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Part One




  

Prologue
 

The Televator Departure Lounge.
 AD 2259
 

The wind whistled down from the dark Himalayas. It moaned around the departure lounge and rattled the windows.

“It’s swaying,” said one of the twelve faces pressed against the glass. They craned their necks upwards. A tower of glittering lights soared into the turbulent sky. It was the Televator.

“We’ll soon leave the bad weather behind,” one of the girls replied. “Once we hit the stratosphere, it’s as quiet as a Sunday morning. I’m not scared.”

“Well, you should be.”

Twelve heads swivelled. A small blond-haired boy was sitting under the departure screen, stroking the back of his left hand. His ice-blue eyes gazed back at them.

“What for?” asked a big, beefy boy.

“An elevator to Space? What could be more flimsy?” the boy said. “Eighty miles of nanocarbon, all weighing down on those unsupported foundations? One strong puff and the whole thing comes crashing down. You do know what the low pressure of the stratosphere does? A human body pops like a balloon.”

“You’re lying!” the beefy boy shouted. “He’s just trying to frighten us.”

The smaller boy cackled, rubbing his hand faster.

“What if I am? Going to make something of it?”

“Maybe I will, creep.” The bigger boy drew up his shoulders.

“Attention all passengers! The Televator is now boarding.”

The youngsters turned to see a rotund, uniformed woman at the boarding desk.

“My name is Stella Gates, Space Stewardess-in-Chief for tonight’s trip. Booked by the Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour especially for all newbies who missed the first flight. Three months ago! You lot are going to have a lot of catching up to do. Now, present your boarding chips for inspection.”

The teenagers clustered around the stewardess, everyone except the small blond boy who remained seated. He checked no one was looking.

“Shh, be still,” he whispered to his finger. The Spikeworm on his knuckle hissed. The boy crooked his finger and the creature’s razor-sharp spines unfolded.

 “You’re beautiful, beautiful as death.”

It throbbed happily. The creature was part leech and part spiny sea urchin. Its lower body bonded to the boy’s finger. Bending his digit opened up the nest of venomous quills. Nobody could see the Spikeworm, because it existed purely in the boy’s imagination. And yet it had already poisoned three men.

“And your name is?” Stella asked.

The blond boy returned her stare without blinking. “Fitch. Fitch Crawly.”

“Did you say Crawly?” the beefy boy guffawed. “Talk about creepy crawly!”

Fitch straightened his finger and the Spikeworm folded up.

“Can we go onboard now?” he said turning his head away from the Stewardess. Her odour of garlic and strong coffee was nauseating.

She scanned his boarding chip with her magnopad.

“Yep. All onboard.”

The group eagerly lined up at the auto-doors. Fitch lingered at the back, waiting for his chance.

“Ow!” cried the beefy boy, grasping his backside. “Creepy Crawly pinched me.”

Stella Gates rolled her eyes.

“I never touched his stinky butt,” Fitch smirked, pushing to the head of the queue.

Stella glared at the bigger boy. “I want no trouble on my shift. Is that clear?”

He nodded miserably.

“Just ninety minutes,” Stella said aloud. “Ninety minutes by Televator to the threshold of space and the rendezvous with your go-ship to Mars. That better be ninety minutes of good behaviour, unless you want to be sent home. And there aren’t any parachutes on the Televator.”

Silence swamped the children.

The ghost of a smile crept across Stella’s lips. “Good. Now fasten your seatbelts, it’s going to be a bumpy glide.”




  

Chapter One
 

A Precarious Vantage Point
 

“It’s out of this world,” Zeke shouted, gazing through the shiny diginoculars. He and Pin-mei were perched on a ledge overlooking the red vastness of Mariners Valley. The size of the United States and five miles deep, the Valley was home to Earth’s colonists. After two hundred years of terra-forming, it was the most hospitable region on Mars. Or rather, the least deadly.

“Which world?” the small girl asked.

He lowered the glasses.

“Huh?”

“When you say ‘out of this world’, do you mean Earth or Mars?”

Zeke grinned his lopsided grin. “Both.”

He lifted the glasses back to the empty sky. “I can see the Go-Ship in orbit. Even the scratches on its hull. Gosh!”

“What?”

“A sycamore just dropped out.”

Zeke adjusted the viewfinder, following the sycamore as it plummeted from the go-Ship towards the surface ninety miles below. Two wings popped out from the main pod and began rotating. The vehicle slowed to a safer descent speed, allowing the parachutes to release without ripping. Zeke could see two terrified faces peering from the window. He smiled, recalling his own near-fatal landing.

“I wonder what bright spark came up with the idea of copying sycamore seeds,” he said. “Such a clever way of landing on Mars. Cheap and fuel-free.”

“Zeke!” Pin-mei cried, pointing to a distant flashing light. Another sycamore, hanging from its parachute, was drifting on the thin Martian air.

“Oh, a red light,” Zeke shifted the diginoculars. “Must be a medical emergency.”

“The School has been alerted,” Zeke’s bike chimed from behind them, propped against the cliff alongside Pin-Mei’s bike.

“Thanks, Albie,” Zeke called out, then added, “I’ve programmed Albie to monitor all radio frequencies.”

“I wish we could download Albie into every bicycle.”

“Sorry, seems to be a special issue to my dad. I don’t think even I should have a copy.”

Zeke lifted his head to the heavens.

“Thanks, Dad. Wherever you are.”

“No news yet?” Pin-mei asked in a soft voice.

Sadness filled his dark, burning eyes.” Not a single lead. Dad could be anywhere in the galaxy.”

He handed the diginoculars back to Pin-mei.

“Well, nice of your parents to send you these.”

Pin’s usually indestructible smile faded at the mention of her family in faraway Shanghai. Pin-mei was only eleven, four years younger than most students. She had started at the school early due to her outstanding talent for precognition.

“Probably nothing serious,” Zeke said. He nodded to the sycamore. “I bet some unfortunate newbie banged his head in the freefall.”

“Why don’t we help?” Pin-mei suggested.

“It’s a good twenty miles away. The School will be there before—”

“No, I mean you could translocate there in an instant.”

“You know translocation isn’t allowed until Year Four. And us, just three months into Year One.”

“Supposing it’s something worse than a bruised skull?”

Zeke stared out at the endless dunes, then turned away. He pushed his fingers through his unruly blue locks. Pin-mei drew a deep breath.

“Still having the problems?”

“I just don’t get it, Pin. That day, in the Infinity Trap, I did it. But ever since then nothing. However hard I try, not a shred of psychic power.”

“You know, I think what you need to—”

Zeke jumped up.” Come on. The buddy lists should be up by now. Race you to the Chasm!”

A look of disappointment fleeted across Pin-mei’s face, but she forced a smile.

“You’re on!”

~~~
 

The Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour took its name from the surrounding ravine, one of the many massive canyons that made up Mariners Valley. Zeke and Pin-mei paused on the steps to the Grand Hall, the heart of the school. It towered over them, a weird collection of parapets and steeples, like some mysterious ancient coral. The mariners’ philosophy was chiselled into the concrete over its great doors.

Gravity, magnetism and thought are the greatest forces of the universe. Of these three, thought is the most powerful.

“This place knocks me out now as much as the day we arrived,” Zeke said.

Pin-mei nodded.

“Think of all the generations who have passed through its classrooms over the years,” she remarked.

“Yes,” Zeke agreed. “Every one a psychic, destined to study here and become a mariner. And then power a far-ship across the galaxy by sheer willpower.”

She threw him a side-glance. “You still think it’s suspicious, that nobody ever comes back from deep space?”

“I do. A big dirty secret, and the teachers are in on it.”

“But Earth’s government say the colonists are just too busy to return. Our leaders would never lie.”

Zeke smiled. Pin-mei had a lot to learn. It was one of the many things he loved about her.

“Well, one day I’ll get to the bottom of it. I’ll have to if I’m ever going to track down my father.”

Pin-mei grinned and squeezed his hand. “You will. But right now I think we’re running late.”

Zeke cursed. Together they hurried up, through the enormous doorway and into the entrance chamber. It looked like medieval castle crossed with an ant’s nest. Fluted windows pierced the gloom with fingers of light. Arches hewn from the natural red basalt revealed dark corridors. Students in colour-coded uniforms, white-robed teachers and a wide assortment of robotic machines, or macs, bustled about their daily business.

A crowd of students were buzzing around the plasma screen.

“Ze buddy lists are oop,” an older French girl explained to Zeke as he gently edged to the front.

Zeke scanned the two columns of names. Those on the left-hand side belonged to the late arrivals, newbies who had missed the flight to Mars three months earlier. On the right were the buddies, one for each newbie.

He had been the first to volunteer, for a very good reason. He wanted to show the school and a certain school principal that he was not evil. Although all accusations against him had evaporated when Pin-mei and the other teenagers returned from the maze of gullies known as the Noctis Labyrinthis, most of the school still shunned his company.

“Hey! My name’s missing!”

“Something wrong, Mr Hailey?”

The group froze. Everyone recognised that voice!

Principal Lutz stood behind them as if she’d materialised out of thin air, as indeed she had. There was a look of stern disapproval on her African features. The students sloped off without a word, all except Zeke and Pin-mei.

“Why isn’t my name on the list?” Zeke demanded.

Lutz held her head high, her ceremonial robes lending an aura of majesty.

“Because I deleted it. Why else?”

“You had no right—”

“Entschuldigen, but I have every right. I run the most important school in the solar system. It’s my duty to protect our students from undesirable influences.”

“How can you say that!” Zeke protested, his face flushing.

“Don’t push it, Hailey. You’re very lucky I was absent the day you crawled back here on your hands and knees, begging forgiveness. Mariner Knimble reinstated you, being far more lenient than I. Okay, the School has a duty to all psychic juveniles on the planet. But that’s as far as it goes. Now au revoir.”

Lutz blurred and vanished.

Zeke stared at the empty space left behind, seething. He had not ‘crawled back to the school begging for forgiveness’. In fact he had rolled into the quad triumphantly, on top of the late Lieutenant Doughty’s super tank, the Bronto.

“Zeke.”

And he was most definitely not a bad influence. How dare Lutz do this.

“Zeke!”

He turned back to Pin-mei who was staring at the plasma screen.

“That name.” She tapped the screen.

Zeke looked at the text. Fitch Crawly. Just one name among many. It was then he noticed her eyes, filled with a soft pearly light.

“What of it?”

The light dulled. She looked up at him as if waking from a trance.” I don’t know. For a moment I saw…”

“Saw what?”

“Arrrrgghhhhh!”

Zeke and Pin-mei exchanged startled looks and bolted for the door. The scream had a familiar Canadian accent.

Outside a vehicle was rocking violently, upside down, a few feet off the ground. A mop of blond hair dangled underneath.

“It’s Scuff!” Pin-mei cried.

“On a gravscooter!” Zeke added.

He had never seen one before but recognised it from click-ads on the Mars-Wide-Web. It looked sleek, flashy and very out-of-control.

“Help!” their upturned friend wailed.

Zeke felt a hand on his shoulder, pushing him firmly to one side. A tall man stepped in between. His cheekbones were broad and his skin copper-red. He wore his hair in a long ponytail, its slate blackness all the more vivid against the white of his mariner’s uniform. Zeke didn’t know him.

The man aimed the palm of his hand at the bike. Electric sparks crackled from his eyes, a sign of immense psychic power. The gravscooter’s engines died, the vehicle righted itself and gently landed in the tawny dirt. He nodded curtly and strode back into the school.

“I’m totally fine, guys,” Scuff insisted, struggling out of his vehicle. He slipped and tumbled to the ground.

“Where did this come from?” Zeke asked as he heaved his friend up.

“Just arrived this morning, bought it on mBay. One careful owner, less than a thousand miles on the clock, a total bargain.”

Scuff patted it fondly like a pet dog. The vehicle was an elongated bubble of welded plastic with two enormous blasters at the rear, and seating for a driver and two passengers. The bonnet and fenders were decorated with painted flames. Scuff pushed his long ungainly curls back off his frog-like face.

“The latest thing in Tithonium Central. This model’s called The Fireball and goes five days without charging.”

“Does it use quantum harmonics?” Pin-mei asked.

Scuff flashed her an impressed look.

“Sure does. A quantum coil underneath reflects the planet’s gravity back on itself, lifting the scooter off the ground. Some of that gravity is channelled out through these blasters giving forward momentum. No more prehistoric bicycles for me. No siree!”

“I love my bike.” Zeke replied.

“Me too,” Pin-mei chirped in.

“Whatever. But this is worth every Martian dime of the five-figure price tag.”

Zeke whistled. Pin-mei attempted a whistle, but could only hiss.

Scuff sniffed.

“No point having a fabulously rich father if I can’t throw his money around.”

There had been a time when Zeke found Scuff’s financial arrogance most annoying. Now he understood it was the Canadian’s way of concealing a deep hurt.

“Don’t know why that mariner stuck his nose in. I had it perfectly in control.”

“Who was that anyway?” Zeke asked.

“Must be the new psychokinesis teacher. Looked like an Inuit, didn’t he?”

Neither Zeke nor Pin-mei were familiar with the native peoples of North America so they took Scuff’s word for it.

“All this exercise is giving me an appetite,” Scuff said. “Who’s for a quick Marsburger before class?”

“Hailey! Hailey! I want a word with you!”

A lanky figure was hurrying across the yard.

“Oh no, Swallow!” Scuff said and pulled a face.

Poor Jimmy Swallow returned from the Noctis Labyrinthis a changed person. No longer the confident captain of basketball, Jimmy Swallow was now a blabbering, twitchy bundle of nerves. And he blamed Zeke for this sorry transformation.

“Pretend you didn’t hear him,” Scuff whispered. Giggling, the three friends bolted back up the steps and dived into the Grand Hall.




  

Chapter Two
 

Somewhere in a Dream 
 

Zeke stood on high ground, looking down onto the red wilderness. It was Mars, unmistakably, but where? The pebbled plain stretched to the horizon, without a single canyon to box it in. He was no longer in Mariners Valley. “I thought these dreams had finished,” he said to himself.

Zeke spied something in the distance, something like a bloody rag. The back of his neck tingled. It was crawling towards him!

“Dthrznii.”

What! Zeke wheeled round. Someone had whispered in his ear! He scanned his surroundings. No one! He was alone on the slope of a vast mountain. The ground rose steadily for miles, fading into the ochre haze. Definitely no one.

He glanced back. The creeping rag was nearer. Zeke could make out its limbs shuffling through the dirt. It mustn’t catch him. He took a step and then another, uphill and away. He picked up the pace. A sudden light dazzled his eyes, as though sunshine was bouncing of a mirror.

“Dthrznii fgakah thrthtzt,” whispered a voice. The words were Hesperian, the language of the long dead Martians.

 “Not ready to see, what?” Zeke replied in the same alien tongue.

“Mchx-dthfkii.”

That phrase again. It bubbled up from the swamp of his subconscious over and over. But never with meaning. What on Earth, or rather Mars, did it mean?

“No!” Zeke cried.

Hands grabbed his feet, horrible rotting human hands. He toppled over, screaming as the rag thing pulled him down…

Zeke opened his eyes to darkness. As one of the ‘officially poor’ students at the Chasm, he was allotted a windowless, subterranean cave. When the photon-lamps were dowsed the room went as dark as a black hole.

He lay under the sweaty sheets, waiting for his heartbeat to calm down. Just a nightmare, nothing to worry about, he was alright now.

But even as those thoughts formed Zeke had a sense he was not alone.

“Lights on,” he shrieked.

The stark radiance of the photon lamps revealed something so mad Zeke wondered if he was still dreaming. A seven-foot tall boulder towered next to his bed. It had a rich orange lustre, a little too polished to be natural, scarred with deep veins of white. Slowly, Zeke inched away and up, out of his bedcovers.

The thing was humming. Zeke stared at it, too shocked to talk. He had the strangest feeling he’d seen it before. But where? With a sinking heart he remembered. At the Infinity Trap! There had been a boulder just like this one, marking the way in. This was bad news, but maybe he could communicate with it?

Summoning up the alien expression he needed he said, “What are you?”

The rock’s veins glowed deep to its core.

“The Failsafe.”

It spoke with a deep rumble.

“Explain.”

“When you destroyed the Guardian the Failsafe activated. It protects against the threat.”

Zeke gulped. He didn’t like the sound of that.

“Protects what?”

“The Failsafe does not reveal the Makers’ secrets. Not to the threat.”

“You think I’m a threat, but I’m the one—”

“Who must be made safe.”

“And how exactly?”

“Protocol Dthoth-Thrith-Thrith recommends heat blasting.”

The boulder was transforming to a glassy translucence.

“This is a misunderstanding! You’ve got the wrong boy.”

“Only the threat can speak the Maker’s language.”

“Because one of their orbs filled my head with their language. I’ve done nothing wrong!”

A hum filled the air. Fire began building in the boulder’s heart.

“NO! NO! NO!”

Zeke squeezed his eyes shut and desperately wished himself out of the room. Nothing! His translocation skills were useless. Zeke leapt clear over the bed towards the door. But at the same time the whining noise faltered.

“Failsafe unable to secure target. Energy levels weak after the long hibernation. Must recharge.”

The auto-door swished across. Zeke hesitated in the threshold. Trembling he glanced back. The room was empty.

~~~
 

“So, it was some kind of rockbot?” Scuff ventured.

Zeke, Scuff and Pin-mei were hunched over their breakfasts at the far end of the Cranny Cafeteria. Condiments flew between tables as the students warmed up their psychic senses for the day. Bulky cleanomacs trundled to and fro collecting dirty plates.

Zeke shot his friend an impatient look. “Well, if you like. I believe all these Martian creatures are living machines; the orbs, Lutz’s Engraving, the Dust Devil and now this. Probably two billion years ago they looked very different. Over the aeons they’ve petrified.”

“Where do you think you saw this ‘rockbot’ before?” Pin-mei asked.

“Outside the Infinity Trap. Remember?”

Recognition dawned in her eyes.

“That boulder, Professor Magma called it a marker.”

“Yes, only maybe it was more of a guard,” Zeke said. “Perhaps it was dormant and we woke it up.”

Scuff frowned. “And it’s out to get you, bro? What are we going to do?”

Zeke bit his thumb. “I don’t know. Lutz thinks I’m a liar. There’s no way she’d believe me. I’m not going to her unless I have some kind of proof.”

His gaze drifted over to the students, queuing for their meals at the servomacs. A small blond boy returned his stare. His ice-blue eyes burned through the dim Martian morning. He smiled, revealing a set of huge teeth. Then he waved as if he had known Zeke forever.




  

Chapter Three
 

The Interplanetary Phone Booth 
 

The landscape shimmered into existence. Orange sand stretched for miles. Dark slabs of basalt punctured the flatness, like man-sized slugs slithering from the dirt.

“Thanks for the translocation,” Zeke said.

Mariner Knimble took his hand off Zeke’s shoulder.

“You’re welcome, mate. Anything to avoid marking Year Three’s homework!”

Zeke shielded his face from the sun and looked into Knimble’s faraway blue eyes. Alistair Knimble was the Translocation teacher. He had thinning hair, a goatee beard and an Australian accent, and the only teacher so far that liked him. When the call was booked Zeke asked the mariner to take him to the booth.

“How far are we from the School?” Zeke asked.

“Around seventy klicks.”

“Rather a long way.”

Knimble gestured to the ribbon of rock stacked up along the horizon.

“The canyons seem quite small from this distance. But they block out a lot of radio signals. That’s why the booth’s here.”

The interplanetary phone booth stood nearby, the sole manmade object in an alien wilderness. Apart from a satellite dish on top, it resembled an ordinary phone box. And it was swathed in dust.

A small mac scuttled over to greet them, a cylinder shape with a domed head and four chunky wheels.

“I am the operatomac. Identification, please,” droned a tinny voice.

Knimble nudged Zeke in the ribs.

“Oh, yes,” Zeke answered. “Zeke Hailey.”

The mac’s head whizzed around, flashing and bleeping.

“Voice pattern confirmed. Zeke Hailey. Your call is scheduled from planet Earth. Do you accept?”

“Absolutely, yes.”

“Earth to Mars delay currently at 8 minutes and fifteen seconds.”

“Only eight? You’re in luck,” Knimble remarked.

A metallic hand popped out of the mac’s side and indicated to a dust-festooned bench.

“Please wait until present caller terminates.”

Zeke peered at the booth’s grimy windows. Someone was inside. Zeke followed Knimble over to the bench.

“You did put on your Triple X sunblock?” Knimble asked.

“Every day.” Zeke replied and sniffed his fingers. They reeked of the radiation-proof lotion, a mix of paraffin and coconut.

Minutes passed. The silence of the gigantic valley was crushing.

“Must remind you of home,” Zeke said, making a stab at conversation.

Knimble gave him an incredulous look.

“Well, Australia is full of deserts, right?” Zeke added.

Knimble snorted.

“A fair few, mate. But our deserts are blooming. Desert oaks, spinifex grass, all manner of bugs and goannas. This place is just dead.”

Knimble scooped up some regolith, then scattered it back to the ground.

“Ashes. Everywhere.”

Their eyes met and Zeke regretted it. Knimble had such a piercing stare, as if he could see into Zeke’s soul and discover the deepest secrets. And Zeke had a lot of secrets.

“We’ve got a while, Zeke. You might as well tell me.”

“Tell you, Sir?”

Knimble stroked his goatee.

“What really happened? Up at the Noctis Labyrinthis.”

Zeke looked at his dusty boots.

“Nothing, Sir.”

Zeke dared not confess that, to save his friends, he helped open a portal to another dimension. That a fellow student, Jasper Snod, along with the villains, was eaten alive by the Spiral. And that Zeke sealed the Spiral inside the portal forever.

The survivors never agreed to a conspiracy. But once back at the School they all fell quiet. It was as though a spell of secrecy possessed them. How could they tell anyone of those unimaginable horrors? And who would believe them? Could they explain what happened without being blamed? No, it was a lot easier to pretend. They were kidnapped by Professor Magma but escaped. They didn’t know where Magma and the others went.

Zeke drew up his shoulders.

“You’re not going to use telepathy, are you?”

“Reading minds without consent is against my oath,” Knimble reminded him. “And harmful. I’d need permission for a mind purge.”

“A what?” Zeke asked.

A muscular teenager fell out of the booth, filling the arid air with cusses. Drufus Slatts was a scruffy senior from the Chasm. “Eight minutes!” he bellowed at the operatomac.

“Need a hand getting back?” Knimble called out.

Seeing a teacher calmed Slatts down like a bucket of cold water. “No thanks, Sir,” he called back and hastily dematerialised.

The mac beeped.

“Mister Hailey. Call time imminent.”

Zeke leapt into the booth, closing the door for privacy. The interior was filthy and stank of sweat. The plasma screen crackled into life. A 3D image of Zeke’s mum appeared.

“Hello Mum. Are you alright?”

A little dial began ticking, counting the time it would take his words to reach Earth. He grasped why Slatts was so frustrated. All Zeke could do was gaze into his mother’s face, while radio waves were beaming through eight minutes of the emptiness of space.

Mum appeared older. Silver streaks overwhelmed her black locks. Wrinkles crept across her cheeks. Worst of all were her eyes, transformed into dark pools of sadness.

Zeke’s life in London seemed light years away. Those late nights in his bedroom, secretly planning his trip to Mars. Rehearsing the lies that would fool his way into the Chasm. Did he ever realise how much Mum would miss him?

But how else would he find his father? The Chasm was the first and last place to hold any clues. Zeke’s mother kept weakly smiling as the dial was counting back.

Oh no! If it took eight minutes to reach Earth, it would take another eight for a reply. A cauldron of feelings bubbled up inside Zeke’s heart. Anger, homesickness, guilt. He kicked the side of the booth. He peered out at Knimble, playing on his magnopad. He swore in Hesperian.

After an age, his mother’s smiled broadened.

“There you are, darling. Aunt Sylvia bought me a voucher for the booth. Wasn’t that lovely. How are you getting on?”

Sixteen minutes of waiting and Zeke’s tongue froze.

“I’m f-fine,” he stammered. “Absolutely fine.”

Another sixteen minutes.

“That’s good dear. Any friends yet? How about your studies?”

“Everything’s fine,” he blustered.

One minute. Two minutes. Three... Knimble was pacing and eyeing his watch. Five minutes. Six.

Zeke’s heart darkened, as if clouds were gathering overhead. How desperately he missed her. The timetable gave students little time to brood during the day. But on waking up and at bedtime, the memories of Mum sliced his heart like a blade.

Seven, nine, ten minutes. His despair was mounting. Fourteen, fifteen, fifteen and a half.

“That’s good dear. I’m fine too,” Mum said. Zeke knew she was lying.

“Great,” he replied. “We’re both fine.”

The dial restarted. Seconds passed like decades. The waiting, combined with the flare-up of emotions, was unbearable. Zeke swallowed hard. He needed to find his father. The sooner that was done, the sooner he could leave this wretched planet.

The dial was only four minutes from Earth, but he couldn’t take it anymore.

“Mum, everything’s fine. I love you. Look after yourself and...and...I love you.”

He slammed the end button with his fist and stormed out of the booth.

The operatomac lit up like a Christmas tree.

“Sir, care to complete a customer satisfaction survey?”




  

Chapter Four
 

Psychokinesis 101
 

The new teacher stood by the plasma screen, his head held high, his back straight. It was the man who saved Scuff the day before. The students shuffled in, nervously passing his eagle-eyed gaze.

Zeke slouched to the shadowy corners at the back, hoping as ever to avoid attention. Scuff joined him while Pin-mei, the dutiful student, opted for the front. The hint of a smile passed across the teacher’s broad angular face.

“My name is Bobby Chinook.”

A murmur of ‘hellos’ passed through the chamber.

“Not very enthusiastic. I expected as much. Maybe a little ‘Q and A’ might break the ice. What would you like to know about me?”

A silence settled as everyone waited for somebody else to ask something.

“What happened to Mariner Flounder?” Pin-mei piped up at last.

“Ah yes, my predecessor. He took early retirement. I understand an accident in the classroom rather unsettled him.”

Twenty heads turned and glared at Zeke.

“Are you an Eskimo, Sir?” Zeke asked to change the subject.

The mariner threw him an incredulous look. “The white man lumps all indigenous peoples of Northern America under that name. My forebears were called the Inupiat, the first inhabitants of Alaska. It’s the same as categorising you as European instead of English.”

Zeke blushed. “I see Sir, forgive my ignorance.”

The thin smile reappeared briefly.

Juanita Almera raised her hand.

“Did they live in snow houses, your ancestors?”

“Igloos? Many of them did, certainly. It’s hard for us to imagine what the Earth was like back then. Before the polar caps melted.”

Scuff closed the comic book he was furtively reading under the desk.

“There’s still ice at the South Pole. In the winters.”

“Not enough to live on, boy. Not enough to lower sea levels and drain the flooded lands of Bangladesh.”

“You make it sound like a bad thing.” Scuff persisted. “That all those people were relocated undersea.”

“Ah the ocean cities, like Sub-Pacifica. But that migration didn’t happen overnight. Decades of conflict marred the late twenty-first century before we colonised the ocean beds.”

“So you’ve never lived on the ice then?” asked a small boy from Austria.

Bobby Chinook chuckled softly. “As a matter of fact I have, just not on Earth.”

“Wow, you mean Jupiter’s moon? Europa?” Scuff ventured.

“Very good, I served my mariner’s apprenticeship on that snowy moon. At its protoplasm farms to be precise. The plantations, of course, are deep in the alien brine, but the surface is terra-formed. But still deadly. My ancestors’ skill for surviving in sub-zero were very useful there.

“What exactly is a protoplasm farm?” asked Dede, the Indonesian student.

Mariner Chinook’s impassive face gave way to a flicker of uncertainty. “Ah yes, well. That will be covered in future classes. My job is to teach psychokinesis. Please switch on your electrobooks and magnopads and—”

“One more question, Sir?” Zeke said with his hand up.

The teacher gave a slight nod.

“Why haven’t you gone Deep Side? That’s what most mariners do. Piloting colony ships to faraway planets?”

“Except those who elect to teach the next generation. Therefore you, me, this classroom.”

“But why, Sir?”

Chinook’s lips curled again, but whether in a grin or a growl Zeke couldn’t say.

“I see you’re as persistent as the Arctic salmon.”

The teacher’s eyes momentarily glazed over.

“I’m getting a brain-mail from the Principal’s Office. Is there a Zeke Hailey in the room?”

Zeke lifted his arm once again.

“You? I see you’re going to be a high profile student. Principal Lutz wants you in her office, pronto.”

Zeke’s throat ran dry. What trouble was he in now?

~~~
 

Zeke hurried through the dark network of caves, the sound of his footsteps echoing into the murkiness. He turned a lonely corner and ran smack into the last person he wanted to see. Jimmy Swallow!

“Hailey!”

The bigger, older boy grabbed Zeke by the lapels of his uniform and rammed him against the wall. Zeke was too stunned to cry out and found himself eyeball to puffy-eyeball with the nutcase.

Jimmy’s right eye still looked sore. Three months had passed since the alien dust devil had exploded. Jimmy had been standing a little too near and caught a face full of sand. The wound was taking a long time to heal. His skin was crusty and his shock of black hair thinning and greasy.

“I’m a mess, Hailey. Look what you’re doing to me.”

Zeke twisted his head away from Swallow’s rank breath. He reeked of Martian basalt.

“I’m not doing anything. Don’t blame me if you’ve got post-traumatic thingummy.”

“So, you’re a doctor now?”

“That’s what Scuff reckons. Or maybe it’s survivor’s guilt, ‘cause of you know who.”

A long moment passed as they remembered Jasper Snod. Lutz had put up ‘have-you-seen-this-boy’ posters all around the school and even at some of the settlements.

“Your Canadian pal is as off target as the real doctor.”

“Huh?”

“Your precious Doctor Chandrasar. You know, the one you drool over.”

“I do not!” Zeke replied hotly.

Swallow relaxed his grip, rolled up his sleeves and rubbed his right forearm. A cloud of skin flakes broke free. Zeke struggled to hold back a grimace.

“Doctor Chandrasar calls this acute psoriasis. She calls my nightmares ‘a psychiatric condition’.”

“Well then, that’s what’s wrong with you.”

Swallow shoved him back onto the wall.

“She doesn’t know about your Martian friends, does she? I’ve tried telling her but she’s labelled me a nutcase. Your damned sand creature contaminated me!”

“He did not. You need the Doctor’s help.”

“Help? You’re the only one who can help me!”

“What?”

“The dreams, Hailey, the dreams!”

“Dreams?”

“You told us on the way back, in the Bronto. You kept dreaming about monsters and cataclysms, of the end of worlds. I’m having those dreams. The terrible, terrible things I see.”

“Maybe what I said is playing on your mind?”

“No!” Swallow shouted. He pressed a scabby fist against Zeke’s cheek, flushing with anger. Then, unexpectedly, his raw features paled.

“Don’t you see Hailey, I’m doomed unless you save me.”

Zeke opened his mouth, realised he didn’t know how to comfort Swallow and closed it again. A tear trickled over the boy’s white, crispy eyelid.

“I’m done for.”

Swallow backed away.

“Done for,” he murmured and disappeared into the shadows. 




  

Chapter 5
 

The Office of Principal Lutz
 

Zeke tried very hard not to stare at the school secretary as she sat typing away. Temptation got the better of him. He stole a sly glance at Marjorie Barnside, studying her wrinkles for a hint of plasticity. He listened intently for a squeaky cog or a rusty gear. Nothing. Not a clue to the truth. The school secretary was an android. A secret Lutz kept from the entire world. Zeke had only found out by accident and was sworn never to tell, on threat of expulsion. But why? What dark need compelled Lutz to employ a machine as assistant and sole companion?

“Will you stop with that goggling,” Barnside protested in her rich Belfast accent.

Blushing, Zeke turned his head and gazed out at the red landscape. Lutz’s office topped the highest minaret in the Chasm with a stupendous view of Mariners Valley. Giant fingers of basalt, older than Earth’s earliest fossils, rocketed up to the sky.

“Send the boy in,” twanged Lutz’s voice over the magnophone.

“Away with you, then.”

Zeke stepped into Lutz’ office, a circular chamber under a high dome, littered with dusty filing cabinets and old-fashioned hard drives.

The Martian engraving still hung on the wall. Lutz described it as a harmless relic, but Zeke knew differently, knew that the right trigger could activate a prehistoric alien device. He had already done so, surreptitiously, on two occasions and longed for another go.

“Bonjour!”

Zeke’s mouth dropped as he saw Lutz, reclining in her worn, leather chair. She was smiling with the most radiant smile he had ever seen on her wide, black face. Come to think of it, he’d never seen her smile at all.

“Let me introduce you to one of our late arrivals,” she grinned. Zeke’s jaw fell further. Across the desk from Lutz sat the little kid from breakfast, the fair-haired boy with the glacial eyes. The boy nodded and gave a crafty wink.

“Hailey, this is Fitch Crawley. Fitch this is your new buddy.”

If possible, Zeke’s jaw would have clanged onto the floor.

“Me? But you said—”

Lutz raised a hand to silence him.

“Yesterday was yesterday. As for today we have need of you. Sadly Fitch’s original buddy, Pedro Chavez, has fallen prey to a mystery illness.”

“An illness?”

“Some kind of toxic fever, says Doctor Chandrasar. The poor child’s in the Medical Facility now. Second case too. One of the late arrivals developed the same symptoms during the landing. Had to be taken straight to Tithonium Central. Chavez will have to follow if he doesn’t improve. Still, let’s not dwell on gloomy topics. Why don’t you two take the day off? Get to know each other.”

Lutz beamed brighter than a solar flare. Zeke frowned. This was so out of character.

“Don’t mind if I do, your lusciousness,” said the new boy cheekily.

Zeke waited for Lutz to explode, but instead she giggled like a love-struck schoolgirl. The day was getting weirder by the minute.

“But we’ll miss Precognition 101,” he protested.

“C’est la vie. And you need to get one. A life that is,” Lutz replied chirpily.

Fitch leaned forward and said, “That’s settled. Let’s get some Martian sodas. What’s the cafeteria called?”

“The Cranny,” Zeke replied with a frown.

The new boy stood up and shook Zeke’s hand with a gentle, clammy grip. A brief chill gave way to a sense of relief. What on Mars was there to worry about? 

~~~
 

“Your hair’s so blue!” Fitch remarked, staring at Zeke’s head.

“Oh,” Zeke replied, smiling. “Mum always—”

“Says a cartridge of nanodye fell on your head!” Fitch guffawed as if the joke was a lot funnier than it actually was.

“Just my genes, really. Same as my dad. Makes a pleasant change on the Red Planet, though,” Zeke said. “I didn’t know how many shades of red there were till I came here.”

They were seated beside the long panoramic window of the Cranny Cafeteria. A half-mile above the school, the Cranny overlooked an unearthly vista of crags and desert.

“The colour of blood,” Fitch replied. “Mars was the God of War in olden times.”

Zeke said nothing.

