nassim continued to look for the cameras. The rest of the men had filed in, their guns strung over their shoulders. They looked too relaxed. Something was not right. Silas put his pistol on the desk and bit off a chunk of chocolate. He shrugged, as if reluctant to answer her question. “The cameras are turned off, for now. It’s illegal to traffic women in Metricia. So, no one is allowed to know that the good doctor is ordering women for his pleasure. The cameras get turned off for a few minutes, until the exchange is done and the prisoners are safely delivered.”
“So how long have we got?” she asked, eager to exploit the opportunity.
“About another twelve minutes or so. Your hard work has bought us a little time.”
Something was definitely brewing. She moved backwards and pulled out the loaded gun.
“Time to do what?” she asked.
“To discuss.”
“Discuss what? We’re all done with talking and trading. I certainly am,” and she edged towards the door that led into the corridor – into Abaddon. But Silas moved faster and blocked her way. They stood close, his face looking down on her.
“You’re right to suspect me, Nassim,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Her eyes darted to find Afiz.
Silas leaned closer, placing a hand on the wall behind her. “It’s true that I have plans,” he continued. His voice was menacing. “But they’re not the ones you think I have. Do you really think I’m interested in money and girls? Do you think a few trinkets or worldly pleasures would quench what burns in my heart? Do you think I’m that shallow, that cheap?”
He stood over her now, his breath hot on her face. She could almost feel his heart beating.
“I don’t know what you want ...” she stammered.
“Of course you don’t. You’re blind to what’s real. You care only for what you see: some children, a few women … your brother.”
He said it cruelly and she winced.
“But your vision is weak, Nassim. It’s time for you to open your eyes.”
She was pinned, his hands now pressed on either side of her.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let me go. I just want to get Wadid!”
“No.”
“What do mean no? That’s what this whole mission is for!”
“No! That’s not what this mission is for. That’s the point, Nassim. It’s never been about Wadid. Do you know what’s on the other side of this door?” he said, gesturing towards to the corridor.
She shook her head.
“No, I thought not. I do. I’ve been there. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Oh, Wadid is there alright. And so is Mahmoud. And Hakem. And Levi. And Johannes and Richard and Tony and a thousand other men stored in vats like zombies waiting to be brought back from the dead. Nassim, this mission is not about rescuing Wadid. It’s about rescuing our friends, brothers and soldiers. It’s about rescuing the largest mutant army the world has ever seen!”
Nassim tried to duck out of his way but he had her pinned. “You’re insane. You can’t raise an army,” she spat.
Silas laughed. “I don’t have to. It’s already been done. Show her.”
One of the men stepped over to the console and tapped some keys, bringing up holovids of a vast room filled with tall, translucent cylinders.
“Zoom in,” Silas said and the man moved his fingers through the air to manipulate the image. What Nassim saw sickened her. A naked man floated inside a glass tube, wires and pipes protruding from his nose and mouth. He looked dead but she saw his chest rise and fall. He was breathing.
“Suspended animation,” Silas said. “Isn’t he magnificent? A man, a mutant man, a superman, bred to be powerful, bred to fight. The Metricians believed they were creating their own army for their endless war against the Landers. And we’ve been helping them, Nassim! Feeding our own children into their mutant machine.”
Nassim wanted to vomit.
“But all this time we’ve known that one day we’d seize our own army back. The tide is turning! When we go through that door and release our brothers we will unleash the very hell they wished to inflict on us!”
The veins in Silas’ neck were swollen.
Nassim moved back but Silas grabbed her.
“I don’t know what ...” she protested.
“You don’t know anything! Do you think I let you live and risked everything so we could rescue one man? We, us men,” and he pointed to the five soldiers, “have planned this moment for over ten years. We lived like animals, following orders from that fat thief, bowing before the Metricians and seeing our young men enter Abaddon like lambs to the slaughter. We bided our time and bit our tongues, but the fool Manchester Jones got himself killed and we knew the moment had come. And then you almost spoilt our plans with your little ambush. But I could see that our paths intersect.”
“I don’t have a path. I just want to get my brother.”
Silas’ brow furrowed. “Don’t you see, Nassim? Our paths are joined. You will be Queen and I shall be your Lord and together we will rule over all the desert. The Metricians will be vanquished and our rule will extend from Cairo in the south to Darussalam in the east.”
“You will never be my lord!” Nassim shouted and she wrestled herself away. “You’re a monster! You’re a kidnapper and a murderer! You’re a common criminal. And even if you kidnap me again you’ll never be my lord!”
“Oh, I will,” he laughed. “I already am. From the moment you failed to kill me I became your lord and you will serve me as my wife. You will lead our people and together we will bring a new rule to Egypt – and then, beyond!”
At that moment Afiz drew his gun and shot at Silas’ mad, grinning face but one of the men was too quick and shoved up his arm just as the pin fired. The bullet sailed over everyone’s head and into the guardroom ceiling. In seconds Afiz was on the floor with the gun wrestled from his hands and his arms twisted up his back.
“Ha, ha,” Silas laughed. “So, the little rook defends his queen. Pity. I was beginning to like the kid. Kill him. We need to move.”
The man who held Afiz’ arm pulled a knife from his belt and brought it up to boy’s throat as if he were ready to slay a goat.
“Wait!” screeched Nassim. “Wait. There’s been enough killing.”
The knife hovered beneath Afiz’s exposed neck.
“Says the woman who ordered my execution,” said Silas. “Continue!”
“No stop! Wait!” cried Nassim. “Spare him and I’ll give you what you want.”
Afiz stared at Nassim in alarm. She knew he would rather die than see her possessed by this monster of a man.
“Ha! Changed your tune so soon, your majesty?” laughed Silas.
“Don’t kill him, please. I’ll do what you want.”
The knife wavered.
“What, you mean join our cause?” asked Silas and he waved at the man to lower the knife. “Or become my wife?”
“Both. Whatever. Just don’t hurt him,” said Nassim, her voice trailing. She lowered her head, shame and anger swirled inside. She was defeated.   
“Well, that’s a change of heart, your highness. You must like the kid. How interesting.” Silas stood for moment his hand on his chin.
“Tie them up good and tight,” he said at last. “We’ll deal with them soon enough.”
Rough hands forced Nassim to the floor and bound her arms and feet. They dealt even rougher with Afiz, and the two friends lay hog-tied with gags around their mouths. They watched as the six bandits pulled masks over their noses, gently opened the door to the corridor and slipped from the guardroom without looking behind.
Nassim cried. She kicked and squirmed and wrestled but the men were masters at tying knots. The harder she twisted the tighter they became and the heavier her heart felt. Her hope of saving Wadid had slipped from her fingers.
The gates of Abaddon were a trap.




Chapter 25 - Brothers: awaken!

Silas led the small pack into a basement corridor and snuck quietly along a line of chrome pipes and grey conduit until they spied a bored-looking Metrician guard, leaning against an exit. Silas waved for Thomas, who, with customary precision, landed a near-silent rifle shot square in the guard’s forehead. Silas lifted the dead man’s hand to the security detection panel. The door opened.
“What if there’s more security doors?” asked Thomas, looking at the body.
“Take what you need,” Silas said and gave Thomas a long knife from his belt.
They dashed up four flights to the same door that Jonah had stood at just a week before. Through the narrow strip of glass they spied benches with body parts boiling in vats of clear, aerated water.
Silas used the guard’s severed hand to operate the panel and tested the handle. It turned! He pushed the door ajar and scanned the floor for humans and bots, but saw nothing.
A low hum and gurgling pots was all that he could hear. They entered the room and scurried along the laboratory wall until they were standing at the edge of the vast, red-lit hall, with hundreds of glass cylinders filled with bubbling liquid and suspended super-mutants. The six men stood for a moment, amazed at the sheer scale of the Metrician atrocity.
“My brothers: meet my brothers,” whispered Silas.
For a decade, Silas had dreamed of this moment. The vicious raids on Lander villages. The killing and kidnapping of his own kin. The shameful agreement with that ugly gangster, Manchester Jones. Surrendering his victims into the hands of the Metricians. It was all for this moment: his handiwork, his army, suspended, ready to be freed.
Silas holstered his revolver and approached the first vat. The creature inside was floating, waiting. He raised his hand and touched the glass. It was warm, like a womb.
“You are magnificent,” he said quietly as his eyes traced the muscular shoulders down to a narrow waist and powerful, masculine legs. On one of its arms hung a massive hand, on the other a set of claws like an eagle’s.
“Prepare to be born again!” he said. And raising the butt of his rifle he smashed the cylinder with one powerful blow. The glass, made of hard acrylic, shattered into a million fragments and the fluid poured out, followed by the mutant which slithered onto the floor like a giant jellyfish. Gasping for breath and blinking, it lay on its back and shook with the shock of the sudden birth. It groaned as it clumsily shifted onto its hands and knees, tottering like a new-born foal.
Silas inched forward, his face a mixture of joy and revulsion. Despite waiting ten years for this moment, he’d not thought what he might say.
“Welcome!” he said at last. “Welcome my brother!”
The mutant turned its head slowly and blinked, trying to focus.
“You’ve been reborn!” continue Silas. “Here, let me help you!”
And summoning his courage to touch the mutant, Silas pulled the creature to its feet. It looked like a Neanderthal, tall and muscular with a prominent forehead and square jaw. And the strange claw for a hand. It leaned heavily on Silas, and gasped for breath. Silas could feel blood pulse in its arms.
“See, you are alive my brother! Feel the life returning!”
The mutant flexed its arm and then raised its mighty claw like a weapon. Mucus drooled from its mouth.
Silas then nodded to the other men who took to the vats with their rifle butts, smashing the glass and watching the mutants pour onto the floor like a fishing boat emptying its nets. Soon the room was awash in yellow fluid. Mutant bodies flopped and flailed, gasping for air.
Silas remained with the first, who now stood a full head above him, with massive shoulders and arms that could break a tree. As if through a fog, the mutant tried to comprehend what was happening, holding out its arms like foreign objects. The talons clenched and relaxed. Then its eyes began to look further afield, to the vast room of vats and smashing glass and gasping mutants and then finally on the man who stood in front of him grinning.
The mutant recognised him, but not well; just a nagging thought that this man was not his friend, certainly not his brother. It was like waking from a nightmare. Occasionally, inside its tube, the mutant would experience a stab of memory about a life with people he loved, free from this underwater prison. But the memories would fade and get tangled with crazy thoughts, always underscored by a strong sense of foreboding. Now, reality was emerging like dawn.
Seeing Silas’ grinning face made something snap
◆◆◆
 
