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    Chapter 1

    
        
        
            1 VC Day

The world was supposed to come to an end, but it didn't.

Jeremy Chutter looked up at the banners stretching over the main street that read "VC Day." The new Prime Minister had declared victory over the climate. So, after thirty years, The Effort was over, a success. The world was saved.

Jeremy was disappointed.

He wandered through the crowd, bumped this way and that by the cheering, hugging, and kissing parade-goers. He swept the ticker-tapes from his shoulders and they fell to the ground, biodegrading instantly in the rainwater. A drunk woman toppled into him, looked him square in the face, and gave him a slippery kiss with her large, red-painted lips. Startled and offended, he shoved her back into the throng. She wailed to a large man in her group of friends, but Jeremy slipped away unseen.

This would be a great day for pick-pocketing, he thought. Not that he'd ever tried it, or needed the money. He had more than enough money. Cash wasn't very useful, anyway. Without the carbon credits to go with it, money couldn't get you much anymore.

Jeremy followed the flow of the crowd toward the harbour, thinking of salmon. He'd seen pictures of salmon in one of his father's books. They must have been beautiful, he imagined. But being one, judging from his current situation, couldn't have been much fun.

The storefront displays and billboards were decked out for VC Day sales, but Jeremy couldn't see them. He adjusted the small pin on his lapel. It looked like a key from an old typewriter with a small silver logo on it. His subscription to Tinfoil Hat was precious to him, worth all it cost: it exempted him from all targeted messaging. His world was a happy blank, his thoughts his own, a protected habitat. In exchange, some of his subscription fee went to the advertisers, but he didn't care about that.

He didn't care about much, really.

An enormous throng amassed at the waterfront. Jeremy figured it must be half the city or more. After all they'd been through, the hardships of rationing, the perpetual rain, the violent storms and disruptive floods, he supposed they had a right to celebrate. No one knew what the hell the planet was up to, but most of the human beings on it were a lot better off than they were before modern life became so damned efficient.

By luck, he found himself jostled into a spot with the best view of the platform erected for the occasion. A band played, and each musician used their breaks to tip rainwater out of his or her instrument. Amid a procession of umbrella-carrying lackeys, Prime Minister Hardwick himself stepped into view. He raised his hands and the crowd cheered madly.

Jeremy couldn't see the Prime Minister's close-up displayed on the two screens flanking the platform, nor could he hear his amplified voice. The odd word echoed out, since Hardwick was once an actor and could still project his voice powerfully. Jeremy figured he already knew the gist of the message. He didn't mind the Prime Minister's theatrics: If politics was a show, he figured, it might as well be a good one.

Hardwick was the man who promised to deliver the people from decades of struggle, lack, and worry. Where his predecessor, Redpoll, had continued with the tradition of emergency measures, caution, and consultation, Hardwick offered a welcome release with his message of manifest destiny. People had the right to live well, he said. The time for timorous hiding in storm shelters was over. A new age of prosperity had arrived; it was time to throw off the hair shirt, embrace the new day, and party. When he spoke these actual words on the night of his electoral triumph shaking his middle-aged hips as he did it, the nation cringed, but he'd captured the prevailing mood, and his popularity continued to soar.

Drawing his speech to a close, the Prime Minister turned and gestured at the vast ship pulling up to a stop in the harbour behind him. The cruise liner's hull glistened, an effect of the slippery polymers that reduced its drag in the water. This, along with a revolutionary engine that scrubbed its exhaust clean with sea-water, made the Carpathia Diem the first luxury ship to pass the International Coalition Government's rigorous Efficiency and Impact tests. Today's arrival, at the end of the ship's maiden voyage across the new polar ocean, was to be the proof of Hardwick's Bold New Day campaign.

Jeremy had a personal stake in the voyage, since he'd sold insurance to several of the travellers. The large global firm that provided all his policies had also insured the ship against Acts of God and "Acts of Man"—a new distinction developed since "natural" disasters started overstepping the known bounds of nature on a regular basis thanks to the side-effects of humanity's progress.

After a prolonged pause during which the gangplank remained closed, naval officials huddled around a console on the wharf. The Prime Minister smiled at the crowd, then gestured for the waterlogged band to play something. The gangplank finally lowered to the dock like a sleeper's arm. Navy men and a broadcast crew scaled the long ramp to find out what the delay was, and why the ship was running on automatic systems.

Gasps and shouts broke out around Jeremy. Terraists?, he wondered. There had been talk about a possible attack on the gathering. "What? What?" he asked a woman beside him. She pointed at one of the large screens. He removed the pin from his lapel and saw what she saw: the passengers and crew of the ship, slumped over as if they'd all fallen asleep in an instant, all dead.



Jeremy swam upstream through the crowd, away from the dock. Reporters' faces filled the screens and emergency instructions blared from the loudspeakers. Jeremy put his button back on to silence them and kept moving until he found himself in a clearing, a small park, where carbon-scrubbing "trees" like radiators on poles stood around benches and playground equipment.

"Mister Chutter?" asked a voice behind him. He turned and saw a young woman. From her grey uniform and pillbox hat, Jeremy took her to be a runner, who must have found him using the locator in his button. She handed him a small envelope made of good, stiff paper.

"Thank you," he said. He reached into his pocket, pulled out some notes, and gave them to her. Despite his generosity, her face still betrayed a flash of disappointment at receiving the plastic bills, not the precious black coins embossed with a ‘¢¢'. The woman left and Jeremy took the yellow onionskin message from the envelope:


The projections are all wrong. It's not over. The feedback loop is amplifying exponentially. We didn't win. We have a year, tops. -Yours, Despendra



He folded the note back into its envelope, put that in his pocket, and looked up at the sky. As cold rain fell from the grey-purple clouds and spattered against his face, he smiled.



Selling insurance to people at this point in history was perhaps morally questionable, Jeremy sometimes considered, but it was something for him to do while he waited out his life. If he'd been made of stronger stuff, he might have finished it himself shortly after the accident. But he wasn't. And regardless of how careless he was, no matter how many times he took reckless chances like walking across a busy street without looking, it seemed nothing and no one could touch him. He was plagued by luck.

So, in the meantime, he figured, he might as well sell people the reassurances they wanted and make the rest of his days comfortable ones with the profits.

He banged the heel of his hand on the steering wheel, sounding the car's horn at the seemingly endless train passing before him. Long cars sped past, each laden with a huge shrink-wrapped bale of compressed rubbish, off to be incinerated in a plasma bioreactor somewhere outside town.

The freedom of the open road, he thought to himself with a snort. True, if he'd taken a supercoach he wouldn't have had to come this way and he wouldn't be stuck right now. And he did catch a lot of flak for still driving this big, old electric, which his co-workers had nicknamed "The Attack Fridge". He didn't like to think of himself as being in the same category as someone like Hardwick and his New Progressives; it was more that being bothered to make all these changes would involve actually caring.

He took a small plastic container marked "Actino" from the glove-compartment and popped two pills from it into his mouth. Existing in a constant state of excitability was a bit wearing, but the alternative was going back to napping all day.

How strange, he thought, actually knowing it's going to happen.

The train passed and Jeremy stomped on the accelerator.



The other agents didn't like visiting the old woman. They figured it was a waste of time. But Jeremy liked her. She was a link to a better time, before all this.

"Would you like tea?" she asked him.

"Yes, please," he answered, watching as she stood from her old chair and walked to her tiny kitchen. Her soft white hair hung halfway down her back.

"It was so much easier when tea came in bags," she said over her shoulder, scooping the double-spoon-shaped infuser into a jar.

"Waste not…" said Jeremy.

"I suppose so," she said, turning back to the business of boiling water.

When she returned to the room, he asked, "Tell me again what it was like."

"Oh, it was so… easy. You could buy anything you wanted, and you had a choice of five different types of it, too. You took it home in a fancy container, used it up, then threw it, the package, and whatever else you wanted into a bin at the end of the week, and it all just went… away." She flicked her hand in the air.

"Don't you think it's better, more responsible, the way we do it now?"

"Ha," the woman laughed, "people today think they have it all sorted out, but I have a secret for you." She leaned across the table toward him. "It's the same old horseshit."

Jeremy snorted and took a biscuit. "Okay," he said, shifting gears, "let's talk about your policy." He produced a synthetic leather binder stamped with gold lettering: Agent of the Year, followed by five consecutive dates. He thought with dread about his next meeting with Sprale, the officer in charge of making sure he obeyed compliance regulations. As it was, his Errors and Omissions insurance cost him a staggering amount every year, but that was just money. But if they knew what he knew about what was coming, and knew that he knew it and was selling policies anyway, he would be finished. Of course, given the circumstances, he figured none of it ultimately mattered.

"Actually," he asked his client, "could I use your telephone first?" She pointed him toward the kitchen. He needed to invite Des over for dinner and find out what she meant by her message to him.



Jeremy bustled about the flat, getting it ready for Des's arrival. He placed candles around the room, and was happy with the effect. He'd managed to score these in the black market—things that released carbon needlessly through burning were not allowed. But they gave the room a soft, pleasant glow that contrasted nicely with the downtown lights through the large, arched windows along the wall. In two hours, the city would go completely dark for the night except for essential streetlights.

Jeremy's home was his pride and joy, the buffer between him and the outside world. Years ago it had been part of the headquarters of some company, but their products had long since been declared unacceptable. The rough brick of the studio space contrasted with the sweeping lamps and angular furniture he'd filled it with. Everything was modern—bioplastic or reclaimed metal. He loved it.

His friend arrived, he took her coat, and sat her immediately at the table. The sooner they ate, the sooner he could grill her about the meaning of her message. He delivered plates from the kitchen and gestured for her to tuck in. She obliged, hungry from her day at the office.

"What is this stuff, anyway?" asked Despendra, lowering her fork. "Don't get me wrong," she quickly covered, dabbing a napkin at her generous mouth, "it tastes great the way you've done it. But does anyone actually know what Mete is made out of?"

Jeremy frowned and raised an eyebrow. "I've never really thought about it. It's just… Mete, y'know?" He pictured the biodegradable tray it came in, with the splashy picture on the front, headed with that familiar old font and the accompanying slogan they'd read since childhood: Mete®—You'll Never Know!™

"So what's this about the feedback thingy?" Jeremy asked. "What's going on?" He had the face of an over-serious baby, with a small slit for a mouth, a downward-pointing chevron of a furrow in his brow, and a little cleft in his chin. His ears stuck out on either side of a receding M of a hairline.

On several occasions, people had confided to Des that they thought Jeremy was "a little jerk", but something about him charmed her. The effect worked on his clients, too, who overlooked the broken part of him. He wore a designer suit as sharply as a lobster wears a shell, and was just as shapeless without it—like now, dressed casually at home.

"I know what happened to the people on that ship," she told him. "They passed through a patch of methane, likely released from clathrates—ice deep under the ocean it had been trapped in for millennia."

In her role with the weather department of the coalition government, she was accustomed to being ignored or toned down. When she and Jeremy met at a party four years before, she was overjoyed to find in him someone who was willing to hear the bad news. Since then, they'd become each other's unofficial advisors—him financial, her scientific.

"The models I've been running account for this kind of thing, but not so soon. I've had to speed it all up."

"And that's bad."

"Worse than anyone figured. We've been making all these changes through The Effort, just assuming that the climate would slow down as a courtesy. But, no, we are in for it. Especially here on the Percene Coast. Because of where we're situated, it's just a matter of time until this place is completely wiped out."

She stood up from the table and took her drink with her. Jeremy followed her out the front door to the lobby, which Jeremy shared with another flat that had been vacant for years, so he'd furnished it and taken it over as an extension of his space. Des sat side-saddle on a low, padded bench and looked out at the city lights. Jeremy sat beside her.

"In a positive feedback loop," she continued, "effects compound each other. The change goes from incremental to exponential. Within systems as complicated as weather and climate, we don't often know in advance how one aspect will affect another. They're chaotic, and in chaotic fields, sometimes it just takes one little thing to topple it all into a new state." She looked down at her drink and dipped her finger in. "Some people call the place where all these elements converge a basin of attraction." Looking up at him, she put her finger in her mouth and kissed the drop of liquor from it.

"Ah. That's interesting," said Jeremy, leaning away and taking a sip of his drink, looking very thoughtfully at it. "I didn't know that."

"Yup." She slid closer. "If everything tips, there may not be much left, if anything at all. Makes you want to live for the day, doesn't it? No reason not to do all those things you've thought about for so long but never let yourself."

"Uh," said Jeremy, shuffling backwards. Des inched closer, and he leaned back further, until he tipped over the bench onto the floor.

A bell sounded, and the elevator doors opened behind them. Upside-down, Jeremy watched a figure step out along with two others carrying large cardboard boxes. "Just put them over there," said the figure, pointing.

Jeremy twisted himself upright and looked at the tall, sloppy man with a curly shamble of hair on his head. "Who are you?" Jeremy demanded.

"I'm Victor," the man replied. One of his assistant-friends returned to the elevator and emerged again with a bamboo-pole lamp and a huge, tasselled shade.

As he watched the lamp hula-dance past, Jeremy's mouth pursed in a Wha—?

Victor crossed the lobby with his hand extended. "I'm your new neighbour," he said. "My ma owned this place, but she's been in a home forever. Non compos mentis. Environmental poisoning or something. She finally kicked off a few weeks ago and left it to me—pretty damned handy, since they were going to knock down my old building."

Jeremy stared up from the floor.

Victor grinned at Des. "Hello Miss."


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 2

    
        
        
            2 Misrule

Jeremy was startled awake by knocking. He shuffled through the flat and opened his door. Despendra stood there, smiling awkwardly at him. "Good morning," she said. Her eyes opened at the sight of his hairy little form in boxer shorts—a feature she wouldn't have guessed from his baby face. Her own clothes, the same ones she wore at dinner the previous night, were a wrinkled mess.

"Um," she said, "I need to get my purse and my jacket. Sorry for waking you."

"Sure," replied Jeremy, moving away from the door.

Des entered the flat and went to the couch where she'd left her things. "I'm so late for work. It's so unlike me. I don't do this!" She looked at Jeremy and giggled. "I like your new neighbour."

"I gathered," he quipped.

"He's a really nice guy," she said.

"You know this already?"

"Yeah, I do. There's something different about him."

"Sure, okay. Good luck with that."

"C'mon, Jeremy, don't be like that. I think you two would really get along. Maybe the three of us—"

"I thought you were late for work."

"Right." Rummaging through her purse, Des found a thick silver ring and put it on her thumb. She gave it a tap with her finger, then pressed her thumb to her ear and held her pinkie near her mouth. "Hi, Len, it's Des. Is Mr Fentrader in? Thanks. Hello, it's Despendra. I'm really sorry about this, but I'm running a bit behind today. I'll be right over as soon as I can. I—Oh, is it? Oh. Right, thanks. I'll be right there." She lowered her hand and tapped the ring off.

"Fumifugium today," she said, turning to Jeremy. He moved to the far wall and pulled open the curtains. Outside his arched windows, the city was reduced to a blur, barely visible through an orange haze.

"Hey," Des said with a laugh, "look what I got. It's a designer model." She pulled a gas-mask from her purse and tugged it on. Each of the round goggle eyes was ringed with fake diamonds. Her muffled voice made a sound like hv'n nff dve as she waved and let herself out, leaving Jeremy looking out the window.

He stared for a while at the hazy city, then eventually moved to the bathroom. He shaved with his electric razor, then took a sopping washcloth from its large bioplastic envelope and scrubbed himself all over. He put the envelope down a chute and dropped the cloth into a hamper that the cleaning lady would empty. Making a wish, he got into the shower stall and twisted the tap, but the pipes in the wall banged and stale air coughed from the shower-head.

From his medicine cabinet, Jeremy took a small packet and opened it. A smell like chocolate hit his nose as he peeled the small patch out and stuck it to his shoulder. For the next twelve to sixteen hours, it could be counted on to keep him free from any romantic distractions.



Dressed in a dark suit and overcoat, Jeremy moved with the crowd on the street through the haze. Most of them wore masks of various makes and styles, but he didn't bother. His lungs burned a little, but he knew nothing serious would happen to him. It wouldn't be that easy.

He looked up through the orange smog at the sun. A huge ring of light surrounded the faint disc in the sky—a "sundog", they'd come to be called. All that carbon on Earth—just stored-up light, he thought. We've burned up too much of our light.



Two firefighters came out of the charred flat with singed brooms in their hands.

"Did you fly here?" asked Jeremy.

"Ha ha," said the taller of the two through his respirator. "It's how we test for hydrogen fires. You can't see them."

"Can't you smell it?"

"No. Didn't you pay attention at all to the drills in school?" asked the other firefighter, taking off her helmet.

"Honestly, no," answered Jeremy. "So it's safe in there?"

"Go on in," said the female firefighter. "But watch your step. It's a mess."

Jeremy crunched over the melted carpet, wove his way through warped pieces of furniture, and headed toward the kitchen. In fact, he was already well-versed in the risks of domestic hydrogen use, but liked to play with the fire crews.

A flashlight beam arced through the darkness and shone in Jeremy's eyes. "Metropolice," said a voice.

"Ah, hi. Jeremy Chutter. I'm here on behalf of the insurance company."

"Okay," said the officer. "So, what do you make of it? You going to have to pay out?"

Jeremy looked around the flat, but stopped in his tracks when he found the resident: flash-cooked in his recliner, hair burned away, pyjamas and housecoat melted to his body. Jeremy continued to the kitchen.

"Yeah, I figured," he said, pointing at the stove-top. "The pot boiled over and put out the fire on the ring. The whole place must have filled with gas until something ignited it. A light-switch maybe. Then the whole place—woomph!—like that." He snapped his fingers. "So the question remains: Was it an accident, or was it negligence?"

The police officer shrugged.

If Des was right, and everything was about to go belly-up soon, he figured he might as well spread some financial joy while he had the chance.

"I'm feeling generous," said Jeremy. He knocked the pot off the stove onto the floor. "Looks like it was an accident. Or," he raised his eyebrows, "a fault in his electrolyser. Imagine what a jackpot that would be for the family." He looked at the body. "Assuming he has any."

Family, he thought with a start.



"What are you doing here in the middle of the day?" asked Jeremy's father, opening the door, dressed in his usual plaid fishing shirt and khakis.

"I'm between clients," he answered. Seeing his father felt good; it had been too long since his last visit. "What are you working on today? Lures?"

"Nah, I'm doing a carving of a pike."

"Yeah? Let me see."

Henry Chutter took his son downstairs to his workshop. On the desk in a clamp was a long piece of wood carved into the shape of a long fish with a jutting, spiny lower jaw. Its surface had been painted green, and Henry was in the process of layering over a translucent silvery second coat in a scaly pattern. Two plastic eyes waited on the bench to be added as a final touch.

"That's excellent, Dad."

"Thank you."

"So when did this one go extinct?"

"Probably ten, fifteen years ago. But you never know, there might still be one or two out there."

"You never know." He wasn't sure if he should ask, but felt he had to. "Is Mom home?"

His father hesitated. "She's… upstairs. But she's working. Where did you park?"

"Don't worry, I parked it around the corner." He hesitated to get into it once more, but felt he still wasn't understood. "You know I wanted a new car, but all the material costs that go into one, all that manufacturing—I didn't have the credits. The insurance would only repair the one I had."

"I know. But she—"

"I miss Cindy, too," insisted Jeremy. His voice caught in his throat. He turned away so he wouldn't upset his father.

"I know, I know," said Henry, touching his son's shoulder. "From the day we brought you both home from the hospital, you were always taking charge. But accidents happen, Jeremy. You weren't responsible for this."

Jeremy wiped his nose. "Except I was." He straightened out his suit. "And that's not going to happen again. You guys aren't safe here. No one is. Something's going to happen to the Coast, and I don't want you here when it happens."

"What? How do you know this?"

"A friend of mine works with the weather department. You have to trust me. You have to convince Mom to pack and get out of here. I'd tell her, if I could get her to talk to me."

"When? Where do you want us to go?"

"I don't know yet," said Jeremy, "but I'll figure something out." He looked at his watch. "I've got to go. Talk to her."



Jeremy looked incredulously at the grocer. "Are you serious? This is all I can afford?" He held two packages of Mete in one hand and a tin of green beans in the other.

The grocer nodded.

"Well, maybe I should go somewhere else!"

The grocer smiled. They both knew it was an empty threat: he was obliged to register with a local grocery store in order to receive his carbon rations, and he'd already signed on here.

"Hey, Jeremy," said a voice behind him. He turned and saw Victor, who had a trolley filled to the brim with boxes and an array of colourful fruits and vegetables.

Jeremy's mouth hung open. "That's not fair. How can you afford all that?"

"I was wondering the same thing this morning when I saw you out in your car," Victor replied. Jeremy squinted at him. "Less is more, Jer."

"No, less is less," he sneered, turning back to the grocer and paying.



Jeremy scrubbed his plate with a cleaning pad. Dinner had been less than satisfying. As he put the plate away, he heard a knock at his door. Twice in one day was twice as much as he was used to, and he didn't like this new trend.

"What?" he demanded, opening the door.

Victor stood there, smiling. "Hello. I was wondering if you could show me how to work the stove in my flat."

Jeremy's eyes flared, picturing himself as the conflagrated pyjama-man. "Come on!" he said, dragging Victor by the arm. He stomped into the other flat then stopped, looking around. The layout was the same as his, but in mirror image. The contents, however, were completely different. Victor had filled the place with old furniture and knickknacks. Jeremy ran his fingers along the bevelled edges of a drinks cabinet, then the embroidered surface of an old couch.

"All antiques," said Victor. "Can't get any more carbon-neutral than that."

"It's… actually kind of nice." He wandered about, looking at the travel posters and souvenirs. "What do you do, anyway?"

"I'm an ethical travel consultant. When I can, I talk people into exploring the place where they live, but if they're insistent on going somewhere else, I try to find a way for them to do it that'll do the least damage, and maybe even help someone." He dropped his long frame into a puffy fabric couch. "It's all about what kind of effect your passing through the world is going to have, isn't it?"

"C'mon, all that green stuff is a bit passé, isn't it?"

"Do you really think so?" asked Victor. "Your friend Des doesn't."

"She told you… what she knows?"

"Yeah."

"Feeling vindicated?"

"I don't take any pleasure in it," said Victor. He got up from the couch. "Hey, show me how these appliances work."

Jeremy talked him through the various heating, cooking, washing, and disposal systems around the flat. In spite of himself, he was enjoying the company.

When they finished the tour, Victor asked, "So what are you doing about tonight?"

"Tonight? What about it?"

"It's Misrule. Did you not remember?"

Jeremy laughed. "God, no. I haven't done anything for Misrule in years."

"Come out with me and my mates."

Jeremy smiled.

"And maybe we could call that friend of yours."

Jeremy's smile faded. He rubbed the patch on his shoulder. "Yeah, okay."



"I feel like an idiot," said Jeremy.

"You look adorable," said Despendra, bending the wings of his butterfly costume into shape. His little body was held in an orange leotard, but he insisted on wearing black running shorts. "Just think: if you flap your wings, you might cause a hurricane on the other side of the world."

"Oh, great. Lay the blame on the butterfly." He watched Des smooth the feathers on her heron outfit. "How come you manage to look sexy and I just look goofy?"

"Style, I suppose."

A knock came from Jeremy's front door. As Jeremy pulled the door open, Victor, covered with grey fur, jumped in with a growl.

"What are you?" Jeremy demanded.

"An ocelot."

"What's with this, dressing like extinct things?"

Despite his cartoon-cat appearance, Victor assumed a professorial pose. "Misrule honours the shadow side of our lives. Life exists because of death. All the fuel our society was built on—it was the trawled-up remains of things that lived before us. Isn't it ironic that dead dinosaurs were ultimately the means we used to drive ourselves to extinction? All the things we take from the ground—gold, diamonds, coal, petroleum, radioactive rocks—they all corrupt everything they touch. Misrule is the night of shadows, a time for letting out a little chaos in the hopes that it will help us maintain control over the light world we've built on top of a graveyard."

"And that's why I'm dressed like a butterfly?"

"Yes."

"Okay," said Jeremy, putting on his antennae.



The cool of night dispersed much of the day's smog, making it safe to walk outside, but enough haze remained to draw angles of light down from the streetlamps.

Revellers passed around the trio, dressed as lost animals, plants, and dead historical figures. Groups danced and sang in public squares, and in one plaza a bonfire burned in a recycling bin. The metropolice would respond before long.

VC Day decorations still hung above, and the mood was high. As Jeremy, Des, and Victor made their way through the streets, strangers shook their hands, hugged them, and kissed them. Here it is, thought Jeremy, world peace. And not because anything's really changed; just because some guy said some words, and everyone went along with it. Now that he could see their signs and hear their slogans, Jeremy found the shops' appeal to the emotion of the event flagrant, base, and obvious, and wondered if it actually worked. It also struck him as ironic that anyone should suggest shopping as a way to celebrate this particular victory.

Victor led them to a club down a flight of stairs below the street level. A sign above the door read Lost Vegans. Tonight: The Big Smoak. The doorman recognised Victor and let them through. Jeremy and Des followed Victor through the thick crowd, past a bare stage, to a set of deep couches by the back wall.

"Jeremy, Des, I'd like you to meet my friends. This is Kinky Pete," he said, indicating a young man in a wolf costume, "Rigoberta," a heavy-set girl who wore a beret, khaki clothes, and a pair of holsters, which neither Jeremy or Des could resolve into a recognisable character, "Fabulous John," a handsome lad dressed all in black, "and Snakey," who wore green clothes, a sequinned green vest, and had his face painted green.

"Hello, hello," said Jeremy and Des, taking seats amongst the others.

After they'd had several rounds of drinks, which Jeremy insisted on buying, a cabaret show began. The emcee told jokes in honour of Hardwick and VC Day, and the crowd laughed wildly, clearly comprised of those who were not among his supporters. He was followed by Sinderella, a dirty puppet show the likes of which neither Jeremy nor Des had ever seen. Then came a band that played a string of high-energy songs that swung from jazz to polka.

The stage emptied for a break, and the group chatted about the acts they'd seen.

"Oh God," said Kinky Pete, interrupting, "here come the Cinnamon Eaters."

"Who are they?" asked Des.

"They fancy themselves to be some kind of enlightened modern philosophers," said Rigoberta.

"Hello," said one of the Cinnamon Eaters, folding his rust coloured robes beneath him with a hand as he presumed to sit down. He opened a small metal case and held it out to Jeremy.

"Uh, thank you," said Jeremy, plucking a small, rounded piece of bark from the tin. He put it in his mouth and chewed on it. It was hard, but eventually crumbled, filling Jeremy's mouth with a hot, sweet, exotic flavour he'd never tasted. He smiled and nodded at the man.

"So what do you think of this VC Day?" The Cinnamon Eater asked the group. Not waiting for a reply, he continued. "Isn't it funny that the first thing conservatives like Hardwick want to do is sell everything off? That's hardly conservative, is it?"

"Was that actually a question?" asked Victor.

"Don't tell me you're a supporter? Do you actually believe that everything's fine, and that our only worry is from these terraists who want to hinder progress?"

Fabulous John leaned forward and lowered his sunglasses. "Don't call them terraists, they're Mondolans." Jeremy had never heard this term. "I think they're the only people with any idea about how we can actually survive in this world."

"I don't disagree, brother," said the Cinnamon Eater, standing and rejoining his companions. "Enjoy the rest of the show," he said, waving his hand over them as if in blessing.

"Wanker," said Victor. He leaned across to Jeremy and Des. "So how are you enjoying it so far? That last freak-show excepted."

"I'm having a great time. Thank you," said Des, reaching out to touch Victor's hand.

Jeremy plopped himself in the couch beside Kinky Pete, emboldened by the drinks he'd had. Party-chat felt to him like being in salesman mode. "Did you know," he said, pointing at his new friend's costume, "that wolf-cubs acted like puppies? All friendly and playful and stuff. But then, as they matured, they outgrew it."

"No, I didn't know that," answered Kinky Pete. "Though I'm not sure I like what that implies—that being loving is somehow immature. Seems a bit cynical."

The thought dropped them both into silence until the show started again. The Flying Innuendoes opened with an act of physical comedy about topical subjects. From what he'd seen so far that evening, Jeremy felt that if Despendra got up on stage and announced her findings, no one would be the least bit surprised. Yet here they all were celebrating. People are strange, he thought.



"Watch your friend," Rigoberta said, pulling Jeremy aside as they all left. "Victor's a great guy, but he has this habit of despoiling his environment, if you know what I mean."

Jeremy, full of drink, squinted blearily at her.

"He tends to mess things up by sleeping with friends," clarified Fabulous John as he passed.

Jeremy looked around as the crowd squeezed out into the street, which was now completely dark except for the yellow, ankle-height emergency lights. As he stumbled forward, he realised that he'd lost his friends. My friends, he thought, surprised at himself.

Straightening his wings, he started the walk home. "Mister Chutter, welcome to your future!" said a message into his ear. A picture of a car splashed onto the wall beside him and started to turn in three dimensions. "You deserve it!"

Damn, he thought, I left my pin at home. The number, volume, and vividness of the aural and visual messages bewildered him. Years of unopened messages left for him along his usual routes flashed as he passed through those co-ordinates. He turned down a series of side-streets and tried to keep moving vaguely in the direction of home.

Sounds came from behind him—live, not adverts. Jeremy turned and saw dark hooded and cloaked figures running toward him. He ran, his wings wiggling madly on his back. His antennae fell off, but he didn't care. Glass smashed near his feet. He picked up his pace. He turned corner after corner, running through blaring sounds and flashing images, until he'd lost his pursuers and was completely lost himself. He dropped to the ground and panted: He hadn't run in years.

Jeremy looked between his fingers. He was kneeling on actual grass. He looked up at the lone tree in the small square. It had to be dead; all the trees in the city were dead. Yet its branches were covered with leaves that moved back and forth in the thinning night air. But there's no wind, he thought. Crawling closer, he saw the branches weren't covered in leaves, but green butterflies opening and closing their wings.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 3

    
        
        
            3 Jetstream

Jeremy tightened the knot on his tie, then stood back and looked at himself in the mirror. His black suit was tailored to make the best of him, and it was doing its job. He'd heard that weddings were a good place to get laid, but he pushed the thought from his mind and touched his arm: he had two love-patches stuck to his shoulder, just to keep everything in check. Despendra had agreed to be his date, but her growing infatuation with Victor over the past several weeks assured that the arrangement would be friendly and uncomplicated.

Where is she? thought Jeremy, looking at the clock on his wall. His personal assistant Gunila was the most organised woman he'd ever met, so her wedding would probably run like clockwork, too. Taking off his Tinfoil Hat pin, he searched around the flat for his phone, finding the old-model silver strip of a thing down the side of his couch. He called Des.

A faint chirping noise sounded from somewhere close-by, then he heard light footfalls and a knock on his door.

"Hi Des," he said, facing a ruffled Despendra, who tugged her dress down into place with one hand and held her shoes with the other. Victor stood behind her in a dilapidated light blue summer suit. "What's he doing here?"

"Well," explained Des, "the last time I was in the office, I chatted with Gunila, and she said if I wanted to bring some—"

"Fine. So, basically, I'm chauffeuring you two."

"Jer—"

"Nevermind," said Jeremy. The three of them shared a silent elevator ride to the ground floor and walked out into the day. Des opened her umbrella and began to lift it, but stopped, puzzled, as the three of them squinted into the bright yellow light that pushed through the hazy sky.

"What?" said Jeremy in Des's direction.

