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			Prologue

			The Televator’s Galley
AD 2260

		

		
			Someone was beeping. Stella cursed and checked the flashing light on her magnopad. It was the passenger in seat thirty-four.

			“If they all just shut up, my work would be a lot easier,” she murmured, and gulped down the dregs of her coffee. Her job as Space Stewardess-in-Chief on the planet’s only space elevator was a lot harder than people realised. Whirling up to the edges of the atmosphere was fine, but oh, the passengers. The panic attacks, the tantrums, the special needs!

			Stella tapped on the screen and brought up the departure profiles.

			Name: Doctor Apollodoris Enki. 

			Profession: world famous translator. 

			Nationality: none.

			He sounded weird, but was he dangerous? Stella knew all the rumours about terrorists. The talk about those crackpots on Mars. The so-called Martian State brigade. 

			“Any messing on my shift and he’s for it,” Stella said. She straightened her uniform and marched out onto the passenger deck. 

			The Televator cabin was shaped like a huge donut, slowly rotating as it climbed the two hundred kilometre high tower. They were already thirty kilometres up. The windows revealed ice-blue skies. Far below, the Himalayas looked like a crinkled white carpet. 

			“Can I be of assistance?” she asked the fat man in seat thirty-four, forcing her lips into a smile.

			Dr Enki pinched his nose. “Less garlic and caffeine might be a start.”

			Stella glared at the man, at his shiny bald head and his goatee beard. If there was one thing she’d learned in all her years in the space travel business, it was how to glare. But this guy was a tough customer. His beady eyes locked on hers. Neither of them blinked.

			A shiver wriggled down Stella’s spine. There was something about him. Something creepy. 

			“So, is there a problem?” she asked.

			“I need a new ion-coil for my ’pad.” He lifted his magnopad from his lap and shook it. “Dry as a Martian river bed.”

			“Sir, the Televator provides a generous selection of refreshments. We can’t be expected to meet your technology needs as well. You can buy a new coil when we reach Hyperbola Spaceport.”

			Enki exploded. “I am working on a matter of the utmost importance,” he cried in a flurry of saliva. Those beady eyes bulged like eggs about to pop their shells.

			Stella bit her lip. Why ruin her day over this pompous little man?

			“Very well, Sir,” she replied, sliding the ion-coil from her own magnopad.

			Enki fitted it into his model and it whirred into life. A string of incomprehensible symbols appeared on the screen. Stella had never seen anything like them. She skimmed through a paragraph beneath the symbols. Words leapt out from the dense text. ‘Hesperian, beast, citadel, apocalypse.’ How peculiar. There was even a name, ‘Zeke Hailey’. For a nanosecond it seemed familiar. No, she decided with a shrug, she didn’t know it. 

			“Do you mind,” Enki growled, covering the screen with his chubby fingers.

			“Enjoy your flight,” Stella said. She intended to sound polite but her voice came out as a snarl.

			Enki dismissed her with a wave of the hand.

			“I’m on a crucial mission,” he muttered. “The fate of two worlds hangs in the balance.”

			Obnoxious, but way too bonkers to be a danger, Stella thought. She hurried back to the galley, and the delicious garlic cheese waiting for her in the magnowave cooker.

		


		
			Chapter One

			The Cranny Cafeteria, The Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour, Mars

		

		
			Scuff gazed at the birthday cake. Nothing happened.

			“Rats! Your turn,” he said, pushing it across the table to Zeke.

			“Easy as a piece of, um, cake,” Zeke replied. He pushed back his blue hair and stared at the pink-frosted sponge. The candles remained spectacularly unlit.

			“It’s okay, really,” Pin-mei said.

			Zeke turned towards the window. The school’s cafeteria was built into a crack in the cliff, high above Mariners Valley. The view was panoramic. Great canyon walls tumbled down from the sunset and into the shadow. 

			“Did you bring a fusion lighter?” Scuff asked.

			Zeke didn’t answer. He was staring at the land far below. A shape swirled across the bare valley. A dust devil, a small whirlwind of sand. They were a common enough phenomena on Mars. Yet Zeke’s skin crawled. This devil formed the shape of a man. 