Despite his gag, Afiz convinced Nassim to calm down and demonstrated how, by alternately tensing and relaxing, he could loosen the knot a little. Bit by bit the ropes around his wrists eased and he was soon able to twist his hand.
They were wriggling and straining when the back door creaked on its hinges. Nassim spun her head around in time to see a face poke out.
Matilda!
Nassim gave a little yelp of surprise, or as much as you can when you’re gagged.
“I came back,” Matilda whispered. She removed Nassim’s gag. “I came back because I knew what they were going to do. They’re horrible men, like the dwarf. I’ve come to help you.”
She worked on the knots until they were free and stood, rubbing their wrists.
“They’ve come to see their army,” Matilda said.
“We know, they showed us,” replied Nassim, pointing at the monitors. They went to the screens and saw Silas and his men systematically smashing their way through the hall of vats, the mutants spilling onto the floor like eels.
“What are we going to do?” asked Afiz.
“You’ve got to stop them,” said Matilda. “They’re cruel men. The worst sort of men to have an army.”
She said it so matter-of-factly. But what exactly could three kids do against Silas and his henchmen, let alone an army of mutants?
They both looked at Nassim expectantly.
“We can’t stop them,” Nassim said at last. “But we can find Wadid before they do. Let’s go!”
They dashed into the corridor just as a siren blared. The intruders had been detected at last. All the more cover for us, thought Nassim. They had no real idea of where to go but Matilda said the tunnels brought them to the lowest level, so the only way was up. Running down a corridor with silver pipes overhead they found a door to a stairwell, propped open with the body of a Metrician guard. He’d been shot, execution-style, and his right-hand was severed at the wrist. Nassim shuddered at the thought of what Silas would be capable of doing backed by an army of super-mutants.
Up the stairs they flew, stopping at each level until they too found the lab filled with body parts. Afiz crouched at the door and prepared to make a cautious entrance when shouts, followed by the pounding of boots, echoed from above. The Metricians were on their way.
“Go!” hissed Nassim and they burst through the door and ran past the vials of bubbling liquid and growing limbs, past the body printers and living brains and into the dimly lit hall where they could hear the smashing of the vats. Behind them the door swung violently open and armed Metrician soldiers exploded through, their sergeant barking instructions. They were stuck: the Metricians streaming in behind, the bandits ahead.
Nassim spied a narrow cavity between the edge of the building and a line of unbroken cylinders.
“There!” she pointed and they leapt into the space just as the soldiers raced past them, into the hall.
“Kill the bandits! But not the mutants!” yelled the sergeant.
Nassim’s heart beat hard and she pushed Afiz and Matilda against the floor expecting to feel a laser blast on her back. But the soldiers kept running, their eyes fixed on the violence ahead. Seconds later the hall was ablaze with ricocheting bullets and laser beams.
“Now’s my chance,” breathed Nassim. “Stay hidden. I’m going to look for Wadid.”
“You’ve got to be kidding! I didn’t come here to hide. I’m coming with you!” growled Afiz.
Nassim couldn’t protest, so leaving Matilda crouching in the shadows, she and Afiz snuck to the closest cylinder and gazed at the mutant encased within, its eyes closed, oblivious to the chaos outside.
“That’s not him. Next one!”
They scurried to the next vial, as the shouts and firefight ahead of them escalated. The second mutant hung suspended, one eye lazily opening and closing as if it were reacting to a dream.
It wasn’t Wadid.
On they searched, the third, fourth and fifth mutants were all in various states of wakefulness and none of them was her brother.
“This is hopeless. He could be one of thousands. Or maybe not even in this room at all!” she exclaimed.
Screams and the sounds of battle filled the air and they stood for a moment contemplating their next move when a flicker of movement, three cylinders deeper into the hall, caught her eye. Surely it was her imagination. Again the mutant spasmed and fluid splashed over the cylinder’s edge.
“Wait! Look!” said Afiz, grabbing her arm. He’d seen it too.
Hunched over to avoid being seen, they dashed closer to the fighting but closer also to the creature that resembled Wadid, suspended in yellow liquid, tubes protruding from his nose and side.
“Wadid!” Nassim screamed. She rushed to the cylinder and slapped her open palm on the glass. Eyes open fully, Wadid stopped thrashing and slowly raised his hand to match Nassim’s. For a moment it seemed like the sound of the fighting ceased and they stood, brother and sister reunited, all the fear and loss reduced to a mere pane of plastic glass.
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” she cried, tears streaming down her cheek.
Wadid slowly shook his head.
They would have stayed that way for longer except that a familiar voice broke their reverie.
“How touching,” said Silas, who’d rounded the cylinder with his rifle levelled at Nassim’s chest. “The freedom fighter is reunited with the long-lost brother. It’s time to fight or die, Nassim. You choose.”
“I’ll never fight for you,” Nassim breathed.
The sound of the battle was getting closer.
“That’s a pity,” snarled Silas. “You’d make a good queen and possibly even a decent wife. But there’s plenty more where you come from. At least he’ll make a good soldier,” nodding towards Wadid.
Nassim and Afiz backed away and Wadid began to bash at the glass of his cylinder.
“You’ll be the one dying, Silas,” said Nassim angrily. “You’re already losing this battle.”
“You still don’t get it do you, girl? With this army,” and he gestured at the cylinders around him, “who can stop me?”
Laser fire drew closer and Silas put his rifle to his shoulder, his finger curling around the trigger. Nassim winced as the gun exploded and she felt the warmth of her blood – the bullet had just grazed her, but it hurt like mad. She took a step back expecting the second bullet to find its mark but instead she saw enormous claws wrap around Silas’ neck and lift him clean off the ground. Silas screamed and fired again but the bullet shot wide and the mutant with the eagle claw wrenched the rifle from his hands as if it was a toothpick and held Silas aloft with a single, strong arm. Slowly it turned him around.
Face-to-face with his creation, Silas wriggled and screeched: “Brother, put me down. Release me now! I just saved you!”
But the mutant pulled him closer and snarled in a guttural drawl: “You are not my brother. You are no-one’s brother.”
And slowly the talons closed on Silas’ throat while he thrashed and punched and kicked and screamed until all the life was throttled from him and his body dropped to the floor.
Nassim and Afiz were petrified. The beast with the eagle claw took one massive stride over Silas’s remains and towered over them. It raised its massive talons ready to strike. But instead it hit Wadid’s cylinder. The glass shattered and shards flew over the children, followed by a flood of yellow liquid. Wadid was flushed from his chamber and slithered to a stop at Nassim’s feet.
“Wadid!” she screamed and she fell on him, cradling his body.
Wadid’s eyelids fluttered and he gasped for breath while Nassim stroked his face.
“It’s me, Nassim!”
He smiled weakly.
“Oh, Wadid. Oh, Wadid.” And she hugged him tightly.
Meanwhile the battle was becoming furious. Metrician soldiers streamed into the hall, winding their way through the maze of cylinders, capturing the startled mutants and shooting the last of the bandits. Silas’ mutant army was stillborn, his vision for a Lander revolution throttled at its first breath. And once again, Nassim, Wadid and Afiz were at wrong end of a Metrician barrel.
The mutant glanced at Nassim and Afiz and then surprised them both with a wink. To their amazement, it spoke in a deep growl. “Take him. And the others. Hide.” With one massive stroke it smashed another cylinder and the next mutant poured on the floor. It then began to swipe at the adjacent cylinders, sending liquid and mutants gushing to the ground. All around them was awash with water and thrashing bodies, as if a primordial ocean had spewed up a new form of life.
“Quick, let’s get him up,” Afiz said.
Together they pulled Wadid to his feet. Nassim draped his arm over her shoulder and staggered towards the far corner of the building, away from the fire fight. Afiz did the same to a second mutant, who’d sat up blinking, like a baby waking from an afternoon sleep. Moving past the rows of still-intact cylinders, with the battle raging behind them, they found a dark corner where canon-fire had forced part of the roof to collapse. Wadid and the mutant flopped down looking exhausted.
“I’m not leaving him,” Nassim said.
“I know. I’ll go,” said Afiz. Before she could say, “be careful” he was gone, snaking his way past the cylinders in search of more freshly born men.
Nassim crouched and held Wadid’s hand. She could feel the pulse in his wrist. He looked incredibly healthy, like a Greek statue, all sinew and bulging muscle. He was a little taller too and had grown a beard. In just four days he’d started to become a man. And yet it was so obviously Wadid.
“What have they done to you?” she cried. He tried to speak but could only gurgle.
Meanwhile, the battle continued and for the first time Nassim wondered just how Silas’ men had been able to hold out against so many soldiers.
Within seconds she had her answer.
From behind a portion of the fallen roof, Eagle-Claw emerged, this time carrying a Metrician laser canon in his talon and dragging a wounded mutant with his hand. With him was the oddest collection of fighters. Naked, and carrying all manner of machine guns and lasers, the mutants bristled with sweat and muscle. Some looked fully human. Others had body parts of animals. One had a third, sinewy arm protruding from its left shoulder. It carried three guns too. Another had the canine teeth of a large cat. Yet another gripped its rifle with monkey’s feet. In its tail was a grenade.
“There’ll be more injured; do what you can,” Eagle-Claw said and then disappeared with his men, light blazing from the canon’s barrel.
So, the mutant army lives! she thought. It gave her a little thrill. Perhaps there was hope after all.