"I don't understand," she said. "It was supposed to—you know, rain."

They walked the two blocks to Jeremy's boxy vehicle, and drove out of the city.

Victor remained quiet, conscious of being an interloper in the day's plans, and feeling less than comfortable about his role as Des's date to a wedding. Everything in his life was geared toward being good—the second-hand suit he wore, the breakfast he made that morning, his choice of career, even the lifestyles of the people in his gang of friends (until the recent addition of Jeremy). But he looked at the back of Des's head as she combed her thick black hair and clipped it up, and was once again reminded of his biggest weakness: I wish I could just keep it in my pants.



"Dad!" said Jeremy, rushing across the lawn to give his father a hug. In the middle of the embrace, he found himself looking face-to-face at his mother over his father's shoulder.

"Mom," he acknowledged, letting go of his father, giving her a kiss on the cheek. She looked sharp, in one of her blue business dress suits. Her dark hair was fixed in its usual improbable shape on her head, and her green eyes gleamed out from dark circles of eyeliner. He searched her face for a welcome, but didn't find it.

Tired of this family impasse and not wanting to play along today, he dared to make casual chat. "It's great to see you. I take it Gunila invited you?" He directed the question to his mother and refused to look away to his father.

"Yes," his mother finally said. "I suppose she still doesn't know many people here on the Coast yet. Judging from who's here, I think she used your address book for her guest list."

Was that a joke? Jeremy thought. He eagerly picked up on the gesture. "Great, so this is basically an insurance convention with a cake." They smiled at each other. Sales was a world they shared, and they were both good at it.

"We should take our seats," said Henry, pointing to the large tent that had been erected beside the riverbank.



Everyone straightened in their seats to see Gunila enter the tent. Her groom stood before them, a tall, lanky man whose face looked like a skull with a nose and a thin covering of skin.

One of Gunila's bridesmaids lifted a flap of the tent open, but they only had a brief glance at the bride before the flap swung closed and knocked her backwards. Gunila barged back through with both hands, and a gust of wind punctuated her entrance, making everything inside the tent flutter. She stepped through the opening and made wide-swaying steps toward the platform. Her dress, evidently a family heirloom, had extra panels of varying shades and textures of white material put into it for the occasion. The guests stood and clapped as she reached the groom and he stretched out a hand to her.



"I thought that was lovely," said Des, holding Victor's arm, talking to Gunila's parents, who had travelled for the occasion.

"Yeah, that was nice," said Victor. "They seem happy together."

Jeremy downed his drink, spitting a piece of mint back into his glass and handing it to one of the cater-waiters. "I think they will spend the rest of their lives together," he slurred. He turned to Des and smiled. "Don't you think?"

She scowled at him, then reached up to brush her face, annoyed that someone had thrown something.

"It's seeds," said Jeremy, holding out his hand.

"Oh, that's a good idea," said Victor. "Rice production releases methane as a side-effect, but seeds, that's a nice—" Specks flew into his eyes and cut him off.

"Who's throwing them?" asked Jeremy, looking around, angry now. As he turned his face toward the wind, something hit it with a splat. "What the—?" A tiny, wet thing tumbled down the front of his suit and he caught it. "A frog? Who the hell throws frogs at a wedding?"

Seeds, insects, fish, and other small creatures started raining down on the crowd. As they ran for the tent, Jeremy yelled to Des, "What's going on?"
Panting and wide-eyed, she looked at them.

"What is it?" asked Victor, reaching for her hand.

"The jetstream—something's happening to it," she said.

"Jetstream?" asked Jeremy.

"It's like a river of wind that circulates around the globe up near the stratosphere. Sometimes things get sucked int—"

The roof of the tent above them ripped open and the frozen corpse of a woman in a tight white body-suit crashed into the middle of the room, landing on the temporary floor with a thud. A moment later, her battered paragliding chute drifted through the opening and settled down beside her.

"It's starting," said Des.

"Storm shelters, everyone!" called the groom. "Everyone get back into your table assignments and a storm-captain will take you to your shelter."

Good organisational skills, thought Jeremy as the guests bustled around the room into their various groups. Maybe that's what she sees in him.



Jeremy's parents sat on either side of him. Victor and Des sat on the bench opposite. Their storm-captain and several other guests sat further down.

"This is what I was talking about," said Jeremy to his father.

"Victor, we can't stay," said Des, grabbing his forearm with her hands. "We have to get out of here. Let's go someplace—together."

"Um, yeah. About this we thing."

"What?"

"Well, I mean, we've just been having some fun, right?"

Des's eyes flared.

"I never said—I don't—I mean, I do fancy you, but I wasn't looking for—"

Despendra stood up as high as she could, her head tilted against the ceiling of the shelter. She turned to Jeremy. "Did you know about this?"

Jeremy shrugged. "I figured you two were just… No, I'm not getting into this. It's none of my bus—"

"Shut up! You're even worse than him, you frigid little rodent," she said. She stomped across the shelter and shoved the door open with a bang.

"Where are you going?" yelled Jeremy.

"I'm going home!"

"But what about us? Where should we go?"

"You can both go to hell!" she screamed, and slammed the door closed behind her. Jeremy and Victor looked at each other.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 4

    
        
        
            4 Last Flights

"Hold your place?" asked a young voice. Jeremy looked down and saw a boy about twelve years old.

"What?"

"If you pay me, I'll stand in line for you. I'll even pick up your rations if you give me your coupons."

Jeremy appreciated the boy's entrepreneurial spirit. "Okay," he said. "How much? I don't have any carbs to give you."

"Fifty, then."

Laughing, Jeremy took the bills from his wallet and gave them to the boy. He was about to hand over his ration card, but pulled it back. "How do I know you won't just take my rations for yourself?"

"Here's my card," said the boy, producing a small square of digital paper. The boy's name, contact details, and co-ordinates appeared on it. As the boy stepped from side to side, the numbers flickered and updated.

"Thanks. I'll see you in about—" Jeremy looked down the line, "two hours?"

The boy nodded.

The Effort had been reinstated with more restrictions than ever before. Jeremy pushed his way through the crowd on the street. Every other person had their thumb pressed to their ear, talking away, trying to get more information because the news programmes were obviously holding back. Winds were coming in from offshore, strong enough sometimes to break windows, knock people over, and flip objects into the air, turning them into projectiles.

Jeremy hadn't worn his pin in days because, like everyone else, he wanted to find out what was going on. He stopped at a newsagent's to buy a newspaper, his first in ages.

The opposition party, he read, had received documents that implicated Prime Minister Hardwick in a scandalous carbon crime. But, again proving himself a masterful politician, Hardwick relegated the story to the editorial pages by trumping it: A front-page headline read "PM to the Rescue".

Yes, Hardwick admitted to one of the paper's journalists, something had gone wrong. The climate had tipped, unforeseen, into a dangerous new state. But he was going to fix it. According to Hardwick, Fulo, the company he ran before entering into politics, had developed a technology that could reverse the trend and fix the planet. "For some time," said Hardwick in the article, "Fulo has been providing energy to meet many of the country's needs. But this whole while, Fulo has also been conducting research and development into the crucial new science of geoengineering. This project has delivered what may prove to be the most important breakthrough in human history."

Jeremy flipped back and forth through the paper, but for all the editorialising about the announcement, he couldn't find any details about what it actually was.

Closing the paper, he saw the other headline on its front page: "Last Flights Day."

"Jeremy!"

He looked up to see Victor approaching, and his heart raced, which he didn't like. "Hi Victor. What's up?"

"Ah, just going to pick up my rations." Spotting the newspaper, he said, "That's really something, eh?"

"Which part? Hardwick's invention?"

"Well," said Victor, "that's interesting, but I don't think it's true. I think he's just trying to stop us from panicking. I meant the other thing, Last Flights Day. So they've finally decided it's too destructive."

"When is it?"

"Five days from now. They're shutting it all down."

Jeremy's head felt like it was spinning and his stomach sank as the implications set in. Did he have to choose where to stay forever? The idea of suddenly losing the freedom to move scared him, particularly with the information Des had given him about what was coming.

"My parents," he said, as it dawned on him, "I have to get them out of here." At that moment, nothing else in the world mattered. And in the same instant, he realised he had no idea how to save them. "I don't have any carbon credits. There's no way I can afford it."

"What about their allowance?"

"God no. Dad's retired, he barely uses any, but Mom travels for work. I'm sure she's used up all of theirs."

Victor watched Jeremy grow frantic. "Come on," he said calmly. "Stand in line with me. We'll stock up on groceries, go home, and figure this out."

"But Victor, I can't—"

"Yes, you can. You can have my credits. I've been saving them up for years. We can send your parents anywhere in the world."

Jeremy looked at his friend, speechless. That someone would do this stretched the limits of his comprehension.



Jeremy spun Victor's old globe. The coloured geometric shapes were shown as separate countries, rather than the nation-states of the Coalition.

"I have no idea where to send them," he said, defeated. He looked at Victor, who was cleaning the dishes from their dinner. "Try calling her again."

"Jeremy, she's not answering."

"She won't pick up for me, either."

"I've had girls say they wished I was dead before, but this is a new one for me," he said, leaving the kitchen and plopping himself on the couch beside Jeremy. "Did Des say anything about where might be safe?"

Jeremy shook his head.

"Well, it's heat, isn't it? That's what's causing all this. So where's the coldest place on the planet?"

Jeremy answered like a schoolboy. "Iktyault."

"Well then, that's where they should go."

"Yes! you're a genius!" He paused, not sure how to ask. "So, can you…?"

"I'll make some calls, and I'll book it. You go call your folks and tell them to pack their stuff."

Jeremy nodded, and ran to his flat. It took him ten attempts to get through to his parents; the Narcissus Circuit was being stretched to its limits by the number of people calling, writing, and searching, reaching for who or what they needed.

He expected an argument from his mother, but she and his father sounded frightened and confused by what they had and hadn't heard from the news, and were grateful for Jeremy's plan.

He went to the bathroom and sat for a while to think. He looked at the small bottle of Actino on his counter, and realised he'd forgotten to take his pills all day. He felt more balanced than he had for a long time—purposeful, even. He hadn't been able to save his sister from the car crash, or the other passenger, but he resolved to save his parents from this if it killed him.

Suddenly he remembered someone he needed to visit.



The elderly woman opened her door and smiled. "Hello there," she said.

"I'm so glad I caught you in."

"I'm always in, Jeremy. What brings you here? Can I get you anything?"

"I'm fine, Ma'am. I just—I had to tell you. It's not safe for you to stay here. Something terrible is going to happen soon."

She laughed. "You're saying this like it's news."

Jeremy looked perplexed. "Well, it is news. It's all the news. There are extreme weather-forms gathering off the coast, the jetstream has gone crazy, the—"

"Jeremy, Jeremy. Easy, son. This has been a long time coming."

"But The Effort, all the changes we made…"

"We didn't change, Jeremy, we substituted. Our fundamental relationship to the world didn't change. It's a system and we're part of it. Now it's going to change, and we may or may not be part of its future. I know this. Everyone knew this."

Jeremy sat with the thought for a moment, then came back to the purpose of his visit. "You can't stay here. Is there any way you can get yourself on one of those flights?"

"I'm not leaving, Jeremy. I really don't want to be anywhere else."

"But, you'll…"

"Die? Yes. Is it so inconceivable to you that someone should be ready to die?"

Jeremy swallowed. "No. No it isn't."

"Just after I first met you," she said, "a change came over you, and I saw that look in your eyes, like you were ready, you wanted to go. Do you mind me asking what happened?"

"I haven't talked to anyone about this," he replied. He smirked at the woman. "But I suppose you're not going to be around to tell anyone." They both laughed.

"I had a car accident. My sister's side of the car got crushed against the side of an overpass, and she was killed instantly. She was my twin. My best friend, too."

"I'm sorry."

"There was someone else in the car. I'd only met him a few weeks before. I guess we were seeing each other, but we hadn't actually had a conversation about that yet. Whenever I looked at him, I just felt… sure, you know?"

The woman nodded.

"So he was coming along to meet my parents. It was Cindy's—my sister's—idea. Really premature." Jeremy laughed, then cleared his throat. "So I lost him, too."

The woman touched his arm, and they sat in silence for a moment. Then she spoke: "The reason I asked," she said, "it's just—you don't have that look anymore."

She stood and moved through to the kitchen. "One last cup of tea together before you go?"

Jeremy nodded and smiled at her.



An aircraft unmoored and lifted off above their heads, a great blimp shaped like an almond lying flat, grey on top, white on the bottom. Along its thin sides were portals, and its rear fin was painted with the airline's livery. Jet engines stuck out on either side of the fin and on either side of the vast cabin underneath. The cabin also had portals, every one of which framed the face of someone looking out at home for the last time.

Smaller planes surrounded the blimps, shiny white boomerangs capable of holding a thousand passengers, parked or taxiing around the runways. Four more blimp-jets waited down the airfield. Jeremy's parents were on one of them. He didn't know which, so he stared at each of them in turn through the window while Victor stood beside him.

"I'll never see them again," whispered Jeremy to himself. Until now, he hadn't given a thought to what would happen to him.

Over the next two hours, the blimps took off, one by one, until the last lifted up into the air, turned, and coursed gradually out of sight. Only one plane remained.

"Des?" called Victor. He tapped Jeremy furiously on the shoulder, then ran away. "Des!"

Jeremy ran after Victor, following him until they caught up with Despendra, who was rolling two large bags toward a check-in counter.

"Des!" said Victor. She looked at him, surprised and shaken. She turned and handed her papers to the check-in clerk.

Jeremy ran up behind. "Where are you going?"

"Home to Tenyat," she answered.

"Despendra, I'm really sorry about what happened," said Victor.

"Me, too," she replied. "What are you doing here, anyway?"

Victor hooked a thumb at Jeremy. "We came here to see his parents off."

"Where did you send them?"

"We figured someplace cold would be good," volunteered Victor, proud of his thinking, "so we sent them to Iktyault."

Des's jaw dropped. "You didn't."

"Why?" asked Jeremy. "What's wrong with that?"

"That's the worst place on Earth you could have sent them. Iktyault is thawing. The frozen ground is releasing methane into the air. Sooner or later, it's going to ignite, and everything there is going to be incinerated."

"Ah," said Victor.

"Idiots," she said.

The clerk leaned forward. "The plane is already boarding, Miss. You should hurry."

Victor grabbed Des's arm. "Wait! We're stuck here. What should we do?"

She pulled her arm free and walked toward the boarding area. Stopping to face them for a moment, she said "Buy a boat," then continued on to her flight.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 5

    
        
        
            5 Deluge

"What are you doing?" asked Victor, stepping from the elevator. Jeremy was pinned under an inflatable yellow boat, a huge U-shaped tube forming two pontoons and the front of the craft, with a space in-between for a motor.

"Um, I'm not very good at following instructions," came Jeremy's muffled defence.

"Well, help me with this," said Victor.

"You help me first."

Victor freed him, and together they hefted Victor's latest prize from the elevator: an outboard motor.

"What does it run on?" asked Jeremy.

"These," said Victor, going back to the elevator. He produced a jerry-can and poured several dull metal balls into Jeremy's hand. Jeremy looked up at him, puzzled. "It's an alloy—I think the guy said aluminium and gallium. It reacts with water to make hydrogen. And I figured water is something we're going to have a lot of."

"Genius," said Jeremy. He looked at his suitcase sitting in the lobby—just a small one, because so little of his life seemed relevant to the journey ahead. Victor's backpack leaned against the far wall.

"God, how did it come to this?" asked Jeremy.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Here," said Victor, "you've got to see this." He gestured for Jeremy to follow him, and they took the elevator to the ground floor. They splashed through inches of floodwater in the lobby and stepped outside. Victor pointed at the wall of their building: legions of snails were climbing up the wall.

"They're everywhere," said Victor.

"Where'd they come from?"

Victor shrugged.

People ran past singly, in pairs, in groups. 'Normal' is so comforting, feels so permanent, thought Jeremy, but it doesn't take much to make it disappear.

"I called Kinky Pete, Rigoberta and the rest of the gang, and told them to get out," said Victor.

Jeremy nodded, then raised his head. The sky was a deep sea-green and the air smelled of ozone. Nobody was looting the shops around them. They knew something was coming, and more objects would not be a help. Jeremy felt it, too, the urge to find people he cared about and to hide with them, as if that would provide safety. Beneath that lurked the uncomfortable knowledge that everything certain was about to end, and no reassurance or affection could forestall it.

"We should get back in," said Victor. Jeremy nodded again.

From the aerie of their shared lobby, they watched the activity in the city below. They waited for some cue, but none came. When evening fell, they retired to Victor's living room for dinner.

"Hey," said Victor, "if I'd moved in earlier, we could have said we were a couple and applied for that Non-Reproduction Benefit."

"Don't be a tease," said Jeremy. He smiled, but at the first chance made an excuse to go to his flat, where he dug frantically through the upended contents of his bathroom. Where were his pills and his patches? He sighed when he found them, then worried, realising that he wouldn't get any more chemical help after this batch was gone.

"Jeremy!" called Victor's voice.

He ran through to the other flat. Victor pointed out his wall of windows.

"Where's the water?" asked Jeremy.

"Way out there." The tide was unnaturally far out, exposing tracts of mud and stranding boats.

"That's weird." Jeremy sighed. "Wow, so this is how it ends."

"Yup," said Victor, though he'd never seen anything like this before. They stared out at the sea until they saw a long, white line against the black of the dark water moving in toward the shore. It looked like just a wave, until it reached the breakwall and kept going. Victor and Jeremy grabbed each other's shoulder as their building rumbled and the lights went out.

They ran through to Jeremy's flat and looked out at the city. The familiar dots and lines and glow of the metropolis vanished as they were extinguished by the water.

"We've gotta go, Victor."

"Maybe we should wait till morning."

"I don't think the building will last till then," said Jeremy.

"How do you know?"

"Before I bought this place, I stole a look at the specs of these conversions at work."

"Right. But," Victor looked through the window "it's dark out."

"Yeah," said Jeremy, moving to the lobby, "that's going to be a challenge." He pointed at the pontoon boat in the dim light. "But before that we have to figure out how to get this thing out of here."

The two of them stood, cocking their heads back and forth, regarding the thing, which lay there like a fallen balloon dinosaur.

"That's not going to fit in the elevator," said Victor. He shook his head. "Sorry, of course the power's out. And the stairwell's even smaller. There's no way we can get it in there."

"No kidding."

"Unless we deflate it."

Jeremy leaned over and picked up a red plastic triangle. "There was only one CO2 cartridge with it."

"Right, and we wouldn't want to let out the carbon dioxide, because that would be bad for the environment."

Jeremy laughed. "You must feel really vindicated right now."

A clearing in the clouds passed by and moonlight shone through the windows. Victor was smiling.

"You're kind of loving this, aren't you? Being right."

"We fought for so long. And it was so bloody frustrating, knowing something had to be done, knowing that they knew, but were ignoring us. Then we had The Effort, but so much of that was totally misguided, or compromised so it wouldn't upset businesses—God forbid—and now here we are. I guess I've been angry for a long time."

"I know how that feels," said Jeremy, "like somebody keeps taking away what's yours, like you're the one person who isn't allowed to have what he wants. And the worst part is knowing that there isn't anybody out there doing it to you. It's just you and life, and—"

"And now, now none of that matters. It is kind of exciting, I have to admit. Everybody wants the time they live in to be important. It doesn't get much more important than maybe being the last generation on Earth."

Suddenly everything was so simple. Tonight's task, thought Jeremy, is 'stay alive'. Get out. Go after Mom and Dad.

"I don't want to think about what's happening out there," Victor thought aloud.

"I guess we're going to find out," said Jeremy. He'd been wishing for the end for so long, but this was the first time he considered what that meant for everybody else.

"Give me a hand with this," said Victor, holding one end of Jeremy's long padded bench.

"What are we doing?" asked Jeremy, taking the other end.

"One, two—"

"What? That's mine!" yelled Jeremy instinctively, then he remembered that the couch was useless, and would likely be buried in rubble soon. He joined Victor in swinging it back and forth.

They built up some momentum and Victor yelled, "Now!" They released the bench. It went hurtling toward the glass wall, where it made a large thump, then bounced back at them, forcing them to run out of its way as it tumbled back into the room.

"Dammit."

"How about using it like a battering ram?" asked Jeremy. They picked up the bench and went back to the window. They swung it awkwardly, banging it as hard as they could against the glass, producing only chips, then finally a short crack.

"This isn't working," said Victor.

Jeremy looked around the room, cursing the boat, then spotting the outboard motor. "Hey," he said, "do you have a fire blanket in your flat?"

"I didn't bring one when I moved," answered Jeremy.

"There should be one in the closet with your electrolyser. When they converted these places to hydrogen, they made it a requirement to have one. Go find yours."

Jeremy went to his own flat and got his blanket, a biofuel lighter, his paper recycling bin, and a half-full bottle of water from his fridge, then met Victor back in the lobby. "Take these blankets and cover up the boat as tightly as you can."

"Okay," said Victor, puzzled.

Jeremy opened the jerry-can and poured out a handful of the rough metal pellets.

"Done," Victor reported.

"Take this," said Jeremy, handing Victor the jerry-can, "and go duck behind something in your flat."

"What are you—?" Victor started to ask, then saw what Jeremy had in mind. "You're crazy."

"It's okay. I'm on medication," Jeremy assured him. He set the recycling bin beside the windowed wall and lit the corners of the stack of paper, making sure they caught fire. "I'm counting on still being lucky," he said. "Go!"

Victor ran to his flat and Jeremy followed, stopping at the door. He opened the bottle of water, popped the pellets in, then quickly screwed the cap back on. Immediately, the contents of the bottle started tinkling like cracking ice, and the bottle shook. He hurled it toward the window and ducked around the door into Victor's flat.

Victor peered over the top of his couch at Jeremy, who looked back and forth, then shrugged. He stood up. "Maybe it didn't—"

WOOMPH!

The air suddenly expanded, throwing Jeremy to the ground and toppling Victor behind his couch.

A moment later, Jeremy opened his eyes and saw Victor standing over him. The atmosphere in the flat felt oven-hot. Victor was saying something, but Jeremy could only hear ringing.

Victor mouthed: "It worked." Jeremy clambered to his feet and followed him to the lobby, where their windowed view gaped open to the night air. The carpet and the bench smouldered. Together, the two men kicked out the glass until there was an opening big enough for the boat.

Victor fastened the motor to the boat while Jeremy fashioned an anchor out of a café table and a rope. They tied the anchor to the boat along with their luggage, held up crossed fingers at each other, then they heaved the whole lot out the window.

Jeremy tapped Victor's shoulder and gestured for him to follow. Victor grabbed the jerry-can and they made their way down the fire stairs, navigating by what little moonlight leaked in through the small windows on each landing. Voices shouted from the other floors, but the two men kept descending until they reached water, then they backed up to the next landing: the second floor. They opened the window and jumped out, one after the other.

"Holy!" yelled Jeremy. He hadn't counted on the strong current to the water, which pulled them both toward the front of the building, where the boat was, but they had to swim hard to move toward the boat once they spotted it. The jerry-can, tightly sealed, helped Victor float, but prevented him from using one of his arms.

At last, they both heaved themselves over the edge of the boat and flopped down, safe for the moment, onto its saggy plastic floor.

"We made it," said Jeremy. They were both relieved they could hear again, albeit as though they'd just spent the night at a very loud concert.

Their vision came and went as clouds passed over the moon. Hearing sounds above, they looked up and saw people's faces against their windows, shouting to them. Others jumped from the neighbouring buildings and started swimming toward them—more people than the boat could possibly accommodate.

"We've got to get out of here," said Victor. He swung his head back and forth. "Which way do we go?"

"Head toward the shore, then we can cross over to the mainland," said Jeremy.

"We don't have a compass or a map or anything."

"Head up Third," instructed Jeremy, pointing. "And hurry up." The swimmers were closing in, calling to them. Victor unscrewed the top of the jerry-can, fed several pellets to the motor, and pressed the ignition. The boat fought against the rope tied to the sunken table, and both the men grabbed for the jerry-can, making sure it didn't tip into the water. Victor re-capped it, and Jeremy untied them from their mooring.

An arm swung over the side of the boat. "Victor!" yelled Jeremy, pushing away the man trying to climb in. Victor twisted the handle on the motor and the boat flew forward. The man slid away, and the other swimmers were buffeted by the boat's wake.

"God damn," said Victor, looking at the frantic splashing neighbours they were leaving behind.

Jeremy watched their building recede, its windows reflecting white squares of moonlight, except on their floor, where a black hole gaped. It wasn't home anymore. He turned around and got his bearings, trying to adjust to the surreal sensation of floating a storey above his accustomed level.

People yelled from windows and low rooftops as they passed. "I know we should help them," said Jeremy. "I know you want to. But I don't know how much time my parents have." He pointed to a heap of cars piled at the end of a side street by the water "—and you and I can't do anything to fix this."

Victor nodded.

They floated on for several blocks, ignoring the traffic lights blinking beneath them. From time to time, they encountered floating debris, and as they approached one particular object, Jeremy muttered, "Oh crap."

"What is it?" He squinted and made out several figures on a makeshift raft. They looked like a family.

"Mister Chutter!" called the husband. Jeremy waved weakly. Misinterpreting Jeremy's intentions, Victor steered them closer.

"What are you doing?"

"Mister Chutter! You've got to help us,"

"Hello there, Mister Milfoil. Is this your family?"

"Uh, yes, it is. This is my wife, Judine, and my children Clorisse and Fonce."

"Nice to meet you."

"Hello," said Judine.

"Hello," answered Jeremy. "This is my friend Victor."

"Hello," said Victor.

"Mister Chutter, what's happening?"

"Ah, well. This isn't really my area of expertise. I'm guessing something shifted underwater and caused a big wave."

"I lost everything, Mister Chutter. My neighbours were trapped. I—I think they didn't get out."

"That's terrible. I'm sorry. Of course, it's also highly improbable, so if they have any beneficiaries the payout would be—"

"Mister Chutter, what should we do?" Milfoil shifted on the raft, which Jeremy saw was made from three doors lashed together. "Where should we go? Everything I had was in that building, and it's underwater."

"Hm. Did you, um, did you want any additional cover? Life, accident?"

"Jeremy!" chided Victor.

"Sorry, we need to go. I've got to try to find my parents before they get incinerated."

"Of course," said Milfoil. "Sorry to trouble you."

"Good luck with… that," said Jeremy, indicating the doors. Victor cranked the accelerator and they cruised away. Jeremy pictured the Milfoils' file, which was surely submerged or washed away. No more paperwork, he thought with a smile.

Jeremy remembered his assistant Gunila and her husband. I hope they're okay, he thought. He remembered his elderly client-friend. I hope it wasn't hard for her at the end. I hope… I hope… The list went on. I hope. He was surprised at himself.

A plastic litter box floated by with a displeased-looking cat as its passenger. Jeremy looked at Victor. "Should we?"

"I don't actually like cats."

"Me neither," said Jeremy.

He watched the blocky skyline receding behind them, then smiled at his friend and faced forward, where dawn was breaking, blazing red.

They passed between the towering offshore wind turbines and headed out for the open water.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 6

    
        
        
            6 Bughouse

"What?" asked Jeremy, startled awake. He looked around to gather himself: he was in a boat, and it was rocking.

"Hold on," ordered Victor. He tilted the outboard motor one way then another, trying to find a tack that would keep the boat from tipping over.

A grey ship the size of a building rumbled past, making the little rescue-dinghy wobble dangerously. Victor gave up his piloting and both men grabbed the sides of the boat. Waves buffeted against them, and the boat let in big swallows of water as it tipped back and forth. Soon the boat was level with the water.

The ship powered away. Its wake pulled the dinghy around in circles.

"The engine's flooded," stated Victor, twisting the useless handle. "Grab your bag, we have to swim."
Jeremy tipped the remaining fuel-pellets overboard, where they bubbled and hissed in the water. Then he screwed the cap back on the can, tested its buoyancy in the water, and said to Victor, "Here, grab onto this." With his other hand he grabbed his suitcase's handle.

Victor put his free arm over Jeremy's, and they pushed free of the capsized boat, kicking toward the cliffs ahead. The closer they got, the greasier and smellier the water became, reflecting the morning sun in slick purple, pink, yellow, and teal.

The dockyards were all submerged except for the largest, and it was far away. But the men spotted an old heavy wharf up ahead, riding the waves. They splashed toward it, then flopped themselves and their luggage up onto it and lay there, catching their breath.

A path led up to the mainland, just a few feet from the end of the wharf. With a running jump, Victor crossed over to it. Jeremy threw him his suitcase, then made an awkward but successful jump himself. Slowly, they scaled the steep gritty incline.

From their vantage point at the top the Percene skyline looked normal, albeit truncated at the bottom. A host of tiny craft and wayward objects were piloting toward them.

Far to their right, the grey ship docked, extending a ramp down from its front. A series of vehicles crawled out, each of them painted red and each bigger than the one before.

"Fulo," said Victor. The familiar insignia was visible on the side of the tanker that emerged from the ship: a globe joined at four points by a flame, a lightning bolt, a cloud, and a droplet.

Two more tankers disembarked, followed by a series of eighteen-wheelers bearing railcars.

"What the—?" asked Jeremy, open-jawed. The last vehicle eased down from the ship, an oversized cab pulling a long platform on which was moored a rocket, a craft the length of a city block, whose single purpose was obvious: Go into space.



The docks were surrounded by a perimeter fence fringed with razor-wire. The only exit was past a pair of armed soldiers.

"Hello," said Jeremy, "we'd like to get through."

"Can I see your identification?"

Jeremy and Victor pulled their identification cards from their waterlogged wallets and handed them to the soldier.

"Ah, citizens," said the soldier, examining the cards.

"Citizens?" asked Jeremy. "I guess so."

"You're free to come and go as you like."

Victor leaned forward. "And if we weren't citizens?"

The soldier looked over his shoulder behind him. "I'll take you through," he said.

They passed through the checkpoint, surrounded by a maze of paths and links and wire covered over in places with corrugated plastic. Other soldiers walked up and down the paths, arms at the ready. All around them were people—hundreds, even thousands, Jeremy couldn't tell—sitting around makeshift tables on boxes or the large spools from which the wire had been dispensed, speaking in languages Jeremy had never heard before. The soldier led them past a long queue of ragged people holding canteens and bowls.

"Who are they?" Victor asked the soldier.

"Migrants," the soldier answered. "But if we take them in and give them what's ours, there won't be enough for us."

Jeremy had never heard of this. He could do nothing but stare and keep walking as they traversed the kilometre-long compound. On the far side, the soldier saluted to his counterpart guarding the opposite checkpoint.

"Why do you want to leave, anyway?" he asked.

"Um," answered Jeremy, gesturing back where he came from, "the coast is underwater."

"Surely the government has a plan," answered the soldier.

"I think the government is about to do a runner," said Victor, pointing to the road. A convoy of red vehicles sped past, whipping up the wind.



"I don't think I can walk much farther," said Jeremy. "I've been dragging this thing for hours, and my shoes are killing me."

Victor turned around. "That suitcase was a stupid idea."

"Well, I'm sorry," said Jeremy, dropping it. "I didn't have a lot of time to prepare for this trip." He rolled his eyes, catching sight of something, what looked like a geodesic dome rising above the trees just down the road. He picked up his luggage and trotted, ignoring the pain in his feet and shoulders, figuring it would soon be over. Confused, Victor followed.