			“Scuff to Planet Zeke, are you reading me?” Scuff said loudly.

			“What?” Zeke replied.

			He looked again. The dust devil was gone.

			“A lighter? For the cake,” Scuff said.

			Zeke shook his head.

			“Never send a boy to do a girl’s work,” came a voice. It was Trixie Cutter, the school bully, sitting nearby with a couple of her cronies. They were hunched over a round of Moonshakes, plotting her next black market scam. 

			Trixie straightened her perfect blond ponytail, dabbed more blusher on her scarlet cheeks, and winked.

			Twelve birthday candles burst into flames.

			Zeke and Trixie’s eyes met. She arched an imperious eyebrow, as if to say, ‘beat that,’ and returned to her group.

			“Too big for her boots,” Scuff said, but in a low voice. 

			“Happy twelfth birthday,” Zeke said.

			“Happy birthday,” Scuff added.

			Pin-mei beamed and clapped her hands.

			“Go on, make a wish,” Scuff said.

			Pin-mei drew in a huge breath and blew out the flames. All three friends cheered. 

			“Here’s for a splendid year, Pin,” Zeke said.

			“Ditto,” Scuff added. “No rockbots, psychos, or intergalactic demons.”

			“I hope not,” Pin-mei said, and started to carve the cake into segments.

			Scuff waved to a nearby drinksomac.

			“Another round of cherry blasters.”

			The trolley-like robot bleeped. It flipped open its chest console and pulled out three tall glasses, bubbling with red froth.

			Scuff clinked his glass against Pin-mei’s and then Zeke’s. 

			“Four months ago we were in the bowels of that goddam volcano. And now look at us. On top of the world.”

			“Well, alive and out of danger,” Zeke said.

			“Don’t be a wet blanket,” Scuff replied. He brushed greasy yellow locks out of his froggy eyes. “We’re doing well in psychic studies, even you. That evil goblin Fitch Crawly is safely locked up. Even your spooky Martian powers are quiet. We’ve got a lot to celebrate.” 

			Pin sipped at her blaster, swallowed, and said, “You’re forgetting one very important matter. Zeke’s father.” 

			“Okey-dokey, you’ve got a point. But one day we’ll find out where he went in this big old galaxy. One day.”

			Zeke stirred his drink with the straw. He looked glum.

			“So,” Scuff went on hastily. “What’s it like being twelve. Feeling different?”

			Pin-mei’s moon-shaped face frowned. “Not especially.”

			“You will,” Scuff said. “It kinda creeps up on you. You don’t notice at first but it’s right there, under your nose.” 

			“Under your nose,” Zeke repeated, still stirring the straw.

			Scuff nodded and puffed out his chest. “Exactly, you’re growing up, Pin.”

			Zeke slammed his drink down. “No, that’s what Fitch said. Under your nose. My father’s whereabouts is right under my nose.”

			Pin-mei cupped her hand over his. “Don’t let Crawley mess with your mind.”

			“After all,” Scuff said, “we’ve scoured the school from rooftop to basement. Other than your father going on a mission called The Flying Dutchman Project, we found diddly-squat.” 

			“Guess so,” Zeke replied, sinking back into his seat.

			“What could possibly be under your nose anyway?” Pin-mei asked, cocking her head to one side.

			“Dunno,” Zeke said with a shrug.

			Scuff put an arm around Zeke’s shoulder. “Exactly, bro. But ask Albie if it makes you feel better. As software goes, he’s pretty smart.”

			Albie was a unique transport app, left behind on a DVD by Zeke’s missing father. Zeke had downloaded Albie onto his mountain bike and various other vehicles to improve their performance. Albie came with his own personality and was devoted to Zeke. 

			He sat bolt upright, his eyes as round as circles. “What did you say?”

			Scuff frowned. “Nothing. Just go ask Albie if that helps. He’s tuned into every database on the planet.” 

			Zeke grabbed Scuff ‘s arm so hard the Canadian winced. “Albie! Albie’s under my nose.”

			“Zeke, you’re getting your hopes up!” Scuff said.