Chapter 26 - The Leap

Snow settled on the floor as Jonah pulled the cabin door shut. He adjusted his eyes to darkness. It was the same hut that he’d first arrived in, only this time he was with the Padras Simeon and Amma Melania. They were sitting down and chanting a prayer that sounded to Jonah more like a stream gurgling over stones than human voices. They were preparing for the Leap. Jonah’s stomach flipped at the thought. Not only was he about to enter some weird dimension, this so-called third-place, but they were destined for Abaddon. He shuddered with the memory of it and simultaneously felt a thrill at the prospect of saving Nassim.
It had been an emotional last few hours. After retelling his story in the summit garden and answering a barrage of questions from Simeon, Jonah was finally released to spend time with his father. He asked for someone to carry Petreus down to the jungle level of the ark. So Simeon summoned Mikhail who effortlessly hoisted Petreus onto his back and carried him across the star-lit lawn, down the flight of steel stairs and placed him in a wheel chair that was waiting at the bottom.
“I’ll leave you to your goodbyes,” said Mikhail and trudged back up the steps.
“Shall we?” said Petreus, nodding towards the dense undergrowth.
The boggy ground made it hard going but with Petreus on the wheels and Jonah shoving from behind they inched forwards until they slid into the foliage and reached a small clearing beneath some palms. Jonah locked the wheels and eased himself onto an old log with his elbow touching Petreus’ hand.
They sat in silence for a moment. The palms shone in the moist air and water dripped from above. It reminded Jonah of the tropical-themed park close his home in Madrid.
“Ironic really,” Jonah said eventually, “me going off to fight and you staying behind.”
“Ha, I didn’t think of it like that. I guess now we’ll know what it feels like for the other person after all these years,” replied Petreus.
In the summer in Madrid, the wind would blow up from Africa and bring with it warm rain making the trees glisten like they were now. One of Jonah’s earliest memories was in that park. It was with Petreus and Lilian – before all this drama, even before Eva. He remembered his parents sharing an umbrella and laughing while he jumped from puddle to puddle, soaking his shoes and socks. He remembered so distinctly the feeling of doing something naughty and yet his parents were laughing, egging him on. It was one of his few memories of her. He was only four at the time. She was already sick.
“What was she like?” Jonah asked.
“Who?”
“My mum. Lilian.”
Petreus chuckled. “Oh, I think you've asked me that question quite a few times already.”
“I want to hear it again.”
“Do you? Well, she was friendly and bright and had a smile that would melt stone. But you already know that. You’ve seen it in the holograms. I suppose I should tell you something you don't know.”
Petreus scratched his chin.
“Let me think. Well, when I met your mum at university I immediately knew that she was the one for me. Gorgeous and smart, she lit up the room. I didn’t think I had a chance! I was a nobody. I had no family and wasn’t rich. I didn’t have any fame or achievements to speak of. Not like her anyway. In addition to being so glamorous she was the daughter of the great General Kenrick – hero of the Great War! I don’t think she even noticed me.
“By chance we were in the same tutorial. Enzymology I think. I was quite good at it. All those titrations; tiresome really and certainly not her thing. I made sure I became her lab partner and we kind of bonded. Or at least I did – and I think she could see that I had my uses. We nailed those labs sessions.
“A marriage of convenience,” smiled Jonah.
“Yes, you could call it that. I didn’t care what is was called.
I just wanted to win her over.”
“Which you did, obviously. How?”
“The oldest trick in the book – a love potion.”
“What? Be serious.”
“I am! I used the lab to make esters, you know those sweet-smelling organic compounds that have odours like strawberries or apples or roses. I’d write notes to her and then soak them in the esters.”
“You wrote love letters infused with love potion? That’s so corny!”
“Yes, indeed,” said Petreus proudly.
“And she fell for it?”
“Hook, line and stinker. She was quite a romantic, your mum.”
“And the rest is history, as they say.”
“Well, not quite. There was her father to convince.”
“GK?”
“Yes, he wasn’t a fan. We had to keep our friendship secret for quite a while. Almost a year, in fact.”
Jonah moved his head to the side, as if to say why?
“GK was quite a protective father. You know he brought Lilian up pretty much by himself, don’t you? His wife, Julia, left him years before. Ran away with another guy apparently. Quite the scandal, given how important the family was and all that. GK was already a strict father but being alone made him even tougher. There wasn’t a lot Lilian could do without his approval.”
“So when you came along …”
“An orphan kid with an unknown past? I was on a hiding to nothing!”
Petreus paused to take a swig of water and offered it to his son. Jonah could’ve killed for a Mets, but he hadn’t seen any since leaving Madrid. He drank the water greedily.
“So how did you convince GK to marry his precious daughter?” he asked, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Actually, I was thinking about this only a few days ago,” Petreus replied. “Lilian wore him down. She persisted in seeing me, despite his instructions not to. Then she would bring me up in conversations, boast about my academic success and point out that I intended to sign up for officers’ training once I finished uni’, and so on. Plus, he could see that I made her happy. But that wasn’t enough. I was only allowed into the family home once. He didn’t even shake my hand.”
“What made him come around?”
“One weekend she went to a big family thing and had a huge argument with him. She lay down an ultimatum: it was me or him. Apparently he said 'too bad, then. Goodbye.' She came back furious, swearing that she’d never see him again, that she’d disowned him, that she’d be better off as an orphan, like me. I felt really bad. I didn’t want to come between Lilian and her father.”
“What did you do?”
“Well, I thought this needed to end, there and then. I was in officers' training by then so I convinced a pilot friend to fly me to Sky London, based on some flimsy excuse, and I turned up at his office, unannounced. He wouldn’t see me. I sat outside his room for about two days! It was almost insubordination.
“While sitting there I saw quite a few people come and go. Military, civilians and attendants. They all looked at me like, ‘who’s that guy?’ but no one was throwing me out. I took that as encouraging sign. But on the second day, this woman, who looked just like Lilian, marched straight into his office despite his secretary’s protests. There was about two minutes of shouting. I couldn’t decipher the words and she came out again, walked directly up to me and said in this gravelly voice: ‘GK will see you now’. Then she left.”
“Who was she?”
“Lilian’s auntie, Cressida.”
“Auntie Cress?” Jonah suddenly remembered the grey-faced, charmless woman he was forced to visit every few years. Her house smelt of stale farts and there was always a hint of alcohol on her breath. She kept a stuffed cat on her dresser.
“That old bag?”
Petreus sniggered. “That old bag was a hero. I don't know what she said, but after her visit, GK relented and gave his assent for us to be married, which we did that summer. You were born a year later.”
“I didn’t know any of that.”
“No well, I guess there was no need. GK adored you. After Lilian died you were the only thing keeping him on my side.”
“Except he wasn’t.”
“No, as it turns out.”
Petreus put his hand on Jonah’s arm. They’d never been touchy types, despite being so close. Jonah felt his skin tingle.
“I’m sorry you’re having to do this,” said Petreus, tenderly. “I wish there was another way. I wish the Council hadn’t started this war. I tried to stop it. We tried to stop it. I thought we were winning. But we failed. There were stronger forces against us than we realised.”
Jonah recalled the conversation with Sergeant Clunes all those weeks’ back on the rushball field. He’d been dying to ask his father about it and now seemed the right time.
“Who are these forces?” he asked. “I mean, I thought there was only one Metricia. But when I was in the academy, a sergeant told me a story about you in the Malaysia campaign. He said that you made enemies by letting those mutants escape. Who are those enemies? GK? I thought he promoted you.”
“Ha! Therein lies the rub, Jonah,” replied Petreus. He brushed a strand of blonde hair from his forehead and sat up in his wheelchair. “This is what I’ve been puzzling over. GK did promote me. I got a medal for that action in Malaysia.
If it wasn't for me, those Landers would have been slaughtered. But I convinced the top brass, including him, that we had no business killing people for the sake of it. We'd won the war.
It was time to leave. He agreed and he even worked hard to create my new role as Peace Consul. But I think it was a smokescreen. I think all this time he was building a mutant army in Abaddon and stirring up trouble with the Landers knowing that, in time, I would fail. I don’t think he wanted to kill me, exactly. What he needed was evidence that I’d been killed. When I disappeared it really screwed up his plan!”
“So you were promoted so you could be killed.” Jonah marvelled at the callousness of GK’s plan. His own grandfather!
“Yes, we’re at war with ourselves, Jonah. Father against son, brother against sister.”
“Do you think that Auntie Cess was in on any of this?”
“I doubt it. She and Julia dislike GK with a passion! I think they’ve always had suspicions about him.”
“Julia? My grandmother? You knew her?”
“Knew her? Yes, and still do, I hope. Last I heard she was alive and well and living off-grid in Byron Bay, Australia. When this is all over, we should visit her. Quite good surf, I’m told.”
The surprises kept coming Jonah’s way but he didn’t have time to respond as Mikhail strode into the clearing.
“I wondered where you got to. It’s time,” he said, his hands on his hips.
Petreus grinned and leaned forward in his chair with his arms open. “Give your Old Man one last hug. It’s time to pass the mantle. This is your moment, Jonah.”
They hugged and held onto to each other for a long time. Then Jonah stood and turned. He didn’t want Petreus to see his leaking eyes.
“I’m so proud of you, Jonah. What you’ve been through, what you’ve discovered. If only I could join you. But these legs …” and he banged his stumps.
Jonah turned to face his father, wiping a tear with his finger. “I wish you were too. I always wanted to see you fight.”
“Oh, I nearly forgot!” said Petreus and from under his cloak he pulled out a silver laser pistol and handed it to Jonah.
“I won’t be needing that anymore.”
Jonah cradled it. How often had he coveted the weapon, sneaking a hold when Petreus wasn’t looking. Engraved in the handle was the symbol of Metricia and the letters PJS. The gun, glistening in the greenish light, felt heavy, as if it was more than an object.
“I …” he began but Mikhail interrupted.
“The padras is preparing the Leap. We must descend.”
“Go!" said Petreus. “Go get her. And then come back! I want to take you down to Byron Bay!”
It took all of Jonah's determination to turn and walk and not look back.
◆◆◆
 