As they drew closer, the dome proved to be the largest of a series of glass spheres, all linked together by walkways. At the far side of the structures stood a concrete factory.

A gate stood between them and the lane leading to the buildings. "Hello?" said Victor, speaking into a telephone handset attached to a box beside the gate. "Hello? Oh, yes, hello! We, um, we were just wondering if we could come in and rest for a while, and maybe have something to eat if you've got anything to spare." His eyebrows raised. "Lots? Really?" He looked to Jeremy and held up a thumb. "Great! Thank you!"

The gate buzzed, then swung open. The pair walked through, looking up at the domes, which reflected the darkening sky and the surrounding forest.

"Hello!" called a man from a doorway in the largest dome. The two sped up and headed toward him. He wore a white suit made of papery material with a matching crinkly black overcoat. "Welcome," he said, adjusting his heavy glasses, then extending a hand to each of them. "My name's Heldon Crickle. Come on in."

They stepped through the doorway into the dome. The air here was damp, fresh, and bore the deep fragrance of jungle flowers.

"Vict—" began Jeremy, reaching out to tap his friend on the shoulder. Victor followed Jeremy's outstretched finger to the tall ferns overhead, where bright colours glittered, on and off. "Butterflies," he said. Chips of colour floated in the air around them. "Wow."

Crickle smiled. "Come," he said. They passed through a door, down a long glass hallway, then emerged into another dome. They stood on a platform, looking down at a series of white boxes with slatted sides perched on legs around a patch of grasses, flowers, and clover.

Crickle shook his head as he looked at the mound. "Bees," he said. "We just can't get a colony started, no matter what we try."

"What do you need bees for? Honey?" asked Jeremy.

Crickle laughed. "A lot more than honey. Bees pollinate our domestic crops. As if the weather wasn't bad enough, we haven't been able to cultivate any bees, and without them there's no way to make our crops reproduce."

"Is this a recent thing?"

"Think about it," said Victor, "when was the last time you saw a bee?"

"I got stung by one once when I was little."

"And since then?" asked Crickle.

"None, come to think of it."

"Exactly," said Crickle, "so between this, the floods, and the droughts, we've had to improvise, come up with ways to uncouple food production from the land." He crooked a finger at them, and they followed him down another glass hallway to the doorway of another dome. Jeremy and Victor reflexively covered their noses as the stench hit them. The floor was covered with brown and white mush that teemed with grubs and cockroaches. The insects scaled the walls, the metal walkway, and the handrails. Everything in the room moved.

Victor pointed to the middle of the floor, which gaped open. A mechanism like a giant mixer rotated there. Bugs toppled over each other and fell into the contraption, where they were ground into a paste and sucked away. From twin tubes in the ceiling fell a stream of white particles.

"Cockroach nymphs," Crickle informed them, "they'll replace the adults, hardening and growing, then being harvested."

"Seriously, they're called nymphs?" asked Jeremy. "That was never quite the image I—" His fingers moved to his mouth as he noticed the logo on Crickle's coat:

Mete™.

"Now, about that dinner I offered you."

Jeremy and Victor smiled politely.



"It's called a ‘net food deficit'," said Crickle, cutting off slices from the meteurkey and putting them on their plates. "Frankly, I'm surprised you haven't heard of it. But I guess it means I've been doing my job!"

Jeremy accepted his plate from the man. "So you work here alone?"

"Yes, I do. There are five other Mete farms, fully automated, but I'm proud to say that this was the first." He held a plate out for Victor. "Here you go." Victor smiled and took it from him. "Gravy?" he asked.

"Oh God no," blurted Jeremy. "I'm sorry. No thank you." He dipped his knife and fork gingerly toward his place. He'd had this dish countless times before—his mother made it for all the holidays—but things were different now.

Jeremy puffed his breath at a moth that flew too close to his face. It fluttered away, toward one of the "special occasion" candles Crickle put out. The powdery creature headed straight into the flame with a burst of light, then fell to the table, twitching. Jeremy hoped Crickle hadn't noticed.

"I'm sorry we're such a mess," said Victor.

"Nonsense," said Crickle, "from the sounds of it, you barely escaped with your lives." He pulled the cork from a bottle of wine and poured some for each of them. "To the ultimate survivors!" he toasted. Jeremy wasn't sure if he was referring to them or the cockroaches. Whatever the case, he took a sip, trying not to think about what pressed thing he might be drinking.

"Of course," said Crickle, lowering his glass, "you'll be my guests this evening. I have a house at the edge of the woods. It's modest, but I do have a guest room, if you don't mind sharing."

"That would be very nice," said Victor.



Victor pulled the covers up to his chin and turned to Jeremy. "They say the average person inhales twelve spiders in his lifetime."

Jeremy scowled and shuffled sideways away from his friend. He rubbed his shoulder under the duvet, but the medicated love-patch hadn't survived the watery trip. He peeled it off and dropped it on the floor: something there would make use of it. Staring at the moonlit window and its sill flecked with insect husks, he spoke with just air and no voice, "Can we leave first thing tomorrow?"

Victor replied: "Definitely."

"Thanks," said Jeremy. "Goodnight, Victor. Victor?" He heard nothing but deep-drawn breathing. He curled up on his side, touching Victor's arm with his back just slightly, and fell into the best sleep he had in years.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 7

    
        
        
            7 Conflagrant

Jeremy's bicycle wobbled back and forth with the weight of his suitcase, which they'd strapped to a rack with stretchy cords. Victor rode on ahead, looking from behind like a backpack with legs and wheels.

When they made their excuses to leave that morning, explaining their situation to Crickle, he rummaged around his tiny house, digging out everything he thought they might need for their journey. They left most of it behind, except for the bicycles, a map, an old silver compass, some blankets, and an oilcloth sheet. He also fed them breakfast, which they politely ate, and sent them off with bottles of water and a parcel containing their dinner for that evening. All this was either strapped on top of Jeremy's suitcase or stuffed into Victor's bag.

They rode for hours, getting more and more comfortable riding down the middle of the road when it became clear nobody else was using it. The traffic from Percene had been washed away, and evidently nobody wanted to go there now.

Jeremy's thighs throbbed; he imagined that they would look like vast, muscular barrels when he finally dismounted. "Can we stop?" Jeremy yelled ahead.

"Yeah, the sun's starting to go down," came a voice from the backpack. Victor stopped and Jeremy pulled up beside him.

"Where's a good place to camp?" asked Jeremy.

"How would I know?"

"Well, you're the conservation guy."

"Jeremy, I lived in a high-rise with you, not in the woods."

Jeremy tiptoed his too-big bike to the side of the road and let it topple over, hopping out of its way. "Then let's camp here." He pointed toward the trees.

Victor rolled his bike over, set it down, and let the backpack slide off his shoulders and thump on the ground. He windmilled his arms around.

They gathered their bikes and gear, then walked together from the grassy shoulder into the tree line. The largest trunks were only a few feet across and spread apart, but the undergrowth was thick. After a few minutes, they chanced upon a clearing. Sunlight streamed through the treetops, and Jeremy raised his head to feel the heat on his face.

Victor bounced on his toes. "Moss! That should be good to sleep on. Lucky us!"

Jeremy shrugged, taking responsibility for the find.

"As long as it doesn't rain," added Victor. He stooped to touch the springy plants. They were yellow, like the ferns around them. "That's weird. It's bone-dry." He looked up. The tips of the leaves and pine-boughs were brown.

"Only a day away from the Coast?" remarked Jeremy. "Hm. Maybe it's the elevation, or the wind patterns or something." He sat on the ground, then lay back, watching clouds cross the opening in the trees.



"Jeremy." He opened his eyes, but couldn't see. Victor pushed his shoulder in the dark.

"Sorry, I guess I fell asleep."

"Yeah, me, too. We should eat and set up camp."

Jeremy rummaged through his pockets and produced the biofuel lighter. He flicked it with his thumb and it lit.

Victor smiled at him. "You're the best," he said, hitting his shoulder. "If I can have that, I'll get the food, and maybe you can dig a little hole so we can have a fire."

"Okay." Jeremy couldn't imagine standing up. Victor carried extra bulk on his tall frame, but the day's exertions didn't seem to affect him as much. As the flame bobbed away in Victor's hand, Jeremy tore at the ground with his fingers.
"So what have we got to eat?" he asked, taking the lighter as Victor returned, unwrapping the paper parcel.

"Well, it's Mete of some sort. I guess the shape doesn't really matter now, does it?"

Jeremy smacked his mouth with displeasure. "Let's at least cook it." They dragged together some dry twigs, moss, and a few larger pieces of wood, and put them into Jeremy's small dirt-pit. The instant Jeremy held the lighter to the moss, it caught, and in moments the pile was on fire.

Victor shoved a stick through a thick piece of Mete and handed it to Jeremy.

"Mmm, prime bugrump. Thank you." He held it over the flames. "I can't remember the last time I smelled burning wood," he said. "It's nice."

"Yeah," said Victor, watching the smoke rise.

"I wouldn't worry about us doing any harm. It's a bit late for that."

"Mm, I suppose."

"You know, for all this trouble, I don't actually care about the world."

"I do."

"I know you do," said Jeremy. "And I imagine you think I should, too."

"I just don't understand why you wouldn't. I mean, there's not 'us' and then 'the world.' We're part of life. It's all one thing. We've lost touch with that."

Jeremy leaned back and nibbled at his Mete-on-a-stick. It was only slightly warm and a little smoky, but no amount of cooking was going to make it better. "Do you really believe that, that there were really 'better times'?"

"I suppose. Things just seem so intense now, so complex."

"I don't know. I think it's always been like this, people just struggling to feel safe, happy, and loved. All of our progress has come out of people trying to survive, to tame the world in order to make things more predictable and safe."

"Kind of ironic, then, isn't it?" asked Victor, tasting his own Mete-skewer, "that our progress is the thing that might finally do us in."

Something crackled in the brush nearby. Jeremy turned to look, but couldn't see anything. "Oh, we should tell ghost stories."

"Jeremy, somehow ‘the Murderer in the Woods' doesn't really rate compared to ‘the Planet is Going to Kill Us."

"Yeah, you have a point. Screw it, let's just go to sleep." He threw his Mete into the fire. It ignited quickly, and sent glowing sparks into the air.

They made a bed-burrito on the ground from the oilcloth and blankets, then took off their shoes and jackets and got in. Jeremy snuggled in close to Victor's back.

"I can feel that," said Victor.

"Ehm, sorry," said Jeremy, turning over.



After two more days of cycling, they finally reached civilisation of sorts. They cycled down the main street of a little town. On either side, shops, restaurants, and bars sat empty.

"What the hell?" asked Victor.

Jeremy dropped his bike and barged into a café. The bell above the door rang, but nobody came out to meet him. The glass counter still had sandwiches and pastries in it. He went behind the counter and opened it. Nothing smelled like it was off, so he tucked in. "Hey, Victor!" he yelled, with his mouth full. He tried the tap on the sink, and water flowed freely from it. He filled a tall glass and gulped it down. "Victor!"

The bell rang and Jeremy looked up, chewing away. Victor wore a concerned expression.

"Jeremy, there's no one here."

"Yeah, I noticed. Here," he said, handing Victor a sandwich. "Oh wait, it says 'chicken', and I don't know if they mean it or if it's really Mete. Here, have a veggie one. They're still good."

"Aren't you at all concerned about this?"

"I will be. When I'm finished."

Victor gave in. He sat at a table and ate a pair of sandwiches then some pastries.

Jeremy wiped his mouth, and eyed the other end of the counter: the till. He'd made a study of the various types of cash registers through the years when clients had been robbed. He turned the key to switch on the register, pressed a button, and the drawer slid open, hitting the end of its rails with a ding. "Oh, yes!" he said. Grabbing a bag from under the counter, he started filling it with handfuls of bills and silver coins, as well as carbon credit notes and black coins.

"I cannot believe you're robbing the place," said Victor, wiping his mouth on a cloth napkin.

"It's me or the next guy. They left it. Let's go up and down the street. Oh, and I bet there's a hotel we could stay in. You could have your own room."

Victor smiled. The thought did have a certain appeal. It was hot here, and his body was tired.

Jeremy's attempts at looting met with varying degrees of success as he moved from shop to shop. Some were locked or had empty tills, but some seemed to have been abandoned quickly, and gave up more booty. With a pillowcase full swag, Jeremy met Victor back on the main street.

"Did you find a hotel?"

"Yeah, it's a sports lodge kind of place. I think this whole town was a resort of some kind. But there's something you need to see."

Jeremy followed him to a grassy square in the centre of town. A carved and painted wooden sign said "Welcome to Amory". Below it was painted a spectrum ranging from green to yellow to red. A small, sliding arrow was positioned at the furthest edge of the red.

Jeremy lifted his head. He smelled something pleasant, something he'd just smelled recently. He raised his nose toward Victor, who took the cue and sniffed the air. He smelled it, too.

Wood smoke.

A plume of grey-white rose from the woods on the far side of town. A hot wind pushed around them.

"Maybe we should—" started Victor, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

"Yeah," Jeremy agreed.

Hot wind blew at them from the other direction. They headed for their bicycles, but, picking them up, noticed that smoke was now rising above the other side of town, too.

"I don't think the bikes are going to be fast enough," said Jeremy.

"I saw a car! There's a garage near the hotel, and there's a car parked there."

They gathered up their belongings and ran to the garage. Beside it was a squat yellow container with wheels. They shoved their gear through the two doors onto the back seat, and paced around it.

"What does it run on?" asked Victor.

"Hard to tell. I've never driven one of these."

"I've never driven anything."

"No way," said Jeremy, reaching in and flicking a switch on the dash. The engine came to life with a mechanical burping sound, but it had nothing to run on and sputtered out.

"What?"

"It's a compressed-air engine. Wow, I haven't seen one of these in ages. I don't know why they didn't catch on. I suppose ‘cause you can't have a monopoly on—"

"Jeremy!" shouted Victor. He looked up and followed the direction of Victor's finger: the top of the hotel was on fire.

"Okay, um, well. I turned on the compressor. That will fill the tanks, and then we can start it."

"How long will that take?"

Jeremy looked at Victor. "Longer than we have." He reached into the car and released the hand-brake. "Grab your window and push. We're going to find a fuelling station. There has to be one here somewhere."

They rolled the tarnished yellow plastic vehicle up the main street as the wind grew hotter and blew in alternating directions. It was starting to spin around them. Orange fire sprouted from the treetops, and several of the angled roofs burst into flame. Victor and Jeremy coughed as they exerted themselves.

"There!" said Jeremy. Ahead of them rose a sign with the Fulo logo on it. He pushed the car harder.

"Jeremy! It's on fire!"

The squat white building was indeed sprouting flames. Whatever sealant was used on its roof was burning, as was the black paving at the edge of the lot. But there, also, stood a tall silver air compressor. They shoved the car toward the compressor, then dug their feet in to stop it from rolling off into the woods. Jeremy uncurled the black hose and searched the car for the air inlet. "Get in," Jeremy barked. Knowing there was nothing he could do, Victor complied. He got in, rolled up the car's windows, and sat, tapping his thighs.

Jeremy cranked the compressor up to its highest setting. Beyond that, he couldn't speed up the process. With a bing, bing, bing the numbers turned in the compressor's display.

Victor rapped impatiently at the car window and pointed forward at the two tanks sitting on the edge of the lot, resting over the melting, burning black tarmac. One was green with the name "Algaenon Biofuels" on it. The other was blue, marked simply with an H. Jeremy's eyes opened wide.

Victor rolled down the window. "The indicator says it's full!"

Jeremy yanked the tube from the car, hauled his door open, and jumped in. Stabbing the ignition button with his finger, he put the car into gear and muttered to someone or something, "Let this work."

The engine burped again, then the car jumped forward, toward the tanks. Jeremy turned the wheel and stepped on the accelerator. He angled them back toward the main street. Flames whipped around the treetops and curled over the town. All the roofs were on fire. A cloud of fire burst from the fuelling station behind them with a rumble.

Jeremy pointed the car toward the far side of town. The forest was on fire beyond there, but he saw no better exit, and was determined not to turn around. His parents were forward, and that was the only acceptable direction he would consider.

Chunks of burnt wood littered the road, and smoke reduced the visibility greatly. Jeremy dropped their speed to weave around the objects on the road, until he spotted a large tree falling ahead of them. He stomped on the accelerator, pushing it to the floor. Victor grabbed his thighs and made an anxious humming sound.

The tree's burning branches scraped the car's roof, but they sped underneath before the bulk of the tree landed. Jeremy looked with wild, disbelieving eyes at Victor, who cheered and thumped his fists on the dashboard. The singed yellow car darted back and forth as flames criss-crossed above them, but the road ahead was clear.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 8

    
        
        
            8 Heatwave

"Are we there yet?" asked Victor. Jeremy glowered at him. Three days of driving and sleeping in the car had worn his nerves raw. As soon as they crossed the border out of their own province and into Duven they started seeing other vehicles. Now, with the capital city of Loyenne showing like a mountain range ahead, the traffic was thick and slow-moving.

The car's air-compressor kicked in to refill the engine. Victor tapped the indicators on the dashboard. "You're sure this thing doesn't have air-conditioning?" His dark curls stuck to his forehead and his khaki shirt was soaked through with patches of sweat.

Jeremy waved at the instrument panel. "Look for yourself, if you want. I'm going to stretch my legs."

"But—"

"It's okay," said Jeremy, opening the door, "nobody's moving." He stepped out, arched backwards and reached up, lacing his fingers together and groaning. "Ow!" he cried as his back touched the hot car. He turned and looked at the shabby yellow paint-job. Leaning in, he examined an edge where the paint was peeled away: a lattice of tiny filaments wove back and forth underneath, punctuated with tiny black squares. Ahh, thought Jeremy, so that's how the car's been recharging itself. The whole surface is a collector. Since escaping the burning forest they hadn't stopped to refuel nor needed to.

This old car was a lot less of a headache than the "attack fridge" he used to drive, he thought. He had to plug that one in at every destination or pay to have the battery swapped out at filling stations when he took long trips. Even better, this car wasn't haunted with bad memories.

The thought brought him back to a mental picture of his sister and their childhood home—which was probably underwater now. And Carl, he thought, Carl was a lot nicer than—

"The cars ahead are moving," said Victor through the car's window.

"Right," answered Jeremy, getting back into the driver's seat.

"And look what I found," said Victor. "See that button?"

"Yeah," he answered. To him it looked like a radar scope, but he knew that was silly. "What's it do?"

Victor pushed it and a frigid breeze blew from the dashboard.

"Oh, it's a snowflake," said Jeremy, following Victor's lead and rolling up his window. "Right, of course there's air conditioning: compressed air gets cold when it expands."

"Gold star for you, my friend," said Victor, ruffling Jeremy's hair.

Jeremy pressed his foot down slightly on the accelerator. Okay, he thought, Victor's not so bad.



The city towered over their heads. Neither of them had seen its like before; the scale of it dwarfed their home. Although it was night in Loyenne, everything was brightly lit. The ornate shapes in the old architecture were chiselled out by floodlights, and from those bony structures rose cubes and points of glass that illuminated themselves. Millions of lightbulbs lined the sidewalks and paths. Giant signs advertised entertainments, spectacles, and sins.

"I hate this place," said Victor. "Everything we tried to do with The Effort, the Duvenese did the opposite. We pulled back, they expanded. We saved, they spent. They don't even produce anything, they just use it up, repackage it, and sell it on."

"Yeah," said Jeremy, "but it's cool. Look at it."

"See, that's just it: It's so dazzling that everybody comes here and wants to be a part of it. So the place ends up being saturated in money, and they just buy their way out of any problems they have."

"Seems to be working for them," said Jeremy, casting an eye back at his pillowcase full of swag. "If you have enough money, you don't have a problem."

"Seems to me Percene was doing pretty well, but it's still underwater."

"Okay. I'll grant you that," said Jeremy. "So where are we going?"

Victor leaned around his seat and rummaged through his backpack, pulling out a small book bursting with scraps of paper. He leafed through until he found a particular note. "I need to find this girl, Marette. She was one of my contacts here when I ran my travel business, but from a few conversations we had, I get the feeling that she set up other arrangements, too, if you get what I mean."

"She's a whore?"

"No! I mean she can arrange safe passage for people, an underground railroad kind of thing. I think she has connections with the Mondolans."

"The terraists? You're taking us to see a terraist?"

"Given what we've seen, Jeremy, do you think there might be another side to that story? Do you think people like Prime Minister Hardwick were really being straight with us about what was going on? That camp we walked through—I don't remember being told about anything like that."

"I don't know. I guess it didn't concern me. So what? Am I bad? What could I have done about it if I knew? Anyway, whatever. If she can help me get to Iktyault, I don't care who her friends are."

Victor shook his head and gathered the map up from the floor. He pulled it open, checked the names of the streets they crawled past, and found Marette's address.

"You're infuriatingly apathetic," muttered Victor.

"And you wreck everything by making it political. Just shut up and tell me where to go."

"Gladly."

"Directions. I mean directions."

"I know. Take the next right. She lives in the old market quarter."



Marette was beautiful. Of course, thought Jeremy. Her features were light, like watercolours on fine paper. She breezed through her flat and made them some kind of brewed, nutty drink he'd never had before but enjoyed.

"You have never been to Iktyault?" she asked. Both of them shook their heads. "Oh, it is so exciting! I hear it has changed in the past few years. And it will not be easy to get there now."

"We gathered," said Jeremy.

"But if we wanted to, we could still get there, couldn't we?" asked Victor.

"Of course," she replied with a grin and a tilt of her head. Victor matched the angle with his head and smiled back.

Jeremy felt like he was six again, watching a nature programme with his father in which two large animals—he couldn't remember their names and figured they probably didn't exist anymore—started doing funny things to each other. His mother came into the room and quickly changed the channel. "He shouldn't be seeing that," she scolded.

I shouldn't be seeing this, thought Jeremy. "How long will it take to set this up?" he asked. "To contact your… contacts… and all that?"

"It's too late now, but I will make some calls in the morning, and we can meet the people who will help you."

"Good. Thank you. Well, in the meantime, I'm here, and I have every intention of seeing this place. Victor, you staying here?"

Victor looked at Marette, she nodded, and he turned back to Jeremy with a smile on his face.

"Okay, fine. Come get your bag, ‘cause I'm taking the car."



Jeremy aimed the car for the centre of town. All four lanes of traffic around him were jammed with commuter cars, trucks, and luxury vehicles. The engine of his little yellow car was having trouble keeping a steady supply of cold air moving into the cab, but turning off the air conditioning was not an option. A space opened ahead of him and he eased the car forward. It closed the distance with short rolling hops. He stroked the steering wheel, willing the car on, and peered out toward the biggest building in town, one he'd seen on postcards his whole life. Unconsciously, he'd planned that as his destination. You can't visit Loyenne and not go to the State Tower.

He looked down at his clothes. They were filthy. He'd been wearing them for days because everything else was too heavy. But he couldn't go to the Tower dressed like this.

After crawling forward for another fifteen minutes, he decided that he was as close as he would get to the Tower by car and took the nearest parking space. He leaned into the back seat and filled his pockets with bills and coins from the pillowcase. He opened his suitcase and dug out the one suit he'd packed. It was wrinkled, stained, and stank of petroleum from his swim to the docks. I'll just buy one, he thought. After all he'd been through, he figured he was due a treat.

He had no key for the car doors, so he buried the rest of the money under his ruined clothes, closed the suitcase, and stuffed it underneath the seat.

Walking along the street felt good, almost like normal life. It's like a vacation, he thought, then felt guilty, wondering where his parents were and what might be happening to them.

He couldn't read the signs, but he recognised a tailor's shop from the window display and went in. The owner breezed over to him and started his patter, but the language was lost on Jeremy. He did appreciate the man's style, though. He was used to being the one doing the selling, but always had respect for another salesperson who was good at the job, which this man seemed to be, even if he did have to keep stopping to mop his brow.

Going through the racks together, they picked out a handsome summer suit for Jeremy. It needed shortening, but through a series of gestures the man convinced him he could do the work quickly. The salesman brought him a cold, tart alcoholic drink of some kind then went away to make the alterations.



"I thought you would be cute," said Marette.

"Ha!" chortled Victor. "Why would you think that?"

"You had… a cute voice."

"I didn't know there was such a thing."

"Oh yes," she said.

"I guess men aren't as attuned to these things."

"Some are," she insisted. "Drink?"

"Oh, yes please," he answered. He felt his forehead. His forelocks were still wet, but his face was bone dry. He felt his chest and sides, and found the same thing: his clothes were wet, but he'd stopped sweating.

"I had one lover," she said matter-of-factly from the kitchen, "who was very taken with under-my-arms. And the space behind my knees—what do you call that?"

"Er, we don't really have a word for that."

She returned with his drink. He sipped it; it was sharp, dry, and boozy, not very thirst-quenching, but he downed it anyway.

"Well, he liked those parts of me, and studied them on many women."

"I'm sure they're very nice." He leaned closer to her. "Actually, how can I be sure? For all I know, they're hideous."

"Hmm," she said, "how can you find out?" She walked from the room, but dropped her top on the floor before leaving.

Marette was completely in control, and they both knew it, but Victor didn't mind. It was fun not having to do all the social heavy lifting, or to judge where the boundaries were. But something about it felt a bit too… transactional. With Despendra he'd enjoyed the innocence of it. She was an interesting person who happened to have sex. Marette seemed more like a bundle of sex that happened to have a person.

Still, he was never one to say no.

He stood up, but faltered. His eyes filled with bright flecks of light. He stared at his hand and took deep breaths, an old drinking trick he'd learned. The feeling passed.

"Coming?" asked Marette's voice from the next room.

"Hell yeah." He pulled off his T-shirt and ran.



Jeremy walked toward the State Tower. Its name was a carry-over from a time before the International Coalition Government, when the provinces were still separate nation-states.

A siren went off in the clotted traffic, but the emergency vehicle couldn't move. There was no place for the other vehicles to go.

Jeremy looked at the flashing storefronts, which catered to every appetite, be it for food, intoxication, or sexual pleasure. He passed people who shuffled along the sidewalk, and a great many who were lying down or slumped on benches. For a place called The City of Delights, he thought, it sure looks a lot like The City of Naps. And cats—he'd never seen so many of them walking free. They moved in multicoloured, furry breezes around corners and under fences, and barely parted when he had to walk through them. One group gathered around a man on a bench. Are they his? Jeremy wondered. Then he saw one tugging with his teeth at the man's finger. But the man didn't react. He was dead.

A pair of emergency medical workers emerged from a building in front of him, carrying a long, zippered bag the size of a person. Jeremy quickened his pace.



"Are you doing okay?" asked Marette, straddling Victor.

"Yeah, I—that was great." He was still panting. Except he hadn't remembered panting while they were having sex.

He placed his hands on her arms and eased her off him, then sat up. The motion made him dizzy. His heart thumped in his chest. "What's happening to me?" he asked.

"Are you not well? It is the heat. It is terrible throughout the city. I will get you something." She ran from the bed. Even in this state, he had to appreciate the curving lines in her shoulders, her back, her bottom…

His guts sank and he ran from the bed, barely making it to the chemical toilet-box, where he wretched repeatedly. When he felt he was finished, he got up slowly. Marette stood there, holding out a glass for him. Now, after the moment of passion was finished, he was self-conscious of his padded form compared to her lithe shape. He wiped his mouth. "Sorry about that."

"It is happening to everyone," she said. "Mostly the old or the sick. Drink this."

She'd put something in the water. It was sweet, salty—exactly what he craved. He finished it and handed the glass back. "Thank you."

Marette guided him back to the bed and gently eased him down onto it. He closed his eyes and drifted as she placed a wet cloth on his forehead and draped a damp sheet over his body.

He found it strange, being taken care of by a stranger, but he had no energy to resist. Even breathing was a challenge.



The entrance to the Tower gaped before Jeremy, a sweeping metal archway. A deep green carpet spilled from the front doors and down to his feet. He was not alone. A hundred other people clamoured around the entrance, wanting in. Security personnel in dark suits barred the way.

Jeremy wracked his brain for some tactic he could use to sell his way in, but to make a sale he had to convince the other person that he had something they wanted. He couldn't imagine anything these thugs would want from him, except for him to leave.

Pushing his way back through the crowd, he decided to at least have a look at the vast landmark while he was here. He had to walk a block to get to the far side, then another block, and he was only halfway around. Tugging at his collar, he looked up at the striated patterns up the building's sides, picked out by upward-pointing lamps. The light carried straight up into the sky. He felt confused, seeing the dark canopy of night overhead, yet feeling so warm. The Coast had never been like this.

An arched trestle extended from the back of the building to the railway station. Underneath were the loading bays. Parked there were a number of vehicles sporting an emblem he knew: Fulo. He walked toward them. Only a small contingency of cars was here, and one transport truck, but many of the other vehicles—most notably the one bearing the rocket—were somewhere else. If I can get close enough, he thought, maybe I can—

"Hello?" asked a man's voice.

Jeremy froze in his tracks. He tried to think up an excuse, but dismissed the idea. He'd learned from hard experience that when things went bad the best response was to incorporate and improvise, not pretend. "Hi," he said, looking around. The man was standing on the running board of the large truck. "Fulo, eh?"

"Yup."

Jeremy walked closer to get a look at him. He was sturdy, handsome, with a slight underbite, and was picking his teeth with something. "You're from Percene, aren't you?" asked Jeremy. "I saw this convoy come over. I'm from there myself."

The man stepped down from the truck. He wore the brown and red uniform of a Fulo driver. "Yeah, they called me up in the middle of the night and I had to leave everything. I had no idea what was going on. Something about flooding, so we had to go now."

"My name's Jeremy, Jeremy Chutter," he said, extending a hand.

"Kellan Sprale."

"You're kidding. I used to work with a Bob Sprale. Bit of a bastard, actually."

"That would be my uncle."

"Oh, sorry."

"No, I think you're right," said Kellan.

"So what are you doing here?"

"They're making a presentation, trying to get the other provinces to give them the go ahead with this project."

"Can you get me in? I'd love to hear what they're proposing."

"Sure," said Kellan. "Come on." He led Jeremy to an entrance underneath the railway arch. He showed a security guard his pass, and they were in, walking through a series of passages painted glossy white. Jeremy was relieved by the cave-like air here, and stopped to press his face against a wall, then ran to catch up with Kellan. They took several more turns, then finally emerged from a doorway into a lush hallway. The carpet beneath their feet reminded Jeremy of the moss in the forest. Every wall was covered with intricate patterns like wallpaper, except these were hand-painted in gold on deep brown.

Kellan led them to a door that opened onto a cavernous auditorium, where Hardwick's familiar voice echoed from the front of the room. He was a small, gesticulating figure in front of a large screen featuring maps, dotted lines, graphs, and an animation of something unfolding from his rocket in space.

Jeremy felt a hand on his shoulder and turned around, but it was just Kellan leaning there. They smiled at each other, and for a moment Jeremy wasn't sure which demanded his attention more, this man or the presentation about Fulo's plans for their collective fate.

"The time to act is now," said Hardwick. "We cannot hesitate here. I can assure you that we have tested this project in every conceivable way, and at this point this represents our best hope of preserving life on this planet as we know it." The audience members applauded. Hardwick gave them a moment, then raised his hands. "With your permission, fellow ministers here and at home around the world, I will travel to Iktyault and deploy this solution, which we call Great Hope."

Jeremy grabbed Kellan's hand. "Did he say Iktyault?"

"He did. That's where we're headed."