“Wouldn’t it be funny if Mars turned out to be a bringer of war today?” Fitch added, stirring the spoon in his soda.

“What?”

Fitch focused on the ochre landscape. “It’s just funny don’t you think?”

Zeke looked at him blankly.

“That psychics have to come to Mars to train to be mariners.” Fitch continued.

“They’re here because Mars has no magnetic field,” Zeke explained. Magnetism cancels out psychic power. That’s why those one-in-a-million gifted with ESP weren’t discovered until we began exploring space.”

Fitch gave him an impatient stare. “I do know that. Earth’s magnetosphere blocked humanity’s psychic ability since the dawn of time. But I grew up on the Moon…”

Both boys became lost in their own thoughts.

Zeke sipped the dregs of his strawberry soda. “Anyway, I’m so excited about being your buddy. I’m going to do everything I can to make your first term a happy one.”

Fitch’s left hand twitched nervously.

“You will that, mate. But I’m not out for study tips. It’s your Martian speaking skills I’m interested in.”

Zeke’s eyes widened.

“How did you know—hey, you’ve been reading my mind!”

Fitch sniggered.

“That’s not allowed!” Zeke protested. “Unsolicited telepathy is…is…”

“Isn’t it? Looking into somebody’s head is so intimate.”

Fitch lowered his gaze.

Zeke felt insulted. A thought began to form in his head, but somehow he couldn’t focus. For some odd reason, his anger slipped away, replaced by a glow of fuzzy happiness. He looked at Fitch, who was now staring at him intensely.

“So what else have you seen in here?” Zeke laughed, tapping his temple.

Fitch smirked.

“Oh, I know the whole story. A madman called Magma, an ancient Martian orb that downloaded their language into your head, a trip to a parallel universe. Zeke, you’ve got the most interesting memory I’ve ever read.”

Zeke leant back, hugely flattered.

“Gosh, thanks. The important thing is I stopped Magma releasing the Spiral.”

Fitch tensed, digging his nails into the back of his left hand.

“Don’t worry Fitch, we fixed him.”

“Yes, you did that alright.”

They exchanged glances. A look of hostility darted across Fitch’s pale features.

Then it was gone.

“Well, as I’ve seen into your brain, let me repay the favour. I need to bring you up to speed.”

“Huh?”

“Let you in on a few of my secrets, how I came to be here.”

With a darting movement Fitch pressed his index finger against Zeke’s forehead. Even as Zeke brought his arm up in a reflex action, Fitch’s psychic power flowed into his consciousness. Fitch’s eyes seemed larger. In fact, they were growing. Bigger and bigger. They filled up the entire cafeteria.

“What the—” Zeke exclaimed.

Two great eyes gazed down on him. Still they expanded, merging into one super eye. Zeke felt himself slipping. Before he could cry out, he toppled, falling in the bottomless pit of that sole giant iris.




  

Chapter Six

 

The Peak of Eternal Light
 

The sun ignited and burned in a black sky. The Earth floated like a bubble above the horizon. Countless silver craters pockmarked the landscape. Zeke was on the Moon, standing on top of the highest crater. Solar panels studded its rim like diamonds.

“Welcome to my favourite view,” said a small space-suited figure beside him. Zeke frowned. He was still wearing the Chasm uniform.

“Is this, um, a hallucination?” Zeke asked.

The figure’s face was hidden behind the opaque visor. But Zeke recognised the malicious chuckle. It was Fitch alright.

“Obviously, otherwise your body fluids would be boiling about now.”

“I’m in your memories?”

“The technical term is ‘gestalt recollection’. Anyway, this is the Shackleton Crater. The lunar South Pole.”

“I read about this, it’s always facing the sun.”

“A peak of eternal light,” Fitch said.

“Like the Land of the Midnight Sun on Earth?”

“But more so, due to the angle of the Moon’s axis and the crater’s height. That’s why we put these solar panels here. The twenty-four hour sunlight is captured by the panels and taken over there.”

Fitch pointed to some irregular peaks in the distance.

“That’s Malapert Mountain, my home is on the other side. The mining complex.”

“The Alpha Mine?”

Fitch’s body tensed. “No, that’s up north. It’s the Beta Mine here. My parents are second-class citizens in every sense.”

Neither boy spoke for a while. Zeke turned round to take in the far side of the moon. The metallic-white mountains broke on the shores of a dark ocean. The sight of absolute night filled Zeke with a strange emotion he couldn’t quite grasp.

“I used to love visiting the far side.” Fitch said in a sad voice. “It gets scary out there, but I like scary. Just me and the wide-open universe.”

Zeke stroked his chin. “The far side of the moon always looks away from Earth.”

“A useful shield from Earth’s tiresome babbling, all those radio waves and stray thoughts,” Fitch said.

A spark of understanding flickered in Zeke’s brain. “The Moon has no magnetic field, the same as Mars!”

“Yes. Psychic children on the Moon discover their powers long before the ESP exams. And mine always felt strongest on the Far Side, as if someone was calling me.” Fitch’s voice trailed off, as though he yearned to say more.

“Come on,” he said, taking Zeke’s hand. He took one long stride, tugging Zeke with him. They launched on a trajectory way above the monochrome world. They were flying. Craters passed below their feet, dark wrinkled islands in a sea of dust. They flew over the pinnacles and criss-crossing basins of Malapert Mountain, landing in a puff of dirt.

“Home sweet home,” Fitch said with a warped cackle.

A large number of domes sprouted from the dust like fungus.

“Moon dust gets everywhere you know, but it’s a free source of insulation.”

A neon sign over the nearest dome proclaimed ‘Hubs Geo. Inc’.

“That name might as well be stamped on my butt.” Fitch sounded bitter.

“You ought to be proud. What’s the saying? Hubs Geological Incorporated is the backbone of the solar system?”

“Yer, right. What advertising hack came up with that? The Hubs family practically own the solar system. They started off as oil barons, you know, in the twentieth century. It was their pollution that put Earth in the mess it is now. In the twenty-second century they conquered the Helium Three market.”

“Without Helium Three to fuel our energy needs, humanity would be crippled.”

Fitch sighed. “So they say. Anyway the Alpha and Beta Mines were built to excavate the Moon’s Helium Three deposits.”

“Is your father an engineer then?” Zeke asked.

“Take a look.” Fitch grabbed Zeke and everything rippled as they walked into another memory.

They were now in a long white corridor. Fitch remained in his spacesuit. A stout sullen man in overalls was mopping the floor. He was muttering softly.

“Why don’t they decontaminate their boots properly before treading moon dust all over my nice clean floors?”

“Don’t worry he can’t see us,” Fitch said.

“Why is he so bulky?”

“What? Oh, you mean his exo-suit. We wear them under our clothes. A frame of weights and pulleys strapped to the muscles.”

Zeke immediately understood. “To keep up normal body strength in the low gravity?”

“Otherwise we’d never leave the Moon. Anyways that’s my dad. What a loser!”

Zeke was about to disagree when Fitch pushed him through a further wall of ripples. They were in a school locker room. Before them was another Fitch in a lunar uniform, unpacking his schoolbag.

“Isn’t it odd seeing yourself?” He asked, but Fitch ignored him.

Two huge apelike boys rushed up and began punching the other Fitch. Their fists rained down upon his chest with heavy thuds. Zeke turned away sharply.

“You think you’ve had it rough at the Chasm. You’re not the only victim you know,” the space-suited Fitch said.

“That’ll teach ya, Creepy-Crawly. No more using them weirdo powers to steal,” boomed one of the bullies.

“Stealing?” Zeke asked.

“Don’t listen to him, the liar!” replied the original Fitch.

The second Fitch collapsed crying, while his attackers turned to go.

“Up for a game of moon buffing?” one said to the other. “I’ll dare you five seconds.”

Before Zeke could ask what moon buffing was, the scene transformed once again.

Zeke and Fitch found themselves watching the two heavies entering an airlock. Alarm jangled Zeke’s nerves.

“Shouldn’t they put space suits on before—oh!”

Zeke realised that moon buffing had to be some game of chicken. Who could go longest in the Moon’s vacuum. Just as the airlock door swished shut, a figure ran up and peered through the tiny window.

“Nothing to see here,” the Fitch-in-the-space-suit said hastily.

A succession of images formed and faded quickly. Zeke witnessed Fitch’s mum slaving away in the staff kitchens. He saw Fitch coolly opening his ESP test results. Zeke knew that for Earth’s teenagers a pass came as a big surprise. But Fitch must have known long before he sat the exam that he was psychic. He’d had all that time to practice his gift. Leaning over Fitch’s shoulder, Zeke read the printout. Fitch was an A-plus in psychokinesis and telepathy. Finally, there came an image of Fitch at his computer in his bedroom, downloading an article onto his magnopad. Zeke inched closer. The title was a word he didn’t recognise.

Transubstantiation.

“Discovering that theory was a turning point for me,” said the space suit.

“Trans-sub-what?”

“The power that will save the human race.”

Zeke’s eyes widened. Questions erupted in his head. But before he could voice them, the room shimmered and a tall, pretty girl with a perfect blonde ponytail barged into Fitch’s memory.

“And what exactly are you earthworms up to?” Trixie Cutter demanded. 




  

Chapter Seven
 

The Cranny Cafeteria
 

Zeke blinked. They were back in the Cranny. The afternoon sun was now hidden by the gigantic canyons. Shadows rose across the Valley like a dark tide.

“Oh no,” Zeke muttered at the sight of his old enemy.

Trixie Cutter, the Chasm’s most feared bully, stood beside them with her hands on hips. Blonde, beautiful and a powerful psychokinetic, Cutter had worked as a spy for Professor Magma. Zeke hated her for that. Her number one informant Alonzo Caracol peeked over her shoulder. He was a small, wispy boy with greasy hair. A faint moustache ran across his upper lip like a slug trail. The school knew him as El Telepático, Mexico’s greatest living mind-reader. A skill Trixie Cutter found very useful in her illegal operations.

“No!” Zeke and Fitch cried as they levitated, by the scruff of their collective necks, into the air. Struggling crazily, Zeke kicked an empty soda glass. Trixie caught it, not with her hands, but her mind. The glass floated back to the table while the two boys dangled halfway to the ceiling. And her eyes weren’t even aglow. Trixie was a most powerful psychic.

“Two earthworms. Absent from class without permission,” she remarked.

“We have Lutz’s full consent,” Fitch gasped.

Trixie snorted. “You’re obviously new around here! I mean my permission. That’ll cost you twenty Martian dollars. Each.”

“Okay, okay, let us down and we’ll cough up,” Fitch said. “Argh!”

They fell back onto their chairs with a nasty thump. Trixie giggled. Fitch raised his fist swiftly, the index finger crooked with the knuckle pointing towards Trixie. For a moment, Zeke thought his buddy was about to make a stabbing motion. Instead Fitch drew a deep breath and hid his hand under the table. He beamed graciously at their tormentor.

“My name is Fitch Crawly, and I am no threat to you. In fact, you won’t even waste your time with a shrimp like me. Rather, you just want us to clear off.”

Trixie threw back her pretty head and guffawed. “That kind of brain voodoo won’t work on me, my dear.”

Zeke stared at her dumbfounded, much to her irritation.

“Psychotronics, Hailey! Telepathic hypnosis, mind-control. It’s one of the subjects not found on the mariner’s curriculum.” She turned back to Fitch.

“Still, a nice try. I’ll waver the permission fees just this once.”

“Well, in that case,” Fitch replied coolly, “allow me to offer my services.”

Trixie pursed her cherry-red lips as she thought for moment.

“Tempting, but no vacancies at the moment.”

“Well, I’d still like to talk business.”

“Alright.”

Fitch winked in Zeke’s direction. Zeke took the hint.

“Um, well, I can just make Precognition 101 if I get my skates on.”

“Ciao baby,” Trixie said through an acid smile.

As Zeke hurried off to the hover-lift, a steel basket operated by a small basic mac, he took one glance over his shoulder. Fitch and Trixie were laughing like old chums. But Alonzo, whose eyes had been shining throughout the entire exchange, looked deeply disturbed.

~~~
 

Precognition class ended at 4:00pm, Standard Martian Time. With two hours to kill before dinner Zeke, Scuff and Pin-mei drifted idly around the outdoor sports area.

“Let’s watch basketball,” Scuff suggested and they settled in the stalls beside the floodlit court. One by one, the team players bounced their ball up to the hoop, paused, lifted the ball, aimed and shot. Some scored while others missed. The remarkable thing was that not one player used his hands. Even sports were psychic at the Chasm.

Zeke was talking faster than the speed of light. He wanted to share everything about his new friend with his old ones.

“Sounds a bit off a show-off to me,” Scuff remarked, pulling the ring on a can of Craterade.

“Why are you always so cynical? It isn’t cool, you know,” Zeke fired back.

Scuff spilt his drink in surprise. “Excuse me, bro. Don’t you think you’ve got bigger fish to fry right now?”

“Huh?”

“The ancient rockbot that’s out to kill you.”

“Oh him. There’s been no sign of him. Maybe he’s conked out for good. Scuff, do you know what transubstantiation is? Or Psychotronics?”

“No and no.”

Zeke sighed. Three months ago Scuff seemed to be a walking, talking encyclopaedia. Now Zeke felt a growing disillusionment in his best friend’s abilities. He turned to Pin-mei. “Pin, you predicted Fitch and I would become mates, didn’t you?”

Pin-mei was sitting very still, her almond eyes filled with concern.

“Did I? You know pre-cogs don’t remember their visions. You have to ask me at the time.”

“Well, you highlighted his name. What else would it be?”

“I guess so,” she replied. She didn’t sound very convinced. “Talking of pre-cogs,” she went on, “how about our homework?”

She pulled three dice out of her pocket and began shaking them.

“Six, three and, um, another six.” Scuff said.

The dice rolled. Six, three and five. Scuff cursed.

“My turn,” Pin-mei said, handing Scuff the dice.

“Five, six and two.” Pin-mei said.

The three cubes landed, five, six and two.

“Just luck,” she chuckled, picking them up. “Your turn Zeke.”

Zeke focused hard on the dice hidden within her fist.

“One, three and four.”

Two and a double five tumbled onto the stall.

Sudden anger surged through Zeke’s veins. “Kids stuff!”

Scuff and Pin-mei stared at him, mouths gaping. Zeke leapt to his feet, his cheeks burning red.

“This is all kids’ stuff!” he cried again, before storming off into the glare of the floodlights.

~~~
 

Zeke wasted a good hour walking around the courtyards, pausing regularly to kick the red stones. Thoughts danced through his head. Scuff was such a jerk at times. And Pin-mei was still a baby. They held him back. Maybe that was why he was so unpopular with the rest of the school. Perhaps it wasn’t his fault after all? Images from Fitch’s life on the Moon also crowded his mind. Zeke kept coming back to those two bullies braving the airlock without spacesuits. What morons! Zeke wondered what had happened to them. He’d have to ask Fitch.

The dinner bell clanged through the school amplifiers. Zeke ambled over to the hover-lift. Pin-mei and Scuff were nowhere to be seen. Zeke climbed in with a handful of students he didn’t know. The mac clanged the wire gate shut and activated the anti-gravity cells. With a whoosh the basket rocketed up the cliff face. It came to a halt besides the precarious ledge leading to the Cranny’s entrance.

Three figures were waiting to go down.

“Out of the way! This is an emergency.”

It was Mariner Chinook, along with a fifth year student. The two of them were supporting Alonzo Caracol, who could barely stand. He looked bedraggled and feverish. He stared wildly at Zeke without recognising him.

“Es venenoso!” The boy spluttered and fainted. 




  

Chapter Eight
 

Zeke’s Room
 

The trouble with sulking was the boredom. Zeke passed the evening alone in his room, hoping for a call from Scuff or Pin. Of course, he could have contacted them, but he was in too much of a huff. Not that he knew why he was in a huff. He just was.

The com buzzed. Zeke bounded for the door but hesitated as his finger met the unlock button. Presumably two-billion-year-old assassin robots didn’t bother to knock, but he thought he’d better check. He switched on the door cam. Fitch Crawley stood outside.

“You find out who your real friends are,” Zeke muttered, opening up. Fitch breezed in, his arms full of Craterade cans and Iron chocolate bars. “Wow, thanks.” Zeke said, touched by the newbie’s thoughtfulness.

Four cans and six bars later, Zeke remembered there were unanswered questions from the day.

“So what was it with that stuff you mentioned? And what Trixie said?”

Fitch fixed him with a long stare. There was the slightest light in his ice-blue eyes.

“You know, you were talking about transubstantiation, and, and…”

The words Trixie had used completely vanished from his mind, as though someone had erased it.

Fitch leaned forward. “Transubstantiation. The word has several meanings, but the one of interest to me is the theory proposed by Doctor Kajakowski.”

“Oh, we’ve studied him in translocation class. The father of psychic science.”

“Well, translocation is the theory he’s famous for. But he also wrote a paper about transubstantiation. The power to alter atomic structure by willpower alone.”

“Um, never heard of it.”

“Probably because the scientists of the day laughed him out of the lab. All the experts concluded that the human brain would never be powerful enough to pull off such a stunt.”

“It’s hard to imagine. What use would it be anyway?”

“What use? Put your brain into hyper-drive.”

“Um, I guess, if you could change the number of protons and neutrons in an atom, you could turn one element into another. Lead into gold, rock into chocolate, etcetera.”

“I’m thinking a lot bigger than that, Zeke, mate. A selfish psychic might think of personal gain, but I’ve got saving civilisation on the agenda.”

Zeke’s mouth dropped.

“Growing up in a mining hub made me very aware of the energy crisis.”

“Crisis? What crisis?”

“It’s only a matter of time. Earth and every colony in the solar system depends on nuclear fusion, cheap and pollution-low. Nuclear fusion reactors are fuelled by Helium Three. The Moon’s natural reserves of Helium Three are running out. What happens after that?”

Zeke shrugged his shoulders. Fitch began to stroke his left hand with his right.

He did this a lot when he was excited. As nervous mannerisms went, Zeke found it rather endearing. Fitch drew a deep breath and continued.

“A meltdown across the entire solar system. Just think! The terra-forming factories on Mars and Europa would shut down. Both worlds would revert back to the airless death traps they used to be. And Earth? Think of all the effort going into tackling Earth’s pollution problems. All that damage done by our environmentally-deranged ancestors. Without fusion reactors that work would come to a halt.”

Zeke felt cold. “How bad is it really? Some students are saying Earth could be done for in a couple of centuries.”

Fitch shook his blond head sadly. “Two centuries or two years? It’s only a matter of time. Why do you think the Mariners Institute is so hell-bent on cosmic migration? Moving as many settlers as possible out to the new worlds at breakneck speed?”

Zeke shrugged again.

“So,” he replied after a pause. “If we could master transubstantiation we could create endless supplies of Helium Three?”

“Now you’re catching on, mate.”

“But how? If it’s impossible?”

“Impossible to us, but not to the Martians.”

“Hesperians, not Martians,” Zeke interrupted in as polite a voice as he could muster. “Archaeologists named them after the Hesperian era, when water flowed on Mars’s surface. That’s when they lived.”

“Gotcha, two billion years ago. They found a way to bend reality.”

“That’s all classified. How come you know so much?”

Fitch looked down, as though to hide his eyes. There was something sneaky about the gesture. But even as the suspicion crystallised in Zeke’s head, it crumbled away and was forgotten. When Fitch looked back up, he was the picture of innocence.

“Three months ago I was exploring the far side of the Moon when I had a premonition. There I was, alone, surrounded by darkness. I was thinking about everything I’d read on transubstantiation, and, all of a sudden, a voice popped into my head.”

“A voice?”

“And it said, the Martians know how.”

Zeke frowned. Fitch wiped his brow, sweating slightly.

“You don’t believe me?” He sounded anxious.

“So what if they could? They’re prehistory.”

“Then let’s find out more. After all, a man may die, nations may fall, but ideas live on.”

“What?”

“It’s a quote, by a guy named John F. Kennedy.”

“Who?”

“Never mind, ancient history. The important thing is that I’m here tonight to ask for your help.”

“Me?”

“I know about the Martian engraving in Lutz’s office. Some kind of fossilised alien computer. You know how to switch it on. Maybe it can answer my questions.”

A spasm trembled in Zeke’s chest. “It seems like you’ve surfed every brainwave in my head.”

Fitch gave a crafty smile. “Don’t you see? Destiny brought us together. Hailey and Crawly, saviours of the human race.”

A vague image skipped through Zeke’s imagination. Lutz was grudgingly unveiling his statue in the Chasm’s grand entrance.

Fitch licked his lips. He still had his ace to play.

“In return for your help, I’m going to do something for you.”

Zeke look bewildered.

“Your father, Zeke, I’m going to find out where he is.”

Zeke’s heart trembled.

“Scuff has trawled every data network on Mars. All we know is the Mariners Institute sent him on a mission called the Flying Dutchman Project. Everything else is a mystery.”

“Is it? I’m sure if I dig into Lutz’s memory deep enough I’ll find something. If she doesn’t know then there are other teachers, or even the politicians at Tithonium Central. Someone, somewhere, knows what happened to your dad. With my telepathy skills, I’ll drill it out of them.”

Zeke’s breath caught in his windpipe. This was too good to be true.

“Fitch, you’re the greatest!”

“I am, aren’t I,” Fitch cackled. “Now come on, time for a little burglary.”




  

Chapter Nine
 

Outside
 

Zeke shivered and pulled his collar up around his neck. He and Fitch were at the back of Lutz’s minaret. The five-mile-high cliffs of Mariners Valley soared behind them, smothering the stars.

“What a stupid place an adult’s mind must be,” Fitch remarked idly, scanning the tower with his torchlight.

“Huh?”

“All that security on the inside but nothing on the outside of the building. And this, a school for psychics.”

“Have you done this before?” Zeke asked, blowing on his hands to warm them.

Fitch smiled gamely.

“Er no, but have faith. Come on now, link arms.”

The boys interlocked their arms as firmly as possible. Fitch took a deep breath. “I’m visualising a hover-lift under our feet, like the one at the Cranny.”

Zeke felt an invisible force lift him from the ground. Instinctively he closed his eyes. When he plucked up his courage to open them, he saw bricks rushing past. He looked down, realised that was a mistake and shut them again. A hundred and fifty feet up they stopped, bobbing slightly in the icy air.

Zeke peeped at his companion. Electric sparks were shooting from Fitch’s eyes, a sign of the strain on his psychic powers. The idea of looking down passed through Zeke’s mind, but he thought better of it. Instead he focussed on the window in front of them, which Fitch was mentally unlocking from the inside. It swung open. With a nudge from Fitch, Zeke clambered through as fast as possible. He fell to the concrete floor.

“Ouch!”

Fitch climbed in after him, pressing his boot down on Zeke’s shoulder.

“Double ouch!”

As Zeke stood up an icy dread ran through him and squeezed his heart as though it were about to pop. He began shaking like a leaf.

“What’s up?” Fitch asked and ran his fingers across Zeke’s scalp, soaking up the brainwaves. Memories poured from Zeke’s synapses, images of his first ever night in Lutz’s office. Recollections of the Dust Devil, an unstoppable ancient machine made from sand and energy, and out to get him.

“Wow! No wonder you’re scared. But you’re safe now. You’re with me.”

Fitch’s confident tone was reassuring. Yet in the half-light a strange expression flickered across his face, something like regret. The moment passed.

Fitch crossed to Barnside’s desk and switched on a lamp. Zeke followed and picked up a framed hologram that showed Lutz and Barnside standing in a crowd.

“What a funny pair those two old bats make,” Fitch said with a chuckle.

“What do you make of Lutz then, you the great mind reader and all?” Zeke asked.

Fitch rubbed the back of his hand.

“Well you know, she keeps her long term memories protected behind a telepathic firewall. I just can’t see them.”

“This was taken a hundred years ago. At the school’s inauguration,” Zeke said.

Fitch let out a low whistle.

“I heard people saying Lutz had been around forever. But I didn’t think it was actually a fact!”

“Barnside’s an android.”

“Never!”

Zeke felt a little thrill. Fitch didn’t know all of his secrets.

“That’s why I couldn’t penetrate her mind! There wasn’t one. But Lutz, she’s human enough.”

“She’s got some kind of eternal-youth-thing going on. I think the rest of the teachers all know about it, but no one will say anything.”

“Well,” Fitch began. “Add that to the mystery-to-do list. But we’ve got to focus on our current mission.”

Fitch psychokinetically unlocked the door to Lutz’s inner sanctum and they were in. He aimed his torch at the ancient engraving, illuminating its intricate geometrical markings.

“This is exciting! A genuine Martian artefact! We have nothing like this on the Moon. How does it work then?”

“Don’t ask me,” Zeke smiled.

“But it’s just a slab of old rock. So, where’s the power source and the memory files and, you know, all that stuff?”

“I can only guess. We have to remember this is nearly two billion years old. I believe back then it looked very different. A kind of computer made out of liquid or possibly light. Over the eons it fossilised.”

“Cool.”

“I think all of the working parts are stored inside its molecules.”

“Like quantum computers? But wouldn’t we be able to detect that?”

“Scuff has a theory—”

“Fatty? He’s got a brain inside that froggy head of his?”

Zeke hesitated, wondering why Fitch was being spiteful. With a shrug he went on.

“Scuff’s into String Theory, Brane Theory, and so on. They suggest that although we only see three dimensions, there are in fact lots of extra dimensions all around us.”

Fitch rubbed his index finger with his other hand.

“So although we see a stone engraving there’s actually more to it, hidden from the naked eye?”

“You got it.”

“Cool! Right let’s see the magic in operation. Chant away.”

“Okay, but I think you have to chant with me, if you’re to get in. Repeat every syllable after me. They’re not easy. They were said by alien throats, after all.”

Fitch gestured impatiently for Zeke to start.

“Dthoth, thla, ryksi, thnga, bchrfft, xgiishi, Dthoth, thla, gleqxuus, jchzaa.”

With every word Zeke paused and allowed Fitch to copy him. He struggled with the pronunciation, and Zeke had to work hard at not smirking.

Nothing happened. Fitch stomped towards the picture and tapped it irritably.

“Aren’t I good enough for you?” he snapped.

Zeke blinked. The Engraving seemed bigger. Or was it Fitch who was smaller? And flatter!

“Fitch! You’re turning two dimensional.”

The textured surface bubbled and then, without warning, erupted. Rock, solid and fluid at the same time, crashed over them like a wave.

“No!” Zeke cried, frantically trying to breathe. The wave swallowed him into its grainy depths. He kicked wildly but it was useless. The force was overwhelming.

It dragged him deeper into the darkness.




  

Chapter Ten
 

Inside
 

Air pounded against the walls of his chest. I’m going to suffocate, he thought in despair. Then he realised. He no longer needed to breathe. He was a diagram, a drawing of lines and circles in a two-dimensional world. A sense of relief seeped through him.

“Over here!”

Another human-shaped diagram was waving at him. Fitch! As Zeke sprinted across the gritty landscape, his brain grappled with the weird dimensionality. How could he be running towards someone? There was no near or far in a flat universe, only up or down, left or right. Yet somehow it all worked. Scuff was always going on about String Theory and its extra dimensions, all around us but invisible. Maybe it was like that?

“This is great!” Fitch cried, bursting with excitement.

“That’s odd,” Zeke said. He nodded at Fitch’s rectangular left hand with its five lines for fingers. A star radiated from the index finger. What could that be?

“Nothing,” Fitch said quickly. “What now?”

Zeke surveyed their position. Identical triangular mountains ran across the top of the scene. In the middle, polyhedron trees dotted the banks of a perfectly oscillating river.

“Kshnmlnwa!” he bellowed, then added for Fitch’s benefit, “that’s hello.”

Fitch hopped from stick leg to stick leg.

“What do they look like? The Martians?”

“They’re called Hesperians,” Zeke replied a little irritably. “The first time I came here they were hexagon-shaped. On the second time they were more like cells. But I’ve no idea what the real Hesperians looked like.”

“There!” Fitch shrieked, pointing to the peak of a triangle. A tiny humanoid figure waved at them. It called to them with a string of bizarre syllables.

“Sgh-skoo, thlnjii!”

Zeke tensed up.

“What?” Fitch demanded.

“That means ‘go, danger’.”

“We’re not going anywhere till I’ve got what I came for. Ask him about transubstantiation.”

Zeke conjured up the alien words from his subconscious and shouted them out.

After a brief lapse the outline in the distance replied.

“What did it say?” Fitch cried, bouncing up and down.

Zeke scratched his metaphorical head.

“Find Gravity’s Eye.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, maybe—”

“It got stuffed up in translation! Come on, do better.”

Zeke turned to the figure. “Sorry I don’t understand. Could you explain?” he said in Hesperian.

“No time. Depart! We were not prepared for two life forms crossing into our realm. You have triggered a catastrophic breakdown.”

“I don’t understand that either.”

“We are at the end of our existence. Our power molecules are very weak. Opening the interface for two has caused a cascade failure.”

Zeke steadied his thoughts. Switching between languages was not easy.

“Fitch, we’re in danger. We must leave.”

“Not until I have the answer, how to change atomic structure.”

Zeke wondered why Fitch was so sure there was an answer.

“We will go but please, what did you mean by Gravity’s Eye?” Zeke said to the figure in the mountains.

“The place where your mind expands to the size of the atom.”

“Where? Where is it?”

“We don’t remember. Our molecular chains are greatly corroded. But the Gshnodaa will know.”

Gshnodaa? It was a Martian word Zeke didn’t recognise. The distant creature sensed his confusion.

“Its chemical signature…is on you. You’ve had recent contact. Now go!”

“Please wait! Is it some kind of Hesperian technology?”

“In a way, but you must leave, now!”

Zeke anxiously racked his brains. “The orbs? The Infinity Trap? The dust devil? That boulder thing?”

But with each suggestion the image shook its oval head.

“The Gshnodaa was lost. Trapped in one of your deserted habitations.”

“Oh,” Zeke exclaimed with a flash. “The Beagle Research Station! There?”

“Look, human!”

The creature pointed to the right-hand corner of the sky. It was crumbling! A stream of sand was trickling downwards. It gathered pace, as more and more of the Engraving collapsed into its flow, turning a stream into an avalanche. A great flow of sand eating everything in its path. And in its wake a dark void gaped ever wider.

“Oh-oh!” Fitch had noticed it too.

“We’re leaving, now!” Zeke yelled.

“How?”

“Run!”

Both boys broke into a sprint. They bounded through a forest of symbols, a city of squiggles, and all manner of markings, rectangles, epsilons, ovals. But every time Zeke glanced back the huge torrent was gaining on them.

“We’re…not…going to...make it,” he gasped.

Fitch said nothing, running faster.

Above their heads the flawless circle of the sun disintegrated into powder. Zeke feared for the life forms inside the engraving. They described themselves as the recorded thoughts of the long dead Hesperians, yet they seemed alive and able to interact. They had lived in this miniature universe for nearly two billion years. And now they were dying. There was nothing he could do to save them. There was nothing he could do to save himself.

Thud!

The boys had run smack into an invisible wall. They staggered back, then pressed their palms up against it.

“Why can’t we pass?” Fitch shrieked.

The tsunami loomed nearer.

“It’s the edge. See!” As he spoke the dimly-lit office of Principal Lutz appeared beyond the unseen barrier. Zeke and Fitch’s real bodies stood outside, hypnotised and gigantic. If their minds were trapped inside the engraving, cut off from their physical form, would they ever get back?

“How do we get out?” Fitch cried.

Zeke shrugged his two-dimensional shoulders. The wave was almost upon them.

Suddenly a creature emerged from the ground, a hexagon shape with wavy-line tentacles.

“Kdggjyi, doo thrmmzskaa!”

“Jump as the wave hits!” Zeke translated into English.

They were going to surf the tidal wave back to reality. A terrible few seconds passed as the great, heaving wall of sand bore down upon them.

“Now!” Zeke screamed.

They leapt. The wave crashed into them with the force of a bullet train. The hexagon wailed one last Hesperian word, ‘traitor’ and was lost. The boys fell, tumbling, carried in a storm of grit. The sand blinded Zeke’s eyes. Then the murkiness started to fade. A shimmering white and blue light lit up the room before them. A discoloured patch stained the wall, where the engraving had hung until a few moments before.

“Lutz is going to do her nut,” Zeke said sadly, observing the heap of dirt on the floor. Two billion years of history gone forever. With a deep splutter Fitch woke from the trance.

“Zeke, where’s that light coming from?”

Zeke shuddered. They slowly twisted around. A huge orange obelisk towered over them, blocking the way out. White seams riddled its surface, pulsating with a fiery light. Once again it started to loose opacity, revealing a core of intense heat.

With a gulp Zeke overcame the rasping dryness of his throat.

“It’s the Failsafe, and I think it’s going to kill us.” 




  

Chapter Eleven
 

Between the Rock and a Hard Place
 

“Down!” Zeke shouted, throwing himself against Fitch. They fell behind Lutz’s sturdy steel desk.

Flash!

The room disappeared in a blinding whiteness. The flare faded, as the Failsafe glided around the melted, smouldering desk. The marble-coloured veins on its surface throbbed. Another heat bolt was building.

“Run, run, run!” Fitch shrieked.

Zeke was in total agreement, but where?

“The window!” Fitch added, reading Zeke’s thoughts.

They scrambled to their feet and Zeke bolted after his friend. The open window waited for them. Surely Fitch wasn’t planning to jump?

“Don’t!” Zeke screamed. In a split second that lasted forever, Fitch twisted, grabbed Zeke around the waist and leapt. They hurtled out into the freezing night, riding the weak Martian gravity. Then they plummeted, as a second blast erupted over their heads.

Solid ground rocketed upwards. Zeke closed his eyes shut. But instead of a neck-breaking impact he felt the embrace of a soft cushion. When he dared to look he found himself hovering a few centimetres above the gravel. Another of Fitch’s tricks, a psychokinetic buffer of air. They landed with a harmless bump.

“That was unexpected,” Fitch said, putting out the sparks in his hair.

Zeke pointed over Fitch’s shoulder.

“So is this.”

The Boulder was materialising out of nowhere, its stone heart burning like a furnace. Fitch took a deep breath and squared up to the enemy.

“Go!” he said in a whisper, and clicked his fingers.

The huge boulder shot into the sky at the speed of a bullet. Zeke’s jaw dropped.

“How did you—”

“Some people lift weights with their muscles. I lift them with my mind. It’s nothing.”

“Nothing! The Failsafe must weigh half a ton.”

“The Failsafe huh? That’s what it calls itself? Well it’s a new moon around Mars tonight.”

Zeke scanned the stars. “It’ll be back.”

Fitch gave a cocky smirk.

“Next time I’ll drill it into itsy bitsy pieces. You go now. I’ve more work to do.”

“Work? What work?”

“Never you mind, Zeke.”