Mikhail led the way back through the strange ark, past the thrumming valves, down the mountain in the Kus and then struggling, on foot, along the snowy path. All the while, grief and excitement twisted knots in Jonah's belly. After an hour they reached the door of the cabin.
“God-speed, young prince,” Mikhail said, bowing. It made Jonah blush. He barely felt like a soldier, let alone a prince. “We’ll meet again,” he mumbled in reply and shaking the snow from his boots, he stepped inside, closing the door behind him.
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust from the brightness outside. Blinking, Jonah saw that the two monks, had been waiting and now their chants began to rise in volume and the wind outside blew stronger. With his eyes still shut, the padras opened his cloak and pulled the three of them into a huddle. The snow was drifting through the cracks in the walls and whipped around their bodies like a small storm. The padras had to shout to be heard and, as the storm grew in ferocity more voices joined in, as if there were others chanting in the cabin with them. Through the swirling mist, Jonah thought he glimpsed two other figures, a woman and a man, their faces radiant and serious, eyes closed in concentration. They vanished in the snowstorm and then the floor began tilting and Jonah lost his balance. The padras pulled them tight and all three fell, somersaulting without hitting the stone floor.
And then they were floating, spiralling on a sea of chants and harmonies, with no feeling or light but with every sensation combined, of ice and fire and pin-pricks and pillows and snow and the dryness of hot sand. They drifted alone and together, in bright sunshine and dusky twilight, for what may have been a second, but was also a long, dreamy afternoon, timeless and instant.
Jonah felt a surge of euphoria. It was a bliss of unabashed delight, at once exhilarating and joyful. It was inviting and warm and challenging and frightening.
And the sounds! Hundreds of voices were singing, alternately discordant then harmonious, with the rumble of the ocean and a choir of birds. Jonah couldn’t decipher the words but the meaning was obvious: that here and now, and in the future and the past, all is well and all will be well.
Then a hot wind blew on their faces and the sensation of tumbling returned. Jonah felt nauseous as he turned head-over-heels in an uncontrolled fall. The wind drowned the singing and soon all they could hear was the storm. Sand-storm-dryness blew against their skin and then, with an audible crack, they landed on a cold, concrete floor in a dimly lit industrial basement. Steel pipes lined the ceiling and banks of machines with fans and electrical lights stood against the walls. A mean, acidic odour hung in the air.
“We’re here,” said Jonah, recognising the space.
He stood up, heavy-hearted at the contrast between the exhilaration of the last few moments and the task ahead. Only the thought of finding Nassim spurred him on.
Jonah and Amma Melania helped the padras stand up and dusted themselves off.
“Let’s get started,” Jonah said. “The beacon. Do you have it?”
The padras pulled a round transmitter from his pocket and spent a moment adjusting its coordinates. He pressed a central button and mounted it behind a fat, steel pipe.
A thousand kilometres away, in the Atlantic hideaway of the old trash vortex, a sleeping Commander Agassi was shaken from her sleep. An NMA beacon had broadcast from somewhere called Sinai, in eastern Egypt. “Initiate Project Abaddon,” she instructed and leapt out of bed fully clothed. Atlantica went into battle stations.
“We’ve got fifteen minutes to find her,” said Jonah. He had rehearsed this moment so many times, retracing the steps from the basement to the floor with the mutant vats. He'd tried his best to recall the shape of the overall complex. Now he led them along the pipes until they came to the stairwell where the handless corpse of a Metrician guard propped the door open.
“Someone’s one step ahead of us,” he said.
As they edged up the stairs, they caught snatches of a commotion above. The others suggested retreating but Jonah urged them on, holding the laser in his right hand and the stair-rail in his left.
The sound of gunfire and explosions grew with each step.
They’d almost reached the level with the laboratory when a door banged open above and a group of soldiers thundered down.
This is it. This is where we get found, despaired Jonah and he squeezed himself hard against the stairs, pretending to be invisible. Happily, the soldiers stopped at the floor above, swung open a door and stomped through. The sounds of a battle echoed down. He waved the other two on and when they snuck up to the landing, they could see the door to the lab was hanging on its hinges.
“Fortune favours the brave,” whispered Jonah.
They inched through and, once again, Jonah found himself entering the room with the body parts in bubbling tanks and organ printing machines, still whirring in synchronised motion, despite the raging battle beyond.
Sweat formed on Jonah’s brow and he snuck into the hall of vats where the floor was drenched in liquid and smashed piles of plastic glass. The bodies of dead mutants and soldiers were scattered, as if strewn by a giant hand. Gunfire and laser beams ricocheted at the far end.
“Follow me!” hissed Jonah and they dashed to a dark edge to the right of the building where some of the cylinders remained intact. Ducking for cover they almost fell onto a girl who was cowering in the shadows.
“Don’t hurt me!” she squealed.
“Feng it!” exclaimed Jonah. “What on Earth are you doing here?”
The girl looked terrified and blurted out: “My name’s Matilda. I’m helping my friends. But I don’t know where they are. Can you help me find them?”
“Your friends? In here? What friends?” said Jonah.
A laser beam ricocheted off the nearby wall and blew a cylinder apart, showering them in glass and fluid.
“Come on, answer me!” commanded Jonah, wiping the yellow liquid from his face.
“Um … it’s Afiz and ...” the girl stammered.
“And?”
“Nassim.”
Jonah started. “Nassim? She’s alive? Here? Where is she?
Tell me!”
“Yes! She over there,” and Matilda pointed at the corner of the hall where the battle raged hardest. And then she added: “She’s a queen, you know. She liberated us and shot the dwarf!”
Jonah looked confused and was about to ask more questions but glanced at his watch. “Eleven minutes. We better take the girl with us. Stay with me. And Padras Simeon, please avoid being shot. You’re our ticket out of here.”
“I’ve been in stickier spots,” smiled the padras, lifting his foot from the gooey liquid. It made Matilda laugh.
Jonah’s heart was racing. Nassim! Here! In fact, just over there! He checked his laser and guarded the rear as they crept along the hall’s outer edge. The sound of gunshots was now replaced by the blasts of lasers and Jonah figured that the dynamic of the battle had changed. Either Nassim had sourced laser weapons or the Metricians were winning.
He signaled a halt where the intact cylinders ended and a row of broken vats began, the shards of glass sticking up like the remains of ancient ruins. A dead mutant lay in their path, its chest open from a laser strike. To their left, a group of Metrician soldiers crouched, firing their weapons into a corner where the roof had collapsed, providing the rebels with a handy shelter from which to respond with canon and rifle blaze.
“Why don’t they just shoot some phosie bombs and be done with them?” Jonah asked.
“And kill their babies?” responded Amma and she pointed at the source of canon fire: a huge, naked mutant with an eagle claw for a hand. And at the next cylinder lay another mutant with three arms, blazing away with two pistols and a grenade launcher. The mutant rebels seemed to be holding their position.
Much closer, he saw mutants dragging more recently awakened brothers back to the shelter of the fallen roof. Jonah scanned the battleground, trying to make sense of the scene through billowing dust and the flash of laser fire.
And then he saw her. About thirty metres away, beneath the sloping beams of the collapsed roof. She was tending the newly arrived creatures, laying them on their sides, ensuring they could breathe and touching their foreheads before she moved to the next. Her long, dark hair was tied in a loose knot and she was dressed in black, with a scarf around her neck, like a bandit. She was more beautiful than he recalled, her tanned face furrowed with concern and her eyes wide and bright. Her red lips alternatively barked instructions and offered comfort to the injured mutants. She was brave and beautiful, and within shouting distance, if it wasn’t for the battle between them.
Amma saw the look on Jonah’s face. “She’s over there, isn’t she? I don’t doubt it. But how do we get to her?”
She had just finished his sentence when a tremendous detonation blew the left wall of the hall apart. A wave of heat and shrapnel flew across, sending humans and mutants sprawling for cover. Light blazed through the gigantic hole and lit the dust and debris like the sun beating in through a dusty window. The roar of jet engines made everyone cover their ears as a fighter pod slowly entered through the jagged hole. Smashing its way through cylinders and benches and lights and extraction fans, the craft hovered just a metre above the floor and came to a stop in front of the fallen roof. Four laser canons scanned the hall as two Republican Guards, resplendent in their exoskeletons and shoulder-mounted bomb launchers, leapt from the open side doors.
“Lay down you weapons now and no one will die!” boomed a massive speaker from the craft.
One mutant made the mistake of shooting at a Rep-G. The shot bounced off and the guard responded instantaneously with a canon that blew up the mutant and its surroundings.
“Lay down your weapons now!” repeated the voice.
For a moment, the pod hovered.
Jonah wanted to call out to Nassim.
The jet settled to a loud hiss.
“Nine minutes,” Jonah mouthed.
Every moment mattered.
Then a laser canon clattered across the floor. A rifle followed and pistols and a grenade launcher. The mutants were surrendering! Metrician soldiers flooded the room, rounding up the mutants, forcing them out of their hiding spaces at gun-point.
Jonah lost sight of Nassim in the round up and he considered dashing over but a voice behind him made him jump.
“And you too!” He spun around and saw two Metrician soldiers with their weapons pointing. Jonah threw his pistol down and raised his hands. The padras, Amma and Matilda all did the same.
“That way!” commanded the guard and they marched reluctantly towards the hovering the pod.
The mutant uprising was over.