"Okay, this is going to sound crazy, but… Can I come with you? Is there any way you could take me along? ‘Cause I have to get to Iktyault."

"I suppose you could ride in the cab of my truck. A lot of the people in the convoy brought along family members and stuff." He squinted at Jeremy. "Think you might want to be my ‘stuff' for a couple of weeks?"

Jeremy's mouth opened and closed repeatedly, but no reply came.

Kellan laughed.

"Ohh," said Jeremy, "you were kidding."

"No," replied Kellan, "no I wasn't. You looked like a little kid just then."

Jeremy grinned.

"Come on, I'll introduce you to the Prime Minister."

This is so cool, thought Jeremy. Everything was solved—he found his own way to Iktyault, and now this.

What about Victor? he wondered. Victor can look after himself. There's no need for me to drag him across the world, and I certainly don't want to get tangled up with any—

"Terraists!" somebody shouted.

Men in black suits scrambled around the room, and several headed toward the room's main entrances. A trio of them rushed to guard the Prime Minister.

"Stop!" yelled a voice directly beside them. Jeremy looked to see a man with his head bound in rough cloth—one strip down the centre of his face, then several winding around it. Only his eyes were exposed, but these were covered by bulbous yellow goggles. He held two large rifles. Four more figures dressed like him shoved their way in through the service entrance Kellan and Jeremy used. The service door on the opposite side of the room banged open and several more of the terraists entered.

"We don't want to hurt you, but we do have to stop you!" yelled the man beside Jeremy and Kellan. "To execute this plan would be to execute us all!"

Jeremy felt something being pressed into his hand. He looked down: Kellan was giving him a piece of paper and leaning in close to whisper. "This is our route tomorrow morning. Eight o'clock. Southeast corner at the Grand Plaza."

The head terraist moved toward the Prime Minister, and was mirrored step for step by the minister's bodyguards. He charged, and the bodyguards ran for him. The terraists on either side of the room fired their guns toward the ceiling, and the room broke into pandemonium.

Kellan grabbed Jeremy's arm and led him toward the main entrance, but they were soon pulled apart by the throng of people jostling together, crushing forward, trying to escape. Jeremy tried to swim against the human tide, but was carried helplessly away and out of the room.

Outside, he searched frantically but couldn't find Kellan. The security detail outside had redoubled, and his efforts to get around to the back of the building where the vehicles were parked met with hostility. "You can't come back here," insisted the security man in front of him.

"But I'm with the convoy."

"Sure you are."

"Look," said Jeremy, pushing forward, "I just need to—"

The man struck the side of Jeremy's face with a short club and he fell to the ground.

"I said no."

Jeremy held a hand to his face. It felt wet and hot, but when he pulled it away he just saw sweat, although his face seared with pain.

He picked himself up and walked away, checking his pocket: he still had the map. The trek back to the car seemed longer, and as he approached it he felt a sinking dread: a side window was broken. His suitcase was broken open, its contents scattered across the back seat along with cubes of window-glass. The money was gone. "Why didn't you just try the door-handle?" he asked of no one in particular.



"What happened to you?" asked Jeremy as Victor opened the door to the street. "You look like hell."

"I was just going to say the same thing," said Victor, whispering.

"I got mugged," said Jeremy, whispering back. "And the car was broken into." He pulled out one pocketful of money. "Here's your half of what's left."

"Why are you giving me this now? You hold onto it." He gestured to himself; he was wearing only a towel. "And what are you doing here? It's the middle of the night. I thought you weren't coming back until the morning."

"Yeah, well… I'm a bit shaken up. I just needed someplace to lie down for a while."

"Okay, sure. Come on in." He padded carefully up the stairs. "Marette's asleep, so shhh."

"Nice towel," said Jeremy.

"Nice suit," answered Victor, looking at him as he opened the door to the flat.

"Right. Um, is there an alarm clock here?"

"An alarm clock? I guess she must have one." Together they searched through the darkened flat until they found an old metal clock on the mantelpiece.

Jeremy wound it up and tested the bell, then muffled it with his palm. "Sorry. Okay, that's great."

Victor started to leave the room, but Jeremy put a hand on his shoulder. "Hey, thanks for all your help so far. I really appreciate it. You've been a good friend."

"What? Okay, sure." He shuffled back to Marette's bedroom. Jeremy took off his shoes and curled up on the couch.



"What?" said Jeremy. He rubbed a hand across his eyes and looked up at Victor. "What?"

"It's time to make our rendezvous."

Still bleary, he wondered how Victor knew about his plan. He checked his pocket, and found the map was still there like a treasure carried out of a dream. "What time is it?"

"Almost eleven."

Jeremy sprung upright. "No!" He searched around for his shoes.

"It's okay. Marette's set it up. She promised me we can trust these people."

Jeremy's stomach sank. There was no way Kellan could have delayed the convoy three hours just for him.

Victor poured a glass of something from a pitcher and handed it to him. "You're delirious. Drink this. It helps."

"Thanks," he said, taking it and gulping it down. "Victor, I've got to tell you about these terraists…"

"Mondolans. That's what they call themselves."

The door buzzed. "She's here!" said Marette, going down to let the caller in.

"Victor, you need to know what kind of people these are. They're dangerou—"

"Here she is!" said Marette. Holding her hand was a young girl.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 9

    
        
        
            9 Lina

"Her name is Lina," said Marette, reaching across the patio table for a roll. She tore it and used a piece to mop up the remains of breakfast from her plate. Jeremy felt a little bit sick from eating such rich, real food.

"So why are we in charge of her?" asked Jeremy.

"There was a raid last night—more of a demonstration—at the State Tower."

"Oh?" asked Victor. Jeremy forced his face to stay blank.

"Your Prime Minister was there, and it was the Mondolans' one opportunity to meet with him."

Jeremy coughed into his juice.

"Lina is one of them. She was doing her studies here in the capital. They knew she shouldn't stay, but they couldn't come to get her themselves when this was going to happen. Then you came along."

"Ah," said Victor.

Marette's phone warbled at her and she read the message on it. "I'm sorry," she said, "I have to go. I have a client to meet with, and in my business it is very difficult these days." She stood and extended a hand to Jeremy. "It was nice to meet you." She leaned in and kissed Victor on the cheek. "And it was very nice to finally meet you." She was about to leave, but saw the bill on the table and stopped.

"It's okay," said Jeremy, "we'll get it."

Marette smiled and walked away, turning to wave at them before she crossed the street.

"I feel dirty," said Victor.

"But we just had showers at Marette's."

"That's not what I mean, Jeremy. She used me. We're her mules."

"Well, if you didn't insist on—" Jeremy paused, looking at the girl, "you know, mmph-ing all the women we meet…."

"I didn't plan on… mmphing her. It just happened."

"Sure, and now we're trafficking in human beings, taking Junior Miss Terrorism here to some rendezvous point, all because you thought there was a chance for you to get laid."

"Jeremy," said Victor nodding his head at the girl.

"What? She's from a whole different country and she's just a little girl. She can't understand us."

"Yes I can," said Lina.

"Crap," said Jeremy.

"You're talking about intercourse, aren't you?"

"What?" said Victor. "No. We're—"

"Are you and Marette going to make a baby?"

"No!"

"No, Lina," said Jeremy, "they were just fornicating. That's what they call it when people have sex for no reason. They don't even have to know each other very well or like each other. Victor does it a lot."

"Jeremy!"

"Come on," said Jeremy, standing up, "we have a long drive ahead of us."

"Don't forget the map," said Lina. "I can read maps."

"Really?" asked Jeremy, taking her hand. "That's handy. How old are you, anyway?"

"I'm nine and a half."

"Well, Lina, let's get you back home."



"Sorry the car is so hot," Jeremy apologised to Lina. "Someone broke the window last night." The air conditioning struggled, but managed to blow cool air toward the front seat. Victor sat in the back, where it was far from cool. From time to time he lifted his backside and threw a piece of glass out the open window.

They drove for hours, slowly crawling out of the city's clogged arteries then onto the expressway heading east. Lina traced with her small fingers the black marker-line of their route on the map, comparing the road numbers with the signs they passed. The car radio worked intermittently; when they passed through an area with a signal, Lina would sing along in a strong, confident voice. Jeremy enjoyed her company, though he felt a pang about missing Kellan that morning. He knew it wasn't rational to blame Victor for that or for his sleeping with everyone but him, but still banished Victor to the back seat for the remainder of the drive.

"Jeremy?"

"Oh," said Jeremy to Lina, "our passenger wants to ask a question."

"Yes," mocked Lina, "we're almost there."

"No, Jeremy, there are two cars behind us. They've been following us for a while."

"What?" asked Jeremy, looking in the rear-view mirror at him. "Why would th—?"

Victor cupped his hand around his finger and pointed at the girl.

"Ah. Okay, um, I'm just going to turn off so we can take a break. Lina, is there an exit soon?"

"There's one a bit further ahead. And if you go down it we can take one of these side roads to get to our motel."

"Great," said Jeremy. He accelerated and took the turn-off when it came. So did the two cars behind them. Jeremy looked back at Victor, who shrugged.

Spotting this, Lina kneeled on her seat and turned around to look out the back for herself. "There are cars following us?"

"Uh, yeah," Jeremy admitted.

"They want to see where I'm going. Mister Trelbit, how long have they been following us?"

"Er, at least an hour, I think," answered Victor.

Lina took a pencil from her bag and made calculations on the side of the map.

"What are you doing?" asked Jeremy.

"I'm figuring out which will run out first, their tank or our battery when the sun goes down."

"And?"

"We lose," she said. She added in short, excited breaths, "And our engine is a lot smaller, so we can't outrun them. And we don't have any weapons. And we don't know how many of them there are." She counted on her fingers as she eliminated variables.

"What kind of school were you going to, anyway?" asked Victor.

"Military school. My father thought that would be best."

"Charming," said Victor.

"We can try to lose them," said Lina, "but I think the best plan is for us to get to the motel. People will be waiting for us there."

"I don't like the sound of this plan," said Jeremy.

"It's all we can do," assured Lina. "Turn here!" She pointed at a road leading into a subdivision. They turned, as did the two larger cars behind them. They took a number of turns and sped up, but their pursuers kept up with them.

"Down there!" said Lina, pointing at a walkway running between two houses.

"Can we fit in that?" asked Jeremy.

"Yes!" yelled the girl.

Jeremy pulled hard on the steering wheel and the little yellow car turned up the walkway, banging off one of the metal poles that was intended to form a barrier. The first car behind them followed, its tail sliding as it struggled to make the turn. With a loud metallic scrape, it wedged between the two poles.

"Ha!" shouted Jeremy.

"There, go through that play-park," instructed Lina as they emerged from the walkway. Jeremy did as she said. The second car spun around a corner into view.

"Through the swing-set!" yelled Lina, pointing. Jeremy sped toward it. Two swings hung between three metal triangles connected across the top by a bar, like a tent-frame made of lead pipes. The little car's grille hit a heavy wooden swing and sent it arcing overhead as they passed through the frame. On its second spin around the frame, the swing smashed into the other car's windscreen. The chains attached to the swing pulled taut as the car dragged the whole swing-set off its moorings. The car waggled from side to side as it hauled the metal frame onto the next street, where it sparked and slowed them like an anchor.

"My little tactician!" said Jeremy, patting Lina on the leg.

"My father always says you have to use your environment to your advantage."

"Your father's pretty smart."

Jeremy aimed the car back to the highway, gripping the steering-wheel tightly; his hands shook as the adrenaline wore off and the reality of their situation sunk in. His fears were confirmed when, twenty minutes later, the pair of cars reappeared in the rear-view mirror, scraped and dented out of shape, but gaining on them. "Are we almost there?" he asked.

"There," said Lina, "that's our exit." She pointed at a numbered sign ahead. Jeremy followed it, and saw a billboard for their motel. He stamped his foot on the accelerator, which had little effect, but they stayed ahead of the other cars just long enough to reach the motel.

As they pulled into the parking-lot, Victor jumped forward on his seat and barked, "Who's that? It's a trap!"

Ahead of them were four trucks with plate armour bolted onto them, windows covered with wire mesh, and big tough tyres. The trucks pulled around them, putting themselves between the little yellow car and the road. As the cars that had been chasing them came into sight, the rugged vehicles spun their wheels and slammed into each of the cars from either side. People with covered heads jumped from the trucks and smashed the car windows, dragging out the dark-suited government security agents.

"What are they going to do with them?" asked Victor.

"It's okay," Lina assured him, "we don't hurt anyone unless they're trying to hurt us."

"What's with the guns, then?"

"They don't use real bullets. Sometimes they use rubber ones, but usually they just shoot blanks."

Jeremy silently watched what was unfolding in front of him. The Mondolans shoved the agents around, but as Lina said, did no real harm to them. They did, however, get back in their trucks and chase the dark-suited men and women for a few minutes, sending them running back toward the highway.

When the trucks returned, the Mondolans gathered around the yellow car. Lina, Jeremy, and Victor got out.

"You brought her back to us!" cheered the captain of the small band, and he clapped Jeremy on the shoulders, then Victor. Jeremy smiled weakly. He knew this man by his voice and his uniform: this was the leader of the charge on the State Tower. The captain turned to the other Mondolans and yelled something in their language. They all raised fists and guns in the air and hollered.

"You must be tired," said the captain. "Let us get you settled." He led them up an outdoor staircase and pointed out a room for Jeremy and Victor. "Her Highness will stay in the best suite," he said, taking her hand and leading her away. Jeremy felt funny letting her go, especially with that person.

"Thank you," said Lina to them, waving as she walked away with the man.

"You're welcome," Jeremy answered, unheard.

"It's not much," said Victor as Jeremy joined him in the room, "but we have our own beds and—ooh, there's a mini-bar!"

They sat cross-legged on their beds, invented toasts, drank until there was nothing left, then went to sleep.



The next morning they awoke to loud knocking on their door. Jeremy answered, finding a Mondolan standing there. His face was uncovered and he chewed on a pastry. "You have five minutes," he informed them, "if you still want to come with us, as Marette told us."

"Yes, yes!" said Jeremy.

The vehicles rolled out in a procession, four angular metallic hulks followed by the little air-powered lemon. Victor reached over and honked their weak, wheezy horn, giving Jeremy a much-needed laugh.

They drove for three days, stopping for the others to refill their tanks with whatever biofuel was available, stopping to eat, then stopping to pitch tents or stay in motels.

The fourth day, they reached a border marked by a mile-wide river that was now a dry, empty gulch. They drove down an embankment and started across the plain, passing an abandoned ferry fused into the riverbed. The terrain was featureless and he had no idea where they were going, so Jeremy put his faith in the Mondolans and followed them.

"What the hell?" muttered Jeremy. A towering, roiling, rusty brown cloud loomed over the entire length of the horizon ahead.

The other vehicles pulled to a halt in front of them. Jeremy stopped, and the captain jumped out to explain what was happening. "Sandstorm," he said. "We won't be able to drive in it or get our bearings. We'd better stop here."

The Mondolans covered their vehicles with tarpaulins and built shelters. Before they finished, a stinging wind picked up. When the shelters were erected and secured, the Mondolans welcomed Victor and Jeremy inside.

Outside, the winds grew stronger and stronger. The Mondolans drank and joked, but Jeremy and Victor stayed huddled in the middle of the tent, away from the walls, which snapped and drummed. Lina brought them drinks and smiled, unfazed by the conditions.

They'd just drifted off, leaning on each other, when they were awakened by the ground rumbling. The Mondolans seemed happy, but Jeremy and Victor had no idea what was happening. They all rushed for the front flaps and went outside, pulling on their head-coverings and goggles. Jeremy held up his coat to shield himself and Victor from the whipping sand. They stared into the rusty fog to see what was making the noise.

Something came into view. It was the size of a house, but advanced on enormous tank-treads. Even in the gloom of the sandstorm, the colour of this rolling fortress was unmistakable: gold. The rumbling grew as it got closer. "No!" yelled Jeremy as it crawled nearer and nearer their little yellow car. The left tread caught the car and pulled it underneath the fortress's weight. The car's panels buckled, popped, then flattened, and the car was tugged out of sight.

The structure rumbled to a halt. A door opened in the side and a figure stepped from it, a man with a large, horsey head and a uniform like the Mondolans', but in bright oranges, reds, and blues.

"Daddy!" yelled Lina, running to him.

"That," the Mondolan captain said with a mixture of pride and awe, "is Tydial Lupercus, supreme warlord and ruler of Oncewas."


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 10

    
        
        
            10 Oncewas

Tydial Lupercus sat in a large chair. It was made of driftwood, decorated with inlaid gold lettering, and bolted into the floor so it stayed put as his fortress rumbled along.

"You ran over our car," said Jeremy, approaching him.

The captain moved to stop him. "You will not talk to Lupercus with such—"

"It's alright, Lerrett," said Lupercus, holding up a hand. "He has no reason to respect me. I will have to earn that respect."

"Earn—? No, you don't owe us anything," insisted Victor, stepping forward.

"Except maybe a car," added Jeremy.

"Oh, but I owe you a great deal," Lupercus replied, standing. "I owe you everything: You returned Lina to me."

Lupercus drew closer with arms extended and hugged Victor then Jeremy. Jeremy noticed the fabrics he wore, which were flame-coloured and reinforced with gold threads, like a cross between pyjamas and armour.

"What can I do to repay you?" asked Lupercus. His tone and volume dropped to an intimate level as he stood close to them. "What do you need most?"

"We're trying to find his parents," said Victor.

"Where did you lose them?" asked Lupercus with a laugh.

"It's kind of involved," said Jeremy, "but they're somewhere in Iktyault."

"Oh," said Lupercus, taken aback, "that's far. My influence—such as it is—doesn't extend to quite those distances. Not yet."

Victor noticed something change in Jeremy's posture. He suddenly seemed taller.

"I'm sure your influence is greater than I can imagine. Surely you could make this happen if you wanted. And I'll tell you why you want to make it happen."

Lupercus's eyebrows raised.

"The future of your people may depend on it. Your own men can attest to this. Just ask Lerrett." He stood aside, opening Lupercus's view to his captain.

"Is what he's saying true?"

"Yes, Lord. We managed to infiltrate a presentation by the Percean Prime Minister, Hardwick. He wants to launch a rocket that will block out the sun."

"Do you want some foreign politician blocking out your sun?" asked Jeremy.

Lupercus scowled. "No, no I do not. But what has this to do with Iktyault?"

"For some reason," said Jeremy, "that's where they're going with the rocket."

"You can confirm this?" Lupercus asked Lerrett.

"Yes, Lord."

"Then let us draw up plans for your journey." He crossed to the front wall of the house; its length was taken up with a large, tinted window. On either side were banks of buttons, switches, and dials, all looking like they'd been taken from other machines and retrofitted for this purpose. Men and women sat in front of these, operating them. In the middle of the room, near Lupercus's chair, was a long table covered with maps and golden instruments that slid, spun, or were looked through to measure the earth, sun, and stars.

His hands spread across the largest map. "As I said, that destination is far away. It looks like you'll be sharing our journey for some time."

Lina bounded into the room, and Jeremy smiled. "Hello," she said, and reached up to hug him, then Victor. Behind her followed another woman, young but shapely, coming into womanhood in a hurry.

"This is my other daughter, Sibba," said Lupercus.

"Nice to meet you," said Victor, shaking her hand.

Jeremy gave him a look: Don't you dare.

Victor returned it: No, I wouldn't dare.

Lerrett addressed his commander: "Lord, there's a riverbank ahead. We should stop for the evening, set up camp, refuel, and replenish our water."

"Very well."

A short while later, the fortress rumbled to a halt. The river bed was dry, but Lupercus's men set about building a camp to take advantage of all the resources in the area. From the elevated ‘basement' at the rear of the fortress, they pulled huge pipes and joints and hunks of metal—all with a golden sheen—and began erecting a kind of derrick. In a short time, its metallic pterodactyl head was tipping back and forth.

"For water," said Lupercus, walking Jeremy and Victor around the emerging camp. Men and women lifted wooden poles, erecting buildings made of rough canvas. Others raised large fabric walls.

"What are those for?" asked Victor. "They wouldn't protect anyone from a storm like the one we saw today."

Lupercus laughed. "That? That was nothing. We have storms that would blast the meat off your bones. No, this is a windwall. It's for energy, not protection." As they got closer, they could see that the wall was actually a mesh filled with gold nuts holding thousands of turning parts. "We get a tremendous amount of energy from these—or so my scientists tell me."

They walked further to an opening in the earth where a pool of murky water bubbled and steamed. Several of Lupercus's people hovered around it with instruments, tanks, and hoses. "These pools, we have discovered through a few unfortunate accidents, contain toxic gases. But in them we have also discovered a unique form of life that lives off these gases, and in the process of metabolising them give off—?"

Victor and Jeremy shrugged.

"Hydrogen."

"Handy," said Victor.

"Yes, incredibly. We have more energy than we could possibly use."

Jeremy pointed to his jacket. "And gold. You seem to be very wealthy."

"The territories under my rule also have more gold in their earth than we can find uses for. But wealthy? No. My people number in the millions. And they can't eat gold."

They walked in silence for a while.

The sun turned the sky yellow as it set behind the hills around them. "I'd like to go for a walk by myself, if you don't mind," said Jeremy.

"I'm sorry, no," said Lupercus.

Jeremy looked offended.

"Don't worry. It's not that you're not allowed. You're my guests, not my prisoners. But since you are my guests I'm responsible for taking care of you. You can't walk alone. That is one of our most important rules." Lupercus sized up the two men. "You've never lived outside a city, have you?"

They shook their heads.

"Then I must teach you how to survive wherever you are. That will be my gift to you." Turning to Jeremy, he quickly added, "In addition, of course, to helping you find your parents."



The next morning, Lupercus's captain entered Victor and Jeremy's tent and shook their shoulders. "Wake up," he said. "I'm going to train you." He stood with his arms crossed, clearly not going to move until they did.

Victor put on his T-shirt and trousers, and Jeremy put on his summer suit, feeling foolish. Lerrett bundled them into one of their armoured trucks, and, joined by another truck full of men, they drove out into a wasteland.

"I and the four who are joining us, we are Tydial Lupercus's Five Fingers."

"Five Fingers?" asked Victor.

"You've never heard of us?"

"Sorry."

"We're not from around here," added Jeremy, "or I'm sure we would have."

Lerrett laughed. "And your hearts would be stricken with fear."

"I'm kinda stricken," said Victor.

"Yeah, moderately fearful," said Jeremy.

Lerrett smiled, gripped the steering wheel, and accelerated.



"Don't sit there," barked Lerrett. His head, like theirs, was bound in swaths of rough woven material and his eyes were shielded by yellow half-spheres.

"But I can't walk anymore," protested Victor.

"That may be, but don't sit there."

"Why not?"

"If you sit on that rock, you will absorb its heat by conduction. The last thing you want is to get hotter. Sit on this," he said, handing Victor a cooking pot.

"Thank you."

"I'm dying of thirst," said Jeremy.

"No you're not," said one of the other Five Fingers. "I've seen men die of thirst."

"Okay, I'm just saying that I can't save my water any longer."

"I didn't tell you to save your water," said the Finger. "It's no good to you if you're dead."

"Oh, thank you!" said Jeremy, opening his canteen and guzzling.

"You must remember when we get back to the camp not to drink too much water. You'll have been sweating all day, so there won't be much salt left in your body. If you do drink too much you could go into hyponatremia."

"What's that?"

"Water drunkenness."

"Sounds fun," said Victor.

"Not when you die," said Lerrett.

"Okay, so serve some peanuts with your drinks."

"Protein and salt. You don't want those."

"Good God," said Victor.

"No swearing."

"What? I just said—"

"Stand up," ordered Lerrett, "we have to keep going. Here, suck on these," he said, handing them each a pebble, "and try to keep your mouth shut as much as possible." They weren't sure if that was so they wouldn't lose moisture or because Lerrett was tired of them talking.

They continued hiking, with Lerrett and the other four Fingers providing constant correction. After they'd walked for several hours, Lerrett gave them small gold instruments, taught them how to use them, then the Five Fingers abandoned them in the sand dunes and told them to find their own way back. They suspected the Fingers were always just a drift or two away, but couldn't see them and they were determined to succeed. After getting turned around several times, stopping to consult with each other, they made their way back to the trucks.

The Five Fingers taught them how to cook over their small camp-stove, a cylinder with an opening for fuel onto which fit perfectly a small cauldron—all made of toughened, hammered gold. The fuel was something odourless and petrified. Victor and Jeremy exchanged uneasy looks as they handled it.

"This is good," said Jeremy, sitting on the sand with a bowl of the stew they'd made, enjoying the warmth radiating from the ground as the evening air grew cool.

"What's in it?" asked Victor.

"I think you call it ‘goat'," said one of the Fingers.

"Oh God!" said Victor, spitting. "Oh God!"

Lerrett glared at him.

"Sorry," said Jeremy, "he's a vegetarian."

"I don't know this word."

"He doesn't eat meat."

"That makes no sense," said Lerrett. "He eats no meat? Yet he's fat enough to live for weeks off just his own body."

Victor glared back.

Despite his reservations, he finished his meal along with the others, then the Fingers showed them how to clean their cooking gear in the sand.

"What do we do for a latrine?" asked Victor.

"Latrine?"

"Someplace we can—" he made a flowing gesture from his crotch.

"Ah. Just move away from the camp. And if you have to… do more, bury it in a shallow hole so the elements can destroy it, and bring the paper back to burn in the fire."

Victor started to leave, but turned back. "Do you ever drink your own pee?"

"No," answered Lerrett, offended.

"Well, you know, I mean, if you were really stuck and—"

"No. Don't ever do that." Lerrett shook his head. "You are bizarre."

"Um, okay," said Victor, and left.

The Five Fingers said goodnight to Jeremy and retired to their tents. Jeremy walked away from the fire, being careful to not go too far, but far enough that he couldn't see its light. He lay down on the sand and stared up at the sky. He'd never seen a night sky like this before, with countless thousands of stars, not just the dozens visible above a city. He also saw a strip of cloud across the sky, then realised it wasn't a cloud but his galaxy. Relative to that distance, his parents were very close. He wondered how they were faring.

An uneasy feeling overcame him, that the faraway stars should be such a constant while the familiar planet at his back threatened to kill him.

He woke with a start, realising he'd nodded off out in the open. Lerrett and the others would definitely not approve. He retired to the tent, where Victor was bedding down. "Goodnight," he said.

"Goodnight," replied Victor, and in moments they both fell into an honest, deep sleep.



The following day, the Mondolans presented them with weapons: guns of wood and gold inlaid with intricate gilt inscriptions in a language they couldn't read.

"I can't use this," said Victor, handing his back.

"Your life may depend on it," said Lerrett.

"Just the same."

"Don't worry," said Lerrett, "it's only a salt-musket. It's what we use out here. You couldn't kill much with it."

Jeremy played with the weight of the gun in his hand, turning it this way and that.

"Just learn how to use it. That's all I'll ask of you," Lerrett said to Victor. "I will not let you be a liability to my family and comrades."

"Okay," he agreed. He took the stubby musket and ran his hand over it. "It is very pretty."

Lerrett stretched out his arm and pulled the trigger on his gun. An enormous boom echoed around them and a cloud spewed forth from the barrel. The blast blew a hail of crystalline pellets against a nearby rock; some embedded into its surface.

"Pretty," mocked Lerrett.



Each day, they moved their camp and continued their lessons. After two weeks, the trucks caught up with the fortress in a deep valley of the desert. It was surrounded by a caravan of vehicles of all shapes and sizes.

The trucks pulled to a stop and the Five Fingers emerged, looking much the same. Jeremy and Victor, however, were leaner and sun-baked. Tydial Lupercus emerged from his fortress with an entourage, including Lina and Sibba, to greet them. He hugged each of them, then made a presentation of giving them new clothes, since the ones they'd worn into the desert were now dirty and threadbare. The clothes were the Mondolan garb, like Lupercus's but drab, with a darker metal woven into the material and a holster for the guns they'd been given. The men gratefully accepted them.

Lupercus walked them around the new camp, introducing them to people from various families and tribes as they arrived. One group came in a wooden steamboat that had been converted to drive on wheels. A cross between a train and a tractor pulled in a short while later, hauling several wheeled caravan homes. One tent had been erected that looked like a huge, unfolded metal insect, while another was a patchwork of solar circuits. In the middle of these hundreds of portable desert homes, water derricks, and windwalls, the Mondolans erected a kind of circus tent whose shape was outlined with bars of neon light.

"What's happening here?" asked Victor.

"Jubilee," answered Lupercus. "It's a celebration of life—very important to our people. We come together, forgive each other of debts, bury past grudges, and reconnect to the spirit of our community."

"So it's a party."

"Essentially. It's very important to people who have suffered as much as these people have. Hundreds of these will be happening tonight around our territories. But you are at mine, and you are welcome."



Night fell quickly in the valley, and people emerged from every tent and vehicle, drink and food in hand, which they readily shared with each other. Jeremy and Victor walked through their midst and Jeremy spoke animatedly with the people who introduced themselves.

"What's with you?" asked Victor. "I've never seen you like this. You're… charming. It's like you're trying to…" He stopped walking. "…sell them something."

Jeremy looked at him, expressionless.

"This is all about getting to Iktyault for you, isn't it?"

"Yeah," admitted Jeremy. "I mean, I do care about what's happening to these people, but it's not my fight, and I don't really know what I can do about it. What about you?"

"I dunno. I disagree with so much about them, yet… I dunno. Tydial wants me to meet him later to talk."

"Tydial? First-name basis?"

"Ha, yeah. For all I know he wants to inform me that they're leaving me behind for the critters. I'm sure Lerrett told him about how it went out there."

A couple cycled by on a contraption consisting of a bench and two big, spoked wheels on an axle, which they pedalled forward. Jeremy waved. "Where are you off to?"

"We're getting married," said the man.

"Congratulations!" called Jeremy after them. "Have you noticed," he asked Victor, "how healthy and… sexy these people all are?"

"Yeah. I guess it's the lifestyle or something. And they seem to enjoy themselves. I hadn't really thought about it, but now what you mention it, you're right, they are pretty sexy."

"But you're not going to, you know, tonight?" asked Jeremy.

"No," said Victor. "It's strange, but in the middle of all this, I'm missing Despendra. I know that probably sounds funny, given how things ended. But there's more to her than that, and I just got a glimpse of it. Now she's away off in Tenyat and I'm kicking myself. I guess I was just scared. You know, in the city you have so many choices, and most of them aren't particularly meaningful. But out here, everything's so fleeting. Commitment is pretty easy to find."

"Victor, have you been in the sun too long?"

Victor smiled.

"I'll see you later, then," said Jeremy.

"Yeah. Have fun."



Jeremy walked through the valley, looking at the various travelling homes, waving and smiling. In one open space a woman stood on a platform with a crowd around her. She wore butterfly wings and danced. Jeremy stopped to watch, intrigued by her costume, her movements, the dark waves of her hair, the patterns of red, orange, black, and white paint on her body, and the blissful expression on her face.

A tree stood nearby, hung with dozens of green paper lanterns. The tree itself was not native, but had been placed here, and the tips of its branches were lit, giving off incensed smoke. Something about it was intoxicating, and he stared at it for a span of time he couldn't measure.

A boy came up to him, took his hand, and led him to a small, brightly-painted caravan. Jeremy stepped inside with the boy and was met by an elderly woman with dark, weathered skin. Around her forehead hung a band of dried red berries, bleached shells, and feathers. She gestured for him to sit and made him a cup of tea. While he sipped, she watched him, then took his hands, closed her eyes, and started speaking. Jeremy had no idea what she was saying and looked to the boy.