Fitch tapped his nose, turned and merged into the dark.

~~~
 

Breakfast time and half the morning slipped by without any further sign of Fitch. The first class of the day was Telepathy 101 with Mariner Zoë Kepler, a raven-haired woman with a habit of eavesdropping on her students’ thoughts. For this reason Zeke knew he had to push aside any thoughts of the engraving. That wasn’t easy, he felt sorry for the creatures inside it. Instead, he focussed on the prospect of finding his father, thoughts the mariner would well be used to reading. Thanks to his new best friend this was now a real possibility. The excitement in Zeke’s heart was stronger than any other feeling.

The teacher rapped her knuckles on her table.

“Attention class, spot quiz.”

A disgruntled murmur flowed through the room. Kepler sat bolt upright, her aquiline nose and haughty expression reminding Zeke of a Roman Emperor.

“The human brain generates what form of energy?”

Scuff placed his magnopad on his desk, screen down, to hide the computer game he was secretly playing.

“Electricity, Mariner Kepler.”

“Very good, which is expressed as what?”

“Brain waves,” Juanita piped up.

Kepler walked into the sea of desks.

“That act no differently than radio waves, light waves or any other wave. They are subject to the laws of wavelength as explained by the mathematical theorem of Green’s Function. Therefore brainwaves are not restrained to the tiny dimensions of an apelike skull.”

She tapped hard on Zeke’s head. The other students laughed loudly.

“And which brainwave is the most potent?”

“The Alpha pattern?” Pin-mei ventured uncertainly.

“Be more specific, child.”

With an obnoxiously smug smile Scuff rubbed his fingernails on his chest.

“The Mu rhythm, a particular type of Alpha wave.”

“Excellent Barnum, precognition’s not my field but I predict an A-plus for you.”

She drew herself up to her full height.

“So the test. After years of practice I can shape my thoughts as pure Mu waves. I’ll now think of a number between zero and infinity. Write it on your magnopads.”

The colour drained from the mariner’s face. She stared blankly ahead. Zeke glanced around helplessly. His classmates were frantically keying data into their pads, some with their eyes radiant. He was getting zilch.

“Thought is the most powerful force in the universe,” he muttered under his breath.

He cleared his mind and attempted to tune into the brainwaves invisibly beeping from the teacher’s cortex. Nothing! Instead, an image of Fitch in a space-suit popped into Zeke’s imagination. Fitch, all alone in the darkness of the lunar night. His sharp intelligence beneath the stars. A galaxy alive with random signals, radiation, light rays, radio waves. And there was Mars, low on the horizon, sending out signals of its own…

“Time’s up! No copying. Display your magnopads now.”

Zeke hastily punched in a number and lifted up his pad. Then he turned around.

Everyone else in the class had written the number ‘3426.5.’

“Well done class, that’s the correct answer.”

Kepler glared at Zeke.

“Hailey, why did you pick the number one?”

Zeke blushed and mumbled into his chest. “Dunno, Mariner Kepler.”

The teacher clicked her tongue.

“Sometimes boy, I wonder if you’ve been sent to the wrong school.”

After the lesson Zeke followed Scuff and Pin-mei to South Cloister, a small cactus garden popular at break time. A vendomac trundled around the edge dispensing soft drinks. The boys picked Craterades while Pin-mei chose her favourite, chrysanthemum milk. They sat on a stone bench facing the genetically modified cacti, adapted for the dry, cool environment of Mars.

“Are you over your mega-sulk, bro?” Scuff asked, guzzling noisily from the can.

Zeke said nothing.

“Come on Zeke, tell us,” Pin-mei pleaded.

“Tell you what?”

Pin-mei gave him her doleful puppy look.

“We know something’s happening. I can sense it. My brain’s tingling the way it did when Professor Magma was here.”

Zeke shivered at the mention of a name he wanted to forget. But it did the trick. He told them everything, from Fitch turning up at his door to their parting at the foot of Lutz’s minaret. He waited for his friends to explode with outrage at the risks he was taking. They were strangely subdued.

“Aren’t you going to tell me I’m playing with fire and should report Fitch to the authorities?”

Scuff watched him through half-closed eyes.

“Would it make a difference?”

“Nope.”

“There you go, why bother?”

All three lapsed into a brooding silence. Eventually Scuff stirred.

“Zeke, I wanna apologise for finding out diddly squat about your missing father. If Fitch can help, hey, I’m cool with it.”

Pin-mei threw her drink carton at a passing trashomac. Its lid sprung up and a segmented aluminium tongue snatched the carton from mid-air.

“Saving mankind from an energy crisis is a very praiseworthy ambition. If I can help my honorary brother-on-Mars, then I will.”

Zeke couldn’t think of a reply in English, but a Hesperian phrase popped into his head.

“Thrshkuu gng ngaa, bchxn araruui jf.”

Both gave him a bewildered expression. He laughed.

“The orbit of friends has more pull than the sweep of stars.”

“So they had friends then, these Martians?” Scuff remarked.

“Hesperians—what’s wrong?”

Scuff’s face had suddenly reddened.

“Can’t you hear that?” he snapped.

Zeke shook his head. Scuff sighed.

“Wonder Boy is sending you a telepathic message. He’s arrived at Chinook’s class early and is waiting for you.”

Since arriving at the Chasm Scuff’s psychic power had gone from strength to strength. It was becoming commonplace for him to pick up stray thoughts.

“Th-thanks!” Zeke gasped and dashed away.

~~~
 

Chinook’s classroom was on the second floor, above the main courtyard. Fitch sat in a window bay, nursing his left hand and gazing at the bustling students below.

“Might as well be ants for all I care,” he said as Zeke breezed into the room.

“Who?”

“Everyone. Anyway, you got my message then, wasn’t sure how sharp your telepathy is.”

“Oh, sharp as an electropencil.”

Zeke averted his eyes from Fitch’s gaze.

“So what’s up?” he added.

“Plenty. Last night I paid a call on Principal Lutz.”

“What?”

“Keep your Martian polar cap on. I broke into her apartment. Found her snoring like a walrus in bed, talk about Sleeping Ugly. Anyway, I raided her brains.”

“You did what?”

“While she was asleep, no defences you see. I found it. Your father’s mission, where he went.”

Zeke jumped on the spot.

“Tell me! Tell me!”

“Yuri Gagarin Freetown.”

Zeke’s excitement curdled like Plutonian porridge. He didn’t understand. What did one of the wildest, most dangerous settlements in Mariners Valley have to do with his father’s space voyage?

“Been there. Got into a spot of bother.”

A cunning smile escaped Fitch’s lips for the briefest of moments.

“With Ptolemy Cusp?”

“Yes, the Freetown leader. What on Mars does he have to do with my dad?”

“He knows the secret of your dad’s whereabouts. It was written all over Lutz’s subconscious.”

Zeke should have been elated but for some reason he felt oddly unmoved. The broad shouldered frame of Mariner Chinook strode into class. He turned immediately to Zeke.

“Ah Hailey, I’ve had another brain-mail for you from Lutz’s office. You’re quite the busy boy aren’t you?”

“What Sir?”

“You’re ordered to make your way to the Medical Facility immediately. Doctor Chandrasar has put out an emergency alert on you.”

“I don’t understand. I’m fine.”

Chinook gave him a withering stare.

“Patently, but somebody else is gravely ill. Now go!” 




  

Chapter Twelve
 

The Medical Facility
 

The auto-door swished open and Zeke stepped into the soft lighting of the Facility. The cave walls, carved into alcoves, were cluttered with medicine bottles and instruments. In the corner a spotlight illuminated the doctor’s workstation. A natural archway in the rock led to a small sickbay from where long tortuous moans escaped. Zeke crept up to the arch and peered through. Alonzo Caracol lay shivering beneath sweaty sheets.

“Es peligroso, muy peligroso,” the boy muttered, turned then succumbed to an uneasy sleep. His face was green with fever.

“Ah, there you are!”

Doctor Chandrasar strode through the doorway with catlike grace. She pushed back her jet-black hair and gave a wide smile. Zeke flushed, although he wasn’t sure why.

“You sent for me?”

“Yes, I thought you might be able to help.”

“Help?”

“With a very sick boy.”

“Alonzo? How can I help with him?”

“No, not him. With Jimmy Swallow.”

“Jimmy? He’s just a few planets short of a solar system.”

The doctor sighed.

“He’s very unwell, Zeke. I thought you’d be a little more sensitive.”

“Oh, sensitive? I am, very. It’s just, what exactly is wrong with him?”

“I can’t discuss patients in too much detail. But it’s no secret he suffering from an acute form of psoriasis. Quite unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It’s resistant to both UV and nanotherapy. Even more concerning are the psychological symptoms. Which is why I called for you.”

That deep, feline gaze stared directly into Zeke’s soul.

“What really happened when you and your gang went missing up at the Noctis Labyrinthis?”

Zeke gulped. There was no point in telling the truth. It was all too crazy to believe.

“Nothing.”

Doctor Chandrasar sighed again.

“I may not be psychic but I have a minor in psychology. Body language. I know when somebody’s lying, Zeke.”

His cheeks were burning.

“What do you think happened?” he replied.

She crossed the cave and sat down at her desk.

“Something that pushed a previously rock solid teenager into a psychotic illness. All his stories of monsters, murders, Martians and,” she tapped the keyboard and brought up his patient file, “cross-dimensional escapades, can’t be true. But some trauma, some event beyond the norm must have occurred. I suspect he invented these stories to conceal a greater hurt.”

Zeke looked at his feet. The doctor continued.

“Tell me, in your own words.”

Zeke turned his attention to the roof of the cave. You can’t tell her. She’ll only think you’re nuts too. And you might get into trouble over Jasper Snod. Why is Jimmy wimping out anyway? We all went through it, but nobody else is loopy!

At the moment the air in the middle of the room blurred, darkened and took form. Mariner Alistair Knimble appeared.

“Doctor, your fellow medics are highly alarmed—”

He broke off when he saw Zeke.

“It’s okay, Alistair. He might as well know. It might jog his convenient memory loss.”

The translocation teacher wore a sad expression.

“I’ve just translocated Jimmy Swallow to the Tithonium Hospital. We think the skin condition is triggered by his mental breakdown. They want to keep him under observation. Indefinitely.”

Doctor Chandrasar offered Zeke a chair.

“You sit here and think about how you can help Jimmy while we prepare the next patient.”

“Prepare? Alonzo?”

“It’s been two years since we’ve had a medical evacuation,” Chandrasar said.

“Now four all at once. As well as Jimmy, I have three similar but undiagnosed cases.”

“So what’s wrong with El Telepático?”

The doctor and Knimble exchanged glances.

“A quite different mystery illness,” Doctor Chandrasar said. “All the symptoms of a venom attack, right down to the sting mark. But absolutely nothing on the tox scans. I just can’t explain it.”

She walked off to the sickbay. Knimble stroked his goatee.

“The poor boy isn’t responding to treatment. Neither did the other two. One of the new arrivals and Chavez. I’ve taken them to the city already.”

Think! It was Zeke’s inner voice, whispering from the back of his head. Think! There’s a common denominator to these three boys! Zeke tried to focus. A sudden haziness seeped into his brain.

“Ready.”

Chandrasar stood in the arch. She led Knimble to Alonzo’s bedside. Zeke watched as the teacher lifted the sick boy into his arms. Knimble’s eyes sparked and they both vanished.

The doctor collapsed back at her desk, rubbing her forehead.

“All this suffering and I’m powerless to do anything about it.”

Zeke moved his chair to her side.

“Doctor, I’m having a problem myself.”

For a moment she looked right through him, then she sat up and reached for her magnopad.

“What’s troubling you?”

“My psychic powers.”

“Not more self-doubts?”

“I don’t think so, but I can’t get them to work.”

“It could be something playing on your mind. Is there?”

Zeke looked away. There was something. Something Professor Tiberius Magma said, something about his father.

“No, nothing at all,” Zeke replied. Doctor Chandrasar was not convinced.

“All these secrets you’re bottling up. It’s not healthy Zeke, I should know I am a doctor!”

Zeke laughed politely. Regretting he’d ever said anything, he scoured the doctor’s desk for a change of subject. A framed holograph stood beside the computer screen.

“Who’s that?” he asked, examining the picture of a handsome young Indian man in university robes.

Doctor Chandrasar seemed to age twenty years in a second.

“The reason I came to Mars and the reason I’ll never leave.”

She pulled the frame from his grip, rather sharply, and set it back in its place.

“Was he in that dream you had? The one you said came true?”

Doctor Chandrasar was a normal, not a mariner like the other adults at the school. However, even she had once had a psychic experience. She had mentioned it to Zeke the time he was recovering from hypothermia. But only in passing, with no details.

She frowned.

“I’m very busy Zeke. I’d like you to go now.”

Silently cursing his clumsiness, Zeke left her alone with her bottles and instruments.




  

Chapter Thirteen
 

Ophir Chasma
 

Zeke squeezed the brake levers, bringing his mountain bike to a dusty stop. He leaned back on his right leg, surveying the view. Lofty canyon walls tumbled into the jagged horizon. A sea of rubble lay to the west. Another giant curtain of rock loomed overhead, throwing its shadow out across the valley basin. Blood-red boulders emerged from its gloom like monsters.

“Albie, how far away is that canyon wall?”

The bike’s artificial personality whirred and clicked.

“Ten miles Master Zeke.”

“Wow, it’s so big it looks near enough to touch.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” said a deep voice.

Zeke whirled around. The square-shouldered form of the psychokinesis teacher, Mariner Chinook, stood behind him.

“Oh, you—”

“Startled you? Apologies. What brings you so far from the Chasm?”

“Oh, just exercise.”

The mariner’s silent gaze pierced Zeke’s heart like a laser.

“Um, well, I-I wanted to blow away a few of the Martian cobwebs.”

“In other words you needed to think.”

“Sort of.”

“Something’s troubling you, young Hailey?”

“Oh, this and that.”

The last words of Hesperian in the Engraving echoed in Zeke’s head. Why had it called out ‘traitor’? He pushed the memory aside. The Inuit tapped his knuckles pensively against his chin.

“We ‘Eskimos’ have a good way of clearing the head.”

“Meditation?”

“Ha! Not at all. Hunting.”

Zeke’s jaw dropped.

“Hunting? You mean like, for interesting rock samples?”

“Hardly, hunting for prey.”

An image zipped through Zeke’s imagination, of Bobby Chinook wrestling enormous, savage bears deep in the pine forests of the Pacific Northwest.

“Sir, there isn’t any wild life on Mars.”

A gleam ignited in the mariner’s eyes.

“I’m searching for the great mar-rat, a most elusive of critters.”

Zeke’s laughter died on his lips. The man was deadly serious.

“Scuff told me that’s an urban myth, like the Yeti or the Moon Monster.”

Chinook broke into a wide grin.

“And Mr Barnum knows everything, does he? So don’t take my word for it. Does that talking pedal bike have the Encyclopaedia Marius?”

Zeke nodded. “Albie, show me what you know on the great mar-rat.”

The bicycle hummed for a nanosecond, before projecting a holoscreen over the handlebars. Zeke scrutinised the text.

Rattus Marius


As the climate of Mars stabilised in the late twenty-second century immigration from Earth increased. Along for the ride came the same vermin Man had unwittingly exported so many times before, the cockroach, and most notably, the common rat (Rattus Norvegicus). These rats escaped into the wilderness, where low gravity and the solar radiation allowed a swift mutation into Rattus Marius, a feral scavenger many times the size of its terrestrial ancestor. The lack of food on modern day Mars prevents the animal from breeding as prolifically as earthbound rats. However it may pose serious dangers as Mars terra-forming develops. Recent research…


 Zeke wolf-whistled.

“Will you join me?” asked the mariner.

Mutated, oversized rats? Zeke didn’t like the sound of that, but he only had two options, agree or wimp out.

“Okay Sir.”

Chinook slapped him unexpectedly on the back, a strong hearty slap that nearly knocked him to the ground.

“Don’t worry boy, I have these.”

Chinook slipped two long, narrow packs off his shoulder.

“What’s in them? Pool cues?”

Chinook raised a solitary eyebrow.

“Sure, we’re going to challenge the rat to a game and play him to death.”

He opened the first pack and withdrew a large, steel bow. The other turned out to be a quiver and arrows.

“Stealth is imperative. How’s your telepathy?”

Zeke lowered his head.

“Um, not one of my strong points.”

“I see, but may I have your consent to read your thoughts? One way communication is better than none.”

“Absolutely,” Zeke replied, crossing his fingers behind his back. He didn’t want the mariner looking too deeply into his head.

“But what makes you think there’s a rat here?” he asked.

Chinook smiled as though he were talking to a baby.

“A mar-rat’s been foraging the Chasm trashcans every night. Lutz kept it quiet so as not to alarm the students. I’ve tracked him here.”

Chinook pointed to a slithering trail running into a small gully.

Zeke gaped.

“That looks more like a humongous snake. Shouldn’t there be paw prints?”

“It’s dragging a bag of scraps. Mighty strong critter this one.”

An idea fired up Zeke’s enthusiasm.

“We can use Albie’s radar to track it!”

Chinook shook his head.

“An unfair advantage is akin to cheating, young Hailey. Dishonourable.”

Oh great, now we’ve got to obey some traditional code of honour! Zeke thought.

Chinook guffawed. “So is disrespecting another’s culture.”

Zeke cringed. His teacher was reading his mind already.

Chinook crouched low. “Here’s a paw print for you.”

An imprint of five long claws as big as Zeke’ hand sent shudders somersaulting down his spine. Bobby Chinook disrobed, placing his cloak on the ground. Zeke propped his bike on its stand. He gazed into the Inuit’s weather-beaten face, tanned not from the Alaskan sun but by years of Jupiter’s nuclear heat. That face burned now with passion, a passion for the hunt.

“Keep quiet and watch my every gesture.”

“Yes Sir!” Zeke said, wishing he were sipping Craterade back in the Cranny Cafeteria.

“Come!” Chinook said and walked stealthily towards the gully.

Zeke drew a deep breath and followed.




  

Chapter Fourteen
 

A Blind Gully
 

Daylight was fading as Zeke trailed his teacher to the gully’s mouth. Can’t we come back in the morning? Zeke thought.

Bobby Chinook chuckled but shook his head. They crept inside, deeper into the warren of fragmented rock. Trails and tunnels broke away in every direction. The air was musky. A soft green fur draped the walls, softening stony edges and muffling their footfalls. Zeke prized a clod away from its roots.

Oxygen Moss!

The teacher nodded.

The spores must have blown up from the air farms. It’s getting thicker. The gully must be shielding it from the sun’s radiation, Zeke thought.

Chinook nodded again but looked cross. Obviously the mariner wanted him to concentrate on the hunt. Zeke adopted a suitably fierce expression.

Slowly they explored further, like bees lost in a giant honeycomb. The Inuit tapped Zeke’s shoulder and pointed. A huge dollop of steaming-fresh droppings lay nearby.

Zeke pulled a face as the stink attacked his nostrils.

Yeuk!

Chinook raised his eyebrows, seemingly more disgusted by Zeke’s reaction than the bad smell. They continued.

Suddenly the huge man froze. He placed a forefinger to his lips in a shushing gesture. Then he looked at Zeke and cupped a hand behind his ear.

Zeke closed his eyes and listened. There it was, the faint sound of slobbering and crunching. Cold fear gushed over him.

The teacher quietly withdrew an arrow and nocked his bow. A few more steps. The narrow, airless ravine curved round a corner and into a small opening. At the far side a figure hunched over the entrance to a cave, furiously chewing on a cow bone. The contents of several bin liners were scattered at its clawed feet. A reek of urine clouded the air. For a brief second, Zeke believed they were looking at some unfortunate, malnourished human. Only for a second.

Zeke gasped sharply. This dark silhouette was the mar-rat itself.

Simultaneously Bobby Chinook pulled back his arrow. The rodent’s ears twitched. Its sinewy neck twisted around and the furry body tensed. The bone dropped from its long paws.

The creature fixed Zeke in its feral, vicious, red-eyed glare, the whiskers on its snout quivering. The mariner released his grip. The arrow flew. The mar-rat’s primitive face flared with hatred. It leapt to the right. The arrow missed by millimetres, bouncing uselessly off the rock.

The giant rodent scrambled, not on four legs but two, across to a jagged fissure.

There it paused, allowing Chinook enough time to load another arrow. This hesitation struck Zeke as odd. But then the mar-rat vanished, a dark, grey shadow among many shadows.

Chinook dived after the prey and was gone, leaving Zeke alone. He shook off his frightened stupor and hurried over the thick turf. An unexpected noise brought him to a standstill.

Something was mewling!

He peered into the gloomy cave. The dying light caught, in its final moments, a constellation of blinking, watery stars. Zeke steadied his trembling limbs and inched nearer. What is that?

Zeke’s mouth fell. Babies! A litter of four, five, no six babies, their eyes glittering in the dusk. Six infants nestling around the mother mar-rat. Her gaze feebly returned Zeke’s astonished stare. She was defenceless, weakened from the recent birthing and a meagre diet of scraps.

Oh no!

No wonder the male had allowed Chinook to chase him. He was leading the hunter away from his brood. And now Chinook was about to kill the father. How would his family survive then?
Mars turned on it head. He and Chinook were not brave hunters but cruel murderers. His teacher had to be stopped!

Zeke bounded to the gap and out into another gully. The dark blinded him.

“Ow!”

He’d run headlong into a slab of jutting rock. He fell back, clutching his forehead.

More slowly he pushed on, feeling his way by hand, using the snaking curves of the rock as a guide.

His foot stubbed against a small boulder.

A glimpse of something ghostly pale flickered in the distance. Zeke stared hard, but saw nothing. Was it the mariner’s white uniform or just his imagination?

Zeke cursed his idiocy. Why didn’t he try telepathy?

Mariner Chinook Sir! Don’t kill the rat. It’s got a family. Babies!

But he had no way of knowing whether the teacher could hear him. He pressed on through the labyrinth. The way forked, and forked again.

You’re lost! wailed the little voice at the back of his head.

Should he shout for help? But Chinook had ordered him to keep quiet. He might disturb the mar-rat as Chinook was approaching and cause an attack. He didn’t want either of them to get hurt.

Zeke leaned against a crag, wondering what to do next.

A noise!

Something was shuffling and slithering. Something close. There! It was coming back up the gully behind him, emerging from the night. Crawling.

Could it be the mar-rat?

But Zeke already knew the rat walked on two legs, like a man.

Zeke’s eyes strained to see under the faint light of Deimos.

It was the rag creature! The thing from his nightmare, a mess of tattered clothing and bedraggled hair. But surely, dreams couldn’t cross over into reality?

“Stay back!” Zeke shrieked.

It inched nearer. He felt a scream rising up inside his chest. The monster was a few feet away now. It lifted a rotting head.

Professor Tiberius Magma!

The scream exploded from Zeke’s throat. He wheeled round, desperate to get away from someone he knew to be dead. And crashed into a shape. He struggled and kicked and yelled.

“Hailey!”

Bobby Chinook’s voice snapped Zeke from his panic like a bucket of cold water.

“Sir, Sir, back there.”

Zeke pointed back down the murky ravine. Nothing.

The teacher grinned, “You’ve got an overactive imagination, buddy.”

With a swift movement Chinook placed his enormous hand on Zeke’s skull.

They were nowhere. They were everywhere. They were between atoms and outside dimensions. They were translocating. Zeke’s heart skipped a beat.

They were standing outside the gully, beside Zeke’s mountain bike. Mariners Valley was as black as coal. Albie, detecting their presence, switched on the bike lamps, but the glow was paltry in the Martian night. Zeke’s breath turned cloudy as icy air seeped down from the highlands.

“Sir, there was a man in there. Tiberius Magma.”

Even Chinook’s impassive face couldn’t hide his disbelief.

“The missing archaeologist? You know him?”

The need for caution stirred Zeke’s thoughts.

“Um, well, I saw him lecture at the school. You’re right. I was seeing things.”

Neither spoke for a moment. Chinook stared into Zeke’s eyes. Then Zeke remembered the baby mar-rats.

“No boy. The male is safe. I had him in my sights when I heard your mental shout. You saved him, and his brood I s’pose. Hope you’re happy. I’d kill them all. Vermin. But it was your call.”

Zeke nodded, but he didn’t feel very cheerful.

“You’ve got quite a loud thought-voice, you know. You’re good at hiding thoughts too. So don’t worry, I won’t pry into your brain. In any case uninvited mind-reading is against the rules!”

Zeke tried to think of something to say. The teacher frowned for a moment and then said. “One day I’ll tell you why I didn’t go Deep Side. And it wasn’t out of cowardice.”

Oh, I know now you’re no coward, Zeke thought. Instantly he worried that the teacher could hear him, but Bobby Chinook’s face was inscrutable once more.

“Let’s go home.”

Chinook slung his gear over his shoulder, placed one hand on the bike and the other on Zeke. The man, the boy and the bicycle faded into nothing.




  

Chapter Fifteen
 

The Night View
 

“Sheesh!” Scuff leaned back on his chair, clutching a glass of Craterade. He, Pin-mei and Zeke were sitting in the Cranny, beside the panoramic vista. Far beneath them lay an abyss of black. Overhead the Milky Way twinkled in the velvet sky.

“Let me get this right,” Scuff went on. “You hunted a Neanderthal rat with Nanook of the North, then got chased by the ghost of Professor Magma?”

Zeke glanced between his two friends and said nothing. On arriving back at the school he was way too excited to turn in. His first choice had been Fitch. But there was no answer from the moon boy’s room, so Zeke had invited Scuff and Pin-mei for sodas.

Pin-mei chewed anxiously on her straw.

“This is really frightening Zeke. Do you think it might have been a figuration of your imagination?”

“Figment, and no it wasn’t.”

“But was it real?”

Zeke drew a deep breath.

“Well it can’t be real, so therefore, it has to be some kind of hallucination.”

Scuff scratched his double chin.

“But then you’ve had visions before, haven’t you? Ever since that Martian orb downloaded their lingo into that nugget of yours.”

“I’m beginning to think it did other things to me, as well”

“Such as?” Scuff prompted.

“Made me sensitive. To things that aren’t there.”

Scuff scratched his head.

“That makes about as much sense as the Schrodinger’s cat theory.”

“Supposing Magma isn’t dead? Nor anyone else that the Spiral absorbed. Somehow they live on, inside its consciousness.”

“Bit of a wild theory, how did you come up with all that?” Scuff asked.

Zeke shrugged.

“Maybe I can sense them, thanks to the orb. Even though they’re on the other side of a dimensional wall.”

“But there’s no way of that wall breaking down, is there?” Scuff asked, tightening his grip upon his glass.

Zeke paused to think.

“Well, everyone says it’s impossible, but the Hesperians found a way. Maybe one day our technology will be as good.”

“There’s something about the Hesperians I don’t understand,” Pin-mei piped in.

Zeke and Scuff turned to her.

“The Engraving told you that the ancient Martians let the Spiral in and it destroyed them. So why isn’t the Spiral already here?”

“No, no,” Zeke replied. “That’s not it at all. Yes, it entered our universe two billion years ago. I don’t know how exactly, but it must have been something to do with Hesperian technology.”

“Like the Infinity Trap?” Scuff said.

“Exactly. But before it could destroy them, they found away of stopping it, pushing it back into its own realm. But I don’t know how.”

“Then what happened to the Hesperians? What wiped them out?” Pin-mei asked.

A deep frown spread across Zeke’s forehead. He gazed out at the ancient canyon.

“I wish I knew.”

“Anymore beverages, young Sirs?” asked a drinksomac, trundling past on caterpillar tracks. They all shook their heads.

Scuff raised his eyes at Pin-mei. She mirrored the gesture.

“Zeke, there’s something we want to talk to you about?”

Zeke pushed his bottom lip out.

“Why do I have the feeling I’m not going to like this?”

Scuff cleared his throat.

“It’s the new guy. Fitch Crawley. A lot of the other students don’t like him.”

Zeke’s face hardened into a steely glare.

“Folks are saying bad things about him. He’s abusing his psychic skills. He’s creepy.”

“You’re just jealous.” Zeke snapped, his temper rising.

“Of what?” Scuff snapped back, equally angry.

“Everything. Fitch’s talent. Our special friendship. Helping find my Dad.”

“Special friendship? Invite me to the wedding, why don’t you?”

Smack!

A hand slapped Scuff across the cheek. Zeke’s hand. Zeke was too stunned to speak. Why had he done that?

“Not interrupting anything, am I?”

It was Fitch, sauntering towards them and grinning like a monkey.

Zeke saw the red mark on Scuff’s face.

“I-I…”

“I’ve been looking all over for you, Zeke. Didn’t you get my brain-mails?”

“Seeing as Zeke’s got no psychic powers, I don’t suppose he did,” Scuff snarled, nursing his cheek.

Fitch stared at Scuff as though the Canadian was a particularly repulsive bug.

“Actually, Zeke just needs his potential tapping. If you ask me, you two have been holding him back.”

Pin-mei’s mouth dropped. Scuff went an even deeper red.

“Maybe you’re right, there,” Zeke heard himself say.

Fitch opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. Instead he focused his attention on Zeke. At that moment ideas flooded Zeke’s mind like a dam bursting. It was all so obvious. Scuff was a bossy, spoilt, rich kid. A loser and a loner who had no friends other than Zeke. Pin-mei was sweet enough but too young for him, immature and naïve, out of her depth. The mariners should never have sent such a young child to Mars. He stood up.

“Scuff, I’m sorry I lashed out, but you can be really irritating, you know.”

“Bro, where the hell do you—”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you this for ages. Basically, I don’t think we three should hang out anymore.”

“What!” Pin-mei gasped.

“We were all thrown together at the beginning of term and it was fun, but I’ve outgrown all that now. We just don’t have anything in common.”

Tears were forming in Pin-mei’s eyes. Scuff was looking suspiciously at Fitch. Zeke paused, waiting for more feelings to pop into his head.

“I think a lot of people would agree,” Fitch said softly. “Trixie always says you could do better, Zeke.”

“Oh right, Trixie Cutter the school-psycho,” Scuff snorted.

Fitch lifted his hand, the knuckle of his index finger aimed at Scuff.

“This is getting old,” Zeke said. “Come on, Fitch. Let’s go.”

At the auto-door Zeke glanced over his shoulder. Pin-mei was sobbing. Scuff was attempting to console her with a hug. Perhaps he’d overreacted? He’d better go back and apologise.