Chapter 27 - The reunion

It was not the reunion that Jonah had planned for. He didn’t really have a fixed idea what it should be, but it didn’t involve Nassim being a prisoner again. Nor with a weird child, two old monks and hundreds of mutants in tow.
He marched disconsolately, thinking about the imminent nuclear strike. He’d failed to save her, yet again. For a moment he thought she’d escaped but, prodded by the barrel of a Metrician gun, she emerged from the collapsed roof, with a mutant shuffling besides her, its arm draped over her shoulders. It was Wadid.
“At least we’ll all go together,” Jonah muttered. He tried to call out but a soldier whacked him on the back and he bowed his head submissively.
“Seven minutes,” whispered Amma and nodded at the padras, who was already preparing for the Leap with closed eyes and a rhythmic hum.
And then a surprising sound came from inside the pod. Fully expecting Commander Walshe to emerge from the floating machine, Jonah instead heard a familiar chuckle and tap, tap, tap of a cane as GK descended the ramp. Alongside him was Grace, fully kitted out with a Kevlar suit and a holster carrying two side-arms. Hugo followed, in his training uniform and walking with a limp.
Jonah’s heart leapt. Perhaps it wasn’t going to end so badly after all. “Hugo!” he yelled and tried to run to them, but the soldier held him by both arms.
“Well, well, what a surprise,” said GK, as he hobbled into the mess of the battlefield. He wore the full regalia of a Metrician commander-in-chief: a navy jacket decorated with medals and a wide, gold sash for a High Councilor. Despite his age he was still tall and broad-shouldered. He looked intimidating. Grace and Hugo hung back respectfully.
“Who would have thought it, eh?” he said to the entire audience. “A mutant revolt. What a fine idea!”
He turned to the mutants. “My very own new-born soldiers, brought back to life from certain death, turning on their masters like naughty children. Tch, tch.”
GK shook his head.
“And all this,” he said waving his cane at the broken cylinders. “Why? You attack the very place that has given you life – what did you think you’d achieve?”
Jonah couldn’t help himself. “Hugo it’s me, Jonah! I’m here!” he called out. Hugo glanced at Jonah and began to smile but Grace muttered something and Hugo looked down.
“What’s that? It speaks?” GK said, wheeling on Jonah. The old man walked over arthritically and raised his walking stick. Jonah flinched.
“Look at me,” GK said. “We had an agreement, you and me.
I told you to forget everything about this place and in exchange I would sweep your shenanigans under the carpet. But you disobeyed! You betrayed your government and your people – and you betrayed me, your own grandfather.”
“But you lied to me!” Jonah shouted. “You told me you didn’t know about Abaddon. And you told me my father was dead!”
“He is dead,” GK said with a snarl.
“He’s not dead! He’s alive. I’ve seen him with own eyes!”
Jonah regretted saying it as soon as the words left his lips. GK mustn’t know that Petreus was alive. Fool!
But GK looked untroubled. “Well, he’s dead to me. And soon he will be dead to you too. That’s how we deal with rats.”
Jonah’s skin prickled. The words of Tyrone Granger rang in his ears. All this time – during the search for Petreus’ body, during the funeral, during the visit to the academy – GK knew that Petreus was alive. And yet he wanted everyone to believe he was dead.
“You ...” Jonah whispered. “You were the one who tried to kill him! You planted the bomb. There were no Terrorists! It was you!”
“Ha!” laughed GK. “Has it taken you that long to figure it out? And I thought you were a clever lad. Yes, of course we wanted him dead. How do you think the real world works, boy? Do you think you can simply make your enemies become friends with a few nice words? Do you think a few conferences with a rabble of Landers will bring peace on Earth? Do you think the forefathers planned everything for over 50 years just so some mutant-lover like your father could throw it all away? Is that what you wanted as well – to throw it all away?”
“I wanted the truth!” blurted Jonah.
“The truth! You already know the truth. But you choose to ignore it. You know that the Earth was being destroyed. We must start again, but this time with better people – a better civilisation. The truth is that you are one of the lucky ones! That’s the truth you don’t want to hear! But you know it!” Jonah’s face burned.
“And you know that we must do anything to keep it that way. And if you can’t then you need to step aside and let someone who can. Do you find what’s happening here at Abaddon offensive? Then let someone who’s prepared to be offended do it for you. While you wash your hands with worry, and while you cavort with your Lander-scum, real men are doing the things you won’t.”
GK pulled out an old-fashioned pistol with a bone handle and cocked its hammer.
“Bring her to me!” he shouted.
Grace smiled. “With pleasure, sir!” she said and pulling a gun out she strode across the hall to where the soldiers held Nassim.
“You heard what the General said. Come with me!” She grabbed Nassim by the arm and dragged her across the floor and forced her to kneel at GK’s feet.
“No!” yelled Jonah, and he wriggled to escape the guard’s hold. But the soldier was stronger.
The old man raised his pistol to Nassim’s head and turning to Jonah, said: “You have a choice, Private Salvatore. Will you do the thing that you should? Will you come with me and serve Metricia? Or will you watch your Lander friends die?”
Jonah trembled with rage. Abaddon was offensive. It was unspeakable. And it was obscene that his grandfather, the man he loved and admired, was defending it. Yes, he understood the logic. In GK's world, places like Abaddon had to exist.
The room was silent and everyone starred at the boy.
The last few months flashed through his mind: the explosion on Sky London; the funeral of his father; the terrible discovery of Abaddon; the courage of the Baptistes and Agassi; and most of all Nassim.
He looked up at his grandfather with anger.
“No.”
“No? No, what?” replied GK testily.
“No, I won’t do the unspeakable. I choose the other.”
“Then, my boy, your friend must die,” GK said grinning. “By the power invested in me by the High Council, I condemn this Lander to death for attacking the Republic and …”
But GK was interrupted mid-sentence when a laser gun was pushed against temple.
“Drop the gun and get on your knees!” said the boy beside him.
Hugo!
GK looked startled for a moment.
Hugo!
GK snarled a guttural drawl and pulled the trigger of his pistol anyway.
Click.
“What!” GK spat. He pulled the trigger again.
Click.
And again.
Click.
“I removed the bullets, sir,” Hugo said, sweat pouring from his forehead. He looked nervously between Grace and Jonah but steeled himself.  “It’s you who’s under arrest. For treason and … and … for this,” he said waving his free hand at the chaos that surrounded them.
GK roared with anger and he swung a wild punch at Hugo who deftly ducked and threw himself at the old man in a tackle good enough for rushball.
For a moment, everyone froze, watching the strange sight of the old general wrestle with the plump boy. Then pandemonium ensued. The Metricians who hesitated were pounced on by mutants who wrestled for their guns. The remaining Metricians attempted to shoot but couldn’t sort their enemies from their friends. Nassim, still on her knees, knocked the gun from Grace’s hand and punched her hard in the stomach. Jonah ripped himself from the grip of his solider, spun around and kicked the pistol out of his hand. Matilda, always inventive, enthusiastically bit her soldier on the wrist.
Everybody needs a spot of luck and for once, it fell the children’s way. The gun that Jonah kicked from the Metrician’s hand clattered across the floor and slid directly to Nassim.
She swooped it up, rolled onto her belly, and shot Matilda’s guard in the chest. Then she yelled “duck!” to Jonah and fired at the soldier standing behind him.
By now, Grace was rounding on Nassim, fumbling for her second pistol. But Nassim spun around and kicked Grace’s feet from beneath her. She tumbled and knocked her head hard on the concrete floor, making a sickening thwack. She was knocked out cold.
The hall was a cacophony of battle sounds, with mutants and Metricians and children and guards facing off in hand-to-hand combat. Amidst the chaos, Jonah jumped over Grace and landed in front of Nassim.
“You’re alive!” he exclaimed.
“Did you expect anything else, you dummy,” she laughed and, in a gesture that surprised them both, she put her hands on his shoulders and kissed him quickly on the lips.
“Now I need to get Wadid,” she said and pushed him away again and ran back into the melee. For his part Wadid was wrestling a Metrician solider to the ground.
Jonah was as shocked by the kiss as he was by the battle and he hesitated, torn between chasing her and staying with his friends, including the padras who was crouched, praying, while Amma did her best to shield him.
Hugo meanwhile seemed to have the better of the old general, who lay face down, a laser gun to his neck. With a grin the size of lunch he shouted: “Go! Get her!”
Jonah leapt up. “Nassim! Nassim!” he screamed.
“Here, Jonah!” shouted Nassim. She’d reached Wadid and draped his arm over her shoulder. The Metrician now lay at his feet, it’s head at an ugly angle. They staggered towards Jonah, excitement on Nassim’s face.
They were only a few steps apart when a terrible thunder rocked the entire building. The floor rose like a wave. Nassim and Wadid were knocked off their feet. The roof of the hall cracked and then started to collapse, sending down chunks of ceiling tiles like hail.
Commander Agassi was raining fire on Abaddon like a god.
“Nassim! Nassim!” Jonah called. But his words were lost in the roar of the attack. Outside, buildings and sand blew into the air, and a massive ball of flame swallowed what remained of the barracks where Jonah had first showered and slept.
Then a steel beam fell from the roof with an awful groan and crashed down between Jonah and Nassim, showering them in dust. Jonah’s ears were ringing. He tried to push on but the air was thick with bits of falling roof.  He heard someone call his name and thought it was Nassim but was surprised to see Hugo appear, bloodied and frantic.
“Jonah! It’s time to go!”
“No!” cried Jonah and he pushed Hugo away. But Hugo was stronger. He grabbed Jonah round the shoulders and dragged him backwards through the battle zone until a cloak folded over Jonah’s head and the sound of wind and chanting became tangled with the chaos of the collapsing building.
“No!” yelled Jonah and he tried to wrestle free. But it was too late. The tumbling had begun and the noise of the wind rose to a dreadful screech and then the chaos of Abaddon was gone. And they floated.