"She sees something," he said.

The woman's face scrunched, and she spoke some more.

"She has never seen this before. ‘It's huge,' she says. She keeps saying a word, but I'm not sure how to translate it. ‘Wheel' or ‘cyclone' or something like that. She says your world will turn around in it, but she can't see what it is because it's not natural."

"I have no idea what she means," said Jeremy, rising to leave, "but tell her thank you for the tea."



Victor ducked into the small tent he'd been directed to. Tydial Lupercus was inside, naked.

"Oh," said Victor.

"Come, join me," insisted Lupercus. "Leave your clothes outside."

Victor looked around and took off his clothes, hesitating before removing the light Mondolan underthings, flicking them off quickly, and ducking inside the tent.

"I invited you here because I want you to know our spirit behind our ways."

"Ah," said Victor. He sat down and tried to look nonchalant, but he wasn't accustomed to being naked with men, let alone large, sweating warlords of major continents. He couldn't help trying to see if there might be some correlation between Tydial's anatomy and his social standing, but the man's hands were dangling over his lap. Quickly looking back at the leader's face, he made conversation. "Well, the Five Fingers explained—"

"Explanations. They will never create real understanding. You might intellectually accept them, but that's not the same as knowing."

"What's to know?"

"Why we do what we do."

"What do you do?" asked Victor.

"We steal from people. We threaten them. This is what you've heard, isn't it?"

Victor bit his lip. He couldn't argue.

Tydial poured water over a pile of rocks and the tent filled with steam. He leaned back, his strong, hairy barrel chest taking up an imposing amount of room. Victor could barely stand the heat. "Give me your pebble," said Tydial. Keeping it in his mouth had become so habitual Victor forgot it was even there. He spat it into his hand and surrendered it. "I'll give it back to you, but for now, use this instead." He handed Victor a small seed-pod. Victor put it in his mouth and sucked it; it had a bitter, peppery taste.

"I was a farmer," said Tydial. "My country used to be heavily wooded, but year by year the tree-line moved further north as it got warmer. We changed the crops we grew, but eventually the topsoil was nothing but dust. Then the sands came and we had to leave, my wife, children, and I. Everywhere we went, it was the same, and I had to watch while my wife starved to death. I swore that my children would not fall to that same fate. So I found others who were in the same danger and we banded together. They were desperate for leadership. We found townships that had what we needed and we raided them—always with the understanding that we would share what we stole with the people we took it from. But if they fought us, well, we would fight them. Our skills grew as we moved, and more and more joined us. Now we number in the millions. We learn each other's languages, and we even have our own telegraph and postal systems for communicating between the various tribes. It brings us together into a new community, a nation without a home. I hear they're calling it Oncewas."

"I'm truly impressed," said Victor.

"What is this I hear about you not eating meat?"

"Oh, well, I choose not to."

"I think you are a coward."

"What? Why? Because I don't want to waste those resources? Because I don't want to murder other living things when there's no need to?"

"No, because you refuse to take responsibility for your life. As a living thing, you devour, you consume. Life can't be saved or… deferred. Who are you saving it for? This is why your ‘Effort' was bound to fail from the start. If no one is going to live the life that is saved, then it is no life at all."

Victor shook his head. Something about Tydial's words—or the pod in his mouth—was having an effect on him. He felt blurry, happy.

"But… No…" he said, confused. "We are life. We are nature."

"No, my friend," said Tydial, "we stand apart from nature. She gives things to us, and we must take them with gratitude. But now we've taken too much from her with no gratitude, and we killed her. We have killed the gods' youngest daughter, and we are now responsible for taking her place. Except we are pathetic gods." He pointed to a small black insect crawling across the dirt floor. "I'm powerful enough to destroy that bug a thousand times over, but damned if I could make one."

Victor nodded.

"Perhaps a god has returned to take her sister's place. From what I've seen, if that is true, she is an angry bitch." He poured more water on the rocks. "Your Hardwick may be a good politician. But he is no god."



Jeremy walked back toward his tent. He heard voices shouting and looked up: Tydial and Victor ran naked past him, singing and cheering.



The Mondolan caravan rolled toward the former capital of some country the winds laid waste to. "Look at those mountains," said Lupercus to Jeremy and Victor, pointing out the window of his fortress. "They're bare. Before, the clouds used to pass over them and cover their tops in snow. That snow would provide water to this whole area throughout the year. Now… no clouds, no snow, no water."

Something about the city struck Jeremy, and it took him a while to figure out. Then he realised what it was. "There's no colour," he said.

"The storms," said Lupercus, "they've blasted it all away."

The city was flooded with sand. It sloped up the sides of every building and drifted across the streets as if it were a tide and would eventually wash the buildings away.

Faces peered expectantly from the windows of the buildings and crowds gathered to cheer on Lupercus's arrival. From every direction, other caravans approached the city. Something's happening here, thought Jeremy.



"Victor?" asked Jeremy, wandering into the temple, "Vict—" He stopped and gawked. The tiles covering the arched ceiling overhead were the deepest, most vivid colours he'd ever seen—or seemed to be after so much time in the wastes.

"Hi Jeremy," said Victor, walking with Tydial Lupercus and Sibba.

"My daughter likes you," said Lupercus to Jeremy. Sibba slapped her father's shoulder and looked away shyly.

"Oh, uh, that's very nice."

"Don't you like her?"

"Father!" protested the girl, though she watched for Jeremy's reaction.

"She's beautiful. It's just I—I don't—"

"No. Really?" asked Lupercus. "Jeremy Chutter. That's fine for boys. But there's a time for a man to take his place in the community, to have a wife and children and—"

"I'm sorry, I just came because I need to talk to Victor for a moment."

"Oh. You two, you're not—?" Lupercus waggled a pointed finger between them.

"No," said Jeremy and Victor in unison. Victor excused himself and followed Jeremy outside.

"Sorry about that," said Victor. "I don't agree with him on that one. Or a lot of things."

"But you do admire him. I can see it."

"Well, it's amazing what he's built here. I've never met anyone like him. He's powerful, and not just because people follow him. It's something about who he is. I bet he was like this even back when he was a farmer."

"He was a farmer?" asked Jeremy.

"Yeah. Anyway, what did you want to show me?"

"It's over this way," said Jeremy, leading him away from the main thoroughfare of the sand-wasted town. They reached a far edge where the city opened on the desert. "Look," said Jeremy.

Victor saw animals tethered to blocks and held in makeshift pens. "What? It's cows and goats. We know they eat them."

"It's not that," Jeremy said, "look closer." They approached some of the animals, who sniffed at the air, but their eyes were smoky and sightless. "They're all blind. And it gets worse," he said. Jeremy led him further out of the city, where some rough structures were erected in the sand. One was like a large, spoked metal wheel on its side.

"What the hell is that?" asked Victor, stopping in his tracks. Naked bodies hung from the structure by their feet. Some were intact, though lifeless, while others were partially worn down to the bone.

"I think it's what they do with the dead, but that's not all." They walked to a canopy propped up on poles. Beneath it lay dozens of cots. Mondolan nurses tended to the people here. Victor and Jeremy could see that some of them were blind, like the animals. "It must be the sand, or the sun," said Victor. Some of the patients had malignant growths erupting from their skin. Others were simply old.

On the horizon, another storm was brewing. Jeremy and Victor wrapped their faces and pulled their goggles into place. "What about them?" Victor asked one of the nurses. She shook her head.

"You mean, you just leave them here… to the winds?"

She lowered her head as she and the others gathered up their equipment.

"We can't do anything," said Jeremy, "and we don't want to get caught out in that storm." Reluctantly, Victor agreed and they ran back toward the city along with the nurses and a collection of cow- and goat-herds dragging their animals to shelter.



"Tydial Lupercus is going to speak," said Lerrett, opening the flap of their tent. "You must be there."

Victor and Jeremy got dressed and stepped out into a sea of human beings. They had no choice but to follow the flow of the crowd, and eventually found themselves in a city square overfilled with people. They climbed a ladder to watch from a parapet, but Jeremy was distracted by the sheer number of people. They extended out of the square, through the streets, and out into the desert plains in a dark, moving, living blanket. He wondered if all the Mondolans were there.

Lupercus's speech was already underway. It was amplified, reverberating off the buildings of the square and out into the streets. A woman sat at a table nearby, tapping at a device which connected to a large board covered with arrows that pointed to individual letters as she tapped.

"We were of no use to them," Tydial Lupercus boomed, "so they did not consider us. They spent the wealth of the world, and now nothing is left for us. Now our homelands are ruined. What are we to do? Lie down and die? No!" He put his fists on his hips and stood tall in his flame-coloured garb. "Life came out of the desert, and now… it comes again!"

A roar rose from the crowd, filling the air. Jeremy felt it resonating in his chest.

Lupercus held up his hands and continued speaking. "The world is not our enemy. We welcome anyone into our family. But to anyone who stands in our way, beware."

"The lands to the west are flooded with water or lifeless. There is nothing there for us. Tomorrow, we head east. Tomorrow, we head for Tenyat!" The Mondolans roared again.

Victor turned to Jeremy and mouthed "Des."


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 11

    
        
        
            11 Deserters

Victor and Jeremy nodded to the Mondolan guarding the ramp to Tydial Lupercus's rolling fortress. Lupercus and his Five Fingers were at a meeting in the city, planning the invasion of Tenyat. In the time they'd spent with the Mondolan warlord, Jeremy and Victor had become like unnatural extra fingers to him, so their entrance to the fortress went unchallenged.

Inside, they searched for something to help them reach Despendra. Victor switched on the telegraph board and its tilting arrows clicked back and forth, pointing at various foreign characters, but it made no sense to him. They pored over the controls around the room, but all their training had been about the outdoors, not Lupercus's command post—a decision which made sense in light of what they were doing now.

Stumped and frustrated, Jeremy dared to sit in Lupercus's chair. He ran his hands over the armrests and leaned back.

"How does it feel?" asked Victor.

"Big. Uncomfortable. You know, I have absolutely no desire to lead anyone."

"Yeah, me neither. I don't get the appeal. Maybe one day I could be somebody's father. I think I could handle that. But beyond that, no interest. Even having a kid seems like a terrible thing to do to someone, given…"

"Yeah, given."

"It's a frightening thought, that this might be it," said Victor.

"It's not entirely new for me. Except, now, with my parents—"

"I know. I promised to help you find them, and I'm going to. You know that, right?"

"I do."

"But I need to get to Des."

"Yeah, I figured that was what we were doing."

"Jeremy, you don't have to come with me if you don't want. The Mondolans will help you get to Iktyault."

"After the talk I gave Lupercus, I have a feeling they're going there with or without me. But Des is—or was—was my friend. I want to warn her about this. And if we're not going to make it, well, I'd rather be with you than with them."

"Thanks."

"They must have a map or something in here," said Jeremy. "We can find her when we get there. All that matters is that we get there first."



The next morning, Lupercus called Jeremy and Victor to see him in the vaulted central chamber of the cathedral he'd taken over. "These are the men and women who will take you to Iktyault," he announced, gesturing to two men and a woman, each of them hard and weathered-looking, wearing the dark, gold-threaded Mondolan garb. "I chose them myself."

Which makes this harder, thought Jeremy. Instead, he said, "Thank you," and nodded to him.

"You will leave with them after we've entered Tenyat. We can't risk you being spotted before then." Lerrett walked up to Lupercus's side. "I need to get back to my planning now. But please join me for supper this evening."

Jeremy and Victor thanked him, then left his company. In a darkened archway at the entrance of the cathedral Jeremy stopped him. "How are we going to do this?"

"We can't just wait until we get there," said Victor. "We have to at least give the people there some warning."

"But if they fight—"

"I know, the Mondolans will fight back harder. Still, they should at least get the chance to decide for themselves."

"Sure. But what about us? How do we get there?"

They heard a noise and pulled back into the shadows.

Sibba stepped through the arch and looked from side to side at them in their hiding spots. Lina was with her, holding her hand.

"Crap," muttered Victor. They both stepped out into the open and looked at each other.

Jeremy's head ran through their options, and he didn't like any of them. Even he was a more formidable physical presence than these girls, but he could never harm them. But if they turned them in to Lupercus—

"We can help you," said Sibba. Lina smiled at them.



"These all belong to your father?" asked Jeremy, looking at the fleet of cars arranged in the man-made underground cavern.

"Of course not," said Lina. "He stole them from other people."

"We don't approve of his methods," said Sibba. "It's good he's brought these people together. He saved them. But the way we live—it's not how we would do it. If we live long enough, if the people of Oncewas survive, and if they'll have us, we're going to lead them differently."

"We'll be nicer," said Lina.

Jeremy smiled. "I bet you will be."

"So…" said Victor, looking around them.

"You should go tonight when everyone is gathered for our father's speech."

"Take this one," said Lina, "it's the fastest." She pointed to a shiny black open-top vehicle outlined with chrome trim. Two cylinders ran down either side of the car, finished like the rest of it, but ending in flared metal jets. "It's a rocket car."

"Seriously?" asked Jeremy.

"Seriously," said Lina. "It's his favourite, so he isn't going to be very happy with you."

"That was pretty much guaranteed from this point anyway," he replied. "What does it run on?"

"Biofuel," answered Sibba, "the same kind they produce in Tenyat, so you should be able to get all the way there with it."

"This is great," said Victor. "We can't thank you enough."

"We want to help you," said Sibba, "but we also owe it to the people there. Now get out of here." She handed the key to Jeremy. "And good luck."



As Tydial Lupercus raised his hands and began his speech to the assembled masses, Victor and Jeremy slipped away. Their absence wouldn't be noticed until supper, they figured, which gave them an hour or more. They packed up their supplies and their tent, then made their way to the cavern where the cars were stored.

Victor bundled their gear into the back seat and crawled in after it, tucking a tarpaulin around the corners. There was no telling what kind of conditions they might encounter. "Do you have the—?" he began, but stopped. Three figures approached Jeremy from behind. "Jeremy," he whispered, "turn around."

Jeremy turned and leaned back against the car with forced casualness, spreading his arms to hide Victor. He watched as the trio who'd been assigned to him approached. One of the men was tall and broad, the other squat but equally brawny. The woman was wiry, with wild, sand-blown hair.

"Which car do you think we should take?" he asked them. "Do you think Lord Lupercus will let us take this one?"

"You shouldn't be here," said the woman.

"Oh, sorry. I didn't realise there were off-limits areas."

"Not many," she said, cocking her head and squinting at him, measuring him up. "But this is one of them."

"You should be at the evening address," said the taller man, "out of respect."

"Raise your hands," said the woman. "We're taking you to see Lord Lupercus when he's finished his talk." Jeremy complied and they drew nearer, readying themselves to take him. He tensed as he felt a movement at his side.

Victor raised Jeremy's salt-musket in its holster and pulled the trigger. With a deafening bang and a cloud of smoke, it spat a hail of hard glassy pellets at the trio. They yelled in pain and jumped for cover behind the other cars.

"Holy!" said Jeremy, spinning around, yelling over his dulled hearing. "I thought you didn't—"

"Yeah, I dunno. Just get us out of here!"

Jeremy took the driver's seat and started the car while Victor crawled over to the passenger seat. He steered to avoid the Mondolans crawling from their hiding places, then sped out of the cavern.

They drove through the town, confused by the maze of little streets. Victor took out the map and one of his gold Mondolan instruments, then pointed out a direction.

The car spun suddenly as an armoured Mondolan vehicle struck them. Jeremy cranked the wheel to regain control while the trio backed up and prepared to hit them again.

"Jeremy, this thing is jammed full of fuel. If they—"

"I know, I know! Shut up!" He stamped on the accelerator and aimed them out of the city.

The armoured vehicle sped toward them as they drove over the surface of the open flats, which was crackled like an endless collection of broken pottery. The Mondolans bumped them, matching their speed, trying to push them at an angle to throw them out of control.

Jeremy shifted up and up through the gears until the engine made a growling noise. Transparent blue-green flames ignited in the rear jets, instantly setting the finish of the Mondolan vehicle on fire. Jeremy and Victor were shoved back in their seats as the car sped away into the desert.



The broken earth gave way to sand, which in turn gave way to mud, then patches of grass. They eventually had to navigate to a paved road in order to continue. Palm trees dotted the landscape, then grew thicker as they crossed into Tenyat.

"Can you feel that?" asked Jeremy, smiling as he steered with one hand and held the other out of the car.

"The moisture in the air? Yeah, it feels great," said Victor, rubbing it into his face, which was coloured from weeks in the sun, despite their best efforts to stay out of its direct rays.

It suits him, thought Jeremy. He tried to shake off the pang, but it was no use. It had been fun sharing the tent, spending all that time together, but now he was helping deliver Victor over to Despendra. Damn.

He eased them into a service station and tried to communicate with the clerk. Eventually a combination of Des's name and a phoning gesture got him a telephone book. Leafing through its pages, Jeremy gathered that members of a Tenyata family tended to all live in a single area. He didn't find a listing for Des since she'd only just returned, but he did manage to find the name of a region associated with her family. He spoke the name to the clerk, who took him outside and pointed off to one side of the horizon. Jeremy thanked him, shook his hand, and got back into the car.

Conferring with Victor and the map, he found that the region they were looking for lay just beyond a small peninsula ahead. They took off in that direction, but were soon stopped when their road tumbled off into a wide, fast-moving river.

"This isn't on the map," said Victor.

"We've got to get over there." Jeremy took a few moments to think, sighed, then reversed the car.

"You're not seriously going to—"

"Do you have a better idea? I don't imagine there's a ferry, and the Mondolans are on their way."

"We won't make it!"

"I know. But… This'll get us further across than we would without it. We can't stay here."

"Oh, man."

"Grab the stuff from the back. We'll try to hold onto it."

"Nah, we'll have to tie it to ourselves. Look how fast that water is moving."

They shifted their belongings around, readied themselves, strapped themselves in, then Jeremy reversed the car further and stopped. They looked at each other. Victor nodded, Jeremy nodded back then stomped the accelerator to the floor.

The car pulled forward, fighting harder and harder against inertia until its jets kicked in, flinging them at bone-shaking speed toward the end of the road. Hitting the surface of the water, they skimmed for several seconds until the front of the car nosed into a wave and they stopped dead. Jeremy and Victor jerked hard against their restraints, but weren't hurt.

"Use the jets!" yelled Victor.

Jeremy stepped on the pedal. The jets gave a sputter, but were just as quickly extinguished by the water. The car rocked in the river and waves sprayed over the sides, but it wasn't capsizing. The underside had been sealed—against the sand or for some other reason, they didn't know, but when they realised they weren't going to sink they were grateful to whomever built it.

"Oh crap," said Victor. Jeremy looked up and saw the opposite shore: a steep overhanging cliff. If they survived the current, they still wouldn't be able to get out of the water.

So they sat. The car waggled back and forth in the water as the river carried it along. They yelled as the vehicle floated into churning white rapids and smashed against rocks on all sides, but the width of the car and the tyres underneath protected them until they finally hit calmer water.

"Y'know," said Victor, double-checking with the map, "this is actually taking us in the right direction."

"Who's your lucky charm?" asked Jeremy.

Victor patted Jeremy's head. "You're my lucky charm."



As the sun set, a car floated into the bay of a small town in Tenyat and drew a crowd of onlookers. Its two passengers could do nothing but wave. One woman in particular looked very surprised to see them.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 12

    
        
        
            12 Gimme Sugar

The men of the harbour hauled the car out of the water with a small crane normally used to launch boats. Water streamed from the wheel-wells, and the men smiled with pride at their catch.

Despendra reached and took Victor's hand as he climbed the wharf's ladder. He rounded the top rung and stood looking down into her face, completely unsure how she would react to him. She smiled, grimaced as tears came to her eyes, then laughed and launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

"Don't mind me. I'm okay," called Jeremy from the ladder as he crawled up with their bags strapped over his arms. Reaching the top, he swept his eyes around the harbourfront. The buildings barely clung to the shore and several boat carcasses lay where they'd been dashed by winds and waves. He looked at the fishermen and couldn't help calculating their chances of getting insurance, given the state of their equipment and the perilous weather they must have been operating in: none whatsoever. They weren't worth the risk. Yet for all the ramshackle surroundings, the way the men joked with each other, the crowd of family who now swarmed around Des and shook Victor's hand, gave Jeremy a feeling that this community was rich.

Strangers' hands reached to relieve him of his burdens, and they clapped him on the shoulders in welcome.

"Jeremy!" said Des, breaking away from Victor. She hugged him.

"Des, I'm sorry," he said.

She waved a hand and shook her head. "No, it doesn't matter. It's just good to see you. I—how did you make it out of the Coast? And why are you two dressed like terraists?"

"Mondolans," corrected Jeremy. "Yeah, we need to talk about that."

Jeremy couldn't tell who in the crowd was part of Des's family and who were friends, but they all walked through the village together to a series of small wooden buildings where the family lived. They were given loose, summery clothes—a nice change from the stiff Mondolan garb—and fêted with glass after glass of sweet rum drinks. Then the villagers put oversized metal pans onto burning barrels and cooked heaps of fish, rice, and vegetables for their dinner. Then, when Jeremy and Victor thought they could eat no more, a number of women—aunts, friends, Des's mother?—brought them slices of sugar pie so sweet it made their cheeks sweat.

The food and drink left Jeremy feeling blearily content, but beneath the circumstantial happiness was the knowledge that the Mondolans were coming to invade this peace. And Des's presence reminded him of her warning at the airport, that he'd put his parents in peril by sending them to Iktyault.

He stumbled about the house looking for Des, since he couldn't communicate with any of her family beyond happy thumbs-up gestures and "No, thanks, I couldn't" waves and stomach-pats. He found her in a hammock with Victor, lying across his lap. After all the time he and Victor spent together, no matter what he did, he still couldn't compete with this. He wasn't needed anymore.

"Jeremy," called Des as he started to turn away. "Come over here. Tell me what you were going to tell me."

"I need someplace to lie down. Oh, and there's an army coming to take over your country. Ask him," he said, gesturing to Victor, "he can tell you all about it."



"Victor, Jeremy, this is my Aunt Bathilda," said Des. Bathilda nodded her head to them. Her wiry black and grey hair puffed around her head to a knot in the back. She wore a flowing coat whose pockets were full of books and pens.

"That's her boat," said Des, pointing to a small craft moored nearby. "It's unusual for a woman to own one here, but my aunt's exceptional in a lot of ways. She's the one who inspired me to become a scientist."

They followed Bathilda to a small wooden building with lots of windows looking out at the harbour, to either side, and back to the land. The other shacks' window-panes were blown out, but hers seemed unaffected. Inside was a workroom-laboratory full of diagrams, instruments, and models. "The sailors laugh at Bathilda's modifications to her boat—until they work, then they want them on their boats. She's done pretty well for herself."

"What kind of modifications?" asked Jeremy.

Des spoke to Bathilda, who got a little model of her boat made out of wood and painted white like the craft, with blue trim. She pointed at various parts of the models as she spoke. Des translated, "She reinforced the hull, strengthened the windows… Ah, those little black louvers across the top are solar collectors. The engine runs on—huh, she says the boat grows its own fuel."

Jeremy looked at the drawings of the boat Bathilda brought out. The hull was filled with something. Ballast? he wondered. Bathilda opened a little hatch on the model and pulled out a bag. "Did she say ‘hydrogen'?" he asked.

"Well done," said Des.

Jeremy studied the drawings some more, trying to figure out the various functions of the craft. In another time, Bathilda would be a good prospect for venture capital investment.

"So your aunt is the captain of the ship?" asked Victor.

"I suppose so. The boat's hers and she's licensed to sail it."

"Can a captain in Tenyat perform marriages?"

"I—I don't know," said Des. She asked her aunt, who smiled and nodded.

"Will you marry me?"

Jeremy stuck himself between them. "Ask her if I can have the boat."

"Wait, wait, wait!" said Des, pushing the men apart. She dashed outside and leaned against the wooden shingles. Jeremy and Victor followed her.

"I need the boat," said Jeremy. "It's the only one in the harbour that looks like it could make the trip. I've told you about the Mondolans coming, now I need to go."

"What about me?" asked Victor.

"I thought you wanted to marry her."

"I do."

"You do?" asked Des.

"Yeah. I've had a lot of time to think about this. We might not have long—"

"You're going to marry me because you think it's the end of the world. That's uncomfortably close to me being the last woman on Earth."

"No no, I love you. I really do. I'm pretty sure. I—"

"Okay, stop while you still have some feelings left."

"What am I waiting for? How long do I need to be free before it's time? Maybe I just have to say it's time." He grabbed her hands between his. "It's time. It's you. I mean, it's just a matter of choosing, right? I can keep talking myself out of things the rest of my life, or I can choose, and I choose you. And if we survive, well, you can divorce me later." He took her hands. "Look, I'm sorry about before."

"I'm sorry, Victor. There was something about that city—I felt all stirred up there. It was too busy and there were so many disappointments, fighting with the government all the time and never being listened to, meeting jerk after jerk. It made me crazy and hard. But being back here has been good for me. I've got my heart back, and I'm not scared anymore."

"Right," said Jeremy, "so that's you guys taken care of. Now can I have that boat?"

"Go in there and ask her yourself!" said Des.

Jeremy shoved his way through to the shack. Victor and Des watched through the windows as he proceeded to tell his story and explain himself through gestures and pointless, overly-careful speech. To their surprise, she pulled out some maps, and the two of them were soon drawing their fingers back and forth across routes. Jeremy produced gold instruments from the Mondolan belt he still insisted on wearing, and Bathilda nodded, holding them up and looking through them, gesturing at the map then up into the air. Jeremy held the model boat close to his chest and looked at Bathilda with a questioning look. She nodded at him, and he hugged her.

"Ha!" he said as he left the shack and walked past them.



Where are they? Jeremy wondered. He wanted to put out to sea as soon as possible, even though the thought filled him with dread: he'd never steered a boat before, let alone crossed an ocean. But he needed the keys to the boat, and didn't want to disappear without at least saying goodbye.

The house was unusually empty, except for Des's younger brother, who seemed to be in a kind of wastrel period between school and work. Although it was morning, he was drinking, and chewing on some kind of nuts that gave his eyes a faraway expression.

Jeremy stepped out onto the back porch, but no one was here, either. He kept walking to the fields behind the house, acres of some tall-standing green crop. Occasionally the thick stalks would move and he'd see a farmer's head under a straw hat.

"They make us grow it," said a voice. Jeremy turned and saw Andhar, Des's little brother.

"You speak Percean."

"I studied it every year in school, and I've learned a lot from the broadcasts we get."

Jeremy didn't like the idea of his extinguished culture being judged on its television. "What's your favourite show?" he asked.

"Oh, easy: Naked Celebrity Showdown. My friends and I love it."

"Good God." He looked out over the acres of plants. "So who is it who's making you grow this?"

"The coalition government. It's sugar. They need it to make ethanol, and we have the best climate for it, so a lot of our land has been turned into plantations. They've been giving us a lousy price for it, but the fishing gets worse every year so people have put up with it—until recently. The farmers said they've had enough, and they've been protesting by holding it back. Not that we can do much with it, but hey, at least we can make this!" He held up his glass and took a sip. "Come on inside and I'll make you one. And I could use your help with something."

They went back inside, and after Andhar made Jeremy a drink, he led him to the dark-curtained living room where he'd put down drop-cloths, prepared rollers, and opened cans of what looked liked grey paint. He dipped a roller into one of the cans and smeared it across the wall.

"What are you doing?" yelled Jeremy, grabbing Andhar's arm.

"Wait for it," said Andhar. He picked up a remote control and switched it on. The swath of paint flickered with television images. "Nanodes. You can put them on any surface, as big as you want. They grab energy from the static in the air or wherever they can get it, and they work together to make a picture. And when you turn them off again, they just project the colour of whatever's closest to them."

"That is kinda cool," Jeremy admitted. So he helped Andhar tape out an entire wall and cover it in the nanode-paint. When they were finished they felt obliged to test it out, so Andhar made Jeremy another drink and brought him a bowl of the nuts he'd been eating, and they turned on some old episodes of Naked Celebrity Showdown.

They watched hour after hour of the show, laughing and cringing as these figures gave foolishly wrong answers to general knowledge questions and competed in tasks whose main objective seemed to be to get them into compromising positions. Jeremy recognised most of the people, but figured Andhar couldn't know who they were. He supposed the train-wreck fascination of it was universal.

Did they all drown? he wondered. He felt sad for the celebrities. He found it hard to imagine that the whole Percene Coast was gone. My bank accounts are underwater, he thought. All his savings and careful planning—he'd been surviving for weeks without any of it, and he hadn't planned on living long anyway, but the thought that he was still alive and had no security frightened him. He'd sold countless people on the importance of security, of planning for contingencies, yet everything he had was gone. And the only plan he had was to travel headlong into danger.

He shook his head and stood up. Whatever was in the nuts had moved him from giggly, contented nostalgia into melancholy. He left the stuffy, dark living room and walked to the back porch for some air and sunlight. Stretching, he yawned and looked out across the fields. The sugar canes danced about, and he saw figures moving amongst them.

Not farmers, he thought. Soldiers. A squad of them were headed toward the house.

Jeremy ran back inside. "Andhar! Andhar!" he shout-whispered. "We've got to hide. There are soldiers coming." Andhar looked up at him slowly, confused. Jeremy slapped his face lightly. "Come on. Do you have a basement, an attic, some closet space, anything?" Andhar shook his head. Then Jeremy saw something useful.

"Here, stand on this drop-cloth," he said. When Andhar did, Jeremy pried open a can of the paint and dumped it over him, smearing it about until Andhar was completely covered. "Now me. Hurry!" Andhar did the same, then they rolled up the drop-cloth, threw it behind the couch, and stood pressed as tightly as they could against the wall.

The soldiers entered the room slowly, looking about. Jeremy narrowed his eyes to a squint and watched. His heart sunk as one of the men pointed a finger at the wall where they stood. The others looked… and they all started laughing. All they could see was a bright projection of enormous naked pink figures playing back and forth, trying to catch an oversized ball. They watched for a few moments, then responded to a shout from outside and left the room.

Jeremy stepped as quietly as he could away from the wall and immediately changed colour, growing dark like the rest of the room. He hunkered by the couch and assumed its colour. "Ow!" he said, slapping his wrist: he felt a sensation like a sharp bug-bite. Then another on his cheek, and another on his neck.

"You're not supposed to get it on you," whispered Andhar, frightening him. He was couch-coloured, too. "It'll draw energy out of anything, even the blood in your skin."

Jeremy's flesh prickled and burned as he slowly rounded the corner and looked around for the soldiers. He saw them through the front windows, stepping off the front porch.

"Where are they, Victor and Des?" he asked. "Do you know?"

"They're down at Bathilda's boat getting married. It was supposed to be a secret, but this family is terrible at secrets."

"Let's try to get to the harbour before these soldiers do."

As they slipped out the back door, Andhar grabbed Jeremy's arm. "Mom told me what you said to Des, about the terraists coming. But those aren't terraists."

"I know."

"They're government men. They're here because of the protests."

A tank rolled into view, leaving a mat of crushed plants as it moved. Andhar and Jeremy ran for a path through an adjacent field, perfectly wrapped in images of sugar cane.



Bathilda wrapped the strip of cloth around Victor and Des's hands, binding them together, cinching them with a firm nautical knot. She spoke words to each of them, then nodded.

"Kiss me," whispered Des to Victor.