“Hurry up Zeke, I’ve got a surprise,” Fitch remarked, and pushed Zeke through the door.

~~~
 

Zeke and Fitch crossed the gravel in silence. Zeke felt the cold darkness of the Martian night pressing down upon him, like a huge, endless ocean that could sweep you away forever. Then, as the School loomed out of the black, Fitch changed direction.

“Where are we going?” Zeke asked.

Fitch handed him an electrocard. Zeke held its neon text up to his eyes and read it aloud.

“I, Henrietta Lutz, Principal of the Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour, hereby permit Zeke Hailey, first year student, an absence of no more than thirty days from all classes. Hailey is due to report back to my office on 19.17.2259 Martian Calendar.”

“Neat huh?”

“Fitch I don’t under…”

Zeke’s voice trailed off as headlamps flashed. A solar-powered engine clicked into ignition and purred. They were heading towards a car, a shiny new Mars-Utility-Vehicle. It looked like a cross between a tank and a limousine.

“We’re taking a little time out, Zeke. We’re going to grill this Cusp fellow for all he knows about your missing father. Then we’ll track down this Gshnodaa thingummy. And when we’ve done all that, we’ll save Mankind.”

“B-but we’re going now? At this hour?”

The side window of the car swished down. Trixie Cutter poked out her beautiful, spiteful face.

“Bicycles on the back, even Zippo’s.”

“Zeke’s, you mean,” Fitch replied crossly.

“Whatever,” she smirked and the side window closed again.

Zeke put his hands in the air.

“But I haven’t packed, I haven’t spoken with the teachers.”

“So?” Fitch asked chirpily. “Are you going to be a loser like the two stooges back there, or are you going to seize the opportunity of a lifetime?”

“B-b-but…” Zeke stammered.

“Trixie’s supplied everything you’ll need. Clothes, toiletries, rations. Let’s go.”

Zeke frantically tried to think of a good reason to stay. Nothing came to mind. He took one last look at the ancient towers and candlelit windows of the Chasm.

Fitch placed one hand on Zeke’s back while opening the rear door with the other.

“Don’t worry, Zeke. I’m going to take very good care of you.”

The two boys clambered in. The MUV revved its engine and in a flurry of dust accelerated into the night.




  

Part Two




  

Chapter Sixteen
 

Twenty Klicks South
 

The MUV sped across a dead world. Rocks appeared from the dark, caught in the tungsten glare of the headlamps. In the half-light they resembled shapeless monsters, struggling to break free. As the vehicle whistled past, they faded back into the night.

The dashboard matrix was switched to automatic chauffeur. The steering wheel turned as though driven by an invisible man. Trixie Cutter, in the front passenger seat, listened to her M-pod, tapping her fingers. Zeke sat with Fitch in the rear. Zeke was frowning.

“Can we go back? I ought to apologise.”

Fitch put an arm round his friend.

“Forget about those rejects.”

As he spoke his eyes glowed softly.

“You’re right,” Zeke replied, staring deeply into Fitch’s glacier-blue gaze. “Forget about them.”

He sat forward.

“Neat set of wheels, Trixie, where did you get it?”

The bully princess pulled out an earpiece.

“Sweet isn’t it. The latest brand of luxury utility vehicle. This one’s on loan from a diplomat in Tithonium Central. Owes me a favour.”

“Tell Zeke about its special features,” Fitch said.

Trixie swivelled round to face them.

“Titanium wheel spikes, hover suspension, radar, six month batteries, anti-gravity braking, nanobit carburettor, regenerating shell, in-drive holo-entertainment.”

“Don’t forget the cup holders.”

“And diamond encrusted drink holders. Push that button.”

She pointed to the back of her seat. Zeke obliged and a glittering drawer slid open, complete with steaming coffee.

Zeke took a sip.

“Let’s upgrade it with Albie. His disc is in my bike.”

“No way!” Trixie snapped.

“But he improves efficiency in all transportation systems. And gives them extra capabilities.”

“And puts the vehicle in your sole control, Hailey. I’m not having that.”

Fitch scratched his ear.

“And this Albie was left behind by your father?”

Zeke nodded.

“Hmm, you must show me later.”

Zeke looked out at the crags and cliffs.

“So what’s the plan again?”

Fitch grinned.

“First stop Yuri-Gagarin Freetown. Interrogate this Ptolemy Cusp character and find out all we need to know about your father. Then drive onto the Beagle Research Station and get our hands on whatever the Gshnodaa is. This will locate Gravity’s Eye. Last stop will be there, to acquire the power of transubstantiation.”

“And then?”

“Oh, save the solar system.”

“Yep, right!” Trixie said with a malicious giggle.

“You, shut it,” Fitch snarled.

“Watch it buddy,” Trixie spat. “Or you’ll be walking to Freetown.”

Trixie and Fitch glared at each other with sparks dancing from their eyes-sockets.

“Come on, arguing won’t help any of us,” Zeke said.

They looked at him.

“Zippo’s got a point,” Trixie said. “We’re tired, let’s set up camp.”

~~
 

Unusually for Mars, the night passed without incident. Even Zeke’s dreams were free of cataclysms and monsters. He woke the next day in his inflatable tent and tried to recall those dreams. Something about Pin-mei and he on flying geckos over a purple-coloured jungle.

“No chance of that coming true,” he mumbled unzipping the canvas and letting in the dry air. Outside, the terracotta-coloured canyon soared dizzily from the morning mists. Nothing but rock in every direction. Sometimes Zeke missed Earth’s greenery.

The metallic odour of basalt seeped into the tent, then gave way to a much more appetizing smell. Martian sausages!

Zeke scrambled out of the tent. Cutter was standing over a mac the size of computer. She wore an immaculate pink hiking outfit, with matching ribbons in her ponytail.

“Ready!” pinged the cookomac, a portable robotic cooker, and popped out its grill.

“Morning, Zeke.”

Zeke twisted to see Fitch sitting under a crop of six-foot toadstools, munching his way through a plate of toast, sausage and eggs. The toadstool caps fanned out like leathery parasols.

Zeke wolf-whistled.

“Were those things there last night?”

Fitch swallowed a mouthful.

“No, I think they grew overnight. Amazing eh?”

“I read on the Mars-Wide-Web that people are arriving all the time covered in fungal spores. What with the radiation and low gravity, the spores end up mutating into stuff like this.”

“They’re beautiful,” Fitch replied. “Mars is a tropical paradise compared to the Moon.”

“Any chance of breakfast?” Zeke asked Trixie as she sat down on a blanket with her meal.

“Get your own, you lazy earthworm.”

Zeke decided not to rise to the bait and started fumbling with the mac.

“Full Martian breakfast, please,” he said, bending over the robot and tripping a lever.

“Full Martian it is, Sir. Estimated time to service three minutes.”

The sound of Fitch’s plate crashing on stone shattered the morning calm.

“Don’t move!” he cried. But without thinking Zeke pirouetted on one foot to see the Failsafe gliding towards them. Its seven-foot bulk pulsed with heat.

“Target located. Destruct sequence initiated,” it said in Hesperian.

Fitch bounded over, coming between the monolith and Zeke. He grunted and puffed out his chest. The Failsafe wobbled slightly but continued approaching. The fire at its core blazed.

“Trixie, I need help!”

With a look of reluctance Trixie hastened to Fitch’s side. Her figure tensed as she too focused all her psychic energies.

“Under psychokinetic
attack, two aggressors identified. Eradicate.”

Even as the alien machine spoke it began shuddering. Cracks appeared and multiplied.

BOOM!

The Failsafe exploded into fragments. The shockwave knocked all three teens off their feet, showering them in rubble.

Trixie sat up and waited for the smoke to clear.

“Boys, we need to go—now!”

The note of fear in her normally fearless voice was unmistakeable.

The ground was alive with movement. The fragments were rolling back, towards the scorched site of the explosion. They began jumping on top of each other. The Failsafe was reassembling.

“Go! Go! Go!” Fitch shouted.

They leapt to their feet and dived into the MUV.

“But the equipment?” Zeke protested.

“No time,” Fitch hollered.

“Escape protocol!” Trixie shrieked at the drive-matrix.

“Wait for me!” wailed the cookomac, wobbling after them on tiny castors. Its pleas fell on deaf ears. Doors slammed. The engine roared. With squealing tyres and clouds of dust the vehicle accelerated. Zeke looked back as the orange, marbled boulder arose over the clutter of the camp, its pieces reuniting and its fractures sealing. The car screeched around an outcrop of basalt and the camp vanished from view.




  

Chapter Seventeen
 

Further South
 

The car drove for an hour at full throttle. Trixie checked the rear view mirror for the millionth time.

“Nothing. Stop the car.”

Zeke and Fitch exchanged confused looks as the MUV slowed down.

“Open back left passenger door. Unfasten safety harness.”

The car obeyed. Zeke’s door swung open and his seatbelt un-clicked and retracted.

Trixie turned to Fitch.

“That thing wants Hailey. I say let it have him.”

Her eyes flashed and Zeke flew from the car. He landed on the bedrock with a painful thump. The door slammed shut and the car roared off.

“Come back!” he cried desperately, leaping to his feet and giving chase.

The MUV only travelled a few yards before skidding to another stop. This time the front door opened. This time Trixie Cutter fell from the vehicle. The MUV reversed in a squeal of rubber. The back door reopened.

“Come on,” Fitch said, extending his hand.

Zeke jumped in.

“Why do we need her anyway?” he asked as the car started off.

Before Fitch could answer the MUV jolted, lifting up onto its front wheels. The back wheels were spinning uselessly in the air. Both boys glanced through the rear window. Trixie stood with her hands on hips and a triumphant smile.

“Frankly, she’s outgrowing her usefulness,” Fitch said coldly. He climbed out of the car and stomped back towards the tall, thin figure. Zeke scrambled after him.

Fitch and Trixie came face to face, like cowboys about to shoot it out. Fitch raised his fist and waved a knuckle.

Why does he keep doing that? Zeke wondered.

Trixie let out a long, mocking laugh.

“That trick won’t work on me. Once you know how it works it has no power.”

And what is she on about?

“Here’s another old trick,” Fitch growled. “It’s called smashing your head in.”

A large stone, the size of a chair, levitated up from the soil. Trixie crooked a little finger and a heftier specimen sprang up. The adversaries glared at each other, sparks spitting from their faces. Neither spoke. Seconds ticked by.

Oh, Zeke thought. They’re talking telepathically. But what are they saying?

Their eyes dulled and both rocks thudded to the ground.

“Agreed, so let’s go before that rockbot catches up,” Fitch said.

In silence all three returned to the car and resumed their journey. After a while Trixie spoke.

“In case you’re curious, Earthworm. Fitch asked me along because of my links with Ptolemy Cusp.”

Zeke’s mouth dropped.

“You know him?”

“Sure, we often do business. He’s stocking up the Freetown armoury. I’m, um, helping him with that.”

Zeke scowled.

“You mean, you’re smuggling weapons onto Mars.”

“Now and then, yes. Between classes and homework.”

Zeke thought for a moment.

“If you’re gun-running from Earth, you must have mariners helping you. For the translocation to Mars.”

She giggled.

“We’re not all goodie-two-shoes devoted to the Cosmic Migration. Some of us have more humble interests. One more year and I’m out of the Chasm. I plan to be a trillionairess by then.”

“Wouldn’t it be simpler to rob a bank?” Fitch asked with a grin.

“Don’t think I haven’t thought of it. But Earth’s banks have the best anti-mariner device in nature. A planetary magnetic field.”

“Try the Martian banks.”

“Those? They don’t have enough money. This is a very poor planet. That’s why Cusp needs my help.”

“I don’t understand,” Zeke said.

Trixie threw him a haughty sneer.

“Cusp is the leader of the Freetown. He also now heads the Unprotectorate; an alliance of settlements that refuse the protection of Earth’s sovereign nations. Everything always boils down to taxes in the end. The Martian true-borns and even a lot of the immigrants want to keep their money on Mars.”

“Politics! You’ve lost me already,” Fitch grumbled, shifting his attention to the endless rockscape outside the car. Trixie went on.

“They say there’s a war coming, between Tithonium Central and the Unpro.”

Zeke stared deep into Trixie’s sapphire-blue eyes and saw bloodshed. A vague image of fighting, screaming, of people running, and not just from guns. There were also tentacles and gaping ravenous mouths. The picture lasted a nanosecond and was gone.

Zeke shivered.

“So you’re not going to serve an apprenticeship and—”

“Go Deep Side with a far-ship full of whinging colonists? Whatever for? The solar system’s bursting with moons and space stations, all without a shred of magnetism. Think of the money-making opportunities for a girl like me.”

Zeke grimaced in disgust. Trixie laughed. But the laughter died on her cherry-pink lips.

“Anyway, don’t you think it’s odd that no one has ever come back from deep space?”

Zeke sat up.

“Yes, I do.”

Trixie paused for a moment.

“There are rumours, among the fifth years.”

“Rumours? About what?”

Trixie looked away.

“Oh, I don’t know. Silly stuff. Forget it.”

Fitch looked at them.

“Lutz knows something. But it’s so heavily protected inside her brain that I couldn’t get close to it. She’s got some kind of technological implant, a super-firewall blocking any telepathic intrusion.”

Zeke looked at his friend with astonishment. Fitch hastily continued.

“Only about that though. The information on your father was easy to reach.”

Fitch nodded at Trixie as though wanting her help.

“What about that Mariner Chinook? He wouldn’t go Deep Side,” she said, changing the subject.

“He’s a coward,” Fitch scoffed.

“He is not!” Zeke snapped. The conviction in his voice surprised even him.

“Whatever,” Fitch replied.

For a few minutes Zeke was lost in thought.

“So what’s he like then? This Ptolemy Cusp?” Fitch asked.

The slightest tint of red coloured Trixie’s cheeks.

“Very handsome. And very clever. He used to be a trader. Now he’s a warrior. Puts his trust in the wrong people though.”

“You got that right,” Fitch said and guffawed loudly.

“You mean Isla the Incisor,” Zeke said.

Trixie drew back.

“How very perceptive of you, Earthworm. Yep, that spoilt little rich girl is his greatest weakness.”

“Rich?” Zeke said in surprise.

“Oh yes, she’s the daughter of the Swedish ambassador to Mars. She ran away from Tithonium at just sixteen. Hiked across Mariners Valley and joined the Freetown. Talk about persistent. Now she’s his right hand man—”

“Woman. Right hand woman,” Fitch corrected her.

“One day she’s going to feel the back of my hand,” Trixie muttered.

“But what have they got to do with my father?” Zeke asked.

Fitch moved nearer.

“Zeke,” he said. “You’re looking very tired. Very sleepy.”

Zeke felt his energy draining away.

“You’re right,” he replied. “Time for a nap.”

Zeke curled up in a ball and closed his eyes. 




  

Chapter Eighteen
 

Melas Chasma
 

When Zeke woke, he found himself under a blanket, the car filled with cool yellow sunlight. The sound of a man singing drifted in through an open window. Zeke lay as still as a stone, listening to the words of the song. They didn’t quite make sense, something about sugarcane and tidal waves, and the singer sounded afraid and determined at the same time. Zeke pictured a lone figure confronting a tsunami or an army of tigers. He wondered if he could ever be so brave. Then he stretched, yawned and sat up.

The music was coming from Trixie’s M-pod. The blonde thug was heating up a frozen meal on the bonnet of the MUV. Now they no longer had the cookomac this was their only way of heating food.

Three days had passed since the encounter with the Failsafe. They had journeyed south with few breaks, even at night. The cramped, uncomfortable sleeping arrangements seemed preferable to the risk of incineration.

Zeke passed most of the trip in a deep slumber. Whenever he came to, Trixie was cursing the boys and their smelly feet, or Fitch was grumbling about Trixie’s obsession with her looks. He didn’t know why he was so tired, but he was happy to miss their endless bickering.

“Oi, Earthworm, you hungry or what?” she called out.

“Famished,” he replied.

She opened the car door and thrust a plastic plate of lukewarm Martian beans into his hands. He looked up at her doll-like face and realised she was smiling at him.

“Thanks, Mum,” he said, trying not to giggle.

“Mum!” Trixie shrieked.

Zeke flinched. To his surprise Trixie didn’t slap him.

“I never knew being a mum was such hard work,” she said lightly. “Maybe my mother isn’t so bad, after all.”

“Your mother? What’s she like then?”

“Oh a real dragon, always nagging me to do better.”

“Sounds tough,” Zeke remarked.

“Well, thank the cosmos for Dad. I’m his little princess and always will be.”

Their eyes met for a moment. Then she seemed to remember something and the smile gave way to a scowl.

“You better eat that, you ingrate.”

She turned with a flick of her ponytail and stomped off.

“Where’s Fitch?” Zeke called after her.

“I’m here.”

Zeke glanced over his shoulder. Fitch was behind the car, examining Zeke’s bike. He pulled Albie’s DVD from the hard drive and lifted it up to the light.

Zeke stiffened. He didn’t like anyone fiddling with his mountain bike. Perhaps Fitch read his thoughts. He slotted the silver circle back where it belonged.

“No offence, Zeke. Just having a nosy.”

Zeke shrugged.

“Whatever.”

“So, Albie was a gift from your father?”

“Sort of. He left it behind and Mum gave it to me. Part of some project he was working on.”

“Neat. And this is the original?”

“No, that sank into a quicksand along with Mariner Maier’s Glow-Worm.”

“I saw that in your memories. You stole a teacher’s solar scooter and went off in search of the Chinese girl.”

“Pin-mei. She’d been abducted—”

“Yes, I know all about that too. But you downloaded Albie’s entire contents onto this copy?”

“Sure, several copies. What of it?”

Fitch stroked his chin.

“No reason.”

“Hurry up!” Trixie shouted. She was sitting on a nearby rock daintily picking at her beans.

“Hurry up?” Zeke replied.

Fitch slipped into the back of the car, beside him.

“Yuri-Gagarin Freetown is a couple of klicks away. Trixie and I thought it best to leave the MUV here and enter on foot. Quiet like.”

“And then?”

“Trust me.”

A crafty smirk spread across the moon boy’s pale face.

An hour later they were tramping across the red desert. Zeke could see the tops of the white bio-spheres in the distance, the oldest part of the settlement. These had started off as a Russian research station back in the late twenty-first century. Zeke tried to imagine what it was like for those early explorers. As Mars was an airless deathtrap in those days, Zeke assumed they rarely left their sealed environment. It seemed a very claustrophobic life.

“Now!”

Three burly men leaped out from the landscape of scattered rocks. A young woman with cropped ginger hair dived onto the ground. All four aimed huge rifles at the teenagers.

“Fire!” cried the woman again.

“Wait!” Trixie shrieked.

The weapons, bulky contraptions made of coils and cylinders, illuminated and flared. Trixie and Fitch cowered and covered their faces. The air shimmered and fizzled. But nothing happened, or so it seemed.

“Is that your best shot, Isla?” Trixie cackled.

The ginger-haired woman grinned and her sea-green eyes sparkled. Zeke cleared his throat.

“Those are ferromagnetic guns. They soaked us in magnetised ions.”

“What!” Fitch bellowed.

Isla the Incisor stood up and dusted down her combat fatigues.

“A necessary precaution, your psychic powers will be cancelled out for a few hours. Security, you understand.”

Fitch didn’t understand. His chest began heaving. His lungs struggled to breathe. A nasty purple pallor flooded his face.

“You witch!” he screamed and hurled himself at Isla.

Fitch rammed the knuckle of his forefinger repeatedly against her shoulder. For a moment Isla stared at him in disbelief. Then she brought the side of her hand down against his neck in a swift karate chop. The boy collapsed onto the dirt, gasping like a beached fish.

“You were expecting us?” Trixie asked.

“Absolutely.”

A glimmer of insight dawned on Trixie’s perfect features.

“The soothsayer?”

Isla nodded.

“She told me three thieving mariners would come creeping into the settlement.”

Zeke, who was helping the sobbing Fitch Crawley to his feet, stared in astonishment.

“What do you mean, thieves?”

Trixie Cutter looked at the sky. Fitch lowered his tear-filled gaze. Isla fixed Zeke with a harsh stare.

“Ah, the slipperiest trickster this side of Olympus Mons. Don’t pretend. You’re here to steal the orbs.”




  

Chapter Nineteen
 

Biosphere Two
 

“Move!” Isla shouted, prodding Zeke in the back with her ferromagnetic rifle. The entrance to the white spherical building slid across and they filed inside. It closed behind them, sealing off the Freetown’s dusty streets. They were in a small chamber that had once been an airlock. The inner door opened to reveal a huge hall.

A Persian rug led them across the chamber, past display units stuffed with antique ceramics, to a grand wooden throne, engraved with dragons and space rockets. A broad-shouldered East Asian man, dressed in a black silk kimono, sat talking to a servant. The underling was reading out figures from a magnopad. Zeke realised it was a crop report. On a planet where food was in short supply, farming was always the focus of attention. The man on the throne was Ptolemy Cusp. As soon as the great leader saw Zeke and the others he dismissed the servant with a regal wave.

“Approach,” he boomed.

Zeke, Trixie and Fitch crossed the rug, closely followed by Isla and two of her guards. Ptolemy winked at Isla as they halted at his feet. His face was round, with bright black eyes and a strong chin.

“So our psychic intelligence is correct,” he said.

“Ptolemy, y-you’ve got us all wr-wrong,” Trixie stammered. Zeke’s jaw dropped. This was the second time he’d seen her in any mood other than ruthless confidence, but it was still a novelty.

Ptolemy raised a hand and Trixie immediately fell silent.

“Miss Cutter, let’s not play games. Life on Mars is too short.”

The great man glared at his three captives. Trixie and Fitch stared down at the threads of the rug with miserable expressions. Fitch hadn’t spoken since their capture. He was white with shock. Zeke’s gaze bounced between his friends and Cusp. Questions were bubbling inside him. For some reason, the blast of magnetic ions had galvanised his brain cells. The stupor he’d been feeling for the last three days was fading. Now he was trying to piece everything together. Fitch and Trixie had brought him to Yuri-Gagarin Freetown to meet with Ptolemy Cusp, as apparently he had secret information on Zeke’s father’s whereabouts. Fitch had found this out while scanning Principal Lutz’s brain. But now they stood before the Freetown leader accused of stealing. Had Trixie double-crossed them?

Ptolemy pointed at him.

“So, Mr Hailey, you dare to come back.”

Zeke gulped. “Yes Sir, any chance we could overlook the last visit?”

The leader threw back his head and let out a deep guffaw. “As if your midnight escape wasn’t wicked enough. Now you’ve thrown your lot in with these crooks. I guess they need you for your intimate knowledge of my orbs.”

“They’re not yours, exactly,” Zeke said softly, avoiding eye contact.

“Excuse me young Mariner, I bought them fair and square from Miss Cutter here. Although it seems she now wants them back.”

“And she stole them from Professor Magma. Rightfully they belong to Earth’s government.”

Ptolemy rested his chin on his fist.

“That may be true but under Freetown law they now belong to me. And I’ll be honest. Revolution is coming to the Fourth Rock. I thought some Martian technology might give me the edge. But so far they’ve proved useless.”

“They only work for psychics, Sir,” Zeke explained.

“And you think no psychics reside at Yuri-Gagarin? But enough, I’m not interested in filling the gaps in your education. Tell me all you know about the orbs.”

Zeke realised everyone in the room was looking at him. He drew a deep breath. “The orbs are Hesperian artefacts. They survived for nearly two billion years after the Hesperians vanished. As far as we know they’re the only alien relics that managed to survive. Principal Lutz had a stone engraving but now that’s just dust.”

“Yes, yes, but what would you say is their purpose?”

“Well, Magma called the one he stole the Orb of Words. I came into contact with it and ever since I’ve been able to understand the Hesperian language. Wish I could have the same luck with Spanish.”

Zeke waited for someone to laugh at his joke. Nobody did. Cusp gestured for him to continue.

“Magma told me his colleague Doctor Enki was attempting to translate Martian. So they stole the Orb of Words. But all the psychics who touched the Orb died within hours. I think their brains were overloaded by the knowledge transfer.”

“Ah,” Cusp began. “The world famous linguist. But that would imply that they had some Martian to translate, wouldn’t it? Logically the governments on Earth must have more than just the orbs. They’re hiding something.”

Zeke frowned. The great leader had a point.

“Well Sir, as far as I’m aware, if you are not psychic the Orb is harmless, but if you are, then the Orb could pose a serious danger.”

“And the other?”

“Magma found that in his excavation. He nicknamed that one the Orb of Can-Do. Again it only works on psychics. Must be our brainwaves. Anyway he used it to shrink me to microscopic proportions. It was a very scary experience. What use that is I don’t know.”

Ptolemy Cusp stirred on his throne. “Possibly a weapon or a spying device. So tell me, what actually happened up there at Magma’s dig?”

Zeke eyed Trixie anxiously. What had she told him? What should he say? Would Cusp believe the truth?

Cusp rapped the armrest of his grand seat impatiently. “Come on. Cutter informed me there was an accident. The archaeologist was using some kind of explosives that went off by mistake. Magma and his entire team were buried alive. She and you escaped by translocating in the nick of time. Is that so?”

Trixie threw Zeke a weak smile. It was as good a story as any he supposed. Trixie was lying to cover up her crimes. But the less people knew about the Infinity Trap the better.

“Yes Sir, that’s how it happened.”

The great leader fell into deep thought. A small cough echoed through the chamber. Fitch Crawly, clearing his throat and wiping his tear-stained cheeks, stepped forward.

“Sir, your soothsayer is not quite right. We’ve come here to join the Unpro and fight for independence. As for the orbs, we believe as psychics and as mariners, we can use them on your behalf. Will you allow us to join your crusade? You can trust us to use the orbs for your benefit.”

Fitch’s mouth creased into that comforting smile of his, although, oddly, Zeke no longer found it reassuring. There was an iciness to Fitch that Zeke had never noticed.

“Rubbish,” Isla scoffed. “You’re after their power for yourselves. You want to speak Martian for your own ends, not ours. The soothsayer was quite clear on that.”

“No,” Fitch said, in a firmer tone. “She was wrong. It’s quite normal for pre-cogs to get their prophecies muddled. Predicting the future isn’t an exact science.”

“How dare you, böse, böse kind! You naughty, naughty children!”

The words emanated from behind Cusp’s throne. Zeke recognised the voice instantly, although it was deeper and croakier than normal. The figure of an old woman emerged into the light. Her hair was silvery white, her dark face pitted with age. Although thirty years too old, it was unmistakeably Principal Lutz. 




  

Chapter Twenty
 

The Audience Hall
 

Out of the corner of his eye, Zeke saw Fitch and Trixie’s mouths drop. He closed his own quickly.

“Are you like, the Principal’s mother?” Trixie asked at last.

The soothsayer sniffed.

“In a manner of speaking she is,” Isla said with a chuckle.

“Of course!” Zeke gasped, clicking his fingers.

The entire room stared at him.

“The hundred year old photo of Lutz, the fact nobody remembers a time without her!”

“Looks like his Martian penny’s dropped,” Ptolemy said from his throne, his eyes twinkling.

“You mean—” Fitch began.

“Lutz is a clone!” Zeke said.

The old woman drew herself up on her full height.

“I prefer the term ‘doppelganger’.”

“I never saw that coming,” Trixie remarked. “But why?”

The old Lutz tapped the floor with her walking stick. “Henrietta Lutz was not only a formidable psychic, she was a great educator. When she founded the Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour, the Earth governments quickly spotted its potential. With the need for Cosmic Migration accelerating, they channelled funds into the school. Imagine their horror then, as the original Lutz succumbed to radiation poisoning.”

Trixie straightened her ponytail. “So the old boot died. Why reinvent her?”

The soothsayer glared at the girl.

“Back in the early days of terra-forming our sun creams were weak. The original Lutz was exposed to too much solar radiation and was dying before her time. As she lay on her deathbed the President of the United Nations and Associated Colonies and Conglomerates, no less, persuaded her to sign a contract, franchising her DNA.”

“But human cloning’s illegal,” Fitch protested.

The copy let out a loud snort. “Only for the unimportant. My talents are too crucial for that.”

Zeke scratched his head. “So they brought Lutz back because they needed her skills at running the school?”

“Yes,” the old woman said. “But I am more than a mere doppelganger. The scientists did something brilliant. They downloaded the dying Lutz’s memories onto a cranial circuit, which was installed into the replacement’s brain. The circuit continued to store all subsequent memories. Every new clone gets its own circuit with these synaptic databases passed on.”

Ptolemy stirred. “Which means each clone begins life with the collected memory of all her predecessors.”

“Exactly,” Lutz said with pride. “I have an unbroken chain of recollection right back to my childhood in Vienna. That was, well, a considerable time ago.”

“Aha!” Fitch cried. “This circuit, does it have other functions, like a telepathic firewall for instance?”

“We have to protect our secrets,” Lutz said. “Why, have you been hacking into my brain?”

Fitch blushed, unusually lost for words.

Zeke raised a finger.

“So every time the Principal dies the next clone takes over. But then, why are there two of you now?”

The old Lutz cursed in several languages.

“Those fools back on Earth got hasty. Five years ago I was caught in a rockslide that left me in a coma. Word got back to Earth and the gibbering politicians commissioned Lutz Five. By the time I’d recovered she was already installed at the school. I demanded my job back. Everyone ignored me. They discarded me for a younger model.”

Tears formed in the old clone’s eyes.

Ptolemy lifted his hand.

“Lutz Senior, you need to rest. Let’s end this audience.”

He turned to the three teenagers.

“You snuck into my town with dishonest intent. Nevertheless you will find us hospitable. I’m inviting you to my banqueting chamber for a meal tonight. In the meantime, Isla, take care of these urchins.”

Isla broke into a wicked grin and aimed her ferromagnetic rifle at Trixie.

“But Sir, I have more questions!” Zeke clamoured.

“Silence!” the great man barked. The audience was over.

~~
 

Zeke’s spirits soared as the guards ushered him into the Banqueting Chamber. He had spent a long and excruciating afternoon locked in a closet with Trixie and Fitch. The two of them sniped and goaded each other incessantly until Zeke wanted to scream. The chamber was at the top of Biosphere One, a circular room under a glass dome. Six-foot candles illuminated the scene, enough to see but not to blank out the night sky above. Both Phobos and Deimos were visible, glowing like feeble fireflies amid the splendour of the Milky Way. Starlight fell upon a large round table, covered with imported delicacies, bowls of rice, steamy soups, sliced fish, exotic vegetables, and overflowing fruit platters.

“Is that sushi?” Fitch asked.

“What else would it be?” Trixie snapped.

“We didn’t all have privileged childhoods, you know,” he snapped back.

“Guess not, didn’t you cut your teeth on moon rocks?”

“If I had my powers, you’d be so dead.”

“Hah, you and whose—”

“Will you shut up!” Zeke shouted. He was at his wits end with their scrapping.

 Much to his surprise they both fell quiet.

“Can we start?” Zeke asked one of the guards. The air was heavy with juicy aromas and his stomach was growling like a lion.

The thickset goon grimaced a ‘no’.

“Um, Zeke, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Fitch muttered uneasily.

The door swished open. Ptolemy Cusp, Isla and Lutz Senior strode in.

“Please tuck in. You must be famished.” Ptolemy said with a wave of the hand.

The three teens dived upon the food. The grown-ups did likewise, but with considerably more restraint. Zeke slurped down the soup, which was watery and tangy and brimming with slivers of garlic. Isla looked at him with an indulgent smile.

“Sorry,” he said with a blush. “Feels like I haven’t eaten in two billion years.” He wiped his chin and continued at a more civilised pace.

Trixie was stuffing cherry tomatoes in her mouth, and dripping juice down her blouse. Fitch had almost buried his face in a bowl of rice and was making ungainly snorting noises. Cusp allowed them to satisfy their appetites before speaking.

“So, Mr Hailey. You have questions. So do I. Maybe you can begin.”

“My father Sir. I understand you know where he is.”

Fitch buried his face in his hands.

“Your father? Who is he please?” Cusp replied.

Zeke paled as he stared at the great leader. A most unpleasant idea was forming in his head.

He turned slowly to Fitch.

“You lied, just to get me to come along. Really you were after the orbs the whole time. You wanted me in case there was any Hesperian to translate. And I fell for it.”

Fitch squeezed his left forefinger, but said nothing.

Trixie cackled evilly. “Hook, line and sinker, Earthworm!”

“I think you have your answer,” Ptolemy said. “I regret that it’s not the one you wanted. At least your words convince me you are innocent. A bit of a lamb among wolves, aren’t you? Now anything else you want to get off your chest before we proceed to the highlight of the evening?”

With great effort Zeke turned back to face his host. “Actually yes. Principal Lutz, I was wondering why you keep your clone-hood a secret.”

The old woman gave him a bemused look.

“Przepraszam, excuse me, not secret but classified. That’s a totally different matter. In the beginning all the students knew. But the decades rolled on. Children graduated, new ones came, my status became old hat, then, in time, simply forgotten. I found it easier to rule the school that way. People never take clones seriously, you know. They dismiss us as insubstantial, like photocopies. I must have gravitas to do my job. How else can I strike fear into each generation of earthworms?”

She leaned forward and winked. For the first time Zeke felt a fondness for the old harpy.

“Well, let’s move on,” Ptolemy said.

“But Sir, I have more questions. Why is the Cosmic Migration so urgent? Is planet Earth in some kind of trouble?”

All three adults looked stony-faced. The great leader paused before answering in a hushed voice.

“I’m a leader on Mars, not Earth. It’s not my business. And I am sorry, truly sorry, for the people of Earth. However Mars cannot help, you have to understand that. There’s a limit to how many immigrants we can take.”

Zeke opened his mouth to say more. Ptolemy raised the palm of his hand and silenced him.

“Now we must press on. Isla, if you please.”

Isla wiped her lips clean with a napkin. She stood up and walked into the shadows.

She returned carrying two crocodile skinned suitcases. She heaved both onto the table, between the plates.

Ptolemy Cusp gave a cold smile.

“Apprentice Mariners. Here are the orbs you desired so voraciously.”




  

Chapter Twenty-One
 

The Banqueting Chamber
 

“So, you’re giving them to us now?” Fitch asked hopefully.

 The adults laughed.

“Hardly,” Cusp said. “But you might as well have a go at them. See if you have more luck than we did.”

The elderly Lutz banged her stick on the floor.

“The orbs obviously discharged the last of their power into the Hailey boy. They’re kaput.”

“In any case, you’ve dowsed our psychic abilities,” Trixie said.

Isla produced a small metallic object the shape of a tin opener from her fatigues.

Zeke recognised it immediately. A psychometer.

The ambassador’s daughter walked around the table, scanning all three teenagers.

“Trixie Cutter, full psychic power. Phenomenal power, I might add. Too bad she doesn’t channel all that talent to good use.”

Trixie made a face.

“Fitch Crawley. Oh my, his readings are almost off the scale. A genius among genii!”

Fitch lifted his left forefinger to the light, as if checking something.

“Oh?” Isla stopped behind Zeke and tapped the psychometer.

“According to this, Hailey’s a dud. Zero psychic reserves.”

Zeke chewed on his thumb and looked away.

Ptolemy Cusp straightened his shoulders.

“Now, no tricks. The effects of the magnetic rays are wearing off. I am permitting this in good faith. Don’t forget you are outnumbered.”

He nodded to the guards surrounding the room. Zeke counted twelve, all armed with ferromagnetic rifles.

Fitch jumped to his feet, red-faced with excitement. He bounded round to the two suitcases. Cusp lifted the lid of one to reveal a gleaming purple ball covered with intricate markings. The Orb of Words!

Zeke’s heart skipped a beat and then another. Four months had passed since he last came across this artefact, when his life changed forever. It felt more like four years.

Fitch reached out to touch the Orb then hesitated.

“Has anyone died recently? Like Zeke said?” he asked the great leader.

Cusp shook his head.

“Since we acquired the Orb several psychics have tried it. No one was hurt, nor was anyone successful.”

Fitch turned to Zeke.

“What do I do?”

“Why should I help you?” Zeke replied bitterly.

“I’m sorry I lied to you. The thing is, you’re my hero. And I needed your help. But why would a talented kid like you help a nobody like me? I invented the whole story about your father to make sure you came along. I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

Fitch’s bright, cold gaze burned into Zeke’s brain. Perhaps the moon boy deserved a second chance?

“Put your finger at the start of the markings, on the equator. They’re a kind of a maze. Just trace the pattern round to the pole position at the top.”

Fitch followed the instructions. Everyone in the room watched with baited breath as his finger drew near to the Orb’s north pole.

“And…I’m there!”

Fitch pushed his finger into place. Breathlessly, he looked into the faces of the others, as if seeking a sign of his transformation. Nothing.

“Damn this rubbish! Nothing but Martian junk!” he screamed and stormed back to his chair.

Cutter giggled maliciously. “So Hailey hasn’t outlived his usefulness just yet,” she said to Fitch.

“What do you mean by that?” Isla snapped with a sudden concern.

“Oh, just joking,” Trixie said and forced an innocent smile onto her lips.

“So now it’s your turn, Miss Cutter,” Cusp remarked.

“Tamper with that Martian voodoo and put my life in peril? I have absolutely no desire to speak alien.”

Cusp switched his attention to Zeke.

“Then will you try once more? In the spirit of scientific research?”

Zeke sat up.

“I already speak Hesperian. Still, no harm in having another go.”

He stood up and crossed to the orb. He stared into its deep glossy sheen. Thoughts raced across his brain. Here was a machine over one-point-eight billion years old and built by an alien intelligence. An invention that downloaded an extinct language into his subconscious. For a moment he fancied the room was swaying.

“Are you sure?” Cusp asked, placing his hand on Zeke’s back.

“Totally.”

Zeke removed Cusp’s hand for the man’s own safety. He placed his index finger at the start of the carvings and began the journey. As his finger moved upwards and inwards, he began to feel the orb’s pull, as though his finger was stuck to its surface.

Nearer and nearer to the pole. Nearer and nearer. Nearer and…

…The banquet, the people, the very building around him blew away like smoke on the wind. Zeke glanced around.

Oh, not here again.

He was on the lower slope of a vast mountain. The same landscape from his dream about the rag creature, the dishevelled remains of Professor Tiberius Magma. The sun was high in the sky. A vast plain ran away to the southern horizon. Above him the mountain’s almost perfect cone merged into a heat haze.

I’m standing on a volcano.

Somewhere a voice whispered gchiii. Yes!

Only Martian volcanoes grow this big. Something to do with no tectonic plates.

Gchii.

Am I on Olympus Mons?

Hthrah. That was a no.

A distant sound of scrambling on stones disturbed his concentration. There, down below, the shape that was once human was crawling towards him. Zeke clenched his jaw.

Professor Magma. You are dead and this is a dream. So I will not fear you. There’s no point.

Gfahh shi hthrah ksk. He’s not dead!

A sensation like an ice cube sliding down the spine threw Zeke into a violent shiver.

Who’s saying that? He shouted to the deserted mountainside. His words echoed on the dry air.

Mchx-dthfkii.

Zeke frowned. Always that couplet. Always that phrase without meaning in English. What sort of word has no translation? And then he got it. Mchx-dthfki wasn’t a word. It was a name!

“What did you say?”

It was Ptolemy Cusp at his side. Zeke was back in Biosphere One.

“It doesn’t work,” Zeke said hastily. “Lutz is right. This orb is defunct.”

Cusp stood away, visibly disappointed. He clicked his fingers.

“Don’t snap your fingers at me. I’m not the hired help,” Isla said sulkily. Her leader remained silent. Isla closed the lid on the orb of language and disappeared into the depths of the chamber.

“I’m guessing no one wants to try the shrinking orb?” Cusp asked in her absence.

Zeke and his two companions shook their heads vigorously. Cusp raised the case lid, revealing the reddish Orb of Can-Do.

“You needn’t worry. This one hasn’t worked either.”

Isla the Incisor reappeared in the candlelight, struggling under the weight of something wrapped in an old sheet. She placed it in front of the two cases and pulled back the cover.

Zeke gasped. Trixie cooed. Fitch’s eyes bulged in their sockets. A third orb! This thing was bigger than the other two, about the size of a medicine ball. It was a dull black, the colour of nothingness. Zeke stretched out a hand.

“Be careful!” Isla cried.

Lutz whipped a finger to her lips and shushed Isla angrily. Zeke smiled at Isla. Of all the people seated around the table, perhaps she alone was a true friend. He pressed his palm against the orb, noticing it was neither hot nor cold. He had the impression of an illusion, like one of Scuff Barnum’s hologames. A ripple of blues, reds and yellow shimmered briefly across its surface.

“Hmm, that’s the best response we’ve had so far,” Ptolemy said thoughtfully.

As the boxed closed on the last orb, Zeke turned back to his schoolmates, catching the merest flicker in Trixie’s eyes.

And the briefest of winks from Fitch.

Come here.

Fitch’s voice was inside his head.

Come here, but act normal.

Zeke had never experienced telepathic talk so clearly and powerfully. He wondered if the fact that he could hear Fitch’s thoughts meant he still had some psychic skills. If only!

Without pausing to wonder what this sudden request might mean, Zeke stepped back to the far end of the table. He stopped beside Trixie.

“Wait, what are you up to?” Ptolemy demanded.

“Zeke, don’t go with them,” Isla cried out, leaping to her feet.

Trixie Cutter grabbed hold of Zeke and Fitch by the forearms.

“Let the troublemakers go,” Lutz remarked with an expression of disdain.

“Thanks for having us. Must do it again. Sometime never,” Trixie shrieked.

Her eyes flared as bright as the noon sun. The adults covered their faces, dazzled. The light faded. The students were gone.




  

Chapter Twenty-Two
 

Back at the MUV
 

Trixie heaved them between worlds. Zeke tensed. What was that noise, that singing? It sounded like the crystalline pitch of a soprano. The emptiness between atoms ebbed. Dark shapes formed into boulders. Stars lit up and glittered overhead. Phobos was setting in the east. Trixie collapsed to her knees, exhausted.

“Phew! I’ve never gone so far, let alone hauling two rejects like you.”

Neither reject responded. Trixie looked up and the let out a cry. What was once the MUV was now a twisted, melted lump of black steel. Even their mountain bikes on the back were crushed into scrap.

“The Failsafe,” Zeke said simply.

Fitch cast an anxious eye over his shoulder.

“There it is!” he hollered.

Zeke spun on his heels. The Failsafe towered among the real boulders, identifiable by the dull pulses of light circulating its surface. All three students froze. But the ancient device remained still. Zeke took a deep breath and crept closer.

“Be careful!” Fitch hissed.

“It’s dormant,” Zeke hissed back.

“Like, asleep?” Trixie asked, standing up.

“Kind of, recharging its batteries, I’d guess.”

Fitch balled his hands into fists.

“Let’s get out of here, at the speed of light!”

“How?” Trixie said, gesturing towards the wreckage of the MUV.

Fitch thought for a moment.

“Well, our next port of call is this Beagle Research Station. Can you translocate us there?”

Trixie glared at him.

“After that last trip? I’m shattered.”

Fitch thought some more.

“And I’ve never translocated. We’d as likely end up inside the walls.”

Fitch and Trixie turned their attention to Zeke.

“Hey, no way. I’m just a beginner,” he protested.

“A useless beginner with no powers,” Trixie sneered.

Fitch walked up and clapped both hands on Zeke’s shoulders.

“That’s not true, Trixie, and you know it. Zeke has been having a teensy-weensy problem, but maybe it’s time to move on.”

“Wh-What do you mean?” Zeke stuttered.

Fitch locked his eyes on Zeke. Tiny sparks sizzled deep inside his retinas.

He’s hypnotising me, Zeke thought. That’s it! He’s been messing with my mind ever since he got here!

This abrupt jolt of clarity floated away as Fitch spoke softly.

“That’s all true, but only because you needed help. You see Zeke, when I read your thoughts and memories, important things loom out of your subconscious.

Things that you’ve buried deep. Things you want to forget.”

“What on Mars are you on about?” Zeke said.

“I see you in the Infinity Trap. The Star Dome, the seats, some sort of observatory. I see that arrogant man speaking to you. Slipping his nasty little words into your head.”

Zeke began to struggle in Fitch’s embrace. Fitch grasped him tighter.

“What was it he said to you, Zeke? That your father was quick enough to dump you?”

Zeke’s mouth dropped. Fitch was right. How he’d tried to forget Magma’s spiteful jibe.

“It was as if he injected you with a drop of venom, like my… well… Anyway, he undermined the faith you had in your father. The very thing that brought you to Mars in the first place. And that little doubt has been chipping away at your confidence for months.”

“That’s why I’ve lost my powers?” Zeke asked in a perplexed tone.

Fitch smiled. Not one of his usual icy smiles but a flash of heartfelt warmth.

“Absolutely. A loss of faith equalled a loss of confidence. It’s psychological. But consider yourself healed now. You are a psychic. You are a Mariner. You can do it.”

Zeke felt a surge of energy building in his chest.

“Tell him,” Fitch called out to Trixie.

She gave Fitch a withering look and turned to face Zeke.

“If I must! Okay. You and I translocated out of the Infinity Trap. As I understand it, we travelled between dimensions, from an artificial time-space membrane back to our real one. Mariners can translocate across the galaxy, but no one has ever before shifted between parallel universes. It’s supposed to be impossible.”

Zeke tried to take it all in. Not only could he translocate, he’d also notched up an incredible psychic feat. Without even trying! Then he remembered Magma’s spiteful remark concerning his father. He faltered.

“But Magma had a point.” Zeke said.

Fitch drew himself to his full height.

“We don’t know the circumstances leading to your dad’s disappearance. But we do know he went on some kind of vital mission—”

“The Flying Dutchman Project.”

“Exactly. I don’t believe for one minute he was happy to leave your mother, and you not even born yet. And obviously he didn’t mean to vanish. Something happened.”

The sadness at the back of Zeke’s mind evaporated.

“Okay, let’s do it.”

He sauntered back to the destroyed car. Luckily their backpacks were where they’d left them, on the ground beyond the twisted shell. He threw his pack over his shoulder and tossed the others to Fitch and Trixie.

“Boys!” Trixie wailed, pointing at the Failsafe.

The light pulses were gathering momentum.

“It’s waking up! Quick!” Zeke cried.

All three huddled together. Zeke flung both arms around his companions. He closed his eyes and imagined the Beagle Research Station. He conjured up his last recollection of the building, a long, airtight, single-story prefab, fading into the howling sandstorm. The picture in his mind grew stronger.

The voice of the Failsafe pierced the chilly Martian night. “Gshdruu sffaa tpttrriti.” Target located!

“It’s moving!” Fitch shouted.

Zeke resisted the urge to look. He had to focus on the task.

He muttered the mariners’ mantra under his breath. “Gravity, magnetism and thought are the sacred forces of the universe. Of these three thought is the most powerful.”

A throbbing noise began to intensify. The Failsafe was firing up its heat ray.

“Now Earthworm, now!” Trixie said.

The Research Station seemed so real Zeke could almost reach out and touch it. Clinging onto the others he took one step nearer.

ZAAAAAAAAAP!

But the killing machine was too late. The Martian landscape, the sky, the
whole planet were gone. They were falling through a nowhere. And there was the singing again. Zeke listened intently. No, not singing, ringing! Like a trillion glasses of water with a trillion fingers rubbing the rims. The music of electrons and protons. A harmony beyond human perception.

Zeke felt the ground thickening underfoot. He’d done it! A thrill electrified his body. He was psychic again! The ordeal was over.

They found themselves standing in a quite different part of Mariners Valley. And there, rising before them, was the outline of the abandoned Beagle Research Station. 




  

Chapter Twenty-Three
 

Midnight at the 
 Beagle Research Station
 

“Wait!” Zeke hollered.

Fitch and Trixie were clambering down towards the shadow of the abandoned building. They turned around, their eyes reflecting the radiance of the Milky Way overhead.

“What?” Fitch snapped.

“We’d better wait till morning.” Zeke explained. “It’ll be pitch black in there and the place is bursting with junk. We’ll end up with bruised heads and scratched thighs. It’ll be dangerous.”

Fitch peered at him suspiciously. Zeke suspected Fitch was rifling through his brain.

“You’re scared,” the moon boy began. “You…you think it’s haunted!”

Trixie cackled, adopted a ghoulish expression and began lumbering around in monster fashion.

“Oooooh, little Zekey frightened of Martian ghosties,” she said in a deep voice.

“Alright, yes, I saw something in there. Something moving.”

Fitch thought for a moment.

“You saw a trick of the light, nothing more. Still it might be better to wait till morning. We haven’t a Martian clue what this Gshnodaa looks like. I don’t want to miss it.”

“And I’m all done in,” Trixie said. “Hey, come to think of it, why aren’t you tired Zippo? You’ve translocated much further than me.”

Zeke shrugged his shoulders.

“Zeke has potential. Real potential,” Fitch remarked quietly, and started back up the slope. Zeke blushed and stuffed his hands in his pockets. Fitch really was on his side.

They pulled out thermal sleeping bags from their packs, sought out the least uncomfortable patch of rubble and settled down.

“A thousand miles from the nearest tub of face scrub,” Trixie grumbled, pulling the hood of the sleeping bag over her blonde locks.

“Tomorrow will be quite some day,” Fitch said mostly to himself, and flashed Zeke one of his wolfish looks. A sensation fluttered through Zeke’s ribcage. Fear. Fitch saw the look on Zeke’s face and fished inside his pack.

“That brilliant mind of yours needs occupying. How about this?”

Fitch tossed him a book.

It was a frayed, leather-bound journal. Embossed on the cover were the words ‘Beagle UK Research Station Logbook. Year 2089’. It was the diary kept by a team of British scientists, some of first ever astronauts to land on Mars. Zeke found it at the station while sheltering from a sandstorm three months before.

“Hey, how did you get—” Zeke cried.

“I, ahem, borrowed it from you room. After all, it might come in handy.”

Fitch yawned and disappeared into his bag.

“Goodnight,” Zeke said, a little grumpily, only to be answered by snores.

He lay back onto the gravel and studied the stars. He traced some of his favourite constellations, Cassiopeia, Orion, Cygnus. He realised he was far too excited to sleep. Three words kept repeating in his head, I’m psychic again! It was the best news he’d had in ages. Better than winning the Martian Lottery, the Trans-Solar Sweepstake and Jupiter Bingo all in one go. In fact, it was better than owning all the money in the galaxy. He couldn’t wait to tell—an image of Pin-Mei flashed through his imagination. Sadness drenched his mood like a bucket of cold water.

Zeke sat up. He needed to take his mind off, well, everything. As they were in the middle of Martian nowhere, the journal seemed the only option.

A chill seeped into Zeke’s bones as he opened the first page, and shone his torch down a list of handwritten names. Here he was, alone in the crushing silence of the Martian night, looking at ink that had dried one hundred and seventy years before. He shivered.

Mission Leader: Doctor Tom Ganister. Geologist


Medical Officer: Doctor Jed Wiley. Physician, Psychologist


Harry Silverman. Lab Technician, IT support (and a helluva cook!!!)


Doctor Veronica Skye. Meteorologist, volcanologist


Clyde Wheeler. Transportation Engineer


Doctor Claire Welt. Terraform Researcher


Prof. Madeline Willow. Agriculturalist, hydroponics


Zeke flicked through the pages, some torn, some stained, many completely ripped out. During his previous, unhappy stay at the station, he’d read a few entries. Gripping stuff! The team had dug up an orb. From the journal’s description it sounded like the Orb of Words.

The team had been astonished. Twenty-first century man believed life had never existed on the ‘Big Pumpkin’. Eighty years of exploration, first by robots and later by astronauts, failed to find any organic traces. So this was probably the first ever discovery of Hesperian technology. The team had no idea of the danger they were in.

Zeke opened the book at a random page.

Aug 3rd


Wheeler’s gone! Vanished! The airlock registered an exit. Burns went out to investigate, fearing the worst, only to return with an impossible report. Footprints! Footprints and no body! Wheeler hadn’t taken a pressure-suit and the footprints were bare soles. But no body! Silverman said the trail just peters out. Where is he?


Doctor Tom Ganister


The hairs on Zeke’s neck tingled. Back in 2089, seventy years before the Martian atmosphere became breathable, leaving the station meant certain death. Without an air suit, Wheeler must have passed out in twenty seconds and died within five minutes.

Aug 5th


The whole team has the jitters. Willow thinks she heard scratching on the exterior wall of her room last night. Woke the entire station screaming. She’s been acting strangely all day.


The rest of this page was torn out.

Aug 6th

Terrible team meeting. Lots of shouting. They all insist on leaving for Base Camp at once. Total disregard for my authority as Mission Leader. Thank God Veronica supported me. Nevertheless the others have issued an ultimatum. They are taking the buggies back to Base tomorrow, with or without us.


Doctor Tom Ganister

Aug 7th

We woke to find the radio sabotaged. Smashed! And both buggies with their engines removed. We’re trapped! It’s a hundred miles to Base, no way could oxygen last that far on foot.


I swear the others think I did it to keep them here. Even Veronica seems to be losing faith in me. They keep muttering behind my back. We turned the Station upside down. Not a peep of the engines.


We can last here awhile, thanks to the hydroponics garden and air recycling. But how long before anyone comes looking for us?


I don’t know what to do.


Doctor Tom Ganister

Aug 9th

I’m going down with cabin fever. I must be. Around midnight I went to the kitchen for a drink. Wheeler was peering in at me through a window!


A groan whispered in the night. Zeke jumped.

“You idiot!” he rebuked himself. It was Fitch, mumbling in his sleep.

“Go…he’s got to go…got to...” Fitch shifted his weight and gently snored.

Zeke returned to the journal.

Aug 11th

It’s the yellow sphere. I’m convinced. Somehow it’s sending us all mad. Where the hell is it? I came across Wiley in the lab, staring into mid-air as if hypnotised. I questioned him and he said it was me who was acting oddly and stormed off in a huff.


I wish I’d never come to this planet.


Doctor Tom Ganister

Yellow? Then it wasn’t the purplish Orb of Words. So was this the Gshnodaa?

Zeke tried to stifle a yawn but failed. His eyelids felt like lead, too heavy to keep open any longer. His head was nodding forward and he jolted it back. It was no good, he was too exhausted to read any more. He placed the logbook back in his pack and snuggled into his sleeping bag. The story of the Beagle research team would have to wait.

A new orb! And the poor pioneers hadn’t a clue how powerful it was. Zeke had no doubt it sealed their fate. Something awful happened here.

Zeke glanced at the brooding outline of the dilapidated station. He shuffled deeper into his sleeping bag. Despite the thoughts swirling in his brain, he immediately fell asleep. 




  

Chapter Twenty-Four
 

Morning at the
 Beagle Research Station
 

“Ouch.”

 Stones scratched against Zeke’s spine. He sat up, rubbing his back. The small Martian sun was already rising above the distant canyon walls. A glance at his watch revealed it was mid-morning. Fitch and Trixie’s sleeping bags were empty, but their footprints trailed down to the battered building.

Why didn’t they wait?

Zeke wriggled out of his bag and bounded down to the building. He paused at the steel ring of the airlock and peered into the gloom. Nothing was visible but the dark. Zeke took a deep breath and plunged inside.

As his eyes adjusted he passed from the depressurisation chamber into the long cluttered corridor he remembered from before. The sound of banging and tapping reverberated along the walls. Then he heard Trixie’s voice. She was nearby, in one of the rooms lining the passage.

“I hope you haven’t brought me on a wild goose chase. So far nothing but Earth junk.”

“We’ve hardly started. Be patient,” Fitch snapped.

“Well if Hailey has misinformed us, let me kill him before you do.”

Zeke walked up to the doorway. “I hope that was a joke,” he said nervously.

Fitch and Trixie were down on their knees surrounded by a mishmash of office and scientific equipment, files, computer parts, manuals.

Fitch smiled his glacial smile. “We can’t resist a little teasing in the morning.”

They all laughed uneasily.

“Well, I think I know what we’re looking for,” Zeke announced.

“Thank the stars for that. This is murder on my nails,” Trixie remarked, getting to her feet.

“Out with it then,” Fitch said, with an intense frown.

Zeke related the pages he’d read in the Beagle logbook, with the description of the new orb.

Fitch stood up. “That must be it! I wonder how it works?”

“But that diary must be a hundred and fifty years old—” Trixie began.

“A hundred and seventy, actually,” Zeke interjected.

“Whatever, how do we know this yellow orb’s still here?”

Zeke chewed on his knuckle.

“Because none of the crew ever left.”

“And you know this how?” Trixie asked, raising her eyebrows.

“I just do.”

“Super, absolutely super,” Fitch beamed, rubbing his hands and striding out into the corridor. Trixie followed him.

“Now we know what to look for, let’s split up. Zeke take the right wing, the living quarters. Trixie turn left for the laboratories. I’ll carry on here.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Zeke said. Goose bumps were marching up his spine again.

Trixie laughed cruelly. “You still think long dead astronauts are lurking around the corner?”

“No,” Zeke replied. “But there’s danger here. I sense it.”

Fitch stepped across the corridor to a door on the opposite side. “I know you came here in the middle of a spooky sandstorm last time, but I’m surprised you’re still harping on about this. You’re normally so level-headed.”

He placed a hand on the doorknob.

“There’s no harm in sticking together,” Zeke protested.

Fitch looked back over his shoulder. “But that slows us down, Zeke. There is absolutely nothing to fear in this dump.”

Fitch fixed Zeke with a long hard stare as he opened the door.

Time skidded to a nasty halt. Zeke and Trixie gazed in horror at Fitch, glaring back at them, his hand on the door handle.

“What?” he demanded to know.

A monster was blocking the doorway.

It was the size and shape of a human, and covered head to toe in a hard sooty skin, like charcoal. Shards of glassy crystal poked out from its face, disfiguring its eyes, nose and a lipless mouth. More shards pierced its upper arms, shoulders, and fingers.

Trixie screamed. The monster jutted its head forward and white vomit gushed from its mouth. Fitch turned round as the disgusting liquid spattered across his face. He fell to the ground, shrieking.

Trixie scanned the corridor desperately. With eyes shining, she pointed to a dented old filing cabinet lying a few feet away. The iron box launched into the air and flew towards their attacker. But the thing gestured with a jagged hand. As though colliding with a glass wall, the cabinet stopped midair and crashed to the ground.

Zeke instinctively stepped backwards, tripped on something and tumbled. As he frantically attempted to stand Trixie shimmered and vanished.

“Ghtrrfrasdii!” the monster cried with a tongue punctured by crystal slivers.

Zeke recognised this word as Hesperian. Return!

Sure enough, Trixie’s long leggy figure re-materialised, her pretty features etched with terror. The fiend leapt forwards, spewing more vomit. The bile caught Trixie on the jaw, and she collapsed choking.

Zeke managed to stand, take another step back only to stumble over yet more debris.

The thing was upon him before he could gather his wits. Blinding, stinging liquid poured down his nose and throat, suffocating his lungs. A reek of chemicals attacked his brain as the world dissolved away. 




  

Chapter Twenty-Five
 

Beneath the
 Beagle Research Station
 

The world reformed in the shape of a nightmare. Zeke was blind and paralysed. The weight of Mars itself seemed to be pressing down upon his torso. Something was smothering his mouth, with only his nostrils open to the dank air. He struggled with all his might, but his arms and legs were bound to his sides.

“Stretch your jaw, keep doing it.”

The words were faint and faraway.

With a tremendous effort to keep calm Zeke attempted to open his mouth. A rubbery and foul-smelling substance clung to his face, like congealed glue. He pushed down hard with his chin, again and again.

Yes! Something ruptured. A taste of dirt tumbled into his mouth, dry and metallic.

I’m underground!

Zeke’s lungs and heart jerked into overdrive. Fear surged through his body. Was he buried alive? His head had enough room to turn but from the neck down he was trapped.

“Any luck?”

Zeke recognised the distant voice. It was Fitch.

“A bit. Can speak now.”

“Well, obviously!”

The moon boy’s sarcasm brought a hint of a smile to Zeke’s lips. He focused on long, deep breathing and craned his neck, trying to figure out his surroundings. There was a meagre scrap of light around his feet, an aperture connecting to another burrow.

Somewhere, away in the soil, a girl was sobbing. For the first time ever Zeke felt pity for Trixie Cutter.

“What’s going on?” he called to Fitch.

“Well, as a bright boy like you must have already figured out, we’re beneath the surface. When I regained consciousness I was being dragged through smaller and smaller tunnels. The creature seems to have built itself an underground lair.”

Or a refrigerator, Zeke thought with a churning sensation. Were they being stored for dinner?

“Can you use your powers?” Zeke called out again.

“I’m getting nothing. I think we’re in the middle of a subterranean iron deposit. Enough residual magnetism to blanket out our psychic skills.”

Zeke let out a curse. He made a brief stab at translocating. It didn’t work. He clenched his fists in fury.

Fitch continued. “What on Mars was that thing? It walked like a man, but vomited like a bug.”

“A bug?”

“The way it knocked us out with vomit and then wrapped us in it. Made me think of spiders.”

Of course! Zeke’s limbs were stuck to his body with the monster’s bile. Forgetting Fitch couldn’t see him, Zeke nodded in agreement.

“Ants and wasps regurgitate body fluids to make their nests, don’t they?” he asked.

“Isn’t that termites? I don’t really know. We don’t get many bugs on the Moon.”

Both Fitch and Zeke laughed a half-hearted laugh. Zeke’s laugh died on his lips. He gulped. There was something he wanted to say.

“Whatever happens Fitch, I want to thank you for being my friend.”

A long silence.

“Fitch? Fitch, are you there?”

“Sure I’m here. And that’s the nicest thing anyone ever said to me. I wasn’t very popular you know, back on the Moon.”

“But you have friends on Mars, not least me. After all, I’m not exactly Mr Popular myself. But you and me, we’re mates and—”

“Shh!” Fitch hissed.

For a moment Zeke thought he’d embarrassed Fitch. Then he realised something was scraping and scrambling towards them. The monster! The sound of short, rasping gasps came very close. Zeke felt five stony fingers touch his calf. He bit back a squeal. Then a thought struck him. The monster spoke Hesperian.

“Kshnmlnwa yriwiw,” he blurted out.

The fingers withdrew.

He said it again. “Hello friend.”

Two coarse hands grabbed his ankles and hauled him out in a flurry of grit.

As the cloud settled Zeke could see he was in a larger tunnel, around four feet in diameter. The walls were made up of regolith; the ashes, sand and mud that over the aeons had accumulated on the face of Mars. It was like being stuck down a rabbit warren, but with one particularly messed-up rabbit.

The figure was crouching at his feet.

“Be brave,” Zeke muttered under his breath.

The creature slithered up his body. Every muscle in Zeke’s body tightened. They came face to face. The unpolished gems in its cheekbones caught the feeble light and illuminated its twisted visage. A rank smell of dirt seeped from its lungs onto Zeke’s face. His stomach heaved.

The cracked lips parted.

“Wonders! Child from the third planet, speaking our words.”

Zeke stared into dry, filmy eyes, as pale as a statue’s.

“Yes, I speak the language of Mars. Why have you imprisoned us?”

“Imprisoned? No, not these old stones. I have saved you.”

“Saved?”

“You will be safe down here. Safe from the evil.”

Oh dear, it’s totally nuts, Zeke thought.

“Child-from-the-other-world does not believe
Cratan?
But it is true, great wickedness is coming. Cratan will protect you.”

“Cratan? Is that your name?”

The word sounded familiar, but Zeke couldn’t think why.

“It is now. First name, flesh name, forgotten long ago. Nothing but rocks in here now.”

The thing rapped its bony skull with a loud resonant thud.

“Then will you free us? If we stay down here we will die.”

“You not die. Cratan nurture you. Cratan has way to preserve life.”

Zeke stifled an urge to scream at the brute. He had to keep it talking.

“Preserve? Is that what’s happened to you?”

Cratan twisted its neck to an inhuman angle.

“Yes.”

“But…how?”

“The yellow orb.”

“The orb found by the astronauts, the Martian artefact?”

Two hands as hard as concrete grabbed Zeke around the neck.

“Very clever, child. Why you know so much?”

“That’s why we’re here!” Zeke said choking, “We need the orb, the
Gshnodaa.”

Cratan lifted back its head and howled. “Thieves. You are thieves. You will steal away my orb and leave me to perish.”

“No, no! That’s not it!” Zeke cried in English, repeating in Hesperian, “no, not so.”

But it was too late. The monster released its grip, and scuttled away, out of Zeke’s line of vision. Angry shrieks echoed through the underground lair before fading into silence. Silence and the dark.




  

Chapter Twenty-Six
 

Underground
 

In the dark it was hard to keep track of time. Zeke drifted in and out of an exhausted sleep. After a while, his senses sharpened, bringing him back to the dismal reality. He blinked and looked around the burrows. At least his eyesight was adjusting to the gloom.

“How’s it going?” Fitch called out.

“Not good,” were the only words that came to Zeke’s mind.

“The puke around my arms is weakening,” Fitch said. “Try pushing away from your body, over and over.”

“Any word from Trixie?”

“No, she’s been quiet for, well, seems like an eternity.”

Zeke went to speak but the words faltered on his lips. Much as he loathed the Chasm’s top bully, he couldn’t bear the thought of her dying down here. The voice at the back of his head piped up, Keep positive. He began struggling against the bonds of dried bile.

“Stop! I can hear it!” Fitch called in a loud whisper.

Zeke stopped wriggling as, once more, the sound of stony limbs scuffing through dirt approached.

The crystal face loomed above him.

“Nasty thieves, you will not find my orb. You will not take it,” the creature said in Hesperian.

“We don’t want to take the Gshnodaa away,” Zeke said. “We only want to ask it questions.”

The creature shifted its head from side to side.

“Is this some flesh-body trick?”

“What?”

“You said the Gshnodaa. That is not the orb, that is I.”

“You are the Gshnodaa?”

The monster nodded, and made a rattling noise with its stick-like tongue. If Zeke’s arms had been free he would have slapped himself on the forehead.

“Fitch! The orb isn’t the Gshnodaa. It’s the creature!”

“Then ask it. Ask it!”

Zeke licked his lips and conjured up the appropriate alien words.

“Then it’s you we need. We want your help.”

“Help?”

“We seek Gravity’s Eye. Where, where…” How had the Engraving described it? “Where the mind expands to the level of the atom.”

Cratan lay down adjacent to Zeke. It stretched out a soot black hand and began stroking Zeke’s hair. A powerful wave of nausea hit the pit of his stomach. Zeke took a deep gulp and pushed that feeling aside.

“Why, child-from-the-third-planet, go there? Dangerous place. Thin place. Easy for electrons and protons to wear out. The evil could slip through.”

“Nevertheless we must go. Tell me.”

“What did it say?” Fitch cried out frantically.

“I know where it is. I see far. I see all around this world. See many secrets, some buried deep, some wriggling their way out, like worms. Worms and secrets.”

“And Gravity’s Eye?”

“What do those words mean?” Fitch yelled.

The creature
sniffed. The surface of its pitted cheeks cracked into fine wrinkles.

“Tell me Cratan, where can I find it?”

It looked him straight in the eye. “Ascraeus Mons.”

Mars stopped in its tracks. Zeke thought he felt the vast planet beneath him, hanging motionless in the emptiness of space.

“Will you tell me what the damn thing said?” Fitch roared.

The planet started to spin again.

“Didn’t you hear?” Zeke said, struggling to find the words. “It just gave us the whereabouts to Gravity’s Eye.”

“You think you’re so clever!” Fitch snapped back. “You know I can’t speak Martian.”

“But you do English.”

“What?”

“Or rather Latin. Surely you can follow a little Latin.”

“Zeke, stop messing with me or—”

“It answered with a common Latin name.
Ascraeus Mons.”

There was a long pause while Fitch’s brain tried to make sense.

“You mean like Mons? As in Olympus Mons?”

Everyone knew Olympus Mons, the Martian volcano famous for being the tallest in the solar system. But there were several other distinguished peaks on Mars. Zeke, with his passion for astronomy and the cosmos, knew Ascraeus Mons was the second highest, and not too far from Mariners Valley.

“But how could it know Latin?” Fitch asked, completely baffled.

Zeke drew a deep breath. “Because it’s human.”

Cratan grunted.

“Yes, Cratan once flesh-body, same as you. But the orb changed Cratan. Made me a child of this world. Not in a day, not in a month, but over time. Over a very long time...”

The pieces of the mystery was falling into place in Zeke’s mind, like a jigsaw.

“You are one of the original crew? The astronauts who built the Beagle Station?”

The brute nodded vigorously.

“So which one were you? Tom Ganister? Wiley? Clyde Wheeler?”

“Names. So many other world names. How can I remember? I told you before, my flesh name is gone.”

A tear trickled down Zeke’s grubby face. If ever a fate deserved to be judged as worse than death, this had to be it. Cratan wiped away the tear, its jagged finger scratching Zeke’s cheek.

Zeke knew his next question wouldn’t be easy to ask.

“What did you do with the others? Did you…kill them?”

The creature shrieked violently.

“Always asking Earth boy! Always prying! What do you have for me? Can you tell me my flesh name? Give me my flesh name and I’ll give you the vanished.”

With that Cratan let out an agonising screech and scrambled back down the tunnel. Zeke and Fitch were alone again.