Chapter 28 - The dead and the buried

Wadid saw it happen as if in slow motion: Nassim stretching to grasp Jonah’s hand, the beam falling between them and his sister vanishing in a pile of rubble. Pumped with adrenaline, Wadid tossed the beam away like a piece of driftwood, revealing Nassim limp under the wreckage. He stooped to pick her up just in time to see Jonah being dragged away by a Metrician soldier then become lost in a whirlwind of debris and dust.
Jonah was gone.
“The tunnels! To the tunnels!” screamed a voice behind Wadid and he turned to see a dirty-faced child shouting at the top of her tiny lungs. So sure did she sound, and so little choice did they have, that Wadid, with his sister cradled in his arms, and all the other mutants, their weapons still blazing, turned their back on the fight and followed the slip of a girl. Matilda leapt like a rabbit between the falling debris and led them deep into the collapsing building. They reached the remains of a lab, darkened by smoke, and stopped momentarily at the top of a ruined stairwell. It was a jagged pile of stone and steel. Bullets and laser fire chased after them and they plunged like rats into the nooks and crannies of the broken stairs.
Huge explosions rumbled through the wreckage as Agassi’s attack reached its zenith. Abaddon was collapsing.
“Follow me!” Matilda yelled as she led the mutants deep into the basement, now a narrow passage of blinking lights and cracking concrete. Smoke was seeping in from the fissures above. Wadid staggered along the passageway until they reached a small guardroom where Afiz stood holding the door.
“In here! Go into the caves! And keep going!” he shouted, pushing Wadid through. Afiz was desperate to follow Nassim, but he stood holding the door in the basement until the last of the damaged and bleeding mutants entered the little room of blank screens and chocolate wrappers, and passed into the rock-hewn passage beyond. Then, as the basement collapsed under the weight of the atrocity above, he too dashed inside and slammed the door to Abaddon.
◆◆◆
 
The roof of a wooden hut slowly came into view. Against his back he felt the hardness of a timber floor. For a moment he felt comforted by the reassuring splash of waves. He could taste salt on his lips. He wasn’t in Ararat as planned. Something must have happened. Instead he was back in Atlantica, in the wooden hut on the rock inside the multi-coloured cavern.
Then he remembered.
Nassim!
Hugo and Amma were crouching. They looked distracted – but Jonah was hot with anger. He jumped up.
“You promised you’d save her!” he shouted at Amma. “You promised – but we abandoned her! Left her to die! Left them all to die!”
Jonah thought to shove her but the old woman retreated, revealing a body on the floor, blood seeping from a shrapnel wound to its chest.
“Simeon …”
The padras tried to smile. “I told you we needed two of us,” he breathed. “It was Amma who saved us.” Blood oozed from his wound. Jonah flopped down and pressed a blood-soaked cloth, trying to stem the flow. They sat on the floor of the cabin, with just the sound of the ocean slipping in and out of the plastic cave.
Hugo spoke. “Um, I don’t want to be rude or anything but where the heck are we, and can someone tell me what just happened?”
Of course, thought Jonah, Hugo has never experienced a Leap. He’ll be feeling as weird as anything. He rattled a reply, still holding the cloth against Simeon’s chest: “We’re in Atlantica, base of the NMA Atlantic fleet. This is Amma Melania, a friend. This man is the Padras Simeon, the leader of the Nine of Tabor. And we’ve just done Leap from Abaddon.”
“Uh-huh. I pretty much understood none of that but all in good time, I guess,” said Hugo. Then he punched Jonah on the arm. “Dude, it’s so good to see you!”
The punch kind of woke Jonah up and he looked at Hugo for the first time. The boy’s face was blood-splattered. He had a small cut above his lip and one eye was swollen.
“So good to see you too,” he said and punched Hugo back. “Thanks for saving our lives. That was … insane. GK, he … he … feng it! There’s so much to tell you Hugo! You did an incredible thing.”
“Aww yeah, I only did what I had to. He was going to kill that girl Nass…” he hesitated.
“Nassim,”
“Yeah, her. I mean what’s with that? Killing kids? And those mutants, when I figured out he was breeding them suckers I was like, dude, no!”
Jonah smiled. Hugo had a way with words alright.
“We should go. This padras fella needs some help,” said Hugo.
Just then the door opened and another familiar face appeared.  “Well, look who the cat dragged in!” said Tria and pulled Jonah to his feet. “So, you followed my instructions after all, Salvatorus, and came back alive!”
Jonah smiled again. He was still angry about Nassim, but being with old friends, well, everything seemed a bit better.
“As instructed, ma’am,” he said as he gave her a quick hug.  “These are my friends, Amma and Hugo. And Padras Simeon. He’s injured pretty badly. Can you get us a medic?”
Tria was one step ahead and waved in two medics who’d climbed the rope ladder with medi-kits on their backs. They gave Simeon a cocktail of drugs and sprayed synthetic tissue onto his wound. He was lowered to a bot that hovered at the foot of the rock.
“Well that’s that then,” said Tria matter-of-factly and she clapped her hands. “Now, since you’ve been away for so long, a few things have happened. Agassi has got something to show you. Come with me, all of you.”
“Wait, what do you mean? We’ve come straight from Abaddon,” said Jonah, holding her arm.
“It’s three days since the attack, Jonah,” said Tria.
“Three days! What do you mean? We’ve only just got here!”
They both looked at Amma Melania and she shrugged and sighed. “Sometimes it happens. We can’t always control the Leap. We’ve been in between.”
“In between?” they both asked.
“Yes, between here and there. In between. It can be a short time, it can be a long time.”
Jonah looked ashen. Three days! That meant a lot. Every day meant another day gone.
He started to speak but Tria held up her hand. “I think I know what you’re going to say. Just hold your horses until you’ve seen what Agassi has to show you. And we need to get Simeon to the hospital.”
Jonah swallowed his anger and nodded. They descended the ladder and splashed through the zany-coloured tunnels until they came to the bustle of Atlantica, with soldiers and tekkies and messengers dashing to and fro. They stopped at a small medical facility and bid farewell to Amma and the padras, who was now unconscious, aboard his floating bot, then continued through the maze of corridors and rooms eventually reaching the sweeping spiral stairs that took them to the dark, blue-lit bridge. Only a handful of personnel sat at their stations. Commander Agassi stood with her hands behind her back staring at a large holoscreen. The hairs stood up on Jonah’s neck. The holo’ was replaying the destruction of Abaddon.
From a drone camera, high above the Egyptian desert, Jonah saw the arc of a rocket as it descended from the stratosphere and approach the massive, flat-roofed complex. For a second, the entire screen went blank as the flash of an explosion turned everything white. As colour returned, it became obvious the missile had delivered a cluster bomb, raining mini-explosives onto Abaddon, smashing portions of the roof and blowing up towers of sand in the surrounding desert.
“You see, Salvatore,” said Agassi without turning around.
“No nukes. Just plain old cluster bombs. I hope you are satisfied.”
She pulled at the bottom of her jacket and brushed her hand across it, as if she was wiping something clean and walked away, into the gloom of the bridge.
Jonah, Tria and Hugo watched the destruction unfold. More missiles entered the view and unleashed their clusters of white fury. With each explosion more of the building collapsed, falling in on itself like an unstable cake. Smoke spiralled into the orange sky.
Then out of the haze emerged a disc, oblong in shape with fire at its rear and streams of smoke pouring from its bristling sides. It was a ship, the same fighter that smashed through the mutant hall delivering Hugo, Grace and GK. Now it was escaping the collapse, like a scoundrel running from a crime scene. The ship wobbled and hovered for a moment. Then the rear engines flared and it shot across the desert, rising in a giant swoop and disappeared from view.
“GK,” whispered Jonah.
“Yeah and Grace too, I reckon,” said Hugo.
Jonah felt ill. He didn’t want his grandfather to die. Nor Grace. But seeing the ship escape while Nassim and Wadid were in the ruins made him feel sick.
“There’s more. Watch,” said Tria. She blinked at the screen and the film sped forwards, showing bombs shower down and fires consume what was left of the labs and hospital and the garden courtyard besides the kitchen. The attack eventually stopped and dusk came and turned to night, and the ruins shifted from yellow to a fiery red. The surrounding desert looked warm from the glow. Dawn came and the fires diminished but continued all day and all through the next night.
Tria let the film speed through the next day, and then another night, until she reached a certain time signature where she slowed the frame to normal. Little spirals of white smoke still rose from the mess but the site looked settled, almost peaceful. A smouldering ruin of jumbled rocks and blackened steel.
She zoomed in, bringing the centre of the wreck closer to view. For a while the drone scanned across the rubble. But then a movement caught Jonah’s eye and he was reminded of being in Sky London, all those months ago, when his father’s leg – and it really was! – slipped across the screen. This time, the movement was flesh, the back of a human, naked, clambering over the broken stone, then disappearing into a crevice, as if crawling into a hole.
Tria played the scene again, zooming in to show a grainy close-up of the naked man, gingerly scaling the ruins, then sliding into the crevice.
“It’s like he knows where he’s going,” said Jonah.
“As if he’s been there before,” added Hugo.
“Or perhaps was there the whole time,” replied Tria.
Jonah thought for a moment. “You mean underground, under that pile of rubble?”
“Yes, exactly,” she replied, “Look.” And she replayed the film, this time at half speed. The naked man was clearly a mutant: it’s oversized torso and rippling neck muscles suggested some kind of super-man; the eagle-like talon at the end of its right arm was a dead give away. And the way it moved, purposefully scanning the ruins, as if looking for something and then sliding back into the hole – it looked like it knew the place, like it belonged.
“You mean, it’s living under there and …” said Hugo.
“… and there may be others?” Jonah finished Hugo’s sentence. His heart skipped a beat. If one mutant was alive under there, then others must be. And maybe, just maybe, Nassim.
“Yes, there may be,” said Tria.
“Which means we need to get there, now,” said Jonah.
“Yes, indeed it does,” said Tria. “This is why you needed to see the drone shots. If there are mutants still alive we need to get them before the Metricians do. You guys need to pack your bags. We’re going treasure hunting.”
Jonah looked at her. He couldn’t believe what she was saying. “What, us?” he asked, glancing at Hugo.
“Commander’s orders. If we can’t kill ‘em, then let’s get ‘em. We were just waiting for you turn up. Lucky you did, I was running out of patience. My ship’s ready and waiting.” And she laughed out loud.
So did Jonah. And Hugo too. “Viper Squad lives again!” he said and slapped Jonah on the back.
“Eh?” asked Tria.
And the two boys laughed again. “We’ll tell you about it later. Now where’s this ship?”