			“I’m going to find out,” Zeke said. He jumped up sharply and his chair tumbled over. “Right now!”
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			As Zeke hurried across the dusty courtyard, he recalled his arrival on Mars all those months before. At the time, the Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour reminded him of a city of termite mounds. Even now, as he approached the lofty Grand Hall, the parapets and alcoves looked like ancient coral. The Chasm, as the school was nicknamed, used to seem forbidding. Now it felt like home. Every psychic teenager came here to train for the Mariners Institute. Principal Lutz’s claim that it was ‘the most important school in the solar system’ was no idle boast. 

			Zeke passed through the huge arched doorway and down into the subterranean tunnels. A prehistoric river carved them from the bedrock two billion years before. The river dried up and for eons they lay empty. Then humankind arrived and converted them to store rooms and cubby holes. As well as bedrooms for the poorest students. Students like Zeke.

			His bike was propped against the wall of his room, charging its magnetic coils. Just as he had left it.

			“Albie.”

			The bike lit up.

			“Yes, Master Zeke?” the bicycle replied in its metallic voice.

			Zeke paused. His pulses were racing. He was dying to find out if Albie knew anything, but he dreaded the disappointment if it did not.

			“We’ve never talked about my father.”

			“Coleridge Hailey, born—”

			“Yes, Albie. I know when he was born. The crucial thing is where is he now.”

			Albie’s circuits hummed for a split-second before it answered. “Current location unknown.”

			Zeke chewed on his thumb. “Because…?”

			“He went into Deep Space fifteen years ago. We cannot deduce where he has travelled since that time.”

			“Yes, but where was he going when he began his journey?”

			“Cepheus.”

			Zeke sank into the chair. The answer he had sought for so long. Something that appeared so out of reach was actually there all the time. The room swayed. 

			“You mean, the constellation of Cepheus?” 

			“Affirmative, Master Zeke. Alpha Cephei to be precise, the brightest star in the constellation.”

			“Why there?”

			Albie hummed for an interminable time. “Would you like Master Coleridge to tell you himself, Sir?”

			The words stuck to Zeke’s tongue. “Y-y-yes!”

			The bike’s headlamp glowed into life, casting a holo-field into the centre of the room. Electric greens and blues shimmered and rippled before condensing into a shape. A tall, handsome man stood before Zeke. A man with blue hair and a lopsided smile. His father!

			The hologram spoke. “My name is Cole Hailey. In case I don’t return, I am recording this for posterity. And for my son. What I am about to say is strictly classified. 

			“I am volunteering for a mission of extreme importance. For years now the Mariners have translocated into Deep Space. It’s a matter of urgency that we get the human exodus underway. But there is one huge problem. None of the Mariners translocating into Deep Space ever come back. Whether they go alone or at the helm of a colony ship, no one returns. For over a century we’ve been translocating inside the Solar System without the slightest of setbacks, so what’s going wrong with our longer trips?

			“The Institute initiated Operation Flying Dutchman to find out. I’m to captain a far-ship into the heart of the galaxy and back. A crack team of scientists will accompany me and one way or the other, we will solve this. We must.

			“My only fear is that I will not get back for my son’s birth.”

			Cole stared directly into the camera. His eyes were watery.

			“If you are watching, son, please know I do this because the fate of billions hangs in the balance. Unluckily for me, I’m the most qualified for the job. But duty is tearing my heart apart. Understand this, I—”

			The hologram crackled and faded.

			Zeke leapt to his feet. “Albie, where’s the rest of it?” 

			“That is all, Master Zeke, the holofile terminates there.”

			Zeke threw himself onto his bed and cried.

			Minutes passed. Zeke sat up and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles.

			“There’s only one person who can help me now.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Psychokinesis 101

		

		
			Zeke fell through the door and into the shiny classroom. Thirty heads turned and stared.

			“I’m disappointed,” boomed a deep voice from the front. It was the psychokinesis teacher, Mariner Bobby Chinook. He stood before the holoscreen, as tall and broad as a tree. Zeke looked into his Inuit face, the deep-set eyes, the prominent cheekbones, the aquiline nose. 

			“Sorry, Sir, overslept.”

			Chinook raised a solitary eyebrow. “I could give you a tardy slip. Or I can use you in this experiment. Come here.”