~~~
 

Zeke no longer struggled against the bile cords binding his body. Instead he lay there, deep in the alien ground, and allowed the ideas to flow through him.

He pictured those valiant astronauts at the end of the twenty-first century, launching themselves across the deadly gulf of space, travelling in those flimsy metal capsules, and finally hurtling towards the hostile surface of Mars.

A Mars even bleaker than the planet that Zeke knew. A dead planet trapped in the two-billion-year winter following the end of the Hesperians. Geologists called this the Amazonian Era, and it began as the very earliest elements of life stirred on Earth.

Those poor, foolhardy spacemen, confident that life had never evolved on Mars. How were they to know better? And one of them, a member of the Beagle crew, had stumbled across an orb. The first ever human to find an alien artefact.

No…wait. Zeke was missing something. Of course!

The scientist who found that yellow orb must have been unknowingly psychic. Oh! Perhaps the orb had called out to that talent? The same way Magma’s Orb had called to Zeke, back on the Televator.

That person had no way of understanding the peril he or she was about to unleash. But who was that person? Who had mutated into the hideous Cratan? Why was its name so important? And what about the missing explorers?

Before Zeke could fathom out anything more, a face caked in dirt loomed over him. Startled, Zeke cried out. But it wasn’t Cratan.

“Come on, it’s time we got out of here!” Fitch shouted gleefully, and began clawing at Zeke’s bonds. 




  

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

Cratan’s Lair
 

The boys crawled through the narrow confines of the tunnel, and towards the weak light. Their heads scraped against the roof. With each bump a shower of grainy dirt rained upon their faces. The air was freezing. Zeke realised that his cocoon of soil must have been acting like a blanket. Fitch, who was in front, let out a squeal of disgust.

“What?” Zeke asked in a hushed voice.

Fitch shuffled around and then grabbed Zeke’s hand. He placed it on something hard and cold between them. A girl’s shoe.

Zeke gasped. Trixie Cutter’s feet were sticking out from a mound of fresh soil. He began frantically pulling at the heels.

“Help me,” he grunted.

“Whatever for?” Fitch asked calmly.

“What?”

“Don’t waste time when that monster could be back at any moment. Trixie’s dead.”

“I’m not leaving without her,” Zeke said in a grim voice.

“Well…” Fitch hesitated for a moment, thinking something through. “Okay.”

He gripped Trixie’s ankles and together they heaved. Her body emerged in a small avalanche of filth. Her bedraggled clothing was encrusted with grime and mud smeared her face. She looked like a rag doll that had been tossed onto the rubbish heap, broken and dirty.

“Told you so. Dead. Come on, let’s go.”

Her chest fluttered.

“Just dehydrated, that’s all,” Zeke protested.

“Whatever, she’s no good to us now. Just leave her.”

Zeke collapsed back onto the seat of his trousers.

“What now?” Fitch asked. He sounded highly irritated.

“Déjà vu,” Zeke muttered, more to himself.

“Huh?”

An unpleasant memory had surfaced in Zeke’s brain.

“The last time I was here. Lieutenant Doughty wanted me to leave Scuff behind.”

A crafty look flashed across the moon boy’s face.

“You’re right Zeke. What was I thinking? Come on, help me drag her to the light.”

That’s it, Zeke thought. Change the subject. All you’ve done since we met is change the subject. He looked into Fitch’s eyes, gleaming in the dark. And for the first time he saw Fitch for what he was. Evil. Zeke felt sick to the core.

But this was no time to pick a fight. Zeke bit his lips. Together they hauled Trixie through the rubble of Cratan’s burrow. A shaft of light fell from above.

“Phew,” Zeke said with a deep sigh. Fitch clambered up through the hole. Between them they lifted Trixie out, then Zeke followed. They were back in the Beagle Research Station. The broken frame of a bed and some smashed-up furniture indicated they were in the living quarters. Zeke’s skull began tingling. Now they were above ground, out of the iron deposits, his mental strength was flowing back. I mustn’t let him pull the wool over my eyes again, he thought. Fitch slapped Trixie on the cheek.

“Always wanted to do that,” he said to Zeke with a wink.

The lanky girl stirred and groaned. Two bright blue irises peered out from a mask of mud.

“Don’t try to speak. We’re getting you out of here,” Zeke said as reassuringly as he could. Trixie nodded and attempted to stand. Zeke placed her arm over his shoulder.

“Let’s go.”

The three teens made their way through the maze of clutter. Nobody dared to speak, all three terrified of attracting Cratan’s attention. Each corridor seemed identical to the last. The way seemed to go on forever and twice they had to double back. Zeke feared they would never find their way out of this hellish ruin.

Thankfully, there was no sign of Cratan. After an agonising few minutes they found themselves in the main passageway, leading back to the disused airlock and escape. Daylight burned through the half-open airlock like a solar flare.

“Almost there,” Zeke whispered in Trixie’s ear. Her head was resting on his shoulder and her feet dragged, slowing Zeke down, but at least she was conscious.

Fitch trailed behind.

“So, I guess you two can stop there,” he said.

Somehow, Zeke wasn’t surprised.

“No, you wouldn’t be surprised,” Fitch said, in a strangely jolly tone. “And that’s not because you’ve got the better of me, Zekey boy. Not at all. I’m simply not bothering to cloud your mind any longer. I’m done manipulating you.”

“Oh, thanks a lot,” Zeke said. Anger welled up inside him.

Trixie lifted her head and spoke in a hoarse voice.

“Zeke…get me out of here. Please.”

The two of them stumbled on towards the exit.

Fitch clicked his fingers, “Hey presto.”

The great, circular door of the airlock, a half-ton of steel that hadn’t moved in nearly two hundred years, rolled shut. The clang echoed throughout the deserted building.