— TIMELINE —

1896 Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius proposes the idea of global warming, calling it ‘the greenhouse effect’
1960 US scientist Roger Revelle proves the greenhouse effect is real
1987 Physicians report that H5N1, commonly known as the ‘bird flu virus’, can kill humans
2003 The SARS virus sweeps the world causing thousands of deaths due to pneumonia
2008 Panic over H5N1 forces governments to kill millions of chickens, ducks and turkeys
2014 Ebola virus kills hundreds of people across sub- Saharan Africa
2019 The hottest year in recorded history
2021 57,000 people die in mystery disease in Brazil. A highly contagious strain of bird flu virus, H5N6 is discovered as the cause
2022 Global warming blamed for worst hurricanes to hit the Gulf of Mexico; five major US cities have
suburbs flattened; Jamaica, Cuba, Haiti destroyed
2026 New outbreaks of SARS and pig-flu arise in Europe; 333 foot and mouth appears in Australia and New Zealand destroying agricultural industries
2031 Island states of Tuvalu and Maldives sink under rising oceans; Venice abandoned
2037 Second major outbreak of H5N6, this time in West Africa, kills 1.5 million; spreads rapidly including South Africa, and jumps a year later to Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands
2050 Sea rise officially more than 30cm; Netherlands announces flood evacuation plan
2055 Russia, USA and China fight a brief but significant war for the new Arctic pasture-lands
2060-2070 Storms destroy many North Sea, Atlantic and Pacific ports and towns; Netherlands and parts of northern Europe coastline now submerged; half of the Himalayan glaciers melted; floods kill millions across the globe
2072 First Congress of Scientists meets in secret to form the Metricia Society
2075 Third outbreak of H5N6, and its sister H6N12, kills millions across Middle East, Mediterranean and Balkans, creating economic catastrophe
2076 American scientist Josef Sikorsky (great, great grandson of the helicopter pioneer) discovers CounterGrav, anti-gravity technology; he sells the technology to Tek Corp, a front for Metricia
2081 The Contagion, (or H5N6) is now out of control in Africa, SE Asia and South America
2083 Secret plans are made for the first Sky City
2080-2120 “The Dark Decades”: 30 years of out-of-control disease and weather which grind down government and society; local wars and crime dominate daily life; the entire Arctic has melted and the world’s great cities are now regularly flooded
2121 The Great Escape. Metricians flee to Sky London
2122 The Great Collapse. Global economy collapses; rise of armed bandits and mutant warlords
2125-2129 Wars of the Landers (or ‘The Third War’)
2127-2135 Creation of Nuevo Madrid, Aotearoa and other hydropolis cities
2130 The Landers launch a terrorist war with the bombing of New Francisco
2143 Consul Petreus Salvatore killed in a Sky London attack335




— GLOSSARY —



Aerotroplis A Metrician city built to hover in low-Earth orbit. The cities are: Sky London, Shanghai, Seychelle, New Moscow, Rio Nuevo, Nusaka, The Cape, Summer, Veddes


Bit-vision Walk-through, high-resolution holofilms


Bot Robot used for menial tasks, like serving drinks or cleaning up your messy room


Butlerbot What every house needs


Counter-Grav Metrician tek that allows large objects to float. It uses the Earth’s polarity to reverse gravity like two magnets repelling each other


Feng Metrician swear word


Gritz Lander swear word


Holofilms Just like movies, except in holographic form (also called holovids)


Holovision Projectors (or visions) that play holofilms


Hoverpods Metrician aircraft, similar to helicopters, but powered by Counter-Grav


Hydropolis Metrician island cities built on Earth’s main oceans. They are: New Francisco, Aotearoa, Nuevo Madrid, Madagascar


Minibit Handheld tablet for typing and watching holographic text and graphics


MMP Metricia Military Police


Rushball Metricia’s most popular team sport; it’s a bit like rugby, handball, American football and basketball but with three teams


Tek Advanced Metrician technology


Scion Metricia’s secret service


Scrip Rewritable plastic sheet for reading


SubOrb Super-sonic hoverpod that can reach low-Earth orbit 
 




— RUSHBALL —

Metricians are mad about rushball. It emerged from the Third War when the young Metrician army, determined to leave the past behind, invented a new game that combined the best of the world’s popular balls sports.
Rushball is played by three teams of seven players on a triangular field, with goal posts on each corner. The posts consist of a hoop, three metres off the ground, and a rectangular net about the size of an ice hockey goal. The aim of the game is to score the most points by either slamming a ball through the hoop (5 points) or into the net (2 points). Players may throw and kick the balls in any direction, tackle only the players with the balls and block any other player with their bodies (but not with their hands or feet).
A player may run with the ball for no more than 10 metres and hold possession for no more than five seconds. When a player makes a clean catch he or she is allowed 5 seconds to free-pass it or kick it.
When a ball goes out of bounds, the team responsible for throwing it out choses who throws it back in. Certain players may not cross boundaries on the court (e.g.: a defender cannot cross the centre line). There are no limits to the number of subs.
The games last 15 minutes per quarter. Penalties consist of free-pass or kick, goal-shoot and sending off, depending on the severity of the misdemeanour.
At TS Academy there are seven teams: Viper, Scorpio, Condors, Hawks, Panther, Dragons and the Sharks.
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CHAPTER 1 - Retaliation