			Zeke gulped and walked through the sea of desks to the front. A medium-sized boulder rested beside the holoscreen. A feather and a dumbbell were on the teacher’s table.

			Chinook gestured for Zeke to stand beside him.

			“Face the class, Hailey. Take a deep breath and clear your mind.” 

			“That won’t be difficult,” Scuff called out from the back.

			Chinook caught Scuff with his eagle-eyed gaze. Scuff coloured deeply and buried his head among his electrobooks.

			Chinook placed both hands on Zeke’s shoulders. “Now young man, I want you to lift the feather. With your mind.”

			Zeke glanced at Pin-mei, sitting in the first row. He winked. She grinned. He looked at the rest of the students, all frowning at him. Despite his claims of innocence, Zeke was still regarded as a co-conspirator in Fitch Crawley’s brief reign of terror. He sighed and focussed on the task at hand. 

			The feather fluttered upwards, one, two, three metres off the tabletop. It hovered in mid-air then drifted down again. Zeke flashed a cocky smile to friends and foes alike. 

			“Now the dumbbell.”

			“What?” Zeke exclaimed.

			“You heard.”

			“But Sir, it must weigh ten kilos.”

			“Twenty. Hurry up.”

			Zeke pulled a face. Lifting a feather by thoughts alone was one thing. A twenty kilo weight was another. In his mind’s-eye he visualised the dumbbell slowly levitating off the table. But it wouldn’t budge. He concentrated, feeling the heaviness of the object in his mind. He began to sweat. Still nothing happened. The dumbbell weighed too much. Zeke gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. 

			“Up, up, up,” he muttered. 

			The dumbbell jerked upwards a couple of centimetres It wobbled above the table and rose another centimetre and then one more still. Zeke felt his biceps straining, as though he were physically lifting.

			CLANG!

			The dumbbell clattered back onto the table. A few sneers hissed around the room. 

			Puffing, Zeke went to sit down, but Chinook kept a firm grip on him. 

			“And now the boulder, boy.”

			“The boulder!”

			“Yes, Hailey.”

			Zeke eyed the hefty chunk of basalt. It was around three metres tall and five wide, jagged and ochre red. Chinook was asking the impossible. 

			“Sir, I couldn’t lift that in a month of Martian Sundays.”

			“Now!”

			Zeke closed his eyes. He pictured the rock. He thought how heavy it must be and tried to imagine heaving it up. Every muscle in his body tightened. He thought harder and harder. His armpits grew sticky. Harder and harder. He could actually feel the rock’s weight now. It was crushing him, overwhelming him.

			“No!” he cried, and fell back into his teachers arms. 

			Chinook pushed Zeke onto his feet. “Why couldn’t you lift it?”

			Zeke hesitated. Was it some kind of trick question? “It’s too heavy, obviously.”

			Chinook turned to the classroom. “Hailey is right and wrong. When we use our bodies for lifting we are subject to the laws of physics. But why he couldn’t lift it psychokinetically? Belief. Hailey believed the rock was too heavy to be lifted. Therefore, he failed. But when we use our minds the power of imagination is our only limit.”

			Pin-mei put her hand up. “So Sir, are you saying we can lift anything if we have faith?”

			“Sure. Faith, after all, can move mountains.”

			He scanned the forest of puzzled faces. “The feather, for example, did Hailey lift it using muscle power?”

			Thirty heads shook vigorously.

			“Muscles exist on the material plain, where things have mass and weight. With me so far?”

			Thirty heads nodded slowly.

			Chinook went on. “But with the feather he used his brain cells. He imagined the feather hovering. Absolutely nothing to do with weight. Therefore, think that the boulder is light as a feather and have confidence. You’ll be able to lift it as easily as the feather. See!”

			A light kindled in Chinook’s dark eyes. The boulder steadily ascended till it nearly scraped the ceiling. It bobbed for a few seconds, before spinning around three times. Then it gracefully lowered itself back to the ground.

			The students clapped. Chinook motioned to the one empty seat. Zeke ran for its sanctuary.

			Have you been up all night? You got eyes like a panda.

			It was Scuff, speaking by telepathy. 