Zeke turned to face his enemy, struggling with Trixie’s body.

“Go on then. Say it. Spill the beans,” he snarled.

Fitch stroked the index finger of his left hand.

“I don’t need you any more. Sorry old chum, you’re redundant.”

Zeke attempted to stand to his full height, but Trixie’s weight held him back.

Nonetheless, he was determined to sound defiant. “The whole point of the trip to Yuri-Gagarin was to see if you could learn Hesperian from my orb,” he said as calmly as he could manage.

“Oh, your orb is it now? And, yes. Luckily for you, I didn’t. I continued stringing you along till you told me what I needed to know. Where to find Gravity’s Eye.”

“But why? What’s this really all about?”

Fitch puffed out his chest.

“Three months ago, it seems a lifetime, I was wandering the dark side of the Moon. I was furious that I’d missed that first flight to Mars. Thanks to my stupid parents bungling the forms. There I was, all alone among the dark craters, the sky buzzing with stars. And then it happened.”

“What?”

“Can’t you guess, Mr Clever? What were you doing three months ago?”

Zeke’s veins iced up and his skin crawled.

“I was in the Infinity Trap. We came face to face with the Spiral. But we stopped him.”

Fitch spat on the floor.

“You delayed him. In the brief moment the Infinity Trap was open the Spiral reached out across the solar system. In an instant his tentacles of telepathic thought found me. I looked up at the night sky and darkness soared through me. A taste of the power and happiness the Spiral could bring me.”

“You mean…you communicated?”

“Indeed. A boy appeared before me. A simple boy, not in a spacesuit, but the uniform of a student Mariner.”

“How could anyone survive on the Moon without a space-suit?”

“This boy was already one with the Spiral. He no longer needed air, nor any of the things necessary for life. His name was—”

“Jasper Snod,” Zeke said. A wave of guilt overwhelmed him.

“Correct, and in a nanosecond Jasper, now the Spiral’s avatar, gave me a vision.”

Zeke said nothing.

“A glimpse of the Spiral Apocalypse. And me in charge of millions. Living forever as emperor of all things.”

“You’re mad.”

Fitch cackled. “Nope, not at all, just wicked.”

“So how does Gravity’s Eye fit in?”

Fitch wiped his index finger gently against his cheek.

“The Spiral showed me the heart of Gravity’s Eye. A kind of gravity-free zone inside an enormous, hollowed out mountain.”

“Ascraeus Mons.”

“Apparently, thanks for finding that out. There’s an orb the size of a house floating inside. An orb with many uses, it can even boost brain power. I’ll be able to use it to transubstantiate.

“All that guff about turning elements into Helium Three was—”

“Just guff. Naturally. The reason I need to control atomic structure is to change its frequency.”

Zeke looked at him blankly.

“Yes, I know, quantum physics isn’t your strong point. The atoms in this pathetic universe are part of bigger strings of energy vibrating through the Multiverse.”

“I know that,” Zeke snapped. “Our universe is one of countless dimensions, making up the Multiverse.”

“A-plus, that student,” Fitch smirked, licking his lips. “Changing atomic frequency will weaken the walls between our dimension and the Spiral’s. I’ll punch a hole clear through, opening up a door to the Spiral Apocalypse.”

“But why? Why? Everyone will die. Everyone!”

“In time, yes. But why would I care? Did anyone care for me back on Luna Beta?”

“So you got bullied, is that any excuse for what you’re going to do?”

Zeke couldn’t hide the desperation in his voice.

Fitch pouted.

“I carefully selected which memories to show you when we went on our little mind trip. But one slipped through anyway. Remember the two bullies, who went for a spot of moon buffing?”

“That was you, wasn’t it? Creeping up on the airlock.”

“Guilty as charged. I used my psychokinesis to jam the airlock. They were expecting ten, twenty seconds of vacuum, enough to make them feel all macho, but a few gasps short of unconsciousness. I gave them so much more.”

“You…you killed them?”

“Sadly no. The emergency system was too strong for my mind power. And when the alarm went off I lost my nerve and bolted. But at least I put those goons in sickbay for a month.”

“And did that make you feel any better?” Zeke asked through clenched teeth.

Fitch smiled.

“Sure did. I felt a million moon bucks. Watching them squirm and turn purple. It was the best. When the Spiral and I take over, I think I might turn it into a hobby, asphyxiating people. It’s fun.”

An expression spread across Fitch’s face, a look Zeke had never seen before, and hoped he’d never see again.

“But I have something better lined up for you.”

Zeke, straining to keep Trixie upright, took a deep swallow.

Fitch stretched out his forefinger. There was something on it!

“Let me introduce you to my secret weapon. The Spikeworm.”




  

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

So Near and Yet So Far
 

“What the hell is that?” Zeke cried, shifting under Trixie’s weight.

The creature on Fitch’s knuckle writhed, rippling the quills along its back.

“Real cute, isn’t he?” Fitch said with a smile.

Zeke stared at the Spikeworm’s blue and purple body.

“It looks like some kind of caterpillar. Is it…stuck to you?”

“Bonded, a hundred percent, a gift from the Spiral.”

“Huh?”

“In that brief, beautiful moment in the Spiral’s dark radiance, he gave me the Spikeworm. A token of appreciation, a companion, a weapon.”

Zeke blinked.

“A weapon?”

“These quills are oozing venom. Es muy peligroso!”

Fitch spoke the last three words in a high-pitched and corny Mexican accent. Zeke’s mouth dropped.

“Alonzo Caracol? That’s what he said…And the others? You—you poisoned them?”

Fitch threw his head back and laughed aloud.

“Sure did! The venom is an incurable toxin. It takes a few days, you know, fever, hallucinations, coma. But death is the finish, in every case.” With a sudden, swift movement Fitch lifted his hand to Zeke’s face. The ugly, maggoty creature was only a few inches from his nose.

A tortuously long time passed.

“So, what are you waiting for?” Zeke demanded at last.

“Zeke, it doesn’t have to be like this.”

“Like what? The part where you kill me?”

Fitch lowered his arm and cupped the Spikeworm in the palm of his right hand.

“Yep.”

Zeke went to speak, realised he couldn’t think of anything to say, and clammed up.

Fitch looked him in the eye.

“You could join us. There’ll be no other way of saving your life once the Spiral’s here.”

“Never!”

“Listen! The Spiral likes you. He’s willing not to eat you.”

“Oh? I suppose he told you all this in that so-called beautiful moment?”

“He did. In that instant my brain absorbed an ocean of knowledge. Only a psychic brain could have coped. A normal would have died. But I was able to take it all in. Maybe that’s why the Spiral picked me. Anyway he told me there was a boy living on Mars who could speak Hesperian. That I could use him to find Gravity’s Eye. And that if possible I should bring him into the black light. You have something.”

“Something?”

“I don’t know what, but you have some quality that interests the Spiral. Serve him and live.”

A voice spoke to Zeke deep inside his head. Maybe, just maybe, you should consider this.

“Trying to hypnotise me again? What’s the term? Psychotronics? Psycho-hypnosis.”

“Zeke! I’m not doing anything this time. Those are your real thoughts now. Not mine.”

Zeke forced a laugh. “Like I’d believe you!”

Anger flashed across Fitch’s face. “Have it your way. Back to plan A then.”

Fitch thrust his fist forwards.

“Ouch!” Zeke cried.

Fitch had stabbed Zeke’s upper arm with the Spikeworm. Zeke’s grip on Trixie loosened and she slumped to the floor. He stared at the rip in his student’s tunic, too stunned to react. Then, he pushed his fingers through the gap and blood coated his fingertips.

“Don’t say I never gave you a chance, Zekey boy.”

“That won’t work on me.”

Both boys looked down at Trixie. She reached out a hand and Zeke hauled her back to her feet. She steadied herself and gritted her teeth in defiance.

“No,” replied Fitch with a nasty smile. “But this will.”

His eyes crackled.

A plastic storage box launched itself off the floor, scattering sand in all directions. It whammed into the back of Trixie’s head and she tumbled once again.

“What did you do that for?” Zeke shouted.

“You still don’t really get it, do you? Because I’m evil. E-V-I-L.”

Zeke’s head was beginning to swim. His skin was boiling.

Fitch drew a deep breath and pushed him. Zeke crumpled like paper, landing beside Trixie.

“Wonder what will get you first? The venom or the Gshnodaa.”

Whistling a jaunty tune Fitch stepped over the two prostrate bodies and strolled up to the airlock.

“Open sesame!”

The massive, rusted slab of steel rumbled open. A beam of light lit up the scene of debris.

“Oh, by the way,” Fitch added in the doorway. “Jasper had a question for you, Zeke. ‘Why didn’t you save me, Zekey Boy, why didn’t you save me?’”

Fitch laughed coldly and vanished into the brilliant daylight. The airlock closed behind him with a mighty clang.

Before Zeke could gather his wits a scratching sound came from deep in the gloom. The sound of something coming closer.

“Where are you flesh-bodies? Cratan must keep you safe.”

Zeke’s skin crawled. The wound on his shoulder was throbbing painfully. His legs felt weaker than jelly, as much from dehydration as the poison in his bloodstream. He summoned every nanometre of strength. Pictures flitted through his mind’s eye, his father, his mother, Pin-mei weeping on Scuff’s shoulder. He had failed them all. But to die here, at the hands of that crazed Martian-human would be an even greater failure— they had to escape!

“Urff!” he grunted, forcing himself back onto shaky legs. “Come on Trixie. It’s now or never.”

She half opened her eyes and murmured something inaudible. Zeke grabbed both her arms and heaved her up.

Diamonds of light glinted in the shadows.

“There you are, pretty children. Cratan will look after you. Make a soft bed for you in the ground. Sleep peacefully till the end of times.”

The Gshnodaa crawled from the darkness, a pitiful but deadly gargoyle.

“Come on!” Zeke panted, struggling with his shoulder under Trixie’s arm. They staggered towards the airlock.

“Do not go flesh-bodies. Cratan lonely. So confused. You stay with Cratan forever.”

Zeke dared not glance back, as though the very sight of the monster would petrify him too. Instead he stared at the steel barrier of their prison.

“I am psychic! I am a Mariner!”

He screwed his face into a grimace of concentration.

Nothing. Nothing. And then—

“Yes!”

 The airlock rolled open just a little. Enough. Enough to squeeze through.

“No-o-o-o-o-o!” Cratan wailed as they escaped from its lair.

The air outside was cool and reeked of the iron oxide in the soil. Zeke blinked in the sunshine, desperately seeking a glimpse of Fitch. The vast plain was deserted.

Trixie screamed.

A scaly, crystal-encrusted hand had reached through the gap and gripped her ankle. Rivulets of blood dripped onto the ochre dirt. Cratan’s fingers had punctured her calf in three places. Zeke stamped on the creature’s wrist.

“No!” Cratan wailed in English, as its arm snaked back, out of sight.

“We’ve got to get away,” Zeke stammered.

Still supporting Trixie’s weight, he staggered up the shallow incline to their camp. There were just two sleeping bags and two backpacks now. Fitch’s gear was missing.

“Ow,” Zeke cried aloud.

A bolt of intense heat overwhelmed him. His body was too dry to sweat, but his flesh roasted. Poison coursed around his veins like a flash flood. His heart pounded harder than an engine.

His grasp on Trixie weakened and she slipped away from him. His heartbeat grew unbearably loud, deafening. Faster and louder.

No, not his heart, but a noise far away. Far away but coming closer.

Zeke swayed, regained his balance, and scanned the environment. The boulder-strewn valley blurred. He focused on a dark blot, something moving, something approaching. His knees trembled. The shape hurtled out of the haze and took form. A monster! A new monster! A beast made of galloping limbs and heads and long black fur flapping in the breeze. Terror slammed into Zeke like a hammer. He collapsed.

“It’s in my mind,” he told himself.

But the monster was covering ground at a terrific speed. Zeke could see now it had two distinct heads.

“It can’t be?”

A horse, a jet-black horse, was galloping towards him! But there were no horses on Mars. And on its back rode a demon, a man half-horse himself. Long wild locks, the colour of night, cascaded around a bristly face. Zeke winced at the sight of the demon’s eyes. They were the dark, hollow eyes of death.




  

Part Three




  

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

Inside a Dream
 

Mars was gone and replaced by a world of intricate, fleshy tubes. Red water coursed through the tubes, teeming with activity. Strange objects bounced along with the current. Some resembled fuzzy spores while others were disc-shaped.

Blood cells, Zeke thought.

The platelets tumbled through the red sea, gathering on the bottom. More piled up on top, crushing those beneath. Then more and more, building into a cone shape that coalesced into rock. As it hardened the scene changed hue to an icy violet. The colour of a Martian sunrise.

Zeke found himself on a vast slope. The one from his dreams. It was beginning to feel quite familiar. The odd thing was that he was sitting up in a hospital bed, complete with cot sides and plump white pillows. Halfway up a volcano! Worse, his head was aching and his lungs burned.

His mind raced. Surely everything he could see was another illusion. But the pain felt very real. What was happening to him?

 He turned and peered over the pillows. An enormous ochre plain panned out below. A crimson shape loomed on the horizon. Zeke recognised it immediately. Olympus Mons, the tallest mountain in the solar system. Even though it was miles away, it looked impossibly big, almost painted onto the sky. Zeke had made a study of Martian geography and knew that if Olympus Mons was in the northwest, he had to be situated on Ascraeus Mons, the northernmost volcano of the Tharsis Bulge.

Zeke dreamt of Ascraeus Mons on the night of his first encounter with the Failsafe. And now the crusted lips of the Gshnodaa had whispered the same name. It had to be home to Gravity’s Eye, whatever that was. This could be no coincidence. But how, and more crucially, why?

A shadow blotted out the weak Martian sun. Something was circling in the sky, a huge, pallid shape with wings. Like a white pterodactyl? No, something else. A giant bat. A cream-coloured bat. The animal flew in ever decreasing swoops, shrinking in size. It settled onto the rail at the end of his bed, now no bigger than a man. It rustled its wings and tucked them into the folds of its long ceremonial gown. Not a bat at all, but Principal Lutz!

“I must!” she said.

“He’s too sick. I won’t allow it,” said a disembodied voice. The soft voice of a young woman.

“It’s of the utmost importance. I wouldn’t insist otherwise.”

“The answer is still no.”

“Doctor, don’t make me pull rank. I’m principal of the most important school in the—”

“Solar system. Yes, I had noticed. And that makes me doctor of the most important school in the solar system. Hailey is my patient and in the Medical Facility my authority outranks yours!”

“The Big Three have ordered a mind purge. In the interests of public safety.”

“Principal, you must leave now. I’ll call you if his condition improves.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then he’s off to Tithonium Central, with the other three.”

Lutz vanished.

Oh! Zeke thought.

The bed began to move. Wobbling on electrocastors, it started climbing the great slope. For a split-second the scene blurred. He was still lying in the bed, but indoors. Shelves stuffed with medicine jars surrounded him. Somewhere a computer was whirring. No wait, everything blurred again and the mountainside reformed. Was he dreaming a dream within a dream? It was too confusing.

He rested his head back on the thick pillows and watched as boulders passed him by.

A hospital bed. A most unusual form of transport, he thought.

Mchx-dthfkii, Zeke thought on impulse. The name sent a tingle down his spine. An alien. A two billion year old ghost. Somehow it was linked to him. He realised now that the Orb of Words had exposed to him to more than Hesperian vocabulary and syntax. There was much more buried away in his subconscious. Some clue in a cosmic mystery. If only he could figure it out.

“I wonder what you look like?” he mused to himself. “Wait!” He knew exactly what the creature looked like! Nearly four months ago, as the Televator carried him high above Earth’s atmosphere, he had discovered the orb and fallen into some kind of trance. The face he had seen was Mchx-dthfkii! He realised now that this was no random image thrown up by his imagination. There could be no doubt. He, alone out of all humanity, had seen the visage of a Martian. Zeke shuddered.

The bed bumped and halted. Zeke noticed a nearby rock no larger than a dog. Actually it resembled a dog. A freak whim of the winds, over the millennia, had eroded this protrusion into a coarse canine shape. And there, a few yards beyond in the ground, lay a sinkhole. A gash in the side of the volcano wide enough to swallow a man.

That is important! Now awake far-child. Put those brain cells to good use.

Zeke twisted around, seeking the source of the Hesperian voice. Nothing! “How can I wake from a coma?” he shouted to the empty sky.

A brilliant light fell upon him. The sun flared like a beacon. A radiant yellow corona cascaded out, across the sky. A light that formed into currents flowing outwards like rivers of gold. Strands formed in those rivers and gathered, twisting, entwining…into hair! Lustrous blonde hair! The sun transformed into the face of Trixie Cutter, her golden locks rippling out from a face of angelic beatitude.

Zeke grudgingly admitted to himself that Trixie Cutter, when not bullying her victims, was actually rather pretty.

That won’t work on me, she said and faded back into the sun. Zeke racked his brains. What was the significance of that sentence? Trixie had said it to Fitch. What had she meant? Zeke cast his mind back to the dark, ruined corridor of the Beagle Station. At the time Fitch was brandishing his Spikeworm. So she was immune to the Spikeworm, but why her and not anyone else?

Think damn you! Trixie Cutter, the only person at the school, teacher or student, capable of giving Fitch a run for his money. Right from the start she’d been on to him. She and Fitch had become conspirators. Her gifted, razor-sharp mind had caught the measure of Fitch Crawly at their first meeting back at the Cranny.

Of course!
She understood how the Spikeworm worked!

His psychotronic skills were powerless against her. It wasn’t just that her own mental abilities were so formidable. She had known what he was up to from the start. Forewarned is forearmed.

The Spikeworm! It was another of his mind-control tricks. He created it from his unique blend of psychokinesis and telepathy. But if the Spikeworm wasn’t real, then neither was its venom. The whole thing was an illusion. What was the word? Psychosomatic! Even if there’s nothing physically wrong with you, if you truly imagine you’re sick, you can actually experience symptoms. Fitch made sure he planted seeds of fear in the minds of his victims. The Spikeworm’s prey became sick because they believed themselves to be sick. It was all in the mind! He brainwashed them into thinking they were ill and their imagination did the rest.

Fitch Crawly. Zeke felt nothing but loathing for the moon boy.

“I’ve got to stop him.”

 The horizon cracked, splitting the sky from the land. A gap that widened rapidly. And through this gap Zeke could see the real world. His eyes were opening. 




  

Chapter Thirty
 

The Medical Facility
 

Pools of soft amber light illuminated dark clefts in the cave wall. Zeke was horizontal. Two shadowy figures towered over him. A knot twisted his stomach. Supposing they were aliens? Martians? Monsters? His eyes adjusted. The room gained definition. Pin-mei and Scuff were sitting at his bedside. Pin’s face was pale and weary. Scuff was picking his nose.

“He’s awake!” Pin-mei cried. She threw herself on Zeke and hugged him.

A wave of joy swept through him. Then the wave faltered as he remembered their last meeting. His heart filled with guilt and he pushed her away. She looked at him in bewilderment.

“I’m so sorry,” he began, the tears forming. “I betrayed you. I don’t deserve your friendship.”

The dam broke. Zeke cupped his hands over his face and bawled. Scuff and Pin-mei exchanged looks, both lost for words. For a few seconds they listened to Zeke weeping. Then Pin-mei pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, lowered Zeke’s hands and began drying his cheeks.

“You’re my Martian big brother, remember? And family always forgives. In any case—”

Scuff shuffled to the edge of his seat.

“I better bring you up to speed, bro. Once your psycho-psychic drove off into the night, all the little mind games he’d been playing here wore off. Lutz woke up the next day as mad as hell. Apparently he’d been hypnotising her big time. She raised the alarm when she discovered you were missing.”

“Really?” Zeke said, sitting upright.

“Sure, she accused you and Crawley of kidnapping Trixie Cutter.”

Zeke fell back onto the pillows.

“Oh great. She’s manufactured just the excuse she needs to expel me. Again!”

“Slow down, bro. You’re in the clear.”

Zeke stared at his friend, dumbfounded.

“Trixie’s discharged already. She had dehydration and concussion but nothing Doctor Chandrasar couldn’t fix.”

“And?”

“Trixie declared your innocence. How Crawley kidnapped the both of you. Lutz has withdrawn her allegations.”

“Oh!” Zeke remarked. Saved by Trixie Cutter? Wonders would never cease. “So how did we get back here?”

Pin-mei beamed at him. “Found by a Marmish yesterday. He radioed in your position and Mariner Knimble translocated there in an instant. Within seconds of receiving the message he had you and Trixie in the sickbay.”

Scuff interrupted. “Saved both your lives. So the Doc says.”

An image galloped into Zeke’s mind, of death on a horseback. He looked at his friends.

“You know about the Martian Amish, don’t you?” Scuff said.

Zeke shook his head.

“Bro! You need to spend less time reading textbooks and more time the tabloids. The Marmish live a back-to-basics lifestyle here on Mars. Horses, no fusion power, etcetera. Totally nuts if you ask me, but, whatever. One of their leaders found you. I think his name was Cain, or something.”

“Really? I hope to get to thank him one day.”

“You will,” Pin-mei replied, her eyes glowing in the dimness.

Zeke was about to ask what she meant by that remark when Scuff clapped his hands together.

“So bro, what really went down with the Creepy Crawley? The whole truth and nothing but!”

Zeke sniffed, wiped his eyes and began.

~~~
 

Scuff scratched his head.

“So you’re seriously suggesting Cratan is a two hundred year old human that’s morphed into a half-Martian?”

Zeke nodded.

“I’m just thinking. You said it was all scabs and crystal.”

Zeke nodded again.

“Maybe it’s made of coal and diamonds.”

“Is such a thing possible?” Pin-mei asked, her eyes wide with wonder.

Scuff puffed out his chest.

“Why not? People are carbon-based life forms. Coal and diamonds are just other manifestations of the same element.”

“But why would that happen?” Zeke asked.

Scuff stroked his chubby chin.

“Supposing the Hesperians were made out of a different element to life on Earth? If this yellow orb was trying to change the astronaut into one of them, that would be a huge stumbling block. The human would be made of the wrong material. If the power was somehow rewriting the atomic structure, to change it into the right element, that might cause the carbon to ossify. The orb is a machine with no experience of human life. It might not understand the consequences of changing organic carbon to inorganic.”

Zeke stared at his friend.

“You lost me back at the first sentence. But changing atomic structure, isn’t that the same thing as transubstantiation?”

“So Creepy Crawly was right. The ancient Hesperians did have a way of manipulating atoms.”

“We’ve got to stop him,” Zeke said through gritted teeth.

“He must be at Ascraeus Mons by now. It’s too late!” Pin-mei said.

“Only if he translocated,” Zeke began. “But he didn’t seem very keen on that.”

Scuff gave a little mock cough.

“That’s because he can’t.”

The other two gawped at him

“He’s not able to translocate. It’s the one psychic skill he’s a total flop at.”

“How do you know that?” Zeke cried incredulously.

“I saw it in his thoughts.” Scuff replied with a cocky smile. “I am an A-plus at telepathy, after all.”

“Reading someone’s mind without consent is naughty” Pin-mei said with a stern frown.

The Canadian leaned forward, hatred flaring across his face. “Not when he’s brainwashing my best bud!”

“That is an exception,” Zeke agreed. “Anything else you found out from his brainwaves?”

Scuff’s look of hatred cooled into a serious stare. “Only that he’s ruthless and will kill anyone who gets in his way.”

“Still, we have to stop him,” Zeke said, his lip curled, his brow furrowed.

“Yes bro, only there’s one more thing before we get to that.”

Zeke glanced at Scuff, then Pin-mei and back to Scuff.

“What is it?”

Scuff pulled a strange face.

“This.”

He dropped from his chair and scrambled under Zeke’s bed. Grunting and puffing Scuff heaved a large black sphere out from the darkness, dumping it on Zeke’s lap.

Zeke blinked in disbelief.

“It can’t be!”

“Can’t be what?” Scuff asked.

“It’s the orb that Ptolemy Cusp showed us at his banquet, or one identical.

What’s it doing under my bed?”

Scuff and Pin-mei gave baffled looks.

“We were hoping you were going to tell us.”

~~~
 

After Scuff and Pin-mei took the dull, useless orb away, Doctor Chandrasar arrived and found her patient awake and miraculously recovered. She examined him from tip to toe and pronounced him in rude health with a vigorous ruffle of his hair.

Mariner Alistair Knimble arrived towards the end of the examination.

“Doctor, any idea what cured the boy? Maybe we can save the others.”

Doctor Chandrasar shrugged.

“No idea.”

“Ahem,” Zeke said, sitting up in bed. “I cured myself.”

Both adults raised their eyebrows in a sceptical expression.

“No, really,” he went on. “I woke from the coma by willpower. You see, there was no venom in my system. Never was. The whole thing is one of Crawley’s tricks. He uses that hypnotic talent to fool people into thinking they are ill. They’re so strongly convinced their minds start creating the symptoms.”

Doctor Chandrasar stepped back and pursed her lips.

“Psychotronic-induced sickness. That explains everything!” she exclaimed.

“Strewth, can you let me in on this?” Knimble remarked.

“Well, in pre-industrial cultures, shamans and witchdoctors would do something very similar. They employed the power of suggestion to trick their enemies into psychosomatic illness. You know, all those voodoo dolls and curses and rituals.”

“So, if you make someone believe they’re ill, they can actually become ill?”

The doctor nodded, “Faith can move mountains after all. What is it you mariners say? Thought is the most powerful force in the universe.”

“Then maybe I can save the three boys at Tithonium,” Knimble said. “If I open a telepathic link to their subconscious, enter their dreams, and talk them through it.”

“It’s a chance, but hurry, Alistair! The last medical report had them on the edge of death.”

No sooner had Chandrasar spoken then the Mariner mariner shimmered and disappeared.

Zeke stared into the Indian’s dark beautiful eyes and wondered about the way she flushed when she looked at Knimble.

“Oh and Zeke,” she said, handing him clean clothes. “Report to Lutz’s office.

“And look sharp, she’s hopping mad.”




  

Chapter Thirty-One
 

Principal’s Lutz’s Office
 

Zeke sat alone in the draughty office, feeling dwarfed by Lutz’s huge and shiny new desk. The price label, in Martian dollars, was still sticking to one of the hefty steel legs.

The once grey and cobwebby walls were now painted a pristine buttermilk.

Presumably, Zeke thought, to hide the scorch marks. The prehistoric engraving had been replaced by two small plainly framed holographs.

Zeke looked up, to the walkways and bookcases overhead. Everything above human height was as dusty and grimy as before. A century of dirt.

The school secretary barged through the door with all the grace of a bull. She marched up to the desk and placed a glass of steaming ginger at Lutz’s seat.

She glared at Zeke.

“Ach, this room was proper banjaxed. And a wee birdie tells me you had a hand in it.”

Zeke began to protest his innocence, realised that in a way she was right, and clammed up. She trooped out again.

An android. What better companion for an ageless clone? She made the perfect personal assistant!

The aroma of hot ginger tickled his nostrils.

How can anyone drink that stuff? He thought.

He stood up and crossed to the hanging pictures, as much to get away from the smell as curiosity.

The first showed an aerial view of Earth’s countryside, a flat mosaic of pastures, and a lake. Zeke frowned and studied the picture more closely. A thin yellowy ring ran under the fields. It had to be at least fifteen miles in circumference.

“I wonder what that is?” He remarked.

Someone had written in the bottom left corner ‘Large Hadron Collider 2020’.

Zeke had never heard of it.

For a moment, Zeke thought the second picture was of somewhere on Mars. An enormous crater scarred a barren plateau. Zeke, with his knowledge of all things cosmic, noticed how unusually smooth the crater was, as though scooped from the ground by a giant spoon.

The title of this photograph read, ‘Large Hadron Collider 2089’.

The door flew open. Lutz glided into the room, her feet a good six inches above the floor. As she hovered towards the desk her chair pulled itself out in readiness.

“Sit!” she barked as she lowered herself onto her own chair.

Zeke hastily obeyed.

The Principal seemed to have aged since their last meeting. She reminded Zeke of an ancient turtle, wise and inscrutable. She drew a deep breath.

“Seems I owe you an apology, mein jung.”

An apology? From Lutz? Help from Trixie Cutter and an apology from the principal? This was a day among days.

“When my mind cleared, after Crawley’s brain voodoo wore off, I assumed you had a hand in Trixie’s kidnapping. Luckily for you Trixie set the record straight.”

Zeke forced a smile.

“So now I have questions,” she said imperially.

“Questions Ma’am?”

“What on Mars is going on?”

“What did Cutter tell you?”

“Nothing, that fiend Crawley wiped her mind clean.”

Zeke cussed under his breath. Trixie knew as much as he did. She just didn’t want to incriminate herself. Still, Cutter’s guilt was of little importance now. Lutz tapped her desktop.

“I’m waiting,” she said, her eyebrows knitted.

“You’d never believe me. Not in a month of Martian Sundays.”

“Tell me what you know, this instant,” she replied in a louder voice.

Why would she accept the truth now? Zeke thought. How many times in the past had he tried and failed? She would dismiss the truth as delusions or lies and have him clapped in detention. And then a gleam of an idea dawned on him.

“Principal Lutz, what’s a mind purge?”

The clone’s mouth dropped. Then a rueful grin creased her broad cheeks.

“You heard? When I was discussing your case with the Doctor?”

Zeke nodded.

“And who are the Big Three?”

Lutz picked up her drink and stirred the chopped roots.

“The three men with most influence on Martian affairs. Men, typically, not women. The first is Duane Esterhazy—”

“Of course,” Zeke cried. “The Governor of Mars.”

“Yes, and secondly, the Chancellor of the Mariner’s Institute. And lastly, Vadim Babikov.”

“President of the UN?”

“Strictly speaking it’s UNACC.”

“Oh, I know that. United Nations and Associated Colonies and Conglomerates.”

“Precisely. I need their permission before I can purge a mind. It’s a serious business.”

As the principal’s words sank in Zeke gave a low wolf-whistle.

“You told three of the most powerful men in the solar system about me?”

“No, I told them about Crawley. You may have come up in passing. Crawley is a renegade. A psychic gone off the hover-rails. I know just from the way he tampered with my head that he’s dangerous.”

“Very Ma’am,” Zeke replied sadly. The anger in his heart melted and gave way to regret, a longing for the days when Fitch seemed his best pal forever. Zeke pushed the memories aside and focused hard on the hatred.

“So what’s a mind purge and why did you want to give me one?”

Lutz shifted uneasily in her seat.

“Not as scary as is sounds, just a way of entering your brain, psychically, and sifting for information. As you were in a coma it seemed the only way to learn what Crawley is up to. Now you have woken it is out of the—”

“Do it!”

The principal’s mouth dropped. She stared at Zeke’s determined face, the down-turned lips, the protruding chin.

“Warum? Pourquoi? Why?”

“It’s the only way I’ll ever convince you I’m not a liar or a lunatic.”

Lutz smiled gently. “Hailey, I know, from time to time, I have been a little hard on you. It’s the job. You don’t run the most important school in the solar system by being a soft touch. That doesn’t mean to say I don’t trust you.”

“Even if I talk of Martians, monsters and demons?” Zeke folded his arms. The clone blinked.

“Hailey, don’t start with your games again.”

“That’s what I expected you to say, Ma’am. But if you read my thoughts, you’ll know what’s true, won’t you?”

She nodded, lost for words.

“Go on then, Ma’am. Let’s settle this once and for all.”

Lutz pursed her lips and made a clucking sound.

“A mind purge can be dangerous. Unpredictable side-effects.”

“I’m prepared for that.”

The principal raised her eyebrows in a moment of contemplation. Finally she waved a hand and said, “D’accord. Let’s do it.”

Zeke braced himself, waiting for the principal to move around to his side of the desk. He pictured her fingers on his skull as he succumbed to an overpowering trance. Instead she stared over his shoulder, wide-eyed and mouth gaping.

“Principal?”

She gestured behind him, her tongue paralysed.

Zeke felt his heart drop to his bowels. Slowly he swivelled in his seat. There, as he dreaded, towered the Failsafe. The enormous rock was blocking the doorway, its veins pumping fire into the white-hot core.

“No-o-o-o!”

Zeke leaped from the chair, up onto the desk. Exam papers scattered at his feet. He toppled off the other side, down onto his principal. He grabbed her in a bear hug as they fell backwards together. A flash of intense heat licked his spine. The smell of scorched cotton and singed hair filled the air.

Zeke opened his eyes to find himself and Principal Lutz pressed together like lovers. She shoved him away.

“Oh, not again,” she groaned at the black, sizzling hole in the wall. “The last time used up an entire term’s decorating budget!”

“We’ve got to get out!” Zeke screamed.

The Failsafe floated noiselessly away from the door and around the far edge of the desk. It’s inner fire was building up once again.

Lutz grabbed Zeke’s arm. The briefest of moments passed.

“It’s not working!” she gasped. “I just translocated us out of here. But it didn’t work.”

The door crashed open. Both Zeke and Principal Lutz popped their heads above the desk to see Marjorie Barnside swinging a fire extinguisher around her head.

“Damage to school property will not be tolerated!” she yelled.

She charged towards the Failsafe. Halfway across the room her eyes flickered and rolled back. She fainted.

“A magnetic field!” Lutz cried.

Of course! Zeke thought. That would not only cancel out their psychic powers but also the android’s magnodrive.

They were dead, or soon would be.

The Failsafe’s hum intensified. The marble seams glowed like lightning. Any moment now, any moment…

Zeke lifted himself up, off the floor. Throwing up his arms he shouted,

“Mnthanx!”

The Martian word for ‘stop’. It had worked on the Dust Devil. But the Failsafe’s inferno kept increasing. Zeke knew he was seconds away from incineration. Lutz stumbled to her feet, and, much to his surprise, took his hand in hers. He glanced at her dark face, forbidding and benign all at once. The face of authority. Authority? The word tingled in Zeke’s mind.

He summoned up enough breath for his final word.

“Mchx-dthfkii.”

Zeke closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see it coming. Seconds ticked away, painfully long seconds. He was still alive. Then he realised. The throbbing of the Failsafe was ebbing. He opened his eyes and glanced again at his principal. She threw him a wobbly smile, too terrified to speak. Their hands separated. The enormous boulder spoke in its booming voice.

“Do you know Mchx-dthfkii?”

“Is Mchx-dthfkii your maker?”

The boulder paused. “Yes. How did you know child-of-the-third-planet?”

Zeke drew himself up to his full height. “Promise you won’t kill us.”

“Machines do not promise. Answer my question.”

Thoughts raced around Zeke’s head, thoughts in English, thoughts in Hesperian.

Could the rockbot tell if he lied to it? Best not to take the chance.

“I don’t know how I know Mchx-dthfkii. I’m hoping you can help me find out.”

“Are you a Comet Rider?”

A shiver stabbed at Zeke’s heart. The Spiral had spoken of an age of comets. So too had the Dust Devil in the final moments before it blew itself up.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” he said slowly, concentrating on getting his Martian vocabulary correct.