“It’s still behind us!” shouted Jonah.
The lights on the holoscreen flashed in close succession.
The drone was gaining on them.
“Okay, let’s surface. If we can’t outswim this thing then maybe we can outfly it.” said Gus. He sounded too calm for Jonah’s liking. Imminent obliteration by a Metrician drone sounded like something to shout about. Maybe even panic.
Tria pulled the seatbelt tighter and bashed at the keypad in front of her. “Alright captain, get set to surface on my command: three, two … Wait! Incoming!”
Suddenly the cockpit flashed. The faces of four teenagers were lit up as if on a movie set. Gus, the young captain with an unmistakable scar on his left cheek, gripped the joystick with such intensity his knuckles were white. Hugo, the curly-headed class-clown, sat upright, his eyes bright with gung-ho excitement. Tria, her thick red hair tied up in a crazy knot, hunched over the co-pilot’s controls. Jonah's eyes were fixed on the holoscreen, praying for the blip on their tail to disappear.
The shockwave hit their submarine like a punch. Everything rattled and jerked. Somewhere downstairs a shelf collapsed, sending objects clattering across the metal floor. But the sub held together.
“Ha! Missed again!” laughed Gus.
“Okay, we’re clear to surface!” shouted Tria.
Gus yanked the stick, forcing the bow of the sub up. The motors thundered. Pockets of air streaked across the windscreen. Everyone was thrown back into their seats.
“Up, you little beauty. Up!” Gus’ arms trembled from the strain of holding the joystick.
On Jonah’s screen the distance between the red lights grew and, for a moment, he thought that they might be clear. For two hours now, they had ducked and dived, dodging torpedoes and laser blasts, as a group of Metrician drones hunted them like sharks. Gus was a superb pilot, deftly tossing the craft between the debris of the bombed-out Atlantica and even turning the tables by shooting two drones with the sub’s little canon.
“Two down, one to go,” he’d said confidently after the second hit. But the persistent third drone, the one red blip on Jonah’s screen, was a magnet, sticking to every twist and turn and pestering them with a barrage of lasers and the occasional heart-stopping torpedo.
“Surely it must be running out of juice,” said Jonah.
“Surely it must be running out of ammunition,” said Tria.
“And surely it must be running out of targets!” said Hugo.
It was vintage Hugo. He said out loud what no one could admit. He told people they were stupid when they obviously were. He laughed when it was impolite to be funny. Now he was stating the obvious: Atlantica, the northern base of the New Metrician Army and Jonah's new home, had been discovered and was being annihilated by Metrician missiles. It was probably already gone, along with many of their friends. They were alone, fleeing the last of the Metrician attackers.
Jonah couldn’t bear thinking about it. Only a few hours ago, the four friends had stood in the blue light of Atlantica’s bridge, buoyed by victory. They’d witnessed, by satellite camera, footage of the destruction of Abaddon, the diabolical lab that manufactured mutant humans.
Later in the same footage, they’d watched in amazement as the camera zoomed in to show a man scrambling over the building’s ruins. The timestamp showed it was two days later. The sun beat against his bare back and his feet kicked up dust on the broken concrete. The man was a mutant – his claw-like hand was a dead giveaway. How he’d survived was anyone’s guess. But it spurred hope. Hope that he was not alone. Hope that beneath the burned-out rocks and twisted wire there would be others. Hope that Nassim was still alive.
Jonah was still watching the satellite replay when thumping started from above. Standing in the Atlantica bridge, in front of the large holoscreen, the four teenagers exchanged glances.
“What was that?” asked Jonah.
“That’s just the ships banging against the pier,” said Gus.
“No, it’s different. Listen,” said Jonah.
Tria tipped her head sideways, straining to hear. The thumps were getting more frequent. And louder. Then the room shuddered and the hologram pixelated for a moment.
“It sounds like …” started Jonah.
More thumps, harder now.
Then sirens started. The circular control-room lights flashed from blue to red and the teenagers saw soldiers dashing to their stations.
“I think we’re under attack,” said Jonah.
“No kidding,” said Tria.
"Feng it! Follow me!" shouted Gus.
The young captain spun around and ran from the bridge towards a broad set of stairs. He led them down to reach a capacious hallway full of people bustling around a central console where screens lit up the faces of staff wearing headsets and ear phones. They were in the Comms Mez, Jonah recalled, the NMA communications centre that was probably now broadcasting news of the attack to NMA posts around the world. The room trembled with each distant thud.
“C’mon!” yelled Gus.
The four friends pushed through the throng of messengers and technicians until they reached a landing overlooking a huge cavern with a multi-coloured ceiling above, and a lagoon, far below. Sea water lapped against the sides of a wharf which had tied against it a motley flotilla of submarines. It was the NMA’s North Atlantic fleet.
A line of stairs, carved into the side of the cavern, showed the way down and the four plunged headlong, taking two steps at a time. The stairs were a crazy-paving patchwork of plastic bits and pieces: old candy wrappers and bread bags, shopping baskets, drink bottles and forklift pallets fused altogether in a seamless mass. Formed over 160 years by the waste that circled inside the mighty Atlantic vortex, Atlantica was a floating trash island – a trashberg, as someone once quipped. It was perfect for Landers who wanted to escape their war-ravaged countries. And perfect for hiding a rebel military base.
Until now.
The plastic roof of Atlantica started to fall like a lolly-scramble, all multi-coloured and sliced along geometric lines. The sirens were being interrupted with loudspeakers shouting: Evacuate! Evacuate! Dozens of submariners were dashing to their boats.
Gus paused at a second landing and waited for the others.
“There,” he puffed, pointing at a narrow red sub, moored three boats from the far end. It had long, triangular wings and a short, fish-like tail poking out of the water. It could have been mistaken for a little missile.
“Exocet – the flying sub,” Gus said with pride. “Let’s go!”
The four flew down the stairs and across the pier, dodging ropes and stacks of ammunition being tossed into other craft. They reached the Exocet as the roof of the cavern started to crack in earnest, with large chunks of plastic now crashing into the lagoon. Waves pounded the wharf and the little sub bobbed up and down precariously.
“Jonah, Hugo: get the mooring,” commanded Gus, pointing to the nylon threads that held the vessel to the wharf. “Tria, jump in and start her up. I’ll load the torpedoes!”
With the athleticism of rushball players, Jonah and Hugo stepped aboard, unwound the ropes and threw them into the sea. No one’s coming back to get those, thought Jonah. Just then, a wave slammed the Exocet into the wharf, knocking Jonah off his feet. He would’ve fallen had Hugo not reached out and grabbed him by the belt.
“Gotcha, bro,” he said and nodded at the hatch. “Let’s go.”
The boys scrambled across the spine of the sub and threw themselves down the hatch just as daylight broke through a hole in the roof.
Atlantica was collapsing.
◆◆◆
 
On a holoscreen that curved entirely around her, Grace King watched the undersea trashberg emerge from the gloom of the Atlantic ocean. Tendrils dangled from its base like a plant, uprooted and dripping. Even from this distance she could see the island shedding fragments into the sea: chunks of plastic and machinery and bodies, floating. Ripples in the water suggested the place was getting a pounding.
“Ignore the bodies,” she buzzed into the headsets of her fellow drone pilots. “Focus on anything that looks alive. Remember the drill: nothing survives.”
Roger that, came the reply.
Grace gently pushed her palm forward and sensors in the screen instructed her submarine to press on, closer to the fragmenting island. She was looking for runaway craft – boats or subs or even kayaks. Anything that could carry a traitor was fair game. Since surviving the assault on Abaddon her mission was simple. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. It sounded biblical, it must right, she figured. Finding the NMA base was easy, once the source of the missile attack was identified. Located in the north Atlantic, near the old Arctic circle, the island of plastic was practically begging to be destroyed.
“Revenge, eh?” mused General Kenrick, from his hospital bed when she called to visit. “Seems only fair. But it’s a dish best served cold. Use drones. We needn’t lose any humans on this garbage heap.”
So, following a barrage of missiles fired from the sky cities of London and Shanghai, Grace led a team of deadly Barracudas, submarine drones armed with enough laser power to light an underwater barbecue. Approaching from deep below, the Barracudas formed an ever-tightening circle on Atlantica, ready to toast anything that moved within. Sure enough, within minutes of the aerial attack, NMA subs emerged like water rats. It was easy pickings for the drone pilots. Almost boring. Except it delivered for Grace the deep sense of satisfaction that only revenge can bring.
She’d already destroyed three subs when an explosion from above shattered a large section of the island and washed the sea with plastic fragments. For a moment, her holoscreen became a kaleidoscope of coloured splinters, making it impossible to separate the escaping subs from the blocks of broken island.
It was perfect timing for a small red submarine to sneak through the mess, indistinguishable from the jumble of coloured shapes. The sub drifted, cleverly tumbling with the tide to mimic the island flotsam. The craft would have escaped the watchful gaze of the Barracudas if it wasn’t for the tiny blast of a bilge pump blowing a mixture of air and water from its hold.
“B-4. Did you just see what I saw, over?” buzzed Grace.
Affirmative. I see a sub at …
Just as B-4 responded, the rear engine of the sub flared and little craft shot out of the plastic soup like a rocket.
“Oh!” exclaimed Grace. “Now there’s a thing! We want to play chase do we? I can oblige. B-4 and B-3 come with me. This should be fun.”
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