			Zeke peered over his shoulder. Scuff was sitting two rows back, half reading a comic, half paying attention. 

			Yes, Zeke thought back.

			Scuff shrugged as if to say, go on.

			Everything’s changed. Albie told me where my father is. In the constellation of Cepheus. I’m going to get him.

			Whoa there, cowboy. Congratulations and all that. But how are you going to commute across the Milky Way?

			Zeke bit back an urge to snap. Sometimes Scuff was a pain the size of a gas giant. That’s why I was up all night. I sent out a long distance T-mail.

			Scuff sent him a quizzical look. You used the Mariners’ solar system-wide communication chain?

			Yes, passed telepathically from Mariner to Mariner. From Mars to the asteroids to Jupiter, and then via the odd space station to Saturn.

			Who lives there?

			Edward Dayo these days.

			Scuff frowned. Who? 

			Edward Dayo, the Apprentice Mariner who translocated us to Mars. I’m begging him to take me.

			The dreadlocks guy? Bit of a big favour.

			He’ll do it. He’s got to.

			Scuff’s mouth dropped. Wait a cotton-picking minute. You’re not leaving us, are you?

			Zeke shifted round to face the front. 

			Chinook was rubbing his temple with his forefinger. “I’m getting a message from the Principal’s office. Oh, you again. Hailey, you’re wanted right away. Pronto.”

			“What have I done now?” Zeke implored his teacher.

			A trace of a smile creased the Inuit’s lips. “Nothing, for once. Seems you have a visitor.”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			The Office of Principal Lutz

		

		
			Zeke stood as near to the school secretary as he dared. Marjorie Barnside was pounding away on her keyboard. Surely, if he listened carefully, there’d be a sound. The hum of a circuit or the squeak of a pulley. Anything that would betray her secret. The school secretary was an android.

			“Ach, would you stop breathing down my neck!” she snapped.

			Zeke stepped back. 

			But the curiosity was too much. He leant forward. And then some more. Any further and he’d fall into her lap.

			“That’s it!” Barnside cried in her thick Belfast accent. She pushed the digi-writer away and swivelled in her chair to face him. 

			“Look, big lad, you know. And I know you know. And you know I know that you know. Are ya with me?”

			“Oh, definitely, Miss,” he replied as convincingly as he could. 

			“So is this what you want to see?”

			Barnside placed both hands around her neck and gave a hard tug. Her head came clear away from her shoulders, revealing a mass of wires inside. 

			“Happy, are we now?” asked the severed head. A strand of iron-grey hair slipped across the face.

			Zeke flopped into a nearby chair. It was more disconcerting than he’d expected. He nodded feebly. Barnside clicked her head back into place. 

			“Will ya give me some peace now?”

			Zeke nodded again, lost for words.

			“Look, I’m just a humble school secretary. Doing what I love. I didn’t ask to be who I am.”

			“I guess nobody does,” Zeke replied. 

			“My role in life is to be here for Madam.” Barnside gestured toward Lutz’s door.

			“She has one of the most important jobs in the Solar System. And I assist her in that. Who else would put up with the tantrums?” 

			“Sorry, Miss. I didn’t mean to pry.” 

			“That’s exactly what you were doing.”

			Zeke lowered his gaze.

			“So stop faffin’ and leave me be. That’s all I ask. Let us get on with running this school.”

			Zeke was burning with questions. Why was Lutz allowed an android when they were banned on two planets and assorted moons. And if Barnside was a machine, who had built her? But her fierce expression said she was in no mood for any further revelations. 
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			The Principal’s office was inside the school’s highest minaret. Two storeys of bookcases clung to the circular walls, linked by wobbly ladders. Zeke had never seen anyone climb the ladders. He suspected that one foot on the lowest rung would bring the whole structure toppling down. The bookcases were stuffed with files and folders, reflecting Lutz’s distrust of computers. But then she had a lot of secrets to hide. 

			A clammy breeze sneaked through the skylights, scattering dust. Specks floated in the air. Some settled on Lutz’s ceremonial  robes, like dandruff. She was sitting in her office chair like a queen on a throne. Her broad African face was as stern as it was majestic. That was hardly surprising. She was famous from Mercury to Pluto for her iron will. 