“Neither do I,” replied the Failsafe. “My molecular circuits need gffthrshii.”

That last Hesperian word was beyond Zeke’s grasp.

Zeke opened his mouth to speak. He had a thousand questions. But the Failsafe was no longer there. He and Principal Lutz were alone in her smouldering office.

“Hailey. A mind purge won’t be necessary,” Lutz said in a faltering voice. “You just convinced me everything you ever told me is true.” 




  

Chapter Thirty-Two
 

Scuff’s Room
 

“You don’t really do dull afternoons, do you, bro?”

Scuff was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of his holocube, a block-shaped hologram filling the room. His room looked as though a cyclone had blasted through, which for Scuff was quite usual. The bed, desks and floor were littered with smelly socks, candy wrappers, unscrewed computer circuits and comic books. The black orb lay in a corner, forgotten.

Zeke was sitting by the desk while Pin-mei perched uneasily on the edge of the bed. She had one disapproving eye on the sea of socks.

Scuff had inserted a chip of Battleships and Star Cruisers into his Laserlight console, transforming the holocube into a chunk of outer space. Planets, asteroids and comets streamed through a cube of inky blackness.

“It’s no laughing matter, Scuff,” Zeke replied after a moment’s contemplation.

“There!” Scuff bellowed and clicked his controller furiously. His battleship emerged from behind a small moon and blasted a humble asteroid. The rock exploded into fragments but revealed no cruiser. A zillion points zinged off Scuff’s score meter.

“Rats,” he cursed.

Pin-mei’s tiny face lit up like a sunrise. “At least you had a breakthrough with Principal Lutz. She knows the truth now.”

Zeke shot her a doubtful look. “Maybe, she disappeared after the incident, saying she needed a lie down.”

“There!” Scuff shrieked and fired. A comet melted, but no enemy ship. His score plummeted to minus one thousand. Scuff sighed, then turned to Zeke.

“So is that rockbot off your case now, bro?”

“I certainly hope so,” Zeke replied. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Just think what we could learn from it,” Pin-mei remarked, her eyes wide and sparkling. Zeke nodded.

“All the secrets of the Hesperians. But we have more pressing matters.”

“That one!” Scuff cried and blasted an unassuming moon. There, among the shards of debris, gleamed a shiny star cruiser. Scuff opened fire and blew the ship to smithereens. His score whizzed up to ten trillion and proclaimed him the winner. He puffed on his knuckles.

“Game over. So, to the business at hand.”

He aimed the controller and clicked. Battleships and Star Cruisers shrunk into a spot of white light, only to be replaced by a three dimensional map of Mariners Valley. The scene flew up, out of the five-mile-deep canyon, sped over the craters and rubble until an enormous volcano came into sight. The perspective began circling the gigantic cone.

Scuff scratched his nose.

“It’s going to take Crawley days to get to Ascraeus Mons. Question is, how do we get there sooner?”

The three friends exchanged glances, each waiting for one of the others to speak.

Finally Zeke lost patience. “Well?”

Scuff sunk his double chin into the palm of his hand. “Couldn’t you translocate us there?”

Pin-mei leapt to her feet. “Scuff! You know that’s forbidden.”

“Yeah, yeah, until we’re fourth years, but—”

“Forbidden, because it’s dangerous.”

“But Zeke’s a dab hand at it.”

They both turned to Zeke. He took a deep swallow.

“I’ve only ever managed short distances. And only in emergencies. I don’t think I could translocate the odd thousand miles to Ascraeus.”

Scuff shifted uneasily. “You made it from Yuri-Gagarin Freetown all the way to the Beagle Research Station. That must be a two hundred mile journey.”

“No, that was Fitch,” Zeke replied with a frown. “He was using psychotronics to boost my confidence. He made me believe in myself.”

Scuff fixed his friend with a long, unblinking stare.

“Zeke, we believe in you too.”

“Thanks.”

“I knew the moment I met you, back on Earth, that you were something special.”

Zeke began to blush.

Pin-mei looked from Zeke to Scuff and back again. With a tone of reluctance she added, “Me too.”

“Hey!” Scuff cried with a gleam of inspiration in his eyes. “Why don’t you practice first?”

Zeke and Pin-mei stared blankly at the Canadian. Scuff pointed upwards.

“Translocate yourself five miles up, to the top of the canyon. That bit sticking out overhead.”

“The one they call Dizziness Point?”

“Got it in one.”

Zeke gulped. “You really think I should?”

Scuff hesitated. “Well, we’ve got to stop Fitch bringing back the Spiral. Surely it’s worth the risk.”

Zeke rolled his eyes. “Says you, who’s staying on terra firma, or whatever the Martian equivalent is. But you’re right.”

As he stood up Pin-mei grasped his forearm.

“Zeke—there has to be another way!”

He threw her a half-hearted, lopsided grin and pushed her hand away. Electricity crackled through his closed eyelids.

Scuff and Pin-mei were alone.

~~~
 

Zeke passed through the void and the ringing of a trillion chimes. Then the pale Martian sky overwhelmed him and cold dry air inflated his lungs. For a moment he wobbled, steadied himself and surveyed the scene.

With a pang of disappointment he saw the canyon walls zooming up around him. The Chasm spread out below. Students were hurrying across the courtyard. The ants, as Fitch had called them.

Zeke was balancing on top of Lutz’s minaret! He’d only managed a few hundred feet above ground level. He scanned the world below. There was the parking lot, row after row of shiny bikes and Glow-Worm scooters, with Scuff’s gravscooter glinting like a chrome ladybird. School buildings rose up like termite mounds. Beyond them were the school walls and gate.

Suddenly, a sickening thought struck him. What exactly was he balancing on? Wasn’t the top of a minaret funnel-shaped?

Zeke looked for his feet. They weren’t there! His ankles merged into the roof.

“Oh…”

He had materialised with his feet inside the roof tiles, mixing his molecules with those of Martian slate. Vomit erupted from his throat. Zeke vanished as it plummeted down like rain onto the people below.

~~~
 

Zeke lay on Scuff’s bed, hand on eyes, groaning.

“My feet, my feet.”

“Your size ten porkers are fine,” Scuff said irritably. “Look for yourself.”

Zeke tentatively lowered his hands. He looked down at his bare feet and wriggled his toes.

“See,” Scuff snapped.

Pin-mei returned from the bathroom with a warm flannel. She began to wipe Zeke’s brow.

“You don’t know what it was like, Scuff,” Zeke snapped back. “My ankles could have been sliced off!”

Scuff pouted. “But they weren’t. You achieved a hundred percent molecular synchronisation.”

“Isn’t that impossible?” Pin-mei interrupted.

Scuff nodded.

“Exactly. Never been done before. Zeke’s one surprise after another.”

“I didn’t intend to do it. I was just lucky.”

Nobody spoke for a moment. Scuff piped up.

“So, are you gonna try again?”

“No way, it’s too risky!” Pin-mei cried, her eyes bright with worry.

Zeke pushed the flannel away and sat up.

“No I’m not. But I have a better idea.”

Scuff and Pin-mei exchanged looks. Zeke flashed a big, lopsided grin.

“We’re going to make the biggest gravitational catapult this side of Jupiter!” 




  

Chapter Thirty-Three
 

Behind Some Rocks and Out
 of View From the School
 

“Upgrade complete. Albie fully installed.”

Zeke had wisely backed up his copy of Albie. Although his bike was destroyed, he could still download Albie into Scuff’s gravscooter. One day Zeke would find his father and tell him all about Albie’s incarnations. His father would be so pleased to hear how his old transport software had saved Zeke’s neck again and again.

Scuff nudged Zeke in the ribs.

“Bro, get on with it.”

Zeke stepped towards the scooter. Scuff had propped it at a steep angle against a sloping rock. Then he carefully positioned it with aid of his non-magnetic compass, so that the bonnet pointed towards a distant western ridge.

“Albie, please confirm coordinates. Ascraeus Mons is at twelve o’clock, at an approximate distance of a thousand miles. Check?”

The scooter’s processors began to whir busily.

“Wait!”

Zeke and Scuff turned to see Pin-mei cycling around the huge boulders that blocked the school from sight. She parked next to Zeke’s bicycle and hurried over.

“How’s it going?” she asked breathlessly.

Zeke beamed at her. “Fine, Scuff’s been tinkering with his digi-spanner all morning.”

Scuff puffed out his chest.

“Redirecting the anti-graviton collider into the horizontal manifold.”

Pin-mei ran a finger along the shiny hull of the scooter.

“Are you sure this isn’t going to fall apart midair?”

Scuff scowled at her. “Zeke has the ideas and I make ‘em work. We’re a winning team.”

Pin-mei opened her mouth to say something when Albie gave a little ping. “Coordinates confirmed. There is a five degree risk of error, which I can correct with side thrusters during the flight.”

“Ok, Albie,” Zeke said with a determined voice. “You know what to do. Get to it.”

The gravscooter’s engine began humming. Zeke turned to his friends.

“Well, this is goodbye.”

Scuff and Pin-mei stared at him with gaping mouths.

“What?” Scuff cried. “Bro, you are so not going without us.”

Zeke clenched his hands into fists.

“No way! Fitch Crawley is dangerous. I need to do this alone.”

Scuff ran a hand through his greasy locks.

“Did I fall asleep and miss something? When were you voted hero? One person can’t do this solo. In any case, it’s my scooter. I’m going and that’s that.”

Scuff took a step towards Zeke. They both looked at Pin-mei.

“Oh no. I’m coming too,” she protested.

Zeke folded his arms.

“You can’t come, Pin. You’re a…”

Pin-mei locked a fierce glare on her friend.

Zeke unfolded his arms.

“Pin, look, it’s just not safe for a…”

She stamped her foot.

“A girl? An eleven year old?”

Zeke swallowed hard.

“My sister. My Martian sister.”

“That’s why I’m coming. You adopted me. You’re my honorary Martian brother. That’s why I have to go. To be with you.”

Zeke desperately tried to summon up a perfectly good reason why she had to stay behind. Nothing came.

“Yoo-hoo!”

It was Trixie Cutter, pedalling her pink, tinsel-decorated bicycle. Her perfect ponytail swished in time with the pedals.

“What on Mars does she want?” Scuff said in a low and suspicious voice.

Trixie pulled up, dismounted and produced a box from the rear pannier. She dropped it at Zeke’s feet.

“What’s this?” he asked bewilderedly.

Trixie’s face broke into a foxy smile.

“High altitude kits. Thermo-suits, oxygen masks and a week’s supply of air-cakes. Courtesy of Cutter Enterprises.”

“Huh?” Zeke cried in disbelief.

“Don’t go all coy on me, Hailey,” Trixie replied. “I know all about your plans. You’re going to blast you and your little chums right out of Mariners Valley, in search of that lunatic Crawley.”

“How in Martian Hell did you know that?” Scuff asked.

Trixie laughed.

“I’m not the top dog at a school for psychics for nothing, bro.” She drawled out the last word in a mock Canadian accent. Scuff poked his tongue out at her and moved away to the scooter.

Zeke picked up the box, hesitated, then pushed it back into Trixie’s arms.

“Sorry Trixie, I can’t accept this. Not from you.”

She leered at him.

“You’re such a goodie-goodie, Hailey. And that’s going to get you killed. The surface of Mars is five miles straight up. And Ascraeus Mons towers another eleven miles above that. You’ll be climbing the Himalayas in your jimjams.”

“She’s got a point,” Scuff remarked from the scooter.

“I may be a racketeering scoundrel, but I pay my dues. You saved my bacon back at the Research Station. Now we’re quits.”

Trixie shoved the box back into Zeke’s hands and nimbly leapt onto her bike.

“Oh, and don’t tell anyone about this,” she said with a twinkle in her sapphire-hard eyes. “I have a reputation to keep.”

She pedalled off in a puff of ochre dust.

The humming from the gravscooter was growing louder.

“Well, let’s get on with it,” Zeke said.

They took turns to go behind the rocks and change into the gold-foil suits in Trixie’s kits. For a long moment all three of them stood beside the vehicle. The humming was almost deafening now.

“You don’t have to come, it’s okay, really,” Zeke said in a weak voice.

Scuff snorted, Pin-mei pouted and Zeke shrugged.

“Ok, Pin, you squeeze in the back with me. Scuff, it’s your baby, you sit in the driver’s seat.”

They clambered in.

“Albie, obey all Scuff’s instructions,” Zeke said. “Oh, and are we ready?”

“Take off in thirty seconds, Sir.”

Scuff pressed a button on the dashboard. A clear, plastic dome rose up and over the passenger seats, sealing them off from the outside.

“This will keep the air in while we’re whizzing through the upper atmosphere,” he explained.

“So how is this actually going to work?” Pin-mei piped up, trembling.

Without looking over his shoulder Scuff said, “I’ve redirected all the anti-graviton flow from the vertical thrusters into the hyper-paddle.”

Pin-mei nodded.

“The vertical thrusters lift the vehicle off the ground and the paddle gives forward momentum?” she asked.

“Right. But the paddle outflow pipe is blocked, so a huge mass of power is building up inside the scooter. One fantastic burst of energy which, when released, will propel us up, on a huge arc, over a thousand miles. I calculated it all myself.”

Scuff’s voice was in a higher pitch than normal. Pin-mei had turned a very nasty green. Zeke himself had a hundred butterflies beating their wings in his stomach.

“And,” Scuff added hastily, “as we run out of steam, the vertical thrusters will counteract gravity and slow us down to a soft landing.”

“So how have you stopped the gravitons from pouring out of the hyper-paddle?”

Pin-mei went on. Scuff gulped. “Um, actually, with a very large cork.”

Pin-mei took Zeke’s hand in hers and squeezed very hard.

Zeke glanced anxiously around at jagged boulders.

Was this the last thing he’d ever see?

“Take off, Sir,” Albie droned.

Mars exploded. 




  

Chapter Thirty-Four
 

Topside
 

Open your eyes…NOW…

 It was the voice again, that tiny voice at the back of Zeke’s head. Ever since leaving Earth it was always there, encouraging him, rebuking him, warning him. Maybe it had something to do with the Orb of Words. There was no way of knowing. The only thing Zeke could be sure about was that it was always right.

Open them.

A shock of alarm ran through him. He struggled back from the brink of oblivion. His eyes opened. Pale pink sky surrounded them. The gravscooter was rocking like a rollercoaster. Nausea punched Zeke in the stomach.

Pin-mei was beside him, out cold. Scuff was in front, his head slumped forward and groaning. The intense acceleration, as the vehicle catapulted upwards, must have caused them to black out. Zeke took a long breath, turned to his right and peered over the side.

“Gosh.”

There it was, far below, Mars. Miles of frozen red sand rippling across an endless desert. Mariners Valley suddenly seemed quite cosy in comparison.

Albie’s tinny voice spoke above the rattle. “Warning! Dome integrity failing.”

“What!” Zeke cried.

“The gravscooter dome is too weak to withstand this degree of pressure and velocity. Micro-flaws are magnifying into fractures. Total dome shatter in fifty seconds.”

No! Without this protection they’d be done for! They were hurtling through the Martian stratosphere. The minus temperatures and the near-vacuum would be fatal.

Think! Hissed the voice inside his head. Their thermosuits would keep them warm enough but how could they breathe? Of course, Trixie Cutter’s air masks!

Zeke reached down between his legs to the box at his feet. He ripped off the lid and began desperately rifling the contents. There! He lifted out a mask, leaned forward and slipped it over Scuff’s head.

Plink!

A crack appeared at the front of the dome, no larger than a thread of hair. It began inching upwards.

Zeke adjusted the mouthpiece over Scuff’s lips and switched a small button to trigger the airflow. A cake of concentrated chemicals began releasing oxygen. Scuff mumbled something and came to.

“The dome’s about to shatter!” Zeke screamed.

Scuff glanced at the network of ever-dividing fissures above his head. He looked back at Zeke, as white as the Martian polar caps.

“What do we do?”

Zeke yanked out the second mask and turned to Pin-mei. But a dim memory of a plane trip back on Earth surfaced. What had the flight attendant said during the safety briefing? Always put on your oxygen mask before attending to others. Otherwise you’ll loose consciousness and save no one.

“Sorry Pin.”

Zeke pulled the mask down over his face and pressed the button.

SMASSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSH!

The entire dome vanished in a shower of plastic splinters. They were exposed, high above the alien landscape. Zeke grabbed the arms of his seat and braced himself for the worst. Would he suffocate, be sucked out, or simply get crushed by the G- force? But nothing changed.

It’s the air pressure Zeke. Or rather the lack of it. Scuff was speaking inside Zeke’s head, using telepathy to communicate without removing his air supply. Travelling at this speed on the surface we’d feel an almighty wind. But up here in the near-vacuum scarcely a puff.

Zeke scanned the world around them. There, dead ahead, lay a small cone, a boil on the horizon. But it was growing bigger and fast. Ascraeus Mons!

His face was burning! The freezing cold of the high altitude.

Scuff let out a telepathic squeal. Ow!

Both boys rolled down the face-covers attached to the hoods of their suits, and secured them with the chin straps.

Pin-mei!

She was still out, her face as purple as paint.

Zeke cursed himself and dived into the box. Where was it! Where was the third air mask? Zeke stared down at the container. Supposing Trixie had made a mistake? Supposing there were only two!

Thank the stars! His fingers found the hard edge of a mouthpiece. As fast as he could he placed it over Pin-mei’s head and activated the oxygen. Then he unfurled her face-cover and fastened it securely.

Breathe! He thought. The gravscooter lurched horribly. Albie was saying something, but the thermosuits muffled the sound.

Duck! Scuff bellowed in Zeke’s mind. He dropped his head just as something long and shiny flew past. The gravscooter’s bumper!

Scuff glanced over his shoulder, wide-eyed with fear.

Albie says the scooter’s breaking up, it can’t take this velocity!

At that moment Zeke’s ears popped. They were losing height.

In front of him the vast, towering shield of Ascraeus Mons now dominated the world. The peak soared to twice the height of Everest. A jagged crater broke through the volcano like the jaws of a monstrous worm. But this monster had a gold filling. Something on the rim was twinkling in the afternoon sun.

The gravscooter rolled to one side.

The stabiliser, the left stabiliser! Scuff wailed.

Zeke glanced over the edge.

No! The other left!

Zeke shuffled back to Pin, who at least had a healthier colour, leaned across and looked down.

The stabilising wing was working loose.

Zeke, if it comes off we’ll spin into a nosedive!

Joint mind power, come on! Zeke replied.

He stared at the wing and visualised it sliding back into place. Scuff was trying the same thing, Zeke could sense his friend’s intense brainwaves. Slowly the triangle of plastic edged itself back into place. The scooter’s wobble eased off.

We’ve done it, Scuff mind-spoke and gave Zeke a thumbs-up.

At that moment the scooter gave a horrible metallic moan.

That’s a death rattle, Zeke thought. His skin turned to ice.

There, high in the sky, the gravscooter broke apart. It disintegrated into its component pieces of hull and engine. Zeke and Pin-mei, strapped to the bubble mould of the rear seating, were freefalling towards the great mountain. Zeke could see Scuff a few feet away, similarly belted into the front seat. Zeke’s head spun. They were going to die.

No you’re not! You’ve done this before remember!

The voice was right. Once, when Zeke and Scuff were in the stricken autogyro, he had managed to slow the rate of descent down to a safe speed. After all, wasn’t he a mariner?

Scuff, use psychokinesis to glide down.

Pin-mei was still out, too bad as her powerful psychic brain cells were exactly what he needed now. But he was on his own. He glanced down at the rocky terrain rapidly approaching.

Focus!

He closed his eyes.

Gravity, magnetism and thought are the greatest forces of the universe. Of these three, thought is the most powerful.

Zeke imagined giant hands cradling the seat, catching it, supporting it, slowing its perilous fall. He peeped through one eye. The razor-sharp spurs of the crater’s rim were ever nearer. It wasn’t working!

He closed his eyes tighter and concentrated with all his heart.

Gravity, magnetism and thought are the greatest forces of the universe. Of these three, thought is the most powerful.

Brightness flared inside his sockets, tiny electrical charges shooting from his brain and around the retinal veins.

Yes! Zeke could feel the deceleration. He was doing it!

Through the light in his eyes he saw the frozen volcanic crater rushing up to engulf them. They were still coming in too fast. Nearer and nearer and nearer!

They narrowly skimmed the volcano’s edge. But as the seating plunged deeper into the crater it struck an outcrop. The collision sent them tumbling into an avalanche of shale. Zeke’s safety belt snapped, throwing him out. He was spinning over and over, lost in a cascade of dust. His face cover was ripped off. No! The air mask too was snatched away, into the chaos. Air was sucked from his chest as though a thousand tiny knives were piercing his lungs.

Stop! His mind screamed.

Suddenly he was still. He staggered to his feet, frantically wiping the filth from his eyes. His tongue burned as saliva boiled in the almost-zero-pressure.

Fifteen seconds!

Zeke knew that was how long he had before the oxygen-starved blood flooded his brain and he lost consciousness. Death would follow within two minutes at most.

Desperately he scanned the vista of rocks and dust clouds for his air mask. And where was Pin-mei? There was no sign of her! With one long scream of rage, Zeke lifted his head to the sky. And there, as his eyesight dimmed, reaching towards him, was an angel. 




  

Chapter Thirty-Five
 

A Martian Heaven?
 

Everything was blurred. An out-of-focus face, bathed in a soft glow, grinned at Zeke from above. Zeke attempted to speak, but his words failed. A fire burned through his torso. He stirred and pain leapt to his bones. He cried out. A hand stroked his forehead.

“Is this…Heaven?” he asked, through a throat as coarse as sandpaper.

The angel burst into peals of laughter.

“Heck no, boy. Although I guess we’re high enough!”

Zeke recognised that deep southern accent immediately.

“Justice!” he gasped, sat up, winced, and fell back again.

“Don’t you fret none, young Ezekiel. Just lie back and let the nanomeds do their job.”

“But where am I, what happened…and…Pin!”

Zeke grabbed the teenager’s arm and hoisted himself up, only for an atomic bomb to detonate inside his head. He collapsed again. Justice leaned down, till his big brown eyes and tombstone-teeth were in focus.

“Pin-mei’s as fine as a fiddle. Rescued her myself. Mind you, it was touch and go, but I did it.”

“And Scuff?”

“Made a perfect touchdown, could have sworn he had an invisible parachute if I didn’t know better. Goddamit, wish I was one of you mariners. That psycho-kee-nesis is a marvellous gift.”

“Justice, I don’t understand, what happened?”

“All you need to know boy, is you’re in the Perspicillum and your whole party had a happy landing. Now rest up, you hear? I’ll look in on ya later.”

Justice retreated into the shadows and a curtain of sleep swept over Zeke. 

~~~
 

Chords. Guitar chords.

Zeke was awake in the darkness. Music was coming from somewhere, the slow twangy refrains of the popular Country and Martian hit, I’m All Washed Up in the Lonesome Crater.

Zeke shifted his weight. The fire in his chest had faded to a dull ache. His throat was sore, but no worse than a bad cold.

“Those nanomacs sure know their job,” he muttered and climbed out of bed. The air was icy and Zeke pulled the duvet over his shoulders with a shiver. Outside the tiny bedroom a narrow corridor led to a gravity-pedestal. Zeke stepped on and elevated, up into a scene he would remember for a long time. He was in a circular room, like the inside of a drum. The room seemed to be an odd mix of laboratory and living quarters. One half was crammed with computers and screens, the other with a sofa, a kitchenette and a pool table. The spiky-haired, freckle-faced figure of Justice sat beside a dining table, strumming away. Pin-mei kneeled at his feet, eyes brimming with adoration. Scuff was on the sofa devouring a burger oozing with fat.

They all cheered at the sight of Zeke.

“Isn’t Justice clever!” Pin-mei said, beaming. “He can play the guitar, cook Mexican, wrestle crocodiles, and, and—”

“Shucks, little muchacha, don’t go giving me an ego the size of Jupiter.”

“No, he’s got that already,” Zeke said without thinking. Everyone gawped at him.

“Just joking,” he went on, wondering why that sentence had popped out of his mouth.

“Come and sit down boy, and I’ll fix you some nourishment. Y’all can catch up at the same time.”

Zeke, still wrapped in the duvet, slumped into a chair.

“So, what is this place?”

“The Perspicillum,” Justice replied, busily opening food cans. “Officially the All Mars Observatory. The Governor of Mars had it commissioned twenty years ago. Up here on top of Ascraeus, you see, we’re above the airline. Like being in outer space with our feet on the ground. One of the best spots for astronomy you’ll find on the Big Pumpkin.”

“So why call it the…”

“Perspicillum?” Justice chuckled. “Ask Professor Jacob, he christened it that. An old fashioned name for an observatory.”

“Professor—?”

“Professor Jacob Van Hiss. That’s Jacob with a J, but pronounced Yacob. He’s the crew of one up here. Best dang cosmologist in this neck of the solar system. Bona fidee genius, I reckon. Been researching up here for yonks.”

“So how come we’re all alive?” Zeke asked.

Justice placed the food in a small micro-ray oven.

“Ol’ Bobbi caught your ve-hee-cul on his radar. When it broke up he gave me the red alert. I suited up, jumped into the jetpack, and zoomed down the side of the volcano. To be frank, hombres, without the emergency medical kit, y’all would be twanging Martian harps about now. I just had time to slip an oxy-helmet over Zeke’s head. Pin-mei was okay, hadn’t lost her air mask, but you can only go so long out there without a pressure suit.”

Pin-mei leaned forward.

“I was wondering about that, Mr Justice Sir. Shouldn’t we have exploded? Or our eyeballs popped?”

Justice ruffled her shiny bob of hair.

“Shucks little lady, you’ve been watching too many of them Holo-Wood movies. In a vacuum your skin and your blood pressure and the whole damn caboodle keep doing their job. Plus vacuums make pretty effective insulation, so you don’t go freezing into instant icicles, either. Nope, the biggest immediate danger is the solar radiation. Which is why I gave you all a course of decon’ therapy. Remind me to swipe you with the Geiger counter later, to be safe.”

“Decontamination,” Scuff said to Zeke who was looking puzzled.

The oven pinged and Justice served up a steaming plate of enchiladas. The smell of chilli and tomatoes seemed the best smell in the known universe. Zeke fell upon them with the hunger of a ravenous shark.

Scuff wriggled forward on his cushion. “Bro, we’ve brought Justice up to speed with our, um, mission.”

Justice cackled. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, y’all can’t keep out of trouble.”

Zeke paused between mouthfuls of refried beans. “So, what are you doing here anyway?”

Justice lost his broad, toothy grin.

“If you recall, young Ezekiel, I defied Ptolemy Cusp over you. After you and Scuffo here flew off into the wild blue yonder, I was in a whole heap of horse dung. Ol’ Ptolemy wanted my head on a platter, with a side order of fries and a shake! It was time to make myself scarce. I kicked around the boondocks for a few weeks, saw Doctor J was advertising for an assistant, and wound up on the top of Mars.”

“You’re so brave!” Pin-mei said, her eyes twinkling.

Zeke pouted. His name was Zeke, not Ezekiel. But now was not the time to complain. The grinding of the gravity pedestal disturbed them.

“Let me introduce y’all to Bobbi, the Prof’s robotoid,” Justice announced.

Pin-mei squealed as a metallic face emerged from the shaft. The robot rose into full view, revealing a cylindrical machine as big as a man. It was sleek and monochrome, with two red bulbs for eyes, a grill for a mouth, two rubberised arms with steel grabbers and hover coils on the base.

“Welcome, small visitors,” it chimed in a voice similar to Albie’s, but deeper.

“Never seen that model of mac before,” Scuff sniffed.

“Sheesh Scuff, you got your ears full of Martian dust? I said quite plainly he’s a robotoid.”

Scuff sat bolt upright. “No!”

“So what’s a robotoid when he’s at home?” Zeke inquired, a little confused.

Scuff sent him his best ‘are-you-dumb-or-what’ look.

“Bro, this is more than a humble automac. A mac is just a robot, well, a robot with a low IQ. But a robotoid! That’s a machine with the ability to make up its own mind. It isn’t limited by its programming. It’s almost alive. Hundreds of scientists have tried to make one, but they all failed. Robotoids are impossible.”

“Well, they were!” Justice said with a wink. “Like I said, Professor Jacob is a plain ol’ honest-to-goodness genius.”

Bobbi’s head swivelled, as if it was turning to look Zeke in the eye. The mouth-grill flashed.

“Professor Jacob invented me, small visitor. To help him with complex and laborious study. I am surveying both the volcano and the cosmos. My name is Bobbi: biometrically operated bionic binary-encoded intelligence.”

Scuff leapt from the sofa and began dancing up and down with excitement.

“So Bobbi, answer me a question. A boy has a butterfly collection, no, there’s a tortoise in the desert, um, definitely not. I know! Two people are drowning. It’s an old man who you can probably save and a little girl but she’s further away. There’s less chance of saving the girl. Who do you try to save first?”

The robotoid’s chest console flickered and whirred.

“I cannot answer your question, small rotund visitor.”

Scuff’s jaw dropped. “Why not?”

“It is a horrible question.”

Scuff’s jaw dropped further. Justice cackled.

“Put that in a cheroot and smoke it! Ol’ Bobbi gave an emotional response.”

“He did that,” Scuff gasped and collapsed back into the sofa.

“Well, I have another question for you Bobbi,” Zeke interrupted, pushing the empty plate away. The robotoid bleeped. “Do you know the landscape here well?”

“I have catalogued ninety percent of Ascraeus Mons, blue-haired visitor.”

“I see,” Zeke went on, rubbing his hands. “I’m looking for a particular rock, shaped like a dog and a bit larger than me. There’s sinkhole beside it. About three foot wide.”

Bobbi’s head spun two rotations.

“I will scan my databanks for such a feature. It may take some time.”

The robotoid’s dome-shaped skull withdrew into its body and its hover coils cooled. It sank to the floor, humming in a deep electronic meditation.

Justice clapped his hands and waved in the direction of the gravity pedestal.

“Well, while Bobbi buzzes away, why don’t y’all pop up and meet Professor Jacob?”




  

Chapter Thirty-Six
 

The Observatory
 

It was as though the three friends had arrived at the heart of the galaxy. The Milky Way poured across the universe like a river of light. Countless stars blazed against the inky night; giants, dwarfs and everything in between. It took Zeke a moment to gather his senses.

They were standing underneath a large clear dome. A great bronze machine, a monstrosity of pipes and pulleys, dominated the deck. A hefty barrel protruded from a nest of giant cogs, through an airtight egress, into the vacuum outside.

Pin-mei slipped her fingers into Zeke’s.

“Cool!”

“Damn right,” Scuff remarked, swaggering over to the side of the dome and tapping it loudly. “Super-polymer plastic. Unscratchable and practically invisible.”

“Hello,” came a tiny voice.

A head popped up on the other side of the telescope.

“L-let me introduce myself,” the man said after a long pause, and hurried over. He was tall, black, with wild grizzled hair and a stoop.

“Professor Jacob Van Hiss?” Scuff ventured.

“Ja, ja,” he said, stretching out his hand.

Pin-mei’s face wrinkled. The man’s hand was dripping with gunk.

“Starbursts and moonshine!” he cried. “Lens oil. Do be forgiving me!”

He hastily wiped his hand on his white smock, then gave each of them in turn a weak handshake.

“So, we are having the Amerikaan, the Engelsman, and…a Japanner?”

Pin-mei giggled politely.

“Actually I’m Chinese. From Shanghai.”

She curtsied.

“Ach, how stupid of me!” Hiss replied, a picture of embarrassment.

“Don’t sweat, she gets that all the time,” Scuff said, patting the man on the back.

“On the subject of introductions, I’m guessing you’re Dutch?”

“Ja, ja. So, I am welcoming you to the biggest telescope on Mars. It is not often we are having the visitors. Please to be coming this way.”

He led them over to a small cylinder jutting out from the machinery.

“The eyepiece,” he explained. “I am focussing on such a treat for you, kinderen.”

Scuff peered into the rubber-ringed lens.

“Oh,” he remarked, in a rather disappointed tone.

Pin-mei took his place.

“Oh I see, Saturn. It’s very hazy Professor. My diginoculars get better resolution than this.”

The Professor gave a nervous smile.

“Let me see,” Zeke said and pushed his eye against the glass.

Inside the viewfinder he saw a yellowy sphere orbited by sparkling rings. The image was indeed fuzzy. Nevertheless, Zeke studied the lateral bands of gas that made up the atmosphere. He began to frown.

“Hey! This isn’t Saturn!”

Hiss clapped excitedly.

“Fomalhaut B. An extra-solar planet twenty-five light years away,” he explained in his soft voice.

Scuff shoved his friend aside and looked again.

“Wowee! That’s incredible magnification. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything outside our solar system so up close and personal.”

Hiss grinned radiantly.

“Ja, she is a beauty no, this telescope?”

He patted the side of the great machine gently.

“And I am having more for you!”

Hiss eagerly turned the wheels of the controls. First, the entire floor clanked and rotated, causing the three friends to jump. Next the domed roof moved, changing the telescope’s angle.

“Ja, so!”

The professor gestured to the eyepiece. Zeke leaned over and gasped. The bubble of glass had framed a smudge of brown and blue. A rocky planet with oceans.

“Where is it?” Zeke asked, astonished.

“This is Branson Six. An Earth-class planet fifty-six light years away.”

“I’ve heard of that,” Zeke went on. “It’s a popular destination for colonists.”

Hiss nodded.

“Ja, the first party translocated to Branson fifty-four years ago.”

Zeke whistled.

“Then in another couple of years…”

“Exactly. The sunlight that bounced off that planet the year humans landed will be arriving here. Therefore, we will be seeing their artificial lights, as they build new towns and roads. That is, if they survived.”

“And is that what you’re doing here? Proving the colonists are alive?” Zeke asked with a sudden sharpness.

“My kind, I am living on the top of Mars for twenty years. Not for spying on our mislaid colonists, but for important research. However, the UNACC is giving me some meagre funding to, how shall we say, keep the eyes out for them.”

If only I knew where my father went, Zeke thought. Maybe this gizmo could see him.

“What’s the research for then, Prof?” Scuff asked, lifting his head from the eyepiece.

A serious expression clouded the Professor’s face.

“Ach, that is top secret I am fearing. All I can tell you is that I am scouring the universe for the Genesis particle.”

“Never heard of it, and I know my quantum particles, believe me,” Scuff said.

The scientist fished in his pocket and pulled out a bottle of bubble-mix. The three friends looked at each other in surprise. Hiss stirred the mix with the plastic stick, which he then held aloft.

“What do you see, kinderen?”

“Apart from a film of soapy water, nothing,” Pin-mei answered with a baffled frown.

“Ja, exactly.”

Hiss pursed his lips and blew into the circle of plastic. A bubbled emerged and floated idly away.

“But now we have something, ja? From nothing came something. Like the Big Bang, something came from nothing. And how many sides does this bubble universe have?”

“Obviously one,” Scuff remarked, a little irked. “A sphere always has one side.”

“No, that is not so.”

“How many sides can a bubble have?” Scuff asked, rolling his eyes at Zeke.

“It has two sides, an outside and inside,” Hiss said.

Scuff groaned. “Well, obviously!”

Hiss smiled.

“Our universe is the same. Once it existed it had an inside and outside. Everything in the cosmos, everything we can see, is on the inside.”

A very cold shiver wriggled down Zeke’s spine.

“But there’s an outside to the universe?” he asked.

“Exactly so, and theory suggests it is made of all the genesis particles leftover from the Big Bang. If I can find a trail of them, this might lead to a crack, a fracture between this universe and those beyond.”

Zeke felt the strength draining from his body. He understood, and perhaps he was the only human alive who did, the grave danger of such an idea.

The bubble popped. Hiss laughed like a small child.

“I am crazy, no? Please be forgetting what I said. Now you, young Zeke, are you an astronomer too?”

Zeke flushed.

“Yes, it’s my hobby. When I lived on Earth I visited the London Galactarium every Saturday.”

“Ach, ja. I was going there myself once, it is the good memory for me.”

“A damn unpleasant one for us,” Scuff said, exchanging a knowing look with Pin-mei. Hiss paid no attention and continued beaming at Zeke.

“So, you and I are brothers of the stars! You must be staying for longer, we can be observing the stellar phenomena together.”

“I’d love to!” Zeke replied.

“It is getting so lonely up here,” Hiss added in a quiet voice. “Now I am having Mr Justice for company. He is such a lively gentleman, with his music and non-stop chattering. But one day he will be leaving. In any case I am thinking you and I are having fun, ja? Two astronomers with the super telescope.”

“Yes, Professor,” Zeke said with a sad face. “But first we have to finish what we came here for. And live.”

Hiss put hand on Zeke’s shoulder.

“Ach, your strange story of the renegade Mariner. This is not a matter for me, I am telling you with the heart most heavy. But I am wishing you luck.”

A light flashed on the telescope’s console and Hiss switched on the com.

“This is Bobbi speaking. I have located the geological features the blue-headed visitor requested. Eight miles down and three from the surface, location three, three point seven.”

Zeke took a final look at the stars around them and turned to his friends.

“This is it.” 




  

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 

Ascraeus Mons
 

The airlock at the base of the Perspicillum slid open and Bobbi glided out, hovering above the prehistoric volcano. Zeke, Scuff, and Pin-mei clung to his sides, secured with cables and feet resting on the base of his anti-gravity coils. Bobbi began moving down the outside of the volcano, nimbly coasting above the boulders and outcrops along the way.

Zeke peered through the visor of his pressure suit. Behind them, the Perspicillum perched on the rim of the caldera. This had been the golden glint he’d seen from the gravscooter. Far beneath lay the endless red plains.

“Yep, it’s a long way down,” Scuff remarked over the com-link.

“Are you reading my thoughts again?” Zeke replied.

Scuff shook his hooded head quickly.

“So, Bobbi, what’s it like being a robotoid?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I am not equipped to answer your question,” the machine replied in its deep, monotone voice. “I have no experience to compare to mine.”

“Don’t you ever get lonely?” Pin-mei said, out of the blue.

“Why would I experience such an emotion?” Bobbi asked.

“I don’t know. It’s just you’re one of a kind.”

The robot’s bulbs flashed.

“Do you get lonely, small female visitor?”

Pin-mei said nothing, gazing instead at the barren landscape, at a world that died before amoebas swam the oceans of Earth.

“Yes, I do,” she said at last.

“Why, small female visitor?” Bobbi enquired.

She sighed.

“I don’t know. My parents are just so far away.” She nodded her head to the sky.

“Sometimes it’s like they’re not real anymore. As if a part of me is missing.”

“Aw, Pin,” Scuff said.

Zeke squeezed her hand.

“I’m not missing. I’m right here for you.”

“I know, Zeke. But you’re not Mummy and Daddy. Sometimes I feel a black hole has swallowed me up and I’ll never see them again.”

A sniffle echoed through the com-link.

Bobbi beeped.

“Small female visitor, I envy you your feelings.”

“Envy? Whatever for?” she cried.

“I deduct that these feelings occur because you have significance.”

“Significance?” Pin-mei said.

“You are important to your parents and they to you. This allows you to have opportunities I have not had. I am a robot of minor significance.”

“There you go, he is lonely,” Scuff muttered more to himself.

Pin-mei tilted her head to one side.

“One day Bobbi, you will be the most significant robotoid in history.”

Zeke and Scuff traded looks. What on Mars was she on about?

“Hey!” Scuff boomed, moving his head towards hers. “Are your eyes glowing? Are you having a pre-cog moment?”

Pin-mei looked at him

“Sorry, I was miles away,” she remarked. “Did you say something?”