"Huh?"

"Now you're supposed to kiss me."

"Right," he said, and kissed her, carefully at first, then with more vigour as she responded. The crowd on the dock above the boat cheered them on and applauded.

"Victor!" called a voice.

He looked up and saw the crowd parting as two figures pushed their way through, but he couldn't quite see them. "What—?"

"It's paint," said Jeremy as colours streaked and ran over his clothes. His face showed through in patches, and in other spots the paint was returning to grey as he scratched at it. "Nevermind." He turned to Des. "The army is invading. Translate for them. You've got to tell them."

"The army? I thought you said the Mondolans were coming."

A personnel carrier pulled up to the end of the dock and a dozen soldiers streamed out of it. They raised their weapons and aimed at the villagers, fishermen, and family gathered there.

Des's brother Andhar moved to the edge of the crowd, unnoticed by the soldiers, who were being kept busy by the fishermen and townspeople's shouts of indignation. He slipped into the driver's seat of the personnel carrier, started it, and pulled away.

"Hey!" shouted one of the soldiers, and all but two of them chased after the vehicle. Andhar aimed it toward one of the docks and jumped out. It clattered over the old wooden pier and tipped into the harbour.

"You're not really going to shoot at us, are you?" asked Jeremy, stepping closer and closer to the soldiers. "These people aren't your slaves. They're members of the coalition government as much as anyone." The soldiers stepped back as he advanced. Jeremy couldn't tell if he was managing to be imposing or if they were just confused by the sight of him, but either way, he was sure he'd called their bluff. Several of the farmers and fishermen grabbed the soldiers from behind, wresting their weapons away before throwing the men into the water.

Victor turned to Bathilda. "Untie us!" But Bathilda shook her head as she uttered a stream of words and shook her head. "Come on!"

"She's not refusing," translated Des, "she says she can't undo the knot. We have to go like this."

The couple struggled to climb the ladder to the dock, wriggling side by side. As they cleared the top, followed by Bathilda, Jeremy leaned over to climb down to the boat.

"What are you doing?" asked Victor.

"I have to get out of here. If I stay, those government people will probably put me in a cell somewhere and I won't make it to my parents in time."

"I'm going with you," said Victor.

"Then so am I," said Des. She held up her hands. "I kinda have to now, don't I?" Victor kissed her.

Des explained the situation to her aunt, who nodded, but said something in a tone that Jeremy thought didn't sound very encouraging. "We need the key to start it," said Des.

"Well, let's go!" said Jeremy.

They ran up the dock toward the shacks, Bathilda leading the way, followed by Jeremy, whose clothes blinked between random colours and grey. Victor and Des ran behind, holding their arms between them as they bumped into each other.

A squad of soldiers headed toward them and blocked the path between them and Bathilda's shack.

"Dammit," said Jeremy.

The soldiers closed in, but stopped as someone shouted at them from behind. Several figures in dusty, gold-flecked clothes with bandaged faces yelled and charged them, firing their muskets at the soldiers, who shouted in pain. One managed to return fire, but his target, a smaller Mondolan, easily dodged the shot and swept in close, hitting the man with blows from one direction then the other until he fell down unconscious. The other Mondolans chased the soldiers until they retreated.

The small figure standing, panting, over the inert body unwrapped her face.

"Sibba!" said Jeremy.

"Lina's here, too, and my father. Come, you have to see him."

"I can't stay, Sibba, and God knows what your father will want to do to us."

"No, this is a good day for him. We're chasing off government men all around the area. It was an easy victory. You can tell the people they're safe: we're here!"

"Funny, we left to warn them you were coming," said Victor.

"I know," said Sibba, "we understand how you might have thought that was necessary." She frowned. "Who's this?"

"This is… uh, my wife, Despendra."

"Oh. Well, if she's your wife, then she should meet my father, too. Come on."

Des said some words to her aunt, who left them. "She's gone to get the key, and she'll meet us back here in an hour."



The rolling golden house was parked several miles inland. They dismounted from the Mondolan jeep and climbed the stairs of the fortress. Mondolan warriors lined the entranceway, and Tydial Lupercus sat in his chair.

"So," he said, grabbing the gnarled wood, "this is a nice place you've led us to."

"The people of Tenyat won't give up without a fight," said Des.

"I'm counting on that," said Lupercus. "I'm just hoping it won't be me they're fighting. I want to help them, organise them, make them stronger." He turned to Victor. "And who is this woman you're tied to, who speaks to me this way?"

"My wife."

"I like her. And why is she tied to you?"

"Oh, uh, it's a tradition. But could someone help us with this—?" he asked, holding up his hands. Tydial nodded, and one of his Five Fingers stepped forward, flashed a blade from his belt, and their hands were freed.

"So are you going to forgive us?" asked Jeremy.

"Pah," said Lupercus, "bad feelings between friends should be as words written in sand." He stood and came close to Jeremy. "And now? Will you continue on your journey north?"

"As soon as possible. We have a boat waiting for us."

"You don't need any help? I'm still sending people to meet your prime minister."

"No, we'll be fine. But thank you… for everything you've given us."

"We should go," said Des. "Please take care of Tenyat."

"I will. I'm sure we can learn a lot from each other. Godspeed on your travels." He hugged each of them, and they descended the stairs of his home for the last time.

Bathilda was waiting for them at the boat, along with the rest of Des's family. Des grew weepier with each successive relative she said goodbye to—and she had many of them. The couple headed down the ladder, then Victor held her around the shoulder as she waved up at her family, sobbing.

Jeremy went to the small wheelhouse at the front of the boat and used the key Bathilda gave him. He turned it and the boat's engine roared into life, sending steam rising from the back of the craft. He waved and pushed the lever beside the wheel. The boat jumped forward and thumped into the tyres hanging around the dock. Bathilda covered her eyes.

"Sorry!" called Jeremy. He pulled the lever back and looked over his shoulder as he eased the boat away from its mooring, then straightened it when they reached the harbour. They waved to the people on shore, who cheered and waved back, then Jeremy aimed them out for the open waters of the ocean.

"What's that?" asked Victor. The water churning around them was deep red.

"A blood tide," said Despendra. "It's a dinoflagellate bloom."

Victor stared at her, no closer to understanding.

"Algae. They're toxic, and they like the warm water."

"Ah."

Jeremy heard all this, but didn't speak. He consulted the map beside him and thought about the miles of ocean ahead. His heart raced: he had no idea what he was doing.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 13

    
        
        
            13 The Gyre

The boat bobbed on the waves, making the lightbulbs hung around the cabin dance back and forth and clink against the roof. Jeremy had managed to scour the paint off his skin, but was covered with little sores where it had plucked at his blood for energy. Liberal applications of salt water were helping this heal quickly—and salt water was something they had in abundance.

The still Bathilda rigged up to the deck worked well; its large glass bulb regularly bubbled up with fresh, clear water, which they could pour out from a spigot.

Food was another matter; there hadn't been any time to stock up, so they had only the emergency rations already on the boat and a few fishing rods. Out of desperation, Victor stood at the back of the boat, trailing a line with a silver lure that gleamed in the late afternoon sun. Des sat by his side, and Jeremy remained in the wheelhouse, checking his gold instrument against the map and the sky.

"Hey!" yelled Victor. "I've got something!"

Jeremy secured the wheel and throttle and went back to look. Victor pulled the line in hand over hand, but it soon became apparent that the mass on the end wasn't a fish. Des and Jeremy made disgusted noises as Victor hauled the whitish thing on-board. "I need the lure back," he explained as he dropped the dead creature on the deck and picked at it. It had once been a large sea bird, but its insides were exposed, bursting with fishing line and bits of plastic in a dozen colours. Victor worked as quickly as possible then hurled it back overboard.

"I don't understand," said Des, "we're in the middle of the ocean. There should be all kinds of fish here."

Jeremy shrugged and returned to the wheelhouse. He'd eaten so much in Tenyat that he was enjoying a rest from feeling stuffed. He knew this would soon end, and they still had another week of travel ahead of them. They all knew this, and were in silent agreement to not discuss it. The Mondolans taught Jeremy how little he could survive on, but the math he did in his head, dividing between tins of food, crackers, and days left at sea wasn't working out in their favour.

Afternoon gave way to dusk, then twilight, which lasted a long time. "Want a break?" asked Victor, tapping Jeremy on the shoulder.

"Yeah, that would be good. This is our heading," he said, pointing at the map. Then he pointed to the sky. "Or you can use that star." He walked to the back of the boat, where Des was studying the schematics of the boat.

"What's this?" she asked. "It seems to be connected to the gas reserves."

"Yeah. In the bottom of the hull, under the sleeping quarters, is a reservoir full of algae. They produce the gas."

"I get that, but right under where I'm sitting there's a compartment."

"I think it has some kind of reserve tank in it."

"Right," she said. "Um, about those sleeping quarters…"

"You guys take them. It just makes sense since there are two of you."

"And I suppose this is our honeymoon."

"Mm, guess so. Well, that clinches it."

"Thanks Jeremy."

"Yup," he said, going back to the wheelhouse. Victor stayed and chatted politely with him as the colour drained out of the sky and the dark set in. "Go on," said Jeremy, "I think she's waiting for you." Victor slapped him on the shoulder, crossed back to the large hatch in the middle of the deck, opened it, and went downstairs to join his wife, shutting the hatch behind him. The boat's construction was sturdy but the materials were light; Jeremy heard them talking and giggling. He gritted his teeth and focused on navigating for as long as he could. Finally, he accepted that there was no real need for steering the rest of the night; he could aim the boat and leave it to eat up miles on its own.

He climbed the ladder to the flat roof of the wheelhouse and lay down there. The hot, sticky plastic surface of the solar panels was uncomfortable, so he took off his shirt, spread it out, then lay back down.

Des's laugh reverberated from below-deck and Jeremy felt his gut clench with rage. He hated them both.

He looked up at the stars. There seemed to be even more of them here than in the desert. Across the sky stretched the smoky ribbon of the galaxy. Just one planet in the middle of all that, and it's ours, he thought. We never did manage to find a spare.

The end of the world, and I'm on my own.

I suck.

His mind went back to the life he had before all this. I was very successful, he thought. More than most people.

Yeah, but you didn't have what you really wanted.

Who says you get what you want in life?

It's kinda implied that you should. And if you don't, then you're deficient in some way.

So I'm a loser?

I don't see any opportunities here for a second chance, so… yeah.

Perfect. The boat swayed beneath him and small waves lapped at its sides. I guess that's how it is.



The engine coughed, wailed, then belched out a cloud of blue-white smoke. The boat lurched forward and Jeremy woke up. He shivered, pulled on his shirt, climbed foggily down from the wheelhouse roof, and looked off the back of the boat. The engine was choking on something, but he couldn't see what.

Jeremy dropped a small pail on a rope over the side of the boat and pulled it up. The water inside was green, soupy, translucent goo.

"What's wrong?" asked Des.

Startled, Jeremy dropped the pail. Its contents splattered across the deck.

"Eew. What the hell is that?"

"It's what we're floating in."

Des stooped down and touched the viscous liquid, rubbing it between her fingers. "It feels… plastic."

As Victor emerged from below the boat jolted to a stop. All three of them were thrown to the deck.

"Ow!" yelled Victor. Des rubbed her shoulder, and Jeremy ran to the front. He squinted into the morning sun and the pink sky around it. Beneath it, as far as he could see from left to right, was… something. But not land.

"Plastic," said Des, leaning over the railing beside him.

"I've heard of this," said Victor, "but I didn't think it was real."

"What is it?" asked Jeremy.

"A vortex where the plastic that's been dumped into the ocean collects."

"How big is it?"

"Big. Big like a province."

"It's theoretically possible," said Des. "Several ocean currents converge here, and this is where the atmospheric pressure is the highest, which could… lead… Okay, to hell with theory, there it is in front of us."

"What do we do?" asked Victor.

They fell silent as a realisation washed over them: they were stuck, and if they stayed stuck they would die here.

Two hours later, they were no closer to finding a solution. Even turning around wasn't an option, because they couldn't travel back through the plastic-water. "I can't just sit here and wait," said Jeremy. He stood up, grabbed a mesh bag, and shoved some supplies into it.

"What are you doing?" asked Victor, still sitting on the bench, holding Des.

"I'm doing something."

"Jeremy," Des protested, "we're safer on the boat. Maybe someone will—"

"Will what? Fly over? Last Flights—that's not going to happen." He filled a canteen from the still and put it in his bag. He went to the wheelhouse and retrieved his Mondolan instruments. Showing them to Victor, he asked, "Do you still have yours? I'm going to need these."

"Yeah. But—"

"But what? You don't need me. Figure something out."

"So that's it? You took us all this way and now you're finished with us?"

"Hey, buddy, you abandoned me first!"

Des rolled her eyes and sat down.

"I wouldn't call coming out here and getting stuck in the middle of the ocean abandoning you."

"You know what I mean."

"Oh, so because I don't love you, you have no use for me."

"Whatever. This is how it is," said Jeremy, turning away.

Victor lunged at Jeremy, grabbed him by his shirt and belt, and picked him up. Des yelled for Victor to stop, but he strode to the side of the ship as Jeremy kicked and flailed his arms. "Fine then!" said Victor, and threw Jeremy overboard.

Des ran to look over, afraid to see Jeremy hit the solid ground, but the surface gave way beneath him with a splash and he sunk beneath it.

"Jeremy!" she called.

His arm broke through the detritus, then his head popped up. He gasped and struggled to hold onto the objects floating around him. With an awkward dog-paddle, he moved around until he found a solid patch and pulled himself up. He grabbed his mesh bag with one hand and reached for his belt with the other, but the belt was gone. Noticing this, he hesitated, then stood his ground, such as it was. "To hell with you," he said. "To hell with you both." Then he turned to walk away—and fell through the surface again.

Des gasped, but Jeremy crawled his way back up and carefully trudged away.



The sun hovered overhead, but Jeremy picked his way forward in spite of the heat. The plastic atoll grew thicker, which made walking steadier, but confirmed that there was no way the boat could have ploughed through it. He made his way without his instruments: This place was better sign-posted than cities he'd been to, with a large plastic petrol station sign to his far right, a squadron of shopping trolleys fatally tangled together to his left.

Some of the plains he crossed were old and nondescript. Sun and salt corroded the plastic, breaking it down as much as possible. Nothing was red, he found. Red seemed to be the first colour to go. Pale turquoise persisted, and yellow nylon rope was a bumper-crop; he could have as much of that as he wanted. Unfortunately, he didn't want any.

As the day wore on it grew hotter. He fashioned a hat from a square of blue plastic tarpaulin and tied it around his head with rope, then made a matching poncho to shield his arms and legs from the sun.

Later in the afternoon, he found a huge tortoise shell. The creature's skeleton was still inside; Jeremy presumed it died here, finding nothing edible around for miles, or because it ate something plastic that looked like whatever tortoises ate. He wished he could take the shell with him. What do I need with an oversized tortoise shell right now? That would be useless.

Useless.

In life, the tortoise would have been useless to him, too. The thought struck him as sad, because its shell alone was magnificent. Surely the creature had lived a hundred years or even two—long before men had taken its ancestors' oily remains from the ground and turned them into these plastics.

Useless.

He resumed walking, crossing a field of soft twisted foamy cloth and rubber—an abandoned season of running shoes. His thoughts kept returning to the tortoise.

Was it true, what Victor said? Did he reserve his love for the people and things that were useful to him? He hated Victor. He hated Des. But he didn't; he loved them. He only hated them because they thwarted his uses for them.

Even his sister, the twin he'd spent every day growing up with, and Carl, his promise of love at last, lost in the accident—his grief, his anger, and his subsequent abandonment of this doomed world sprung from his defeated uses for them.

The running shoes led him to a shore of undulating purple plastic. He picked his way to the water's edge and splashed the sweat from his face and arms, then slicked some over his legs. As he cupped his hands, he looked closer at one of the purple shapes: it was a charity collection cup that said "Save the Whales".

But there aren't any more whales, he thought.

And why is that? he asked himself.

Because we didn't love them.

Why not?

Once we weren't allowed to turn them into things, we didn't know what they were for.

But they weren't for anything. They just… were, he thought.

A feeling of grace moved over him. Suddenly everything was exactly as it should be; there was no better, parallel world. This was it. And he loved this world, just as it was. He didn't want to leave.

He knew now why The Effort hadn't worked: it wasn't done out of any real care, but out of an interest in getting more use out of the world. It was based on the idea that the world was a resource, a thing, an other. But there was no ‘other' out there, just life, a big soup of being he was part of.

He missed Victor and Des. He thought of his parents and wept. He wanted to see them, not because he wanted to save them or felt he owed them rescuing… just because.

The irony struck him, that he was probably going to die soon, just when he'd found his way back into the world, when he'd just completed his biggest sale ever: selling himself on the idea of living.

I don't want to die, he thought. He could feel how close it was, how ready it was to take him back. But if this is it, that's okay.

He clutched his legs and lay down, pulling his blue tarpaulin poncho over himself.



The shore undulated beneath Jeremy. He opened his eyes. The plastic containers shifted, dispersing, and he had to splash and clamber to get to higher, more solid ground.

In the distance he saw a container ship slipping by. He waved his hands and yelled, but it was too far away for anyone onboard to see him. He stomped around the trash-pile, but there was no way to light a signal-fire; everything was too sodden to burn anyway.

He noticed something about the ship: it was being dragged by a huge rectangular kite on long cables stretching ahead of its mass.

Yes! he thought, and climbed back inland.



"It's Jeremy," said Des.

"What? Where?" Victor asked, joining her at the rail.

Jeremy waved as he continued toward them, dragging what looked like a giant blue bag behind him. When he got close to the ship, he threw yellow nylon ropes to them. They hauled up his loot, then lowered a rope-ladder for him. He jumped from the trash-land into the salty soup, climbed up, and hugged them both in turn.

"What is this?" asked Des.

"Look inside."

She and Victor loosened the rope in the brass grommets and pulled out plastic containers with sealed foil lids.

"Ramen noodles, anyone?"

"I was wrong," Victor joked, "I do love you."

"I love you, too," said Jeremy. "I love you both. But wait, it gets better. I brought enough of this tarp to make a kite."

"Well, uh, that'll keep us amused."

"Des, you know the gas reservoir under the deck, how big do you think it would be if we let it out?"

"It'd be pretty big, like a—" She stopped and looked at him.

Jeremy nodded. "A balloon."



Victor served Jeremy and Des cups of noodles while they worked on the kite. The rear hatch was open, and the reservoir, a large silvery cloth bladder, was spread around the deck, filling slowly with lighter-than-air gases.



That night, Victor and Des made room for Jeremy on the large bed. They all slept soundly, having eaten their fill of noodles.

In the morning, they were awakened by being tumbled to one side of the bed. They clambered out and onto the deck: the gas reservoir bag hung over them like a too-close, oblong moon, and the boat bumped along the surface of the trash atoll, bouncing when it made contact, then coming down to rest on a tiptoe point of the hull. They were airborne.

The three cheered and hugged each other, then Jeremy bundled the kite in his arms, threw it overboard, climbed down, and ran as far away as he could with it. Getting it to catch the wind took an hour of attempts, until a breeze picked up and unfurled it, lifted it, and popped it taut far ahead of the boat. Jeremy had to run and grab the rope ladder. As he scaled the side, the boat lurched into the air. Victor and Des worked the rudimentary rope-rudders, gaining some control over their direction.

"There's an opening out to sea in that direction," said Jeremy, pointing as he joined them. The boat came down with a hard thud and they looked back and forth, worried, but the ground beneath was made of flexible matter and didn't damage the ship.

Like a white beluga being airlifted away, Bathilda's boat nosed ahead over the rubbish vortex island, toward its native sea.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 14

    
        
        
            14 The Sweatlands

"I see trees!" shouted Des. Victor and Jeremy joined her at the rail. There, stretching along the horizon, was a dark, raised strip of land—the first sign of anything other than ocean in over a week.

Jeremy returned to the wheelhouse and cranked the throttle forward. They'd stopped using the kite as soon as they cleared the plastic vortex. It had helped them make steady progress, but their upper bodies still ached from trying to control it and stay on course. The gas reserve, however, still hovered half-full over the back of the ship like a jellyfish parade float. Jeremy opened the engine up and was determined not to slow down until they reached shore.

We did it, he thought. They had maps, Mondolan navigational instruments, the sun, and the stars, but so many things went wrong he'd doubted they'd ever see land again. But there it was: the other shore.

Des and Victor whooped and hollered from the bow, windswept and sprayed as the boat banged its way forward through the waves.



The water's surface was coated with a layer of green life that parted as the boat passed through it then closed over again.

"Pantego has one of the most diverse ecosystems on the planet," said Des.

"Well, used to," argued Victor. "I organised tours for people to visit the rainforests, but then the Coalition got in here, tried to overthrow the elected government, and things got ugly."

"Oh yeah," said Jeremy, "I remember when that was in the news. I never really knew what it was about, just that one of my clients went out of business because of it. He was an importer."

"Yeah, the Coalition wanted a steady supply of cheap labour and fruit, but the Pantegans voted in a government that opposed outside ownership of their land and businesses. So the Coalition sent in the military, and the Pantegans fought back."

"So… we're sailing into a guerrilla war," said Des.

"More or less."

"And how is it you planned to get us up north once we were here?"

"Um," said Jeremy, "I hadn't got that far. I guess I was planning to improvise."

"Remind me never to do this with you guys again." She sat on a bench. "I just hope my family is okay."

Victor sat beside her. "The Mondolans know what they're doing. They'll take care of them." He took her hand. "I'm glad you're here with me."

She smiled and squeezed his hand back.

Watching this, Jeremy was surprised to find himself smiling. The idea that their happiness somehow detracted from his seemed stupid now. In fact, it reassured him that such things were possible, even in the middle of all this.

He returned to the business of finding someplace to go ashore. Jeremy continued up the river they'd followed from the ocean, and after a few hours he found a small wooden wharf. He cut the throttle and aimed them toward it.

The glass of the wheelhouse window cracked as a series of tiny objects pelted against it. It took a moment for Jeremy to realise they were being shot at. He ran toward the back of the boat, where Victor and Des were scrambling for cover. "Jump!" he yelled. They stood and joined him, mounting the back rail, hidden by the gas-bag, and dove into the murky green river.

They surfaced and watched as the exterior of the boat chipped and split under the rain of bullets. Then a rocket whooshed from somewhere in the trees and pierced its way deep into the boat's hull. Seeing this, the three frantically dug down as deep into the water as they could.

With a white flash, the boat detonated. The shock pounded through the water and hit them like a punch in the chest. When they swam back to the surface, there was nothing left of the craft but flecks of white and some noodles.

"We surrender!" shouted Jeremy. They kicked toward shore and waded from the water with their hands up. Figures emerged from the trees, their faces daubed with green and brown.

"We're on your side," said Jeremy in a vain attempt to charm them. One of the figures walked up to him and shoved a cloth bag over his head.



They panted and gasped as their captors removed the bags, but the air around them was as hot as it had been with the bags on. They'd been forced to march, stumbling over roots, rocks, and uneven ground for an hour, and now sat in a large warehouse.

"How did you find us?" asked a man with a thick beard and glasses, which made his camouflaged face look even stranger.

"We just followed the river," said Jeremy.

"We're on our own," added Des.

"We're not with the government," Victor chimed in, "we're trying to get up north so we can find his parents." He gestured toward Jeremy with his head, since he, like the others, was tied to a chair.

"Your accents—you're from the Percene Coast," said the man. "I went to university there. You've come a long way." He nodded to one of the other members of his party and the man untied their arms and feet. "I'm inclined to believe you, because… well, you're dirty, you're unarmed, and your boat was so small. I apologise for the harsh treatment, but we have to be careful. I'm just wondering, though, why so many people have been landing on our shores lately."

Jeremy stood, stretching his neck and rubbing his wrists. "Who else is here?"

"A small airship landed in the jungle nearby several days ago, but we haven't been able to find whoever was in it. And three days ago a large freighter docked at an industrial port north of here. Judging from the size of it, the government is about to make a major push to take over our country." The bearded man squinted in thought.

"What?" asked Jeremy.

"One thing doesn't make sense. They unloaded a missile, something so big it would surely destroy all of Pantego. But our whole battle has been over resources—people, land, agriculture. Destroying it all makes no sense. That's not how the Coalition fights."

"It's not meant for you," said Jeremy. "It's for sending into orbit." He rubbed the patchy hair on his face. "Any way you could get us to them? They're no friends of ours, but they are headed where we want to go."

"We've been tracking their movement, and for now, they're staying in a city near the port. I suppose I could help you get there."

"Thank you—"

"Captain Jefredo," said the bearded man, extending his hand.

"I'm Jeremy Chutter," answered Jeremy, accepting it. "This is Despendra Bedall and this is Victor Trelbit." The others nodded.

"Captain of—?"

"The Pantego Resistance Army. The title's meaningless, but the cause is not."

"So how long will it take to get to this city?"

"Two days. We'll leave tomorrow at daybreak."

"Sorry, but, can't we leave today?"

"I don't want to spend any more time camped outdoors than necessary. It's not safe at night."

"Why not?" asked Victor. He'd been fine with the plan until this.

"Much of the coast has been lost to flooding, and that's driven the wildlife further inland… including the tigers."

"Tigers," said Victor.

"Of course," said Des.

"And the pythons are breeding like we've never seen before. Then there's the cholera, and the creeping moulds…"

"Could you put that bag over my head again?" asked Victor.



Jeremy tipped himself out of his hammock, careful to study the floor below for pythons. Not that he'd ever seen one, but he figured he'd just avoid any kind of snake. He remembered that monkeys were supposed to have an in-built fear of snakes. Smart, those monkeys.

He tiptoed through the factory; it wasn't dark, because lights hung from the ceiling far overhead, though they didn't make it particularly bright, either.

He tread quietly to the bathroom, but was distracted on the way back by the sight of an assembly area. It looked like it could be retrofitted for manufacturing just about anything. The last product was shoes: industrial sewing machines stood on rows of tables flanked by boxes of component parts. He picked up a finished pair of shoes. He'd seen them before. A shoal of them, in fact.

"Go on," said a voice. Jeremy looked up and saw the captain. "Take a pair. The war broke out while we were still slaving to make them. We may be poorer now, but at least we're not slaves. And we have comfortable feet!"

Jeremy hesitated at the thought of stealing from the pool of labour that created the shoes, but he looked down at his current ones and was sure they wouldn't last the rest of the journey. After desert sand and heat, salt water, and countless miles, they were flattened and split. He dug through the piles of stock until he found a pair his size, untied his old shoes, and put on the new ones. He rocked back and forth and smiled.

"Tell your friends they can have some, too."

"Thank you."

"Good night."

The captain left, and Jeremy was alone with his thoughts. As he dropped his old shoes in a bin, he wondered how far he would get in these ones, perhaps all the way to his parents. He prayed to something unnamed that they were alive, feeling inside to see if his luck prevailed or if he might have some intuition about how they were, but he couldn't separate his hopes and his doubts from anything that might be an insight.

Thinking about his family reminded him of his sister, and he remembered her fondly, without guilt or a thought that things should have turned out otherwise. He found the same feeling when he thought of Carl, who was a stranger, really, just a possibility that never came to be. And, for once, he didn't feel it should be otherwise. There was no point wishing for a different past.

Whatever damage had been done to the chemical works in his head by those events, keeping him stuck in depression, it was repaired now. This felt better than the numb nothing that drugs had given him… even though back then everything was safe and now nothing was.

He bounced in his new shoes across the factory floor, back to his hammock. He took them off, placed them carefully to one side, crawled into bed, and slept soundly.



In the morning, they took turns having hot baths in a converted restroom. The captain gave them fresh clothes—new from the factory—and gave Jeremy and Victor shaving gear. Jeremy was happy to get rid of the patchy, woolly look creeping over his baby face.

Rested and clean, they met with the captain and a small contingent of men and women to plan their trek to the port town where the Fulo convoy was stationed. In the course of the conversation, the captain probed into the convoy's mission and Jeremy described it, sharing what he'd seen at the presentation to the Coalition delegates. A change came over the captain's face, a deep concern. Speaking into a radio device, he called in several more of his fighters. Jeremy realised he'd made a tactical mistake: the captain wanted to stop Hardwick—which in theory he couldn't agree more with, but the convoy was his ticket north. Somewhere out there was another group, the one that landed in the jungle. Jeremy had no doubt it was the Mondolans, here with the same intent. The thought of playing these two groups off each other filled him with dread.

"…to this factory by nightfall," said the captain. Jeremy realised he hadn't been paying attention, and looked at the map the captain stabbed with his finger. "We should be able to do it if we keep a steady pace for as much of the day as possible." He handed them each a tube with foreign lettering and a picture of a winged insect on it. "Make sure you cover any exposed skin with this. And try not to lie down on the ground if you can help it."

Victor raised his hand.

"Yes?"

"Um, tigers."

"Ah, yes. Well, it's rare for them to prey on humans, but I've heard reports of several fatal attacks recently. Their food supply must be stretched thin. I suspect they must have also come across corpses, maybe cholera victims from other settlements, and got a taste for human flesh that way."

"So what do we do about it?"

"My people will have guns, and we have… these," he said, reaching into a box at his feet. He produced plastic masks of human faces with wild expressions and handed them around. He pulled the elastic string of one and put it backwards on his head. "They don't usually attack if they feel they're being watched. So these might work… for a while, until they become accustomed to them. I don't know if anyone else in the area is using them." He sat back in his chair. "I know this is a lot to remember, but also try not to lean over any more than is necessary. It makes you look four-legged—more like prey."

"Good God," said Victor. Des held his hand. She thrived on learning new things, so her fear was offset by her fascination about having a whole new set of information to accommodate.

"Let's get going then," said Jeremy, standing and hauling on the pack of supplies he'd been given.



Des made a checklist and reminded them at regular intervals of all the things they should be doing: put on more insect repellent, keep moving, don't lean over for too long, don't linger on the ground. It would have been annoying, except Jeremy and Victor understood she was trying to keep them from harm. As morning grew into noon, though, they needed a break and straggled behind.

"I need to sit down," said Victor.

"Okay," said Jeremy. "I could use a drink. We'll just stop for a few minutes."

They plopped themselves on the ground, which was covered with soft ferns, grasses, and leaves. Jeremy took a sip from his canteen then passed it to Victor.

"Look at me," said Victor. "I haven't been this skinny since I was a kid."

"Honestly, you looked better when you were a bit…"

"Chunkier?"

Jeremy smiled.

"Wouldn't you just kill for a—I dunno, a Sunday afternoon to just sit on the couch and read a newspaper, have a coffee, maybe go for a pint with mates in the evening?"

"That sounds nice," said Jeremy. "Hey, I want you to know that I'm grateful for you coming along with me through all this."

Victor looked him square in the eye. "You're welcome, my friend. And thank you: if you hadn't dragged me out of there, I'd be dead now."

"I hadn't thought about it that way."

Jeremy brushed Victor's leg where his trousers rode up and his skin was exposed.

"What are you doing?"

"Look."

Tiny white filaments of fur covered the skin and dark, thick hair of his legs. Victor took over the job and brushed them away like cobwebs. "What the hell?" He noticed that the ground beside his leg was covered with these hairs. Some of them were thicker, and some were growing tiny mushroom heads.

They yelled, jumped up, and violently rubbed themselves all over.

"Let's get out of here," said Victor.

"Good idea."

They ran to catch up with the rest of the group.