			A stranger was sitting across the desk from Lutz. He was a small, stocky man with beady eyes and a shiny bald head. The hair at the back of his head was black and greasy. His skin was olive-toned. Zeke wondered if he was Mediterranean. What on Mars could this man want with him?

			Lutz threw Zeke a grave look. “Sit beside our guest.”

			Zeke obliged. “Why have you—”

			Before he could finish, she placed her finger on her lips. She looked grumpy, even by her standards.

			“Please continue,” she said to the stranger, with a forced smile.

			The man giggled. “Let me check I understand. The school was built on Mars because there’s no magnetic field?” He had a squeaky voice that lacked any accent.

			Lutz nodded and said, “Magnetic fields blank out psychic power. It wasn’t until humans went into space, outside Earth’s magnetosphere, that psychic abilities were discovered. That one-in-a-million person gifted with ESP. So the school was built here, to turn generations of psychic children into Mariners.”

			The man beamed enthusiastically and scribbled notes into his magnopad. “So magnetism could be used to disarm your students?”

			Lutz looked baffled. “I guess so. They have those guns, you know. What are they called?”

			“Ferromagnetic rifles,” Zeke said coldly.

			“Let me get that bit down,” the man said, focussing on his magnopad.

			“We teach the full syllabus. Translocation, telepathy, precognition, psychokinesis, remote viewing—”

			“Yes, yes, I’ve read the prospectus.”

			Lutz looked at the man as if he were a cockroach.

			“We’re fully independent of all governments, including UNAAC. Only the Mariners Institute has any say in our running.”

			“And being on Mars means no school inspectors to stand in your way?” The man remarked without looking up from his pad.

			Lutz glowered silently.

			“I have no interest in what you’re doing to these weird children. There are more pressing concerns,” the man remarked, and gestured towards Zeke. 

			“This gentleman has come all the way from Earth to see you,” Lutz explained. “Why he wants the help of an unruly brat like you, is beyond me. However, he has e-docs signed by Earth’s president, no less.”

			She turned to the stranger. “How is Reggie, by the way?”

			“Oh, you know, overworked,” replied the little man.

			Lutz sighed. “He was such a naughty child. Now he runs the planet. I should have smacked his bottom when I had the chance.”

			Zeke was growing impatient. “And who are you, then?” he said directly to the man.

			“This is Doctor Apollodoris Enki. Humanity’s greatest living translator,” Lutz said.

			The name hit Zeke like a slap across the face. “You! You translated Hesperian for Professor Magma!” 

			Enki smirked. “I played a small role, yes.” 

			Zeke leapt to his feet. “Well, you can go back to Earth, or better still the heart of the nearest black hole, and never come back!”

			“Hailey!” Lutz barked.

			Enki giggled nervously.

			“You’ll be just like him,” Zeke bellowed. “You have some plan, don’t you? Use Hesperian technology to take over the world. And all you’ll do is destroy yourself. And anyone crazy enough to get involved.”

			Lutz banged the table with her fist. “Impudence! I will not have such impudence!”

			“But Principal, they killed Mariners.”

			Lutz was about to bark at Zeke again. Instead she hesitated. “Is this true, Doctor Enki?”

			Enki dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. “Principal Lutz, we were doing research of interplanetary importance. As you know, Martian artefacts are very dangerous. There were a small number of fatalities, but those young men died heroes.”

			“I don’t like the sound of this,” Lutz said.

			“Everything is a matter of record,” Enki went on. “You can speak to the highest office at UNAAC if you doubt me.”

			“I will.”

			“But all that is over. I’m here to prevent a catastrophe.”

			“Catastrophe?” Zeke and Lutz said at the same time.

			Enki fished a vial of smelling salts from his bag. He sniffed in the vapour.

			“Drilling is about to start at the Melas Chasma. They hope to find subterranean deposits of Helium Three.”

			“Yes, I know,” Lutz interrupted. “The Governor of Mars’ brainchild. They call the process ‘vacking’, I believe. So what?”