~~~
 

“It’s breathable,” Scuff said, checking the gauge on the arm of his suit. He went to lift his helmet, but hesitated. Zeke clucked irritably and pulled his off with one tug. Cold, thin air invaded his chest. The others copied him.

“Farewell Mr Bobbi,” Pin-mei cried, waving to the robot. He was high above them and shrinking back into the volcanic landscape. “Ooh!” she said suddenly, swaying from side to side.

“Me too,” Scuff remarked, rubbing his forehead.

Zeke nodded in agreement. A light-headedness had overtaken all three of them.

“Reminds me of Peru,” Scuff went on. “Up the top of the Andes.”

“Altitude sickness?” Pin-mei suggested.

“Got it one. Try some deep breathing.”

After a few minutes of inhaling, the giddiness passed. Zeke turned a full circle to take in the vista. They were still three miles above the barren plains. The gentle slope of Ascraeus Mons spread out around them, the redness of the rock laced with white.

Zeke removed a glove. Then he scraped the surface of a boulder with his forefinger. He inspected his white-coated fingertip.

“Frost,” he said after a pause.

“Side effect of terra-forming,” Scuff explained.

Zeke didn’t reply, deep in thought. This was the site of his recurring dream. Except in the dream it was barren and red. Mars, the dead planet, as it had been for one point eight billion years. And now, after just two centuries of human colonisation, the mountains were growing snow caps. That in itself was pretty awesome.

He remembered the dream-monster, the crawling bundle of rags and flesh, the ghost of Professor Magma.

That part of the dream was just a dream, his inner voice told him. Or was it? Magma had been devoured by the Spiral. Zeke couldn’t help but think the crazy genius had met his just desserts. But over the last three months Zeke had become convinced that Magma was alive, inside the Spiral, digested, but mentally intact. A fate worse than death. And if Magma lived on, so too did Jasper Snod. Zeke imagined a living hell. Existence as a disembodied spirit, trapped within the Spiral’s dark consciousness. He shuddered.

“Hey, bro! Your dog!”

Zeke stirred from his meditation and followed Scuff’s pointing finger.

A rock in the rough shape of a dog sat a few yards away. Zeke strode purposefully towards it. He whistled.

“There it is.”

The sinkhole, around three feet in width, lay beyond the dog-rock and surrounded by a circle of ochre sand, like a doughnut.

“No ice?” Scuff remarked.

Zeke stretched his hands over the hole.

“Hot air.”

The other two joined him and all three warmed their hands on the current wafting up from deep inside the ancient mountain.

Pin-mei frowned.

“Then…there’s a heat source inside.”

“No,” Scuff went on. “It’s not possible. An active volcano? But Mars is geologically dead.”

“Well, this bit isn’t,” Zeke answered.

“So, bro, what now?”

Zeke looked at his friend and cracked into his lopsided grin.

“Why do I feel I’m not going to like this?” Scuff muttered.

And then Zeke jumped.




  

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 

Down the Sinkhole
 

The sinkhole was becoming lighter. Zeke looked down and saw a reddish glow in the distance. It was growing bigger. He wondered how fast he was plummeting.

“Ouch!” came a cry.

It was Scuff, maybe twenty yards above. Zeke had remembered to keep his limbs tucked in, avoiding the protrusions from the rock face. Scuff had obviously been less prudent.

“We’ll hit bottom any moment. Slow down!” he hollered, and then thought the same words in case that was easier for his friends to hear.

Rock bottom you mean! Scuff exclaimed in Zeke’s head.

Zeke closed his eyes and concentrated. He visualised an invisible umbrella above him and raised his hand to grab the non-existent handle. He unfurled it in his imagination, and, sure enough, began to decelerate.

He floated out of the sinkhole, high over a cave. An ember-coloured glow illuminated a scene of twisting rock. Stalactites rose from the shade like the parapets of some immense, fairytale castle. But one that had collapsed into ruins.

Still holding the imaginary umbrella, he drifted the last few yards and came to a gentle landing on stony ground. Scuff and Pin-mei glided down to join him, arms aloft. They had obviously used the same mental image.

“Wow!” Scuff gasped.

“Wow indeed,” Zeke replied, taking stock of their new surroundings.

“Bro!” Scuff hissed and grabbed Zeke’s wrist so hard he winced.

“I hear thoughts! Your playmate, he’s—”

Scuff’s eyes glazed over.

“Pin, what’s wrong with him?” Zeke cried, only to discover she too had a blank expression. The two of them stood as still as statues.

A long, malicious laugh echoed from the depths of the cave.

“Show yourself!” Zeke bellowed, his heart pumping faster.

A shape writhed in the darkness. Zeke stifled a cry as Fitch Crawley stepped into the amber light. The boy was scarcely recognisable. His long overland trek to Ascraeus had clearly taken its toll. His face was caked in dirt. His hair was spiky with grime. He seemed a thing born from this primeval cavern, as if he had evolved out of its slime. And in the centre of all that filth his eyes gleamed with a mad ferocity.

“You don’t look so good,” Zeke said at last.

Fitch cackled.

“Well, your precious pals won’t look so good when they’re charred to cinders.”

Before Zeke could think of a reply, a flash of light seared his eyes. A series of bright burning fountains erupted from the cavern floor. They flowed upwards and into fissures in the roof.

“Stop gaping, you’ll catch flies,” Fitch sneered.

Zeke closed his mouth.

“Lava? On Mars?” he asked. “And how is it pouring upwards?”

Fitch gave an arrogant snigger.

“Gravity, magnetism and thought are the forces that bind the universe together. And of these three forces, on this occasion, it’s gravity that is the most powerful.”

“So, are you going to enlighten me?” Zeke said with a fierce scowl.

“Gravity’s Eye. We’re practically in it. And as you get nearer there are ripples, side effects, echoes.”

Zeke clicked his fingers.

“Of course! Gravitational distortions.”

“You’re quite quick-witted for an Earthie, you know that,” Fitch said with mock affection. “Gravity’s Eye is pushing down on the planet’s mantle beneath our feet with such pressure it melts the crust. Has done since the Hesperians made it. But up here around us, gravity becomes, well, dysfunctional. The lava is flowing up along gravitational fault lines. Don’t get too near, you might get sucked in.”

Zeke stepped back hastily.

“They’ll spout like this for another five minutes. They’re on some kind of cycle,” Fitch remarked, his mud-man face grinning wickedly. “Just long enough to torch your friends.”

Zeke’s blood quickened. Surely even Fitch wouldn’t? He pivoted on his heels.

“Stop!” he shrieked.

Scuff was staggering towards a lava-pillar five yards away. His legs trembled as if he were trying to resist. Fear and desperation painted his face.

 Another step closer, and another.

“Zeke…help me.”

“Fitch, please stop!” Zeke pleaded.

Fitch’s eyes sparkled in the fiery light, but he said nothing.

Zeke shot out his arm, palm open, towards Scuff. He clenched his teeth and his thoughts exploded. Deep inside his brain synapses fired with psychic power as he imagined what needed to be done. Sure enough, Scuff’s body lifted into the air and flew four feet backwards.

“Zeke!” wailed Pin-mei.

She too was walking towards the fire, fighting every step like a puppet fighting its master. Zeke stared into her terrified features, as she mentally wrestled Fitch’s willpower. Zeke knew already she was not strong enough to out-think Fitch. Nobody was. With a great burst of psychic energy Zeke sent her flying backwards a few paces.

“I can keep this up longer than you can,” Fitch said with a hysterical giggle.

Scuff began lumbering towards the streams of molten rock all over again. With a wave of his hand Zeke shifted him back a few paces. But as he focussed on Scuff, Pin-Mei started over.

It went on like this for what seemed an age. Fitch propelling them towards the lava, Zeke gliding them back. Each time Scuff and Pin-Mei came nearer to harm.

“What do you want?” Zeke cried out.

Fitch laughed aloud.

“Want? For you to watch your friends die horribly.”

“But why? Because you have no friends?”

The jibe burst from Zeke’s lips before he could stop it. But it must have found its target. For a second, Scuff and Pin’s brainwashed steps faltered. Zeke and Fitch exchanged glares through the fountains of fire.

“Stay here, and they live, it’s your choice,” Fitch said in a low sneer. Then he merged into the darkness.

Pin-mei fell to the floor in tears. Scuff looked like he wanted to cry too, but instead drew a big breath. He knelt down and put a comforting arm round Pin. Zeke watched them for a moment, lost for words. Was the danger they’d faced all his fault?

“No, it’s not,” Scuff said, looking up at him.

“You’ve got to stop him, Zeke, he’s about to do something awful,” Pin-mei said, and added, “My pre-cog can sense it.”

Zeke scanned the cavern for a way out. There was none bar the sinkhole above. While a fully qualified mariner might be able to levitate his way back up to the surface, none of them were skilled enough for that.

“Ok, stay here, don’t follow me.”

They both nodded, terrified.

Zeke twisted round to face the upward-flowing lava.

You can do it, said that voice inside his head.
Always that voice!

Zeke spent a few moments inhaling through his nose and exhaling through the mouth. A calming strategy he’d picked up from Mariner Knimble. In his mind’s eye he visualised the fountains as harmless red curtains, and with an imaginary hand parting them wide enough to pass. His scalp tingled.

It happened! One fountain kinked to the left while its neighbour moved to the right. The space between them widened. But the effort was excruciating, and Zeke’s eyes were almost blinded by their own light.

“Go!” Scuff shouted.

Zeke knew he could only keep them apart for seconds. His calf muscles strained and he burst into one mad, daring leap. Lava scorched his cheeks as he dived between the fountains. A brief burning sensation, then he was through. 




  

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 

The Chamber Before Gravity’s Eye
 

The glow from the lava faded as Zeke ventured deeper into the tunnel. His hands were trembling and he tried to steady them. He couldn’t. Frantically, he sought a comforting thought to calm his nerves. Anything. A tune drifted into the back of his mind. The song he’d heard on that disastrous road trip with Fitch and Trixie.

The song about sugarcane and tidal waves. He hummed it softly. The trembling didn’t go away, but it lessened. That was something.

A sudden bend brought him came face to face with the Failsafe.

“Damn!”

The seven-foot-high boulder was blocking the way. The seams of white stone shimmered and a deep rumbling emanated from its core. Zeke froze, uncertain what to do, waiting for it to attack. It didn’t.

Zeke cleared his throat.

“Well, you’ve got me,” he said in Hesperian.

The Failsafe did not respond.

“Ahem!” Zeke said politely.

The seams lit up like a Christmas tree. Here it comes, Zeke thought.

“You are not the threat!”

“Finally!” Zeke replied.

“Mchx-dthfkii made me to protect the Infinity Trap.”

“You can relax. It’s sealed forever.”

“No, it could be opened.”

Zeke’s heart sank. The stone robot continued.

“Could, but not yet, the new key is not ready. The danger now is Gravity’s Eye.”

“I don’t understand,” Zeke protested.

“Gravity’s Eye is an engine. The makers put it to many purposes. Unlocking atomic structure is one such purpose.”

Zeke scratched his head.

“You mean…it could open the way to another dimension?”

“Easily, if so directed by a strong enough intellect.”

Fitch Crawley! This had been his plan all along. No, not his plan, but the Spiral’s. Perhaps Fitch himself was just a puppet, under the Spiral’s influence? It hungered to break down the barrier between universes. It wouldn’t need long, a few seconds would be enough to invade. And then everyone, everywhere, would be doomed.

“Can you stop him?” Zeke asked.

“Stop him? My power is almost gone. Mchx-dthfkii has left me with only one option.”

Before Zeke could speak a violent shudder ran through the Failsafe. The rumbling became a high-pitched whine, painfully jangling Zeke eardrums. He crammed his hands over his ears.

But the noise ceased. Symbols drawn in light were flickering around the Failsafe’s base, little alien symbols like runes or lettering. They kept changing, like numbers counting down. Worse, the Failsafe’s core had started to pulse.

“What have you done?” Zeke demanded, although somehow he already knew.

“Engaged destruction sequence. Gravity’s Eye will be destroyed. As will this mountain.”

Oh great, Zeke thought. We’re all going to die.

“Switch it off, please! I’ll stop him. I promise.”

“Even now he is close to opening the Eye. I must detonate before it’s too late.”

“And if I stop him?”

“Maybe I can halt the sequence. I advise you to hurry.”

Zeke knew it was useless to argue with the Failsafe’s machine logic. Either they were all going to be blasted to smithereens or eaten by the Spiral. He squeezed around the Failsafe and broke into a sprint.

“I have a message,” The Failsafe called out. But Zeke didn’t dare linger, they were minutes away from destruction. He ran faster.

A light materialised from the darkness, an opening up ahead in the tunnel. But it was so far away. In frustration Zeke jumped into the air.

“Fly!”

And he did. Like a shot from a cannon, he hurtled through the tunnel. It must be the adrenalin, he thought, powering up his psychic skills. If only he could achieve such superhuman feats everyday.

But there was no time to think about that, as Zeke whooshed out of the tunnel into one of the most mind-blowing places he’d ever seen.

His feet found the ground as his brain tried to process the madness all around him. Boulders, stones, pebbles and a galaxy of irregularly-sized rocks were drifting past him in mid-air, in casual defiance of the laws of gravity. He looked up. He was standing in a corner of a huge cone-shaped cavern, the interior of Ascraeus Mons, filled from top to bottom with gliding rocks. Fingers of daylight fell from high sinkholes across the ever-changing patterns. Every rock was spinning on its axis as it glided along, some fast, some slow. Zeke felt like a microbe inside some cosmic kaleidoscope.

More rocks floated past him. And more. There were hundreds, no, thousands of them, all circling the volcano’s interior, each as weightless as a feather. Zeke took a deep breath and stepped forward.

And immediately toppled over, knocked to the ground by something unseen. He tried to get up, but it was too strong. A force was bearing down, crushing him into the dirt. He couldn’t move.

“It’s a gravitational hotspot.”

Goosebumps danced on Zeke’s neck. With every atom of strength, sweating from every pore, he managed to turn his head to the left.

One rock among many was slowly turning, bringing Fitch into view. He was sitting in the natural recess of its shape. He looked immeasurably pleased with himself.

“Don’t bother wriggling, Zekey babe. You’re done for. You’ll black out soon. Then your skull will crumble while your bones snap. In a Martian-minute you’ll be nothing but powdered calcium.”

“Fitch!” Zeke cried.

Fitch stood up and leapt effortlessly to another rock. He bounced off that and landed on a third. “I gotta go and expand my mind to the size of an atom. Bye-bye!”

“Fitch, help!”

But Fitch had vanished into the weightless maze.

Zeke struggled against the invisible pressure, but he was powerless. The heaviness on his back was steadily increasing. It was getting harder to breathe. Zeke heard a ringing in his skull and his vision blurred.

Come on! Mind over matter.

Zeke summoned all his mental energy into one thought. A red mist flowed before his eyes. He was passing out.

Come on, it must work!

Even as his consciousness started to fade, Zeke concentrated.

Slide!

For an endless moment Zeke was lost. A sensation of being dragged over rough ground penetrated his unconsciousness. Then the darkness began to thin. Zeke rolled over and slowly sat up. His head was thumping and his body ached as though it had been squeezed through a wormhole.

“Where am I?” he groaned.

He looked up at the galaxy of rocks and remembered. At least his psychokinesis had worked. Instead of struggling against the freak gravity he had propelled himself sideways. Now he was sitting a few feet from the hotspot. He staggered to his feet.

How many more of these gravity crushers were there?

Did it matter? He had to stop Fitch or die trying.

He lifted his head and cleared his lungs. He thought of Pin-Mei, of his mother, of Earth itself. He was fighting for them all.

Zeke jumped. The zero gravity caught him. He didn’t fall, quite the opposite. He continued soaring upwards, scraping his head on the underside of a boulder.

“Ouch!”

Another smaller rock swung beneath him. He kicked against it. The effort thrust him deeper. The chase was on.




  

Chapter Forty
 

Gravity’s Eye
 

It’s like a miniature Asteroid Belt, Zeke thought as he dodged and ducked the debris. An egg-shaped boulder floated across his path. He swivelled in mid air till his feet were facing forward. His knees buckled as he collided with its surface. At the same time he pushed back and kicked off. The resulting energy sent him flying onwards.

Quickly it became second nature, bouncing off rocks as though he were in some gigantic pinball machine. Minutes passed. The rocky flotilla was gliding through a cavern several miles wide. Would he have a chance of reaching Gravity’s Eye before the Failsafe detonated? And where was the Eye anyway?

Of course!

The rocks were moving in a great circle. That implied something was in the centre, just as the Sun sat in the centre of the solar system. It had to be Gravity’s Eye. With the Mars’ gravity cancelled out, the Eye had to be the next strongest source of gravitational attraction.

A cloud of pebbles battered his face. Instinctively, he brushed them away, as he might a swarm of fossilised wasps. He rubbed his smarting eyes and focussed on the way ahead.

There it was! Gravity’s Eye!

It was unmistakable. A golden orb around thirty feet in diameter. It was gently spinning on its axis, in the dead centre of the great configuration. Every other rock was rotating around it. Zeke’s heart skipped a beat. Fitch appeared from nowhere and stood on the orb’s summit. His outstretched hand was aimed directly at Zeke.

“No!” Zeke cried too late.

Fitch’s psychic power sent him rocketing backwards. His back smashed into a boulder.

“Oof!”

The impact knocked the oxygen from his lungs. Before he could gather his wits Fitch struck again. A second psychic wave slammed into Zeke. The force tossed him away, rolling head over heels, deeper into the floating maze. He thumped into a rock and ricocheted into mid-air, dazed and drifting.

Zeke looked around, still stunned. Gravity’s Eye was out of sight, lost behind the incessant barrage of rocks. But where?

He shoved a large stone out of his way, still desperately scanning for the Eye. A car-sized boulder bobbed out of the way.

There it was!

Zeke stared into the yellow lustre, and thought, Go. He zoomed forwards, powered by psychokinesis. Fitch was nowhere to be seen. Zeke twisted in mid-flight and landed feet first on the Orb. It held onto him, with a gravity stronger than its size would suggest.

There wasn’t a second to waste. Zeke ran around to the far side. Fitch! The boy was lying down, pressing himself against the surface.

I see the atoms, I shape the atoms…Fitch’s thoughts were deafening.

The Orb trembled. It groaned like a monster awakening. The golden patina started to glow.

“Yes!” Fitch screeched triumphantly.

He levitated off the surface and up onto his feet.

He’s activating it by pure willpower, said the voice at the back of Zeke’s mind, vibrating its atoms to the same frequency as the Spiral dimension.

Zeke pictured an image of many doors, all opening at once. How many did the Spiral need to get through?

“No!” he cried and ran at Fitch, fists flailing.

Fitch simply sidestepped. Zeke missed his target, lost his footing and tumbled off the Orb, arms and legs thrashing wildly as he coasted away. His brow knitted as he concentrated his mental energies. Electricity crackled from his eye sockets. He veered around in mid-air and soared back to the Orb.

Whack!

He punched Fitch on the ear. Fitch staggered back a few steps. Bubbles of blood streamed into the air. At the same time Zeke landed firmly on the Orb. The intensity of its light dimmed.

Fitch screamed an obscenity and threw himself at Zeke. They locked arms and wrestled, each shoving against the other. Fitch’s nails dug into Zeke’s shoulders and pierced the flesh. Zeke gritted his teeth. He didn’t dare allow the pain to distract him.

They continued grappling, trapped in the strangest of dances. Neither could gain the upper hand. Then Fitch broke his left arm free and stabbed Zeke’s shoulder repeatedly with the Spikeworm.

“Ha! That’s useless now.” Zeke spat out the words furiously.

A look of shock flitted across Fitch’s mud-caked features, only to harden into one of determination.

“But this isn’t.”

Fitch brought his knee up hard against Zeke’s groin. Zeke cried out in agony, falling back into a heap. Nausea surged through him.

Fitch crouched down on all fours.

Open!

The glow intensified again.

Zeke struggled to his feet, biting back tears of pain. The only thing stronger than the pain was the anger. Every muscle in his body burned with rage.

Fitch glanced up.

“Go,” he said with a curt wave of his hand.

But this time Zeke was prepared.

“No.”

He felt the psychic wave rush over him, but nothing happened. Instead of blowing away like a tumbleweed in a tornado, he stood firm.

Fitch stared at him dumbfounded.

“How can you resist me, I’m special! The Spiral said so.”

“Just not special enough,” Zeke replied, and did what he was dying to do.

Thwack!

His boot smashed into Fitch’s jaw. Fitch’s head jerked backwards with a bestial shriek. Losing his grip, he plummeted away from the Orb. A hefty passing rock smacked into his forehead, releasing another spurt of weightless blood. Fitch moaned and slumped into unconsciousness, dangling in the air. The Orb’s glow faded and its humming died.

“I have a message.”

Zeke wheeled round to be greeted by the Failsafe, looming over him on the Orb.

The glare from its core was so bright, Zeke had to shield his eyes. The rapidly changing symbols on the base were now down to two spaces. Zeke couldn’t read Hesperian numbers, but it was obvious he had seconds to live.

“Stop your countdown! Fitch is defeated.”

“I cannot, Zeke.”

It was using his name now?

“You must listen to my message.”

“Hailey!”

Zeke twisted around to see something that took his breath away. Mariner Chinook and Mariner Knimble hovering a few feet away.

“It’s going to blow. The whole volcano,” Zeke shouted in desperation.

The two men exchanged the briefest of looks. Chinook flew at breakneck speed towards Fitch, and grabbed him. They disappeared. Knimble headed for Zeke, arms open wide.

“You must leave someone behind, when this world is ending. A friend.”

Zeke stared through his fingers at the dazzling alien machine. Every inch of the Failsafe was aglow, as if it were carved from light. The digits on the base were down to single figures.

“What?”

Knimble embraced Zeke in a steely grip. Gravity’s Eye was gone and they were travelling between worlds. Crystalline singing reverberated through the void. Zeke looked back but there was nothing to see, nothing but nothingness itself.

What about the others? Had they made it out?

Then the shockwave blasted into them and everything was lost in its roar.

~~~
 

Zeke, Scuff and Pin-Mei supped mugs of tomato soup as they stood on the observation deck at the Perspicillum. Zeke’s head was bandaged, while both Scuff and Pin-Mei had burns on their hands. A microscopic army of nanomacs were already teeming through all three’s veins, healing and repairing. They were staring down at the pit of Ascraeus Mons, the once smooth basin now a sea of disordered rubble.

“The inner structure was completely demolished,” Scuff said.

“Explosions will do that,” Zeke replied in a dreamy voice. He swiped back his dust-encrusted blue hair.

“It’s a good thing Professor Hiss radioed the School for help,” Pin-mei remarked.

Zeke nodded.

“Yes, and Lutz sent Knimble and Chinook to the rescue,” he said.

“How did they find us so quickly?” Pin-mei asked.

Scuff placed his soup down on the ledge.

“Easy for two fully trained mariners. They picked up our thoughts. After they’d rescued you and me, they returned for Zeke and Fitch.”

“So where is he?” Pin-mei asked again, shivering at the mention of his name.

Zeke gave a deep sigh.

“They’ve taken him back to Mariners Valley. Knimble said they had a way of dealing with problems like him.”

Scuff raised his eyebrows.

“So…it’s over, bro?”

Zeke hesitated before answering.

“Yes, I think so. The Failsafe self-destructed. And an explosion that humongous must have destroyed Gravity’s Eye. So even if Fitch escapes there’s no way he can ever let in the Spiral.”

“N’ah, it’s never going to be over,” Scuff said. “Who knows what other Martian gizmos are out there buried in the sand.”

“It’s over,” Zeke said in a determined voice. “I can get on with the business of finding my dad.”

Pin-mei cocked her head to one side.

“I just have this feeling. A pre-cog kind of a feeling. The Failsafe knew something.”

Zeke gave an uneasy laugh.

“Pin, the Failsafe was made nearly two billion years ago. How could it know anything about us?”

Even as Zeke avoided Pin’s gaze, the Failsafe’s final words replayed in his mind.

Zeke had a feeling too, like a cold itching at the back of his skull. This was only the beginning.




  

Epilogue
 

The Tithonium Mental Health Facility
 

Reality shimmered and transformed. Zeke found himself standing at the end of a long white corridor. A stench of disinfectant tickled his nostrils. Mariner Knimble was waiting for him.

“Are you sure?” asked the Mariner, with a serious expression.

Zeke gritted his teeth and nodded. Four weeks had passed since the explosion, but his mind was still in turmoil. There was a lot of anger as well as bewilderment. These he could handle. The emotion he hadn’t expected was the sense of loss. He was missing Fitch.

Mariner Knimble started down the corridor with Zeke at his heels. A cry pierced the silence

“Zeke!!!”

They exchanged looks.

“Was that Jimmy Swallow?” Zeke asked.

Knimble shrugged his shoulders.

“Sadly, the School has two patients in the Martian clinic for the mentally unwell. I guess Jimmy’s telepathy sensed you were here.”

“Zeke!!!”

His name rang out again, followed by a distant banging of fists on reinforced walls.

“Would you like to see him too?” Knimble inquired in a flat voice.

“No way.”

“As you wish.”

They came to the last doorway. ‘Patient 66F’ was written beneath a peephole. Knimble produced a key from under his robes and unlocked the door. He gestured for Zeke to go in.

“And remember, he can’t do anything to hurt you now. Not with his mind. You might want to keep away from his teeth.”

Zeke drew a deep breath and entered.

For a split-second he thought he was in the wrong cell. The boy sitting on the simple bed and wearing a hospital gown, couldn’t be Fitch, could it?

“Come to inspect your boot print?”

It was Fitch alright.

Fitch’s hair was completely shaven. His naked scalp was marked with a red X-shaped incision.

“I’m going to have a lovely scar to remember our time together,” Fitch said. His ice-blue eyes had never looked icier.

“What did they do to you?” Zeke heard himself say, as if in a dream.

“You don’t know?”

Fitch paused for an instant. His eyes watered.

“They lobotomised me, Zeke.”

“Lobotomised?”

“The mariners cut bits of my brain out, on Lutz’s orders. The psychic brain tissue. Scraped clean away. I’m no more psychic now than a normal. I’d rather be dead!”

Zeke looked away from Fitch’s fierce stare.

“Of course, Lutz was right to do so,” Fitch continued in a softer voice. “It’s the only way they could stop me.”

“I’m sorry,” Zeke said.

“No you’re not, be honest with me. After all that we went through.”

“After all the times you tried to kill me and my friends,” Zeke snapped.

A sudden heat was rising inside his chest. This was accompanied by an urge to lash out. Zeke focussed on his breathing and the fury subsided.

Fitch lifted his left hand. There was a red mark on the knuckle of his forefinger.

“My friend is dead. My beautiful Spikeworm is gone.”

A slight tremble passed through Zeke’s chest. A thrill of triumph.

“So why are you here?” Fitch asked, looking down. “Still harping on about your lost daddy?”

Zeke shook his head. Fitch gave him a wily look.

“Maybe the answer to that is right under your nose.”

Zeke frowned. Could Fitch know something after all? No, Zeke decided, the boy was playing with him. The worst thing now would be to get dragged into another ruse. Instead, Zeke took a moment to summon his words.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said at last.

Fitch spat on the empty floor.

“Don’t waste your charity on me.”

“Ok, I won’t,” Zeke replied and reached for the door handle.

“This isn’t finished, Zeke.”

Zeke glanced back as his ex-friend. A malevolent smile cracked across the boy’s face.

“I think it is,” Zeke said, trying to sound defiant.

Fitch raised his eyebrows.

“He’s coming, Zeke. The Spiral is coming. He’s very, very hungry and this universe is oh so delicious.”

Zeke faced Fitch full on.

“He’ll never find a way through. It’s impossible.”

Fitch threw him the weirdest look.

“Zeke, Zeke, why didn’t you save me.”

A violent tremor shook Zeke’s body to the core. Goosebumps sprinted up his arms and every single hair of his head tingled to its root. The words came out of Fitch’s mouth but they were in Jasper Snod’s voice. It was as if Fitch was just a ventriloquist’s dummy.

“He’s coming,” Fitch said and folded his arms.

“Then I’ll be ready,” Zeke replied and walked out.

~~~
 

Jimmy Swallow sat on the floor of an identical room in an identical wing of the Clinic. Tears streamed from puffy eyes and down scabby cheeks. His arms and hands were riddled with sores. The floor was littered with skin flakes.

Why me?

He clambered to his feet and crossed to the locked door. With every movement a puff of powdered skin fell from his body. He reached out his mind, searching for Zeke’s telltale thought pattern. Nothing. Just the mundane theta waves of the nurses and orderlies.

Why won’t Zeke help me?

Zeke was the only psychic on Mars who might yet save him. But the snotty little kid had snubbed him.

“One day you’ll pay for this,” Jimmy muttered between sobs.

He strode to the far side of his room and the tiny grill that looked out onto the dry Martian landscape. He stared out at the unobtainable freedom.

A sudden bolt of pain struck him. Jimmy cried out as he doubled up. Spasms of agony radiated out from his spine to every fibre of his being. The same pain he had been suffering for weeks now, but this was the worst yet, as though his body was dissolving from the inside out. Another wave whacked him in the stomach. He tried to call for the medics. Instead of words he coughed up a cloud of smoke. He collapsed onto his knees.

“No-o-o-o…” he screamed in his final seconds as a human being. The pain flung his arms back and his head up, even as the light died in his eyes. His body convulsed into a brutal fit. Skin and flesh turned to sand that cascaded from his skeleton, only for his bones to crumble too. With one last, strangulated cry Jimmy Swallow fell back onto the floor, and melted into powder.

For a second, maybe two, the room was silent. Then a breeze danced around Jimmy’s remains, catching the grains and lifting them up into the air. At first a few, then more and more till they were all circling around the room. The breeze grew stronger, concentrating the grains into a whirlwind. A dust devil.

The dust devil streamed out through the grill. Outside, it hesitated briefly, gathering more dirt from the Martian soil and gaining size. Within its swirling vortex, a shape formed, shadowy and shifting, but recognisably humanoid.

The creature stepped away, covering several metres with each footfall. Every step carried it further from the buildings of Tithonium Central and deeper into the Martian wilderness.

~~~
 





Mars is a planet of secrets. Uncover the truth at Zeke’s web site: 

www.zekehailey.com.

And Zeke Hailey’s adventures will continue in The Particle Beast.
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