"Look out," said Captain Jefredo, pointing to a nest of small broken shells on the ground. He'd done this a dozen times before. Despite the unnatural expansion of certain species in the area, he insisted that they recognise their equal right to exist. Victor liked this, Des was unsure, and Jeremy kept thinking of snakeskin boots and belts.

"I'm liking your idea of Sunday afternoon on the couch more and more," said Jeremy to Victor.

"Just don't sleep out on the open ground and they won't bother you," said the captain.

"By ‘bother'," said Des, "I suspect he means ‘swallow whole'."

"The factory is just a few miles in that direction, over that hill," said the captain. His people walked comfortably around them, spotting things to be avoided, nibbling on others that were safe.

"Um, Victor?" asked Jeremy.

"Yes?"

"Do you still have any of your Mondolan gear?"

"You mean like this?" he asked, and unfolded a small golden instrument made up of intersecting wheels and dials.

"Any chance you've used it recently?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"We're not going to make it there before nightfall."

"Boys?" asked Des, slowing down to join them. Victor raised the mask she wore around her neck and put it carefully on the back of her head, fitting the elastic over her forehead, then kissed her on the cheek. "Keep your eyes open."



Jeremy cranked furiously on the handle of his flashlight. The beam grew from failing amber back to its full whiteness.

"I don't like this," said Victor, stepping carefully past him. The mask on the back of his head screamed silently.

"It's not far now," said Jeremy.

"You keep saying that," said Des, walking alongside him.

"Make lots of noise," said the captain. "The tigers are afraid of it."

"You keep talking about them," said Victor.

"Really, it's highly unlikely they would attack. Not unless they're starving or sick."

"Because of, say, insect-borne diseases, or fungus, or—"

"Shh," said the captain. They all stopped. Jeremy fought the instinct to crouch low to the ground. Jefredo whispered to his people in their native language, then said, "Someone's out there. It's not the cats, and it's not just locals walking around. It's someone who knows how to cover their tracks and stay hidden. They've been with us for at least an hour."

Jeremy yelled into the darkness using a Mondolan watchword. The trees ahead parted and three figures emerged, the same three who'd been assigned to him by Lupercus himself. They were armed and had their automatic rifles raised, as did Jefredo's company.

"Captain Jefredo," said Jeremy, "let me introduce you to a few of my Mondolan friends. They've come to—"

A flash of orange and black shot through the beam of his flashlight and the taller of the three Mondolans vanished from sight. His voice screamed in the darkness. A roar burst from somewhere to their left and everyone turned their flashlights and guns toward it, but all they found was an absence where one of Jefredo's men had been.

"Run!" barked Jefredo. They followed him, sprinting in the direction of a decrepit factory ahead in the distance.

The huge box of a building was meters away with a safe open stretch of asphalt in front—no place for creatures to hide. Unlike the rest of the canopied jungle, here the moonlight illuminated the ground. But as the first of Jefredo's men stepped into it, a tiger bounded toward him in muscular arcs and pounced on him. Its claw struck his face, slashing him and sending him into a pirouette, then it clamped onto his shoulder with its fangs and dropped him to the ground. The resistance fighters struggled to get a clear shot that wouldn't harm the man but couldn't. The Mondolan woman stood tall, grabbed one of the guerrilla's rifles, squinted over its barrel, and squeezed the trigger, sending a burst of bullets directly into the animal. It started to roar but was dead before it could make a sound.

"Leave him," yelled the squat Mondolan man, but Jefredo grabbed the wounded man and helped pull him the rest of the way across the asphalt. By the time they reached the doors, though, he was dead.

Jefredo unlocked the door and they slipped in one by one. As Jeremy passed the dead man, he was disturbed by the thought of the tigers taking him for food, but more disturbed by the idea of having to look at the bloodied mess of him all night. As a gesture of respect, he took the mask from his head and put it over the man's torn face. The mask grinned wildly back at him.



They camped around the factory on cots and blankets, dropping off to sleep from exhaustion.

When the first shafts of light shone through the windows in the corrugated tin ceiling the next morning, they woke and collected themselves.

"May I have your map?" Jeremy asked the captain. "Thanks. Now go home. We can make it the rest of the way, and we've got the Mondolans to help us. They're good, you know that. Whatever you wanted to do to stop Hardwick, they can do it. You've already given up too much for us, and your cause needs you."

Jefredo pondered a moment then nodded. Jeremy sighed: evading the Mondolans and joining the convoy would be difficult enough without the resistance army along, too.

A patch of blood outside the factory door was the only sign of the night's third casualty. The survivors gathered on the asphalt square, said their goodbyes, and split into two groups headed in two directions. As they trudged back into the bushes, Jeremy's heart leapt as he thought of the day's destination and a certain driver on whom an uncomfortable number of his hopes were pinned.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 15

    
        
        
            15 Convoy

"I don't know your names," said Jeremy, catching up with the Mondolans.

"My name's Teril," said the woman with the dusty, matte hair and weathered face. "This is Tarq." The squat man gave him a little wave.

"I'm sorry about your friend. Did you three… work together for long?"

"We've known each other since we were children. We'd been travelling on our own for years before Lord Lupercus took us in."

"It's not that we're not upset. You shouldn't think that. But we'll honour him later, when there's time," said Tarq. "It's bad enough that we've been digging up the earth to make plastics and metals and oils, but to tamper with the sky… neither Hardwick nor anyone else has the right to do that."

Jeremy nodded and dropped back to join Victor and Des, feeling guilty that his trio was still intact. He liked the way Victor did things for Des, looked out for her—bending a branch out of her way or stepping over a suspicious patch of wet earth ahead. Chivalry was new to him and he was clumsy at it, but treasuring Des had obviously given him a renewed sense of purpose. Jeremy supposed he'd benefited from that loyalty, too, since Victor had devoted himself to helping Jeremy find his parents. But it isn't the same, he thought. In the next moment, he caught himself and countered: Why do you twist it like that? He cares for you—differently, yes, but he still cares. Stop trying to take everything the wrong way. The chemical imbalance of depression had gone, but his thinking was still full of bad habits. Would that change, he wondered, if he had someone of his own? Could he learn to think and believe different things about himself and others?

That thought, he realised, was a luxury reserved for someone with a long future ahead of him.

"Look at these trees," said Des, tapping his arm. "This is going to be a problem."

"What about them? I thought trees were a good thing."

"They're stressed. Stressed plants open their stomata—their pores—release carbon dioxide and moisture, then they burn."

"Lord," said Jeremy, "can we not get a break here? Sometimes I wish I was back in my apartment—no more burning forests, no guerrilla wars, no damned tigers, just me and my stuff."

"But your stuff didn't make you happy," said Victor. "It's the ultimate unrequited love, that."

"Hm," muttered Jeremy, "you're right."

"There's an old idea that anything created for a purpose has a soul, but I don't think that counts for things that are mass-produced by machines. Maybe there's only soul in things made by someone with a soul."

"Okay," said Des, "so where exactly does the soul in these things reside?"

"Ever the scientist, you."

"Well, give me a serious answer and I'll take you seriously."

Victor stopped and opened his arms out to the jungle around them. "Science has failed, Des. It teased us with the idea that there was an answer to everything, but it kept failing to give one. It just gave us more and more questions, and in the meantime stripped the spirit out of everything. Lots of explanations, but no meaning. And human beings fundamentally need a sense of meaning or else there's no reason to care. Now our planet is going through this change because we wasted so much time debating the science instead of taking care."

"So what's better? Superstition?" countered Des. "All religion ever did was tell us that this world wasn't it. Some other time was a golden age, or when we go off to some other place it'll all be better. Why be curious about this world or take any kind of responsibility for it? Don't ask questions, just take these pre-fabricated answers we've made for you."

Jeremy watched them squaring off. "I think you two are accusing each other of the same thing. Anyway, can we leave this for now? We are where we are. What matters is where we're going. And right now we're in the middle of a jungle and have to get to this city before nightfall, or non-theoretical tigers who couldn't care less about philosophy are going to rip us apart."

Des and Victor shrugged at each other, joined hands, and followed him.



The forest thinned gradually from thick roots and tangled undergrowth to light grasses and leaves, then stopped altogether as the group emerged onto a road. They crossed it and entered a small community of densely-packed houses. At first the Mondolans were wary, but it soon became clear the entire area was deserted. The houses were riddled with bullet-holes and some had been blown open by mortar-fire.

"Can we stop here for the night?" asked Des. "I would really like to use a proper toilet. And sleep in a bed."

"I'm sure we could find one that's still in good enough shape," said Victor. He addressed the Mondolans: "If there's any fighting going on, it'll probably be in the city itself." Then, to Jeremy: "And if the convoy's still here, it won't leave until the morning, right?"

"Sure," answered Jeremy. He was tired from the trek through the jungle, from not being able to stop for fear of being covered in fungus, and from the threat of tigers. He didn't care what the Mondolans wanted to do, he wanted a rest. "How about that one?" he asked, pointing to a particularly well-appointed building. Its large double-doors and all its windows were broken open, and it had been thoroughly looted, but the bedrooms on the second floor still contained beds and had doors that could be locked to keep out tigers, pythons, or whatever else might want to eat them in the night.

"Goodnight," said Des, leaving the second floor foyer where they'd been talking. Victor followed after her.

"Goodnight," said Teril and Tarq, heading off to separate rooms, answering an unspoken question Jeremy had been holding in his head.

Jeremy took one of the remaining bedrooms. Its window overlooked the port town. Is Kellan out there? he wondered. I know I've been lucky, but am I going to get lucky? He smiled as he headed to the bed and shook out the dusty bedspread. This wasn't why he'd come, or what he was supposed to be thinking about, he scolded himself. Still…



Teril and Tarq knocked on the bedroom doors to wake the others up in the morning. The night had passed without incident; nothing tried to eat them and no one discovered them.

They congregated in the kitchen, eating the last of the food they'd brought, along with some dried and tinned goods left in the house.

"Okay, let's go," said Jeremy the moment they'd finished. He picked up his breakfast dishes, looked around, and threw them in the direction of the sink. "We've—" He was about to say "got a ride to catch," but caught himself. He coughed into his hand. "—got to get going. Come on."

They followed Jefredo's map, making their way from the village into the port town. The buildings here were from decades ago, but well-preserved because of the temperate weather. Their clean, angular designs, however, were pocked and blasted from the past year of combat. Vintage cars lay crippled in the street, their pastel finishes were ruined by fire, their windows smashed away, and their tyres flattened. The stores had nothing to offer, and many of the apartment blocks had been defrocked, exposing their rooms and furniture through crumbled walls.

"Carbon trading was supposed to do away with inequality," said Victor. "It was supposed to act as a leveller, giving poorer nations that use fewer resources a way to profit from the excesses of richer nations. But look at this—it's tyranny. The Sweatlands didn't want to play, so the Coalition came in to raid the place."

"Nicely put," said a voice. They all turned and saw a woman in camouflage clothes standing just inside a broken shop door.

"You were watching us," said Teril, bristling.

"Just to see if you were with them." The woman gestured toward the dockyards in the distance at the far end of the street, where a collection of large trucks, one carrying a rocket, and some smaller support vehicles were gathered.

"We're not," said Teril. "In fact, we've come to stop them."

"Are you… Mondolan?"

"Yes," said Teril.

"I recognised your clothes. You've come so far! I've heard of what you've done, but I didn't know how much to believe."

"All of the good," said Tarq, "and only half of the bad."

The woman laughed.

To close the deal, Jeremy played his one card. "Jefredo helped us get here."

The woman's face brightened. "You've… met… Jefredo? Come on, come with me. But stay out of the open. Some of our people tried to attack the convoy a few days ago and the Coalition has been sending out armed patrols since. We've discovered that they're stocking up on fuel and supplies."

"They're leaving," said Jeremy, "heading north to Iktyault."

"Then they're not our problem," said the woman. "No reason for us to engage them in a fight and risk our people getting hurt or killed."

"You might think that," said Tarq, "until I tell you what they're up to." He talked as the woman led them out the back of the store, down a series of alleys and streets, then down a set of basement stairs. She opened the door with her key and they entered, but were met by an armed guard.

"Password?" he barked.

"Is there anything else I can help you with today?" whispered the woman. Satisfied, he let them through.

She led them down a corridor. As they walked, they passed a large, fluorescent-tube-lit office filled with hundreds of cubicles, each manned by someone in a chair talking into a headset.

"What is this?" asked Jeremy.

"It's a call-centre. We handle calls from around the world. The Coalition has blockaded our manufactured goods, but we've managed to maintain contracts with suppliers and launder all the payments, so that's funding the resistance."

"Brilliant," said Victor.

"Thank you," said the woman. "We've lost contact with some countries—we don't know what's happened. Perhaps their communication systems have gone down. But we still have enough to keep us going." She spoke to Tarq and Teril, "Now, tell me more about what you plan to do."

Des, Victor, and Jeremy hung behind. "Don't get involved," said Jeremy to Victor. "I'm sure you've romanticised this place and their jungley democracy to yourself, but remember: we're not staying."



The female resistance fighter offered them lunch and washing facilities, then sat down to create plans with the Mondolans. They decided to attack just before dawn, immobilising the vehicles, being careful not to detonate the rocket, as it might contaminate or even level the city with its fuel. Any Coalition guards or workers who fought back would be killed.

"Well that won't do," whispered Jeremy to Des and Victor, sitting apart from the strategists.

"We need you," said the female resistance leader, standing over them.

"Oh, we're not fighters," said Des, unaware of the training Victor and Jeremy underwent in their time with the Mondolans.

"No, I don't want you to fight," said the woman. "I want you to take calls. We can use all the help we can get." She led them through the office, down a long bank of cubicles filled with chattering people, until she found an empty puzzle-piece of desks. She walked them through a software programme containing the script they were to work from, with links to every conceivable contingency, then showed them how to answer the phones. For hours, they stumbled through taking calls. Of all the things they'd been through, Jeremy wondered if this was the most awkward. By the end of the day, though, they were getting the hang of it.

During their last break of the day, Jeremy motioned for Victor and Des to stay behind in the corridor with him. "We've got to go," he said. "If they're planning to attack in the morning, we have to make sure the Coalition gets out of here tonight."

"But if we're not here," said Victor, "it'll tip them off that something's not right."

"Then we need to give them something bigger to think about," suggested Des. "Follow me." She led them to a hallway they'd been down earlier. "That's a server room. I know that sound. The weather-modelling machines we used were kept in a room like that, churning away with all kinds of noisy fans to keep them cool." She looked around to make sure the hall was empty, then checked the door: unlocked. "If this works, their phones and computers will go down, and we're going to have to get out of here fast." She rushed around the room, tugging out cables. Victor and Jeremy followed her lead. She finished with a sweep around the walls, yanking out thick power cords. The banks of machines stopped blinking and the fans went quiet. "Go!" she said. "Get out!"

They ran to an empty office and hunkered down, watching through its windows as people passed. When they saw the sentry from the front door run past they sneaked out, walking quickly toward the exit. A group of help desk rebels stepped into the hall in front of them. "What's going on?" asked one man.

"Someone sabotaged the server room," said Des. "We don't know what to do!"

"I'll go see," said the man, assuming authority. The others followed him out of curiosity, while Victor, Jeremy, and Des made for the exit. As soon as they stepped out the door into the late-afternoon sunshine, they ran as fast as they could.

Building by building, they picked their way up the street, careful to stay out of sight so neither the resistance nor the Coalition would see them. Finally, they'd gone as far as they could toward the dockyards under cover. The convoy was just ahead, but so was a pair of Coalition guards with automatic rifles.

"Wish me luck," said Jeremy with a smile, and stepped out into the open with his arms raised. Victor and Des watched as the men aimed at him, but he spoke as he walked closer and closer. He gestured back toward the city, pointing at the buildings then making violent gestures toward the convoy. One of the guards spoke to the other, who ran off to get a superior.

Jeremy waved for Victor and Des to come out of hiding.

"One more thing," said Jeremy to the remaining guard as his friends joined him. "Do you happen to have a driver named Kellan Sprale in the convoy?"

"Yes," said the man, surprised, "yes we do."

"Could you tell him that someone is here to see him? Thanks." Jeremy smiled and raised his eyebrows at his friends.

Moments later, a businessman from Fulo came out with a Coalition general, Prime Minister Hardwick, and several armed men. Kellan walked behind them, wondering why he'd been included in this meeting. When he saw Jeremy, his face lit up with astonishment.

"Could you please excuse me for a minute?" Jeremy asked the officials. "I have someone important to speak to."


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 16

    
        
        
            16 Heavens

The convoy's engines revved in concert. The prime minister and the Fulo officials had taken Jeremy's warning seriously and stepped up plans to leave the port town as quickly as possible.

Jeremy sat in the passenger's seat of Kellan's cab, which pulled a container the size of a bungalow, filled with supplies for the northern outpost. Victor and Des sat on a bed behind them. The interior of the cab was like a small apartment, complete with a small fridge and a hot-plate for cooking. Kellan started the motor and put the truck into gear. They pulled forward easily, despite the enormous load. "Here we go," said Kellan.

"So I guess this has been home since the Percene Coast was lost," said Jeremy.

"Yeah, pretty much. Wait, what do you mean ‘lost'?"

"Lost, as in not there anymore."

Kellan's hand slipped on the gear-shift.

"Oh no! I'm so sorry, I just assumed you knew."

"I knew it was flooded. They didn't tell us it was gone. Communication has been limited, but I didn't realise…" He fixed his hands on the wheel. "So… my family…" He stopped speaking and nodded his head, his mouth tight.

A loud bang sounded against the side of the cab. Jeremy jumped in his seat and yelped as a face appeared at the window: one of the guerrillas, a young man about his age with a bandana over his face and a furious look in his eyes. "Get off!" yelled Jeremy, but the guerrilla grabbed at the door-handle. Jeremy tried to hold the door closed, but the other man was stronger, so he flung it open. The guerrilla fell off the running board and dropped to the ground. Jeremy rolled down the window and poked his head out to see the man tumbling along the street, then crawling over the kerb so he wouldn't get hit by the other convoy vehicles.

"Ouch," said Jeremy on the man's behalf, pulling the door tightly closed.

"They must have figured out what was happening," said Des from the bed.

"Hold on," said Kellan. Ahead of them was a roadblock made of jeeps and all-terrain vehicles. Kellan honked his horn and the two lead Fulo vans dropped back. He sped up and the others in the cab clung to whatever they could as the truck pounded into the blockade, punching the jeeps out of their path and flinging the all-terrain vehicles away.

Kellan wiped tears from his face with the heel of his hand, but his speed and course stayed steady as he drove them out of the city.



They continued driving the whole day, passing towns, crossing bridges and borders. The landscape changed as they went, growing drier and drier. By late afternoon, the vegetation had thinned to nothing but the hardiest, nearly colourless plants.

Jeremy thought back to his geography classes; he didn't remember this area being a desert. Then it dawned on him: when he was in school it wasn't a desert. He recalled the foreclosures and insurance claims that rolled in as this section of the country dried out and turned into a dustbowl. Eventually it became impossible for farmers, developers, or homeowners to get any kind of financial support to stay here, so they abandoned the place.

They drove past houses blasted by so much sun, wind, and sand they seemed to be made of driftwood. The instincts Jeremy had developed since he started travelling told him they should stop here since there was shelter, but the convoy kept going. Of course, he thought, the Fulo convoy would have lots of fuel on-board. And while he and Victor had been lying low, the officials in the convoy were probably not accustomed to roughing it. A small helicopter buzzed above them, scouting the road ahead.

"Hey, what about Last Flights Day?"

"They declared it," said Victor, leaning forward into the cab, "so they probably figure it doesn't apply to them. Don't forget, they're saving the world."

"Oh right," said Jeremy. He peered into the truck's tiny apartment. "How you doing back there, Des?"

"Okay," she answered.

"You don't seem okay."

"Just thinking."

"What're you thinking that has you looking like that?"

"If we keep going, we'll head right into the thick of it. All the reports from the people in Iktyault, all the satellite measurements, they all say the permafrost is thawing up there. The ice deep in the oceans is melting, too. These are two of the biggest sources of trapped methane—decomposed prehistoric life and frozen ocean gas. This is not a good place to be going right now. Of course, that might not matter."

"Why?"

"Because if all that trapped gas does suddenly erupt into the air at once, this planet is going to become a big, lifeless rock. Not just Iktyault, the whole thing."

"Oh."

Victor plopped himself back on the bed beside her. "Suddenly the fact that I'm feeling hungry doesn't seem so important."

"Do they know any of this?" asked Kellan over his shoulder, bobbing his chin toward the executive wagon ahead."

"We've been trying to tell them for years, but they wouldn't listen."

"And this rocket thing we're carrying?"

"No idea how that's supposed to work. Sounds like a typical boy solution to me."

Jeremy considered trying to explain what he'd seen at the presentation about the rocket, but he wasn't sure he could, and didn't want to be questioned. He couldn't defend the logic behind the idea—which wasn't his in the first place. He sat back and looked across at Kellan. Well, he figured, at least I might have a date for the big show.

They drove on in silence, contemplating their fate. A signal came from Kellan's radio and he answered it: the convoy leader giving the location of the evening's rest-stop. When they arrived at the co-ordinates, they found a cement-bed, perhaps an airfield, in the middle of the wastes. A small village of recreational vehicles, caravans, and trucks were camped there.

The four descended from the cab and explored the area together, avoiding the official Fulo travellers in favour of speaking with the wasteland campers. They learned that this was the only site with well-water left in the state, now that precipitation no longer reached the mountains and the rivers had turned into dry gulches.

Jeremy noticed Kellan walking apart from them. "Hey," he asked, joining him, "what's up?"

"Just thinking about my family."

"Oh, God, yes. I'm sorry. We've just—we've seen a lot, Victor and I, and there's such big stuff going on—it's easy to forget about the personal things." They strolled away from the cement campground toward the hills. Jeremy remembered the Mondolans' instruction to never do this, but this desert was different, inert. "Actually," he continued, "that's not true. I've been going through a lot of personal stuff out here. It doesn't go away just ‘cause the world's falling apart. So… how are you doing? It's a lot to take in."

"I'm so far from home, it's hard to imagine this is real, that… that it isn't there anymore. That… they're not there anymore."

They wandered into the dark, looking up at the stars. Kellan sat down on the ground and Jeremy joined him; the baked dirt radiated the heat of the day's sunshine back up to them. Jeremy dared to reach out for Kellan's hand.

"I have no idea where we are," said Kellan, accepting the hand comfortably, without comment.

"It's okay, I was paying attention. I'll get us back."

They lay back and stayed there for some time. Jeremy heard Kellan quietly crying and squeezed his hand tighter. Kellan rolled over and hugged him. "Thank you for being here."

Jeremy smiled and hugged Kellan back. He felt guilty, being so happy when Kellan was so hurt.

Kellan let go first and got to his feet. "Have you talked to your folks?"

"How would I do that?"

"You said they were in Iktyault, right?"

"Yeah."

"The main settlement where most people stay is near the Fulo compound, and they've managed to get the Narcissus circuit working up there—well, a localised version of it. So if your folks are up there, you could reach them. We've got equipment in the convoy."

"Can you set this up?" asked Jeremy.

"Yeah, let's do it."

"Thank you!" Jeremy squeezed Kellan and grabbed his hand. He retraced their path through the dark until they were back at the concrete strip, then Kellan took the lead, guiding him to a small vehicle at the edge of the convoy, a van whose roof was covered in dishes and aerials. Its side was folded out into a communication centre covered in switches and wavy digital graphs. Jeremy felt shy about holding Kellan's hand as Kellan spoke to the technician, but Kellan showed no sign of self-consciousness.

"He says it's okay," said Kellan. "If you give him their names, he should be able to locate them. It's pretty late there, so you'll probably be waking them up."

"I don't think they'll mind! Their names are Henry and Luilla Chutter."

The technician typed the information into a panel and a grid flipped onto one of the screens, outlining the shape of the Iktyault settlement, then plucking out individuals, first a general sprinkling of dots, then focusing in as a line passed over the dots. Two of them popped up as larger circles with names attached. "There they are," said the technician. "I should be able to establish a two-way connection. Do you want me to open a connection to them?"

"Yes!" Jeremy shouted without meaning to. The technician hit a button and the panel buzzed once, twice, then six more times. Jeremy's heart sank. Then he heard a sound from the panel.

"Hmmph?"

"Dad?"

"What the hell? I really don't appreciate—"

"Dad, it's Jeremy!"

"Son?"

"Yeah."

"Lu, it's Jeremy!"

"Mom! It's me!"

"Jeremy? We didn't know where you were. We thought maybe you'd—"

"No I'm fine. Look, I need you to pack. I'm coming to get you."

"What? You just moved us here."

"I know, but it's not safe there. I made a mistake." He couldn't explain the situation to them. If Des was right, they were in a predicament they couldn't do anything about, and he hadn't figured out where he was going to take them once he got to Iktyault. "I'll explain it when I get there. It should only be a few more days, but I want you to get ready to go as soon as possible. But, uh, you're okay?"

"We're fine," said his father. "It does get awfully cold when the weather's bad, though."

His mother chipped in. "Yet they say it isn't cold enough. The ground is thawing, and we're surrounded by swamps. They've got us staying in these awful tents like refugees because they say the buildings aren't safe."

"They're unstable because they don't have foundations," said Jeremy's father. "With the ground thawing they're all tilted this way and that. You should see them."

"I will. Just a few more days."

Kellan gestured to the technician, asking him to give them time alone. When he left, Kellan wrapped his arms around Jeremy.

"Will we be going back home?" asked his mother. "Is it safe? They don't tell us anything here."

"Uh…" Jeremy's mind was scrambled, both from the prospect of telling his mother the family home was now underwater, and from the sensation of Kellan's hands on him. "Yeah, about that… Uh, no. We won't be going home." He imagined something phallic rising in the distance behind the vans and trucks of the convoy. "Oh, hey, the lakes up there—" Kellan's hands were having a definite effect on him, and the shape behind the convoy was now definitely upright. "Has Dad managed to do any fish—"

His words trailed off and his mouth dropped open. "Holy…"

The ground rumbled and he fell back with Kellan, who'd undone Jeremy's trousers. The tremors increased, along with a deafening roar, as the rocket lifted on a pillar of fire from its moorings and rose into the night.

"Oh my God," said Jeremy.

"Are you alright?" called his mother's voice through the din. "Jeremy?"

"Oh God!"

The rocket shot into the sky, climbing away toward heaven, as Jeremy collapsed back down to earth.
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            17 Dirt and Ice

"I think I can see it," said Victor, craning his head out the window. Far above in the brilliant blue sky was a faint shadow like a patchwork of squares attached together. Hour by hour it grew bigger, whatever it was the rocket deployed when it reached orbit.

Jeremy snuggled next to Des in the back of the cab. "Do you think it'll work?" he asked her.

"Maybe. It makes theoretical sense—block the sun and you lower the Earth's temperature. But what about weather systems, and crops?"

"Surely they've taken that into account."

Des rolled her eyes. "These are the people who brought us VC Day, remember?"

Jeremy nodded, conceding her point. "How are you doing up there, Kel?" Kellan gave a thumbs-up over his shoulder. The past two days' drive had been long and dull, except for the two dust-storms that whipped up, forcing them to stop where they were because they couldn't see anything but the inside of a swirling, dead, beige cloud.

The dust and desert slowly transitioned into forests and small towns. The towns were somewhat populated, which Jeremy took to be a good sign, but they didn't stop in any of them. They pressed forward, heading to the next major city on the map, Kertica.

"It's going to get dark just after we arrive," said Kellan, "so we've got instructions to be careful. Kertica dropped out of contact a while back, so we don't know what it'll be like. They expect looting, gangs, that kind of thing."

"So another night of sleeping huddled up in the truck with armed guards forming a perimeter around us," Victor said with distaste. "I don't like this us and them business."

"You're just not used to being them," said Jeremy.

"Yeah. It really doesn't sit right with me. Then they stuck that thing in the sky—and I'm on their side?"

"There are no sides," said Des, reaching forward to pat his arm. "And you're not implicated in this. We're just along for the ride. Um, no offence, Kellan."

"None taken. It's just a job."

"And after this?" asked Jeremy.

"I dunno," said Kellan. "What are you doing?"

"That's a very good question. I'll let you know when I've figured it out. Des, what do you think?" He spread a map of the world out between them. He listened as she conjectured about what might happen in this case or that, depending on a near-infinite number of variables. "So without any data—or even with it—the best we can hope for is a lucky guess?"

"Welcome to chaotic systems, honey."

Jeremy looked up at Victor. "What are you smiling at?"

"She's smart. I like her."

"Get a room."

"You're in it."

"Well, you can't have her, buddy. We're busy."

"Fine, I can wait."



The truck cruised through stretches of mostly-empty suburbs, then crossed an old bridge spanning a river that overflowed its banks. On the far side, they passed over a submerged city block that barely poked out of the water, then exited onto a busy main street—busy with people, but very few vehicles. The Fulo convoy made its way easily through the streets, slowing only to honk people, cyclists, and hand-carts out of the way. They parked their vehicles in an empty shipyard, circling them around like pioneer wagons.

Kellan told the others to stay near the truck and left to talk with the Fulo drivers. Jeremy looked up at the Kertica skyline. It reminded him of his city, though the style of the buildings was chunkier and more brash than the flowing lines the Percean architects favoured. The sun was lowering behind them, sending shafts of golden light filtering down the streets, turning every colour into a perfected version of itself.

Kellan returned to them. "A small patrol is going out to find our contact here. We've got to resupply before we can make the rest of the trip north, and he's the one who can get us what we need."

"And what are we supposed to do?" asked Victor.

"We're supposed to stay here for the night."

"To hell with that. I want to see what's happening here."

"Me too," said Jeremy.

"I have to stay here. That's orders, or else I could lose this job and I won't be able to get you to Iktyault."

"That's okay, Kellan," said Des, "I'll stay here with you. You boys go on. But be careful."

Victor kissed her, then he and Jeremy sneaked behind the truck and away from the wagon-train.

"How are you doing, buddy?" asked Victor, clapping Jeremy on the shoulder.

"I'm doing alright," answered Jeremy. He still felt a pang of affection for his friend, but it didn't hurt like before. It felt sweet, an addition to his life rather than a subtraction. Of course, he thought as they walked toward a sprawling, tree-lined boulevard, nothing had really changed. What was the difference? They'd had a relationship from the time they met; his expectations were all that shifted, that urge to get something from his friend. What can you really get from anyone anyway? He'd had sex before. That didn't ultimately resolve or fix anything—quite the contrary. That wasn't what he was after, though he had to admit a curiosity and an unresolved tension when it came to Victor. But the notion of doing anything about it now was becoming increasingly strange and unthinkable. Do I want love? he wondered. He had it, all over the place, and not just from Kellan, though that certainly made things a whole lot easier. Compared to Kellan, Victor was a shambling mess. Yet he found himself wondering if he was compromising, settling for the one who was available. What? Victor's better just because I can't have him? Huh? What's this 'better' business anyway? No, he decided, what I've got, that's right for me. I got lucky there. Like it wasn't bad enough to be stood on the brink of oblivion, he thought, his brain had to go making up conflicts to deal with.

He shook his head. The moment he resolved any one thought it slipped away, like the bits of fluff sailing from the trees around them. He let all the heavy cogitation go and swiped out his hand to catch one of the fluffy seeds.

"This is strange," said Victor. "There's fruit on these trees."

"So?"

"It's like an orchard—in the middle of the street."

"Oh yeah, that is odd."