			Enki’s eyes widened. “There is a citadel there. A Hesperian ruin. Not only will the drilling destroy a site of unimaginable value, but they will release a deadly power. One that could kill everyone on Mars.”

			“Donner and blitzen,” Lutz cursed. “The Martians went extinct two billion years ago. Their architecture crumbled away long before the human race existed.”

			Enki wriggled his fat posterior to the edge of his seat. “You’re wrong.”

			“Then why hasn’t it been seen?”

			“Because it’s out of sync with our dimension.”

			Lutz frowned. “Out of sync?”

			“Hesperian technology created a pocket universe, a bubble in the fabric of existance. And their city is there. Why, I don’t know, but it’s invisible and intangible. We can’t see it or touch it. But the drilling will destroy it.”

			Lutz leant back in her great leather chair, lost for words.

			“What’s this deadly power?” Zeke asked. Goose bumps were dancing across his skin.

			“A savage monster! A raging brute, without intelligence and programmed to kill.”

			So not the Spiral, Zeke thought with relief. He’s super-intelligent. 

			“If my translations are right, the Hesperians left a monster to protect their citadel. An entity made entirely from subatomic particles. Created that way so it was unstoppable and indestructible.” 

			“Have you spoken to Governor about this?”

			Enki tittered. “Oh yes, but the man’s power mad. He kicked me out of Tithonium.”

			Lutz rubbed her chin. “And so, you plan to stop the miners?”

			“No, but I can seal off the citadel forever. But my translations are incomplete. That’s why I need Hailey. Professor Magma told me how a Hesperian orb downloaded their language into the boy’s brain. Magma said Hailey’s fluency in Martian was unique. Better even than mine, and I’m a genius.” 

			Lutz folded her arms across her stomach. “This citadel is a very farfetched tale. But in the unlikely event that’s it true I authorise you to take Hailey. I must protect the school.”

			Zeke clenched his fists. “That’s not your decision, Principal.”

			She stared at him blankly. “Excuse me?”

			“You’re not the boss of me.”

			She laughed. “Actually I am, mon petit enfant. Martian law gives me loco parentis as long as you reside at my school.”

			Zeke returned her stare. In the strangest of ways everything seemed to click together. He squared up his shoulders.

			“I’m sure you’ll be pleased to hear I resign.”

			Lutz froze, open-mouthed. “Yes,” Zeke went on. “I’m leaving the school and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Elevenses On Mars

		

		
			Zeke emerged from Lutz’s minaret in a dream. There was something liberating about telling the principal where she could stick it. After all, she’d had it in for him since day one. 

			The building faced the vast emptiness of the Ophir Chasma. Zeke gazed into the distance, mesmerised by its towering cliffs. Ophir Chasma was Mariners Valley’s northernmost canyon. The Valley itself was over half a million square kilometres in area and seven kilometres deeper than the Martian surface. After two centuries of terra-forming, Mariners Valley was the most habitable region on the planet. The great depth gave it the densest air, and therefore the warmest temperatures. That is to say, the least chilly.

			Zeke thought of the brave astronauts who landed long ago, when Mars was still airless. Those missions were like seeds. And civilisation sprouted from those seeds. A network of colonies that spread across the wilderness. But Mariners Valley was so huge you could walk for days before reaching another outpost. More likely, of course, you’d die along the way. Mars was still rife with dangers, quicksand, solar radiation, freezing nights. Not to mention the outlaws and fugitives. 

			Ochre stones littered the landscape, untouched for billions of years. Basalt pillars poked through this ancient rubble, fashioned by the winds into fantastical shapes. Zeke’s imagination ran riot whenever he looked at them. This one was a giant, that one a monster, another a dinosaur. But the most awesome thing about Mars, Zeke always thought, was the silence. You could hear the echo of a pin dropping a kilometre away. Ophir Chasma was immense and brooding. It made him feel very small.

			“G’day, mate.”

			Zeke jumped.

			It was Mariner Alistair Knimble, the Translocation teacher. He was the only member of staff who was actually quite fond of Zeke. 

			“I didn’t hear you,” Zeke began.

			‘N’ah, I translocated.”

			That explained it. Knimble had sidestepped reality and arrived out of thin air.

			“Is it true?” Knimble asked.