A small detail of workers ahead of them plucked the fruit that wasn't dried out or underdeveloped and put it into baskets. Others trundled past them carrying boxes or bags, pushing wheelbarrows or pulling carts.

"Excuse me," said Jeremy to the first person to walk near him, a small, elderly man with an armload of groceries in a cloth bag. "I've just arrived here. What's going on?"

"Life," said the man breezily, "just life."

"What about the flooding, the weather—?"

The man gestured for them to follow him. "There's a neighbourhood meeting tonight. If you come, you'll understand."

"We'd love that," said Victor. Jeremy looked at him as if to say Would we?, but followed along anyway. The man left them when they reached his apartment building, but gave directions to the place where the meeting would begin in an hour. In the meantime, they walked around the large city block, looking at the stalls, smiling to the groups of people sitting on their stoops who stopped chatting to wish them a good evening. The things people sold looked second-hand or home-made, and the produce and baked goods were meagre, but none of the city-dwellers was complaining, in fact, they all seemed to be in good spirits. Even the ones who argued with each other did so with an element of respect.

Jeremy and Victor found the hall and took seats at the back as others wandered in until the room was full. A woman stood before them and spoke, making a greeting gesture. The old man from the street gestured that he wanted to sit between Jeremy and Victor. They shuffled around awkwardly in order to accommodate him. "Good evening," said the woman. The room responded in kind. She started right in with orders of business, speaking deliberately but not in a commanding way.

"Who is she?" asked Jeremy.

"Just one of us," said the man, "but tonight it's her project's turn to report."

"I'm here to talk about our soil reclamation efforts," she said, "because as we all know—there's nothing as precious as dirt!" She talked about a new method they'd found for creating usable topsoil by rebinding nitrogen to… and here Jeremy found himself drifting off, peering around the room at the various figures from around the neighbourhood. As he looked at the door behind them, it burst open and a group of men and women wearing dark red business suits stormed in holding placards emblazoned with large red letters: The End is NOT Nigh!

"Ugh, cultists," said the old man.

"What?" asked Jeremy.

"The Quotidians. Insufferable."

 "Stop this!" said the cultist leader, a middle-aged man with a shaven head. Some of the younger members still had their hair. "You're dismantling our beloved society!"

The room broke out in laughter.

"Silence! You don't understand the seriousness of what you're doing. Our way of life, our economy, our government—"

"Are gone," said the woman at the front of the room. "Are you seriously waiting for the mayor to come back? For the federal offices to open again? They left, and they're not coming back."

"You drove them away with your persistent belief in this giant hoax, and all your little communal neighbourhood initiatives. Do you really think this will allow us to be competitive?"

"With whom? No one else is interested in us, and we aren't interested in selling ourselves at all costs anymore. We have to take care of our own community and in so doing minimise our impact on other communities. And we've come up with a simple system of co-operation that lets us stay here and do that."

"This system of yours—why should we make these concessions? The Duvenese aren't! And if this really was such a big problem, don't you think they would be doing something about it? Don't you think the government would have told us and done something?"

"They did," said the old man furiously, turning around in his chair, "they left! And I wish you would, too! We're busy here trying to do something for ourselves. We don't have time for this nonsense."

The cultists stormed out and the rest of the meeting went calmly. Afterward, the elderly man introduced Victor and Jeremy to his neighbours, and they took a walk around the block together. The woman leading the meeting pointed out various projects aimed at helping the people be as self-sustaining as possible, from water purification to energy generation to the biggest project of all, turning every available plant-box, park, basement, and rooftop into a garden.

When night fell, the neighbours lit lamps or set out candles in paper bags and continued talking together on the street. The next neighbourhood over put on a cabaret, which Jeremy and Victor watched for a while before moved on, taking in an inning of some kind of sport adapted for the street with stands to either side full of people yelling players' names. Instead of the violence and danger they'd been warned about, Jeremy and Victor found the mood gentle and contented. Everyone within an area knew each other, so the place seemed to police itself. It was an equilibrium everyone depended on and respected. The only trouble-makers were a group of children chasing Quotidian cultists down the street, hurling old fruit at them.

Exchange points were set up for drivers to come in from outside Kertica and trade supplies the city-dwellers couldn't produce. At one of them, Jeremy and Victor met the Fulo team as they completed their negotiations with the traders and headed back to the convoy. Victor kept looking back at the city.

"Look at you," said Jeremy. "I think you're in love."

"I think so, too."



Des ran to meet them as they returned. Kellan followed close behind.

"What's wrong?" asked Victor. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine," she answered.

"It's Iktyault," said Kellan. "We've had communication from the base there, and they said there've been some small explosions."

"What?" barked Jeremy. "Is anyone hurt? What about the civilians there?"

"Everyone's fine," Kellan assured him. "The supplies are getting loaded up tonight, and we're rolling out first thing in the morning. We should be able to get there if we drive for two days straight."

"Okay," said Jeremy, still shaken. Still, he thought, two days. After all these miles he was that close. He prayed to something unnamed that his parents would be safe until then. He looked at Victor, who was staring at the city's skyline. "Hey, you and Des can stay if you want. You don't have to go all the way north. I appreciate everything you've done, but—"

Victor turned back. "No way, bud. I'm responsible for you sending your mum and dad to that place. I said I would get you there, and we're not there yet. Got it?"

"Got it," said Jeremy, smiling.



The first day of driving was one long, continuous haul. Kellan kept himself awake with a combination of loud music and some pills the drivers had been handing around. "It's just for two days," he assured Jeremy. To minimise the amount of artificial stimulation he needed, the others took shifts entertaining him from the passenger's seat. The night shift, staring ahead into the two luminous cones emanating from the truck's headlamps, was the most arduous and fell to Jeremy.

The cities and trees grew sparser, and the landscape to either side of the truck at night was black nothingness. "Hey," said Jeremy at one point, thinking he spotted someone else driving alongside them, but then he lost the vehicle again. He wondered if he was hallucinating. The Fulo drivers chatted over their radios, and the talk grew filthier as the night went on. Kellan held his own, giving back as good as he got. He and Jeremy laughed more and more as lack of sleep made their sense of humour increasingly surreal.

They stopped briefly in a small, deserted town at some lost hour before morning, just long enough to pilfer some warm clothes from a shop, leaving the things they'd been wearing since the jungle in a bin. They also broke into a motel to have showers, happy the rooftop water heating worked even though the town's electricity was out. But they didn't sleep; they took their freshened selves, crawled back into the stuffy truck, and hit the road again, driving through the night.

As dawn broke, Jeremy gasped at the view ahead of them. The sky was pink like a sunburn, but the plains ahead of them were anything but warm. Patches of snow erased every detail except some scrub, the odd patch of trees, and the road. Curious about seeing more of this place, Jeremy let Victor and Des stay curled together in the back, and watched as they pushed on for several more hours. The rising sun leached the colour out of the scenery. Eventually, even the road ran out at the edge of a snowy lake.

The drivers got out to confer with each other, and Jeremy joined them to listen in, putting on one of the thick brown and red Fulo parkas they'd been issued at a rest-break. They stood around, stomping their feet and rubbing their hands in the cold, telling the Fulo and Coalition officials who joined them to go back to their seats and leave them to deal with the plan. As arranged, a local Ikti man drove up in a squat little red vehicle with rubber treads. He said he would guide them over the ice road.

"Ice road?" Jeremy asked Kellan. "That doesn't sound—"

"Shh."

The Ikti guide pointed back where they'd come from. "Who are the others with you? I won't be able to help them if we don't all go together."

"What others, Hanur?" asked Nate, the broad-chested driver who'd first made the arrangements with the Ikti guide.

"They're a few miles behind you. I've been getting reports about them from my brothers, who run some of the other ice roads."

"They're not with us," said Nate.

"Mondolans," said Jeremy. "They've followed us, and I think some of them already beat us there."

"Well, they will be on their own," said Hanur, spreading his feet to adopt a serious stance and deliver his speech. "Now, listen carefully if you want to survive and not kill anyone else. This road has been getting weaker and weaker every year, and even though the seasons are changing, it's far earlier than I'm comfortable with for making this crossing, so it's vitally important you do exactly what I tell you. Even though you'll be tempted, you must not speed under any circumstances, or else you'll damage the road and the truck behind you could fall through. Each truck will enter the road about three minutes apart, and you will have to maintain that distance so the pressure on any one patch of ice is never too great. For the same reason, do not stop until we get to the other side. And don't put on your seat belt. It will just trap you in your vehicle as it sinks. Any questions?"

The drivers stared at him.

"Okay. Have a good trip!"

"Great. Super," said Jeremy to Kellan, nodding, as if this was expected. His breath diffused in the air.

Kellan gently grabbed Jeremy's shoulder. "We'll be fine. We'll just do what he said and we'll make it across with no problems."

"But you haven't slept in days, and you heard what he said: we can't stop."

"When are you going to start trusting me?" He grinned, and Jeremy fell for the man all over again. Sorry, Victor, he thought. They walked back to the truck and climbed into the warm compartment.

One by one, the convoy vehicles passed onto the lake, following the red, treaded vehicle. The ice road was a long stretch of grey swept clear in a straight line stretching to the horizon. As Kellan's truck mounted it with a bump, Jeremy's heart sank and he let out a yelp.

"Please don't do that," said Kellan.

"Sorry."

Victor and Des stirred in the back. "Hey guys," said Jeremy, "we're on an ice road."

"What? Let me see!" said Victor, climbing forward. "Cool."

"Yeah, there's a guy up ahead who's leading us across it."

"Is this safe?" asked Des.

"Not really," answered Jeremy. "Oh, and I think there are Mondolans back there somewhere."

Victor nodded. "I guess it would be too much to hope for that we would be rid of them."

Kellan didn't need pills to stay alert for this stretch of driving. Once they reached a regular, albeit slow, speed, the truck was steady, but from time to time they experienced slight skidding or bumps, and everyone in the cab tensed, Kellan most of all.

The next few hours passed without incident, other than random gusts of wind mixed with snow, and once they lost sight of the road, but followed in a straight line toward the truck far ahead of them.

"See," said Kellan, "it's fine."

Jeremy turned his head to smile at him, but his face froze when he saw an armoured vehicle speed past outside Kellan's window. "Oh no. They got here somehow." Kellan looked at Jeremy, and saw the same sight outside the other window.

"No no no!" Kellan shouted. The ground beneath the truck shuddered and the ice made a sharp crack. If he drove slowly, he feared they would fall in, but if he sped up, he risked damaging the road.

He stepped on the accelerator.

Grabbing the radio from the dashboard, he called to the other trucks, warning them that there were others on the ice. The only other truck behind him was the rocket platform, which they didn't need anymore, so Nate, the convoy leader, told its driver to stop, get out, get as much distance from the truck as possible, and he'd send one of the light vans back to get him.

In his rear-view mirror, Kellan saw the platform truck roll to a halt and the tiny speck of a driver run away from it. The vehicle shuddered, listed to one side, then its rear started sinking into the lake. The front tipped up into the air, and the entire length of the truck began to slide into the now-exposed water, then suddenly disappeared.

The rest of the convoy came into sight: the trucks were spread apart in a line, and Hanur was in the middle of them, shouting and shaking his fists while pacing around his red snow tractor. Coalition soldiers and Fulo mercenaries brandished automatic rifles, shouting at the Mondolans, who'd formed a roadblock with four of their armoured vehicles and shook their weapons back at them. They wore their clothes of tan fabric and gold, their heads were wrapped about with cloth, and they had their yellow half-globe goggles on, looking very much like their infamous terrorist image. The Prime Minister and other officials were nowhere to be seen, ensconced in their fortified rolling offices.

"I have an idea," said Kellan. "It's a bad one, but… trust me." He turned to Des and Victor in the back. "You have to get out. But I can't stop."

"What? How?" shouted Victor.

"I don't know. Try to lower yourselves out as safely as you can."

Des scrambled on the bed, putting on a Fulo parka and throwing one to Victor, then tearing off the bed-sheets and upending the mattress. She shoved the mattress forward to Jeremy while tying a sheet to one of the cloth handles on its side. "Take the other end and tie it under your chair," she called to Jeremy, who did as he was told. Climbing over the mattress, he opened his door and helped her shove it out, where it tumbled onto the ice. The sheet held, and the mattress skidded back and forth.

"Ready?" Des said to Victor.

He took her hand. "I love you," he said.

"Just remember that when we get through all this," she said, and they stepped onto the running board, jumped to the mattress, then rolled onto the ice, tumbling away.

"You're next," ordered Kellan.

"What? Not without you!"

"Trust me. And wish me luck!" He pushed Jeremy hard, sending him out the open door, where he tripped from the running board onto the mattress and bounced to the ice, rolling over and over, bumping his limbs until he finally slowed to a stop. He groaned as he stood and watched Kellan's truck gain speed, hurtling toward a break in the Fulo line, pointed at the Mondolan blockade. Once clear of the Fulo convoy, the truck turned sharp to the right, too sharp, and swerved sideways, toppling over. The passenger-side door opened and Kellan climbed out, then ran along the length of the truck as it slid toward the armoured vehicles. The ice cracked and rumbled like thunder and lightning, and the Mondolans scattered, barely getting out of the way as the truck slammed into their vehicles. The lake shattered beneath the wreckage, breaking into chunks that tipped and bobbed, dropping each of the heavy vehicles they carried into the black water before buoying back up, empty and wet.

"No!" yelled Jeremy, running.

Hanur shouted at the drivers and the armed men, gesturing them back to their vehicles and giving them instructions for driving around the opening as cracks and fissures branched out from the breach in the ice. Nate jumped from his truck and joined Hanur. As the other vehicles moved away, they took ropes and life-vests from Hanur's snow-tractor and stepped carefully toward the black water, where several figures struggled at the surface and others floated, still. Jeremy joined them, followed closely behind by Des and Victor. They lay flat and hurled the ropes and vests to the Mondolans.

Jeremy spotted Kellan in the water, not moving. He grabbed one of the life-vests, stood, zipped his jacket up tight, and ran toward him until the ice crumbled beneath his feet, toppling him into the water. The cold hit him like a slap in the face and a punch in the chest, stealing his breath. He focused on Kellan and tread toward him, floating with the life-vest. His parka kept the water off him for a few moments, but was soon sodden and heavy. His limbs were stiffening, but he managed to reach Kellan, grab him around the chest, and head back toward the edge of the ice, where Des and Victor reached for them, dragging them both up onto solid ground.

Several meters away, Nate and Hanur helped the surviving Mondolans. They'd pulled five of them ashore already and struggled to save another two. Eight more floated lifeless in the inky water, but one floated in their midst, calling as best she could with clenched teeth and short breath. Passing the wet survivors who flopped to safety on either side of him, Nate crawled forward, gathering the rope to throw it to the stranded woman. Before he could throw it, the ground under him cracked and splintered. He fell into the water, and the lake current pulled him away beneath the solid mass of ice. A moment later, the woman sunk out of sight, too.

Jeremy checked Kellan for a pulse or breathing and found neither. He straddled his partner and pumped interlocked palms into his chest, sending a prayer of gratitude to the head insurance office who'd required him to be certified in first aid. He pressed his mouth over Kellan's, breathing out carefully. He'd never breathed for someone else before. Kellan coughed, spluttered, and opened his eyes. Wincing, Kellan smiled at him. Jeremy reached down and hugged him.

Hanur threw a blanket over them. "Get into the tractor before you die." He helped them to their feet, and they walked with him, tottering on stiffened legs that barely worked. "That was very brave."

"Thanks," chattered Kellan.

"But you destroyed my road."

Victor recognised two of the Mondolan survivors: Teril and Tarq, who'd been chasing them since they first left Lupercus. Despite the cold outside, a feeling like lava roiled in his gut, and he paced toward them. He squared up with Tarq, who was shorter than him but several times more muscular, and punched him hard across the jaw. "Idiots!" he yelled, shaking out his sore hand. He glared at Teril. "You're lucky I don't hit girls."

"Oh, can I?" asked Des. But the woman was visibly crippled from the cold and Des couldn't bring herself to do it. Instead, she offered the weather-worn woman her parka. They took them and the five others toward the tractor. It would be a tight squeeze with all of them in there, but they couldn't stay a minute longer than they had to.

"What on earth were you trying to do?"Victor asked Tarq.

"S-s-stop F-F-F-uuulo—"

"Idiot. It's a bit late for that. Look!" he said, pointing up: where the sun should have been was a checkerboard of grey surrounded by a penumbra of light like an eclipse.



Jeremy sat at the edge of the small bed where Kellan slept, and stroked his hair. Victor and Des huddled together on the other side by Kellan's feet. Teril and Tarq sat on the floor of the cab, covered with a rough brown blanket.

"Thank you for vouching for us," said Tarq.

"I managed to convince them there's nothing you can do now, so you'd promised to ride peacefully with us. I've been a Mondolan; I know your word is good, and I have to believe that there's some sort of logic to what you've been trying to do. But I swear, if you—"

"Yes, we know, you'll leave us on the ice." The other Mondolans had been split up amongst the other vehicles and promised safe passage, though most likely to some kind of incarceration on the other end. "We should warn you, then, that there are others already in Iktyault."

"We wondered about that," said Jeremy.

"They told us they've found something there," said Teril, "something big, like a tower."

"But they haven't done anything yet?"

"No."

"Given your track record," said Victor, "they'll probably try to blow it up eventually."

Teril winced. "Well…"

"So what were the explosions we heard about?" asked Jeremy.

Des leaned forward. "Maybe Fulo's accidentally igniting some of the methane traps."

"Look," said the driver of their truck, pointing ahead at a herd of antlered animals. "They're heading in the opposite direction to us."

"Probably makes them smarter than us," said Jeremy.

"I saw a flock of birds doing the same thing a few hours ago," said the driver.

"Great," said Jeremy, nodding. "Super."
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            18 Pyramid Scheme

"Hey," said Victor, shaking Jeremy's shoulder, "we're almost there."

Jeremy rolled off the small bed and looked out the front windscreen. They were clear of the ice-road and driving along a bumpy trail. On either side of them were clumps of trees tilting at extreme angles. Occasionally, they passed a house with a corner or a whole side sunk into the earth. Then a small village of large tents and temporary corrugated metal buildings came into view.

"We're here," said Jeremy quietly. He jumped to the back of the cab and hugged Victor and Des where they sat on the floor. "We're here! We did it! Thank you!" They squeezed him back and grinned at him as he twitched with excitement.

Jeremy looked at the Mondolans. They weren't smiling or cheering. Teril's mouth dropped open and she pointed out the window.

There, beyond the Coalition shantytown, was a black pyramid towering against the horizon. On its peak rested a vast disc, white on the bottom, blue-black on the top.

"Of course," said Des. "It's a collector. They're not just blocking the sun up there, they're gathering the energy, too, and they're going to beam it down here."

"It's the ultimate monopoly, when you think about it," said Victor.

The truck pulled into the town alongside the other vehicles in the Fulo convoy. An official reception was already there waiting for the Prime Minister and the other officials.

As soon as they came to a stop, Jeremy jumped from the truck and pushed past the people in suits and uniforms, heading through the crowd toward the buildings, hoping to find someone to help him locate his parents. Large snowflakes dropped from the sky and hit his face like wet angelic mittens.

"Jeremy?" said a woman's voice. He turned and saw his mother, standing next to his father, where they'd been scanning the convoy for signs of him. He ran to them and hugged them both. In his mother's embrace, Jeremy realised this was the closest they'd been in the years since the accident. None of that mattered now.

"I'm so happy to see you," he said. His throat clutched and his eyes watered. His mother's bright green eyes were dripping, too, but her usual black eyeliner stayed firmly in place. His father just smiled, looking like an older, softer version of him.

"You came so far," said his mother, putting a hand on the side of his face. "How did you do it?"

"Later, Mom, I promise. First, there are some people I want you to meet, and then we have to get out of here."

"But today's the unveiling of that… thing," said his father, pointing to the pyramid in the distance. "All the leaders of the Coalition are here for it. Don't you want to stay and see it?"

"Not particularly. Come on." He was about to lead them back to his friends, but a fanfare welcome erupted around the Prime Minister, and the crowd forced them along as the leader walked through their midst. "No no no," Jeremy growled, but they were all being led to shuttle-buses to take them to the pyramid. He jumped repeatedly to get a better view, and caught sight of his friends being loaded onto one of the buses. He held onto his parents as they were jostled onto another vehicle. "I'm not going to lose you again," he said, leaning his head on his mother's shoulder and grabbing his father's arm as the shuttle trundled over the rough earth toward the black shape. Several times during the journey between the canvas tents and metal hangars then out to an open plain, the bus's tyres stuck in the thawing ground, but the driver sped up and managed to pull them clear, until finally they got stuck beyond hope and were sent out to walk the rest of the way. Some of the buses got closer, but ultimately everyone walked to the pyramid together, their feet occasionally sinking into the mossy ground, making a sucking sound as they pulled them free.

Jeremy saw his friends ahead and ran as best he could, checking regularly on his parents, who teetered close behind, making awkward steps as they lifted their bent legs high, doing a kind of hop-jump-run with him. "Victor! Des! Kellan!" yelled Jeremy. They waited for him to catch up.

"Should we be going here?" asked Jeremy. "This seems like a bad idea."

Des shielded her eyes and looked up at the sky. The patchwork shadow was bigger than ever. She was curious.

"I don't see that we have much choice," said Kellan.

"What about the trucks?" asked Victor.

"Sunk into the mud by now. They're so heavy we'd never get them out."

"Crap," Jeremy said, pulling his foot from the ground. It slurped, and he shook the moisture off his shoe with a kick. As he did, he spotted a beige-brown mound in the distance. He squinted at it. "Is that a bear?"

Henry Chutter followed his son's gaze. "Yes. Yes it is." He looked longer and closer. "Or at least it was. It's dead."

"Those animals and birds we saw on the way here, running away, and this bear…" said Des. "I think it's because the methane pockets are escaping."

"Like the one that ship went through, the ship that arrived in Percene on VC Day?"

"Exactly."

"So, we might all be gassed any minute."

"Possibly."

"Is there anything we can do?"

"That building up ahead might be our best bet for now."

"Great. Super," said Jeremy. They continued walking with the crowd, lifting their legs like spiders as they went. When they arrived, rather than going inside, they stopped in front of a bandstand. The prime minister mounted it, shaking off his feet as he climbed the steps. He took a central position by the microphone, and delegates from around the world sat on chairs behind him. The whole platform listed to one side, so the delegates held their heads at an angle in order to see level.

"Where are the Mondolans?" asked Victor. They looked around, including Jeremy's parents, even though they didn't know what a Mondolan was, but none of them saw anything of the sort.

The Prime Minister orated at length before the crowd, talking about future visions, possibilities, and partnerships in terms he'd rehearsed the entire length of his journey here. He invited Fulo's head of geoengineering to the platform to introduce the solar collector shield project in detail to the people assembled there, and those who watched at home as the proceedings were telecast around the world. The disc at the top of the building, he explained, was capable of capturing a previously unimaginable amount of energy as it was beamed down from the orbital collector. The top third of the pyramid stored the collected energy, and was connected to a grid that would allow them to sell it, at a reasonable price, to other sites around the world. The bottom two-thirds formed a completely self-sustaining habitat, with accommodation, shopping, and even a farm encircled by a forest grove.

"Now, if you'll follow me inside, we'll begin," said the Prime Minister. The delegates left the stage, and the crowd followed them, all muck-stepping toward the pyramid's entrance.

"Don't," said Jeremy, holding out his arms. "Don't go in. I just have a feeling." They stayed where they were, sinking and re-stepping as necessary as they watched the group enter the building. They waited, not knowing what for, until something glinted in the sky above and simultaneously the disc atop the pyramid creaked and plinked. The orbital platform concentrated its collected energy on the disc, sending it down in a beam of light, unseen except for the heatwaves that bent and waggled the sight of the building and everything around it.

"It's working," said Des.

"What are those?" asked Henry with an arm across his eyes.

"They look like people," said Luilla, peering at the tiny figures on ropes, climbing up the pyramid like ants on a hill.

"Oh crap," said Jeremy.

"We should warn someone," said Des. But before they could move, one of the dots exploded in a tiny puff of flame.

Teril, thought Jeremy.

Another puff followed.

Tarq.

"Run, run, run!" yelled Jeremy, searching about for something to run to.

"There!" said Kellan, pointing to a small curved hangar behind the pyramid.

Des, Victor, Jeremy, Kellan, Henry, and Luilla ran, long-jumped, and tottered at speed to the hangar. Behind them, the disc rumbled and cracked. It slumped on its mooring and its dark surface exploded outward, sending out a hail of blue-black shards. Jeremy, his family, and his friends huddled inside the hangar as the fragments battered the metal roof. They looked back out through the open door to see the disc tilt, slide down one side of the pyramid, then roll past like a runaway Ferris wheel.

"We have to get out of here," said Des. "The light, the heat, the methane—"

"Um, what about this?" said Henry. He stood beside a series of joined-up carts like a kiddie train. It reminded Jeremy of the sets of forgotten railways his father used to build in the basement before he turned to carving forgotten animals.

"Where does it go?" asked Des.

"Does it matter?" replied Victor.

"Suppose not."

They threw building materials, bags of soil, and stray boxes off the cars, which were a series of long, solid wooden benches fixed to train-wheels. They climbed onto the benches and held tight as Henry took the padded seat at the engine and put the contraption into gear. The train clattered toward an opening with a sign over it: "Seed Vault". They left the shed, and the train was soon up to full speed, clattering on rails across the tundra.

"Mom," Jeremy yelled forward to Luilla, who turned around. "This is my… uh, Kellan. Kellan Sprale. Kellan, this is my mother, Luilla."

Kellan waved to her. Slightly confused, she waved back.

"And that," he said, pointing further back, "is my best friend Victor and his wife Despendra." They couldn't hear what he was saying, but got the gist, and waved to Luilla. She waved back, and Jeremy looked back to smile at his friends. Behind them, he saw the pyramid. Its surface was incinerating, evaporating in flames. As its supporting framework superheated, the shape collapsed in on itself. A sudden change of pressure hit Jeremy, and flames shot up around the pyramid as the earth opened up and the structure tumbled into a gaping hole.

Jeremy looked forward. They were headed toward a small outcropping of rock that rose from the tundra, a small stony mountain. He looked back to see a ball of fire shoot from the hole, across the sky, followed moments after by another. Then smoke billowed from the crater, white at first, then black, tumbling upward into the air, redoubling itself with each passing second, like a giant, insubstantial, billowy black tree emerging from the ground.

The feeling came back to him, the one he'd had on the plastic shoal: This could really be it. He looked into Kellan's face and smiled. He leaned close so Kellan would hear him. "I love you, you know?"

"You too, man," said Kellan.

"I would live for you."

The train bumped and Jeremy spun his head forward again. The outcropping of rock had doors in it, which flew open as the train approached. As they entered, Jeremy looked back one last time and felt intense pain, like both his ears had been boxed hard. The air turned oven-hot and pressure bore down on him, but stopped as the doors, each several feet thick, slammed closed behind them. He gripped the bench as the train rumbled on in the dark, then pitched down, gaining speed and momentum. The air rushing past his head grew damp and cold. He couldn't hear anything except ringing.

He had no idea how long they travelled down into the earth, but just as he wondered if they were heading into some dire nightmare, something clutched the train's wheels and slowed them down. They levelled out and rolled into a small, dimly-lit, arched cement passageway.

They all stretched and climbed off the train one by one.

"It's like a subway," said Jeremy. He couldn't hear himself speaking. He mouthed the words again to Victor.

Victor nodded, but pointed at the solid wall in front of the train and mouthed back "One stop."

They wandered from the platform through a door into a lobby with a polished concrete floor and rough whitewashed walls. A blueprint was framed behind the empty reception desk. Des went to it, studied it, and turned back to the others. "It's a backup," she said. They couldn't hear her, so she had to repeat herself several times, then made the shape of a pyramid with her hands, another next to it, then pointed her finger down through the second one.

They walked through the opposite door in the lobby and found themselves in a vast, white cavern, dimly-lit and very cold. The entire space was filled with metal shelves on which sat countless plastic boxes. Rolling ladders were attached to the shelves. On investigation, they found that all the plastic boxes were labelled with scientific names. Jeremy slid one open and found a tall, beige, waxy envelope inside. Untying the red string at its end and untucking its edges, he tipped it toward his hand and something poured out. "Seeds," he said to himself. He looked around the vaulted room: it was a backup of every variety of plant Fulo could find. The whole time they'd been making The Effort, Fulo had been making contingency plans, too.

There was another door on the far side of the seed archive. They walked through it, through a small sealed chamber, then out a second door, and were hit by the warm, moist air of a greenhouse. Before them was an even larger space whose dimensions they couldn't even fathom. Around its sides was a hive of dwellings connected by balconies. In the very middle was a lake with grassy banks and cultivated farm fields surrounded by a lush, towering forest.

"I guess this is home," said Jeremy.



They stayed in the underground village for several weeks. Timers adjusted the lighting to create artificial day and night. They adapted to a cycle of gardening, cooking, and eating together, and invented ways to entertain themselves, either together or away in seclusion as couples. Victor and Des agreed it would be unconscionable to bring someone into the world they now inhabited, and took precautions to make sure it didn't happen. Jeremy, however, was more carefree about sex than ever before.

In one of the dwellings, Des found an office full of meteorological and atmospheric equipment. She monitored it closely, but came back down day after day and shook her head. None of them had fully regained their hearing after the last explosion outside, so they'd taken to gesturing, unless someone really felt the need to yell—which, given their isolated condition, sometimes happened.

Then, one day, Des came back from the office—her office, as it had become—and, after a pause, gave a nod. The group assembled the following morning around the train platform, each of them unsure about leaving the paradise that had sustained them all this while, yet equally aware it was a cave, and none of them wanted to spend the rest of their days in a cave. The train still worked, pulling them up and up through the darkness, finally delivering them out into the light of day—but not the light they'd known. As they dismounted, they looked around at the ruined, sooty landscape and up at the sky. The checkerboard platform was gone—failed, crashed into the atmosphere, drifted away, they didn't know. The sun shone again, but through layers of dust that gave its light a reddish cast. A thin plume of smoke still rose from the volcanic crater where the Coalition pyramid stood.

With a map and supplies from the vault, they set out across the wastes toward the closest shore. The air was warmer, and every living thing had been scorched away from the earth around them. How far this extended, they didn't know, and Des wouldn't venture to guess. One theory she did advance, though, awkwardly, through gestures and mouthed words, was that her original figure of a year no longer held true. The instrumentation in the cave told her that, while the sulphur in the atmosphere from the volcano was dangerously acidic, it was also serving as a screen between the earth and the sun. "I give us fifty years," she said.

"That's something," replied Jeremy.

When they reached the shore, they found a small abandoned fishing village. The wooden houses and shacks were partially incinerated, but they found a metal boat there, the Dryad, which was intact. Even its engine worked, and the fuel stored in drums underneath the decks had managed not to burn. They couldn't live in this place, so they put out to sea to find someplace habitable.

Des sat next to Victor at the wheel of the open boat, studying the sky. Jeremy's parents sat at the back, holding hands and watching, trusting their son to take care of them. Jeremy leaned in close to Kellan at the bow. "Like discovering a new planet," he said.

"Maybe inhabited," Kellan replied.

Victor yelled to Jeremy: "Where to, buddy?" Jeremy looked out at the empty stretch of water ahead. Something flashed, shiny and green, across his line of sight. A butterfly. He pointed after it.

"That way."
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