			Zeke clicked his tongue. “You know already, Sir?”

			Knimble laughed. He was a wiry Australian, bald and with a goatee beard. But his eyes were his most captivating feature. His bright blue eyes had an intense stare. As if he could see through brick walls.

			“Gossip travels at the speed of thought around here, mate.” 

			Zeke guessed Knimble and Lutz were already talking telepathically. Hard to keep secrets in a school for psychics.

			Zeke nodded.

			Knimble sighed. “Lutz has expelled a few students over the decades. Including me, as you know. But nobody ever resigned. Unheard of.”

			Zeke shrugged.

			“You’ve got a lead on your dad’s whereabouts?”

			The words stuck in Zeke’s throat. He wasn’t sure he wanted the teachers knowing his business. Still, Knimble was on his side. Most of the time.

			“Yes, Sir. Deep space.”

			“But Hailey, there’s no way you can get to him. Not unless—”

			Knimble whistled. “You’ve got a Mariner? Who?”

			Zeke bit his lip. Edward Dayo was not so much bending the rules as throwing them out the airlock. Unauthorised space flights were definitely not allowed. That’s why they had to keep it hush-hush. Of course, Knimble could read Zeke’s mind as easily as an electrobook. But reading someone’s thoughts without their consent was considered a breach of human rights. 

			“Oh, the clock’s ticking,” Zeke said in a very unconvincing tone. “Time for elevenses.” He scrambled away.
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			The canyon loomed over Zeke the way a house looms over an ant. He was standing at the foot of the cliff, waiting for the hover lift. He looked up, shielding his eyes from the midday sun. 

			The wire basket plummeted from the heavens. A few feet from the ground the anti-gravity cells kicked in. The basket landed with a puff of dust. The liftomac unhinged the gate to let out the sole passenger. Trixie Cutter. Zeke blushed. Should he say hello? Trixie was the meanest bully in school with fingers in all kinds of dodgy pies. Weapons smuggling, the black market, extortion. There again, she once saved his life. Well, after he saved hers. For the briefest of moments he’d seen the glimmer of a better person.

			“Best news all term,” she said with a lipsticked sneer. 

			Zeke stared at her blankly.

			“Your departure, klutz!”

			Did the whole school know?

			“Ouch!” he cried, as his ear twisted by itself. Cutter was using her formidable psychokinesis. “Tr-Trixie,” he protested, as his ear yanked upwards.

			She laughed like a witch. “You know, I’m going to miss beating you up.”

			With that she ambled off. Zeke took her place in the basket, his ear throbbing.

			“Keep your hands inside the vehicle,” chimed the primitive ’mac, a simple sphere on caterpillar treads. “And off we go.”

			The hover lift rocketed upwards, scaling three kilometres in under a minute. It stopped alongside the ledge, bobbing on thin air. Zeke jumped from the basket to the ledge. The trick was not to look down, of course. He’d learned that back in Freshers week. Juanita Almera, a Spanish student, did look down and slipped. The look of horror on her face as she fell! Thanks to the weak Martian gravity it takes a while to fall three kilometres. And the cliff was studded with sensors. These alerted the Mariner on duty who caught her with his psychokinesis before she hit the ground. 

			Zeke carefully paced around the narrow footpath. Two second-years were leaving, and he pressed himself against the rock face so they could pass. From this height he could see clear across Ophir Chasma. Thanks to the crystal daylight, the far canyon was visible over ninety kilometres away. It looked like a tiny red reef, rising out from an ocean of sand. Awesome.

			“Ow!” Zeke cried, as he walked headfirst into the door.

			The auto-door sensors were on the blink again. Probably dust. It got everywhere on Mars. Zeke stamped his foot. The glass arch swished open, releasing a smell of strawberry sodas. 

			For a couple of a billion years the Cranny was a simple fracture in the rock. Then along came the school architects. First, the yawning crack was glassed off, creating one long window with a stupendous view. Next, they converted the interior into a cafeteria, American Diner style. 

			Today it was full. Students packed the tables, guzzling fizzy drinks and wolfing down cheese toasties. The Jukebox was playing and a hologram of a Country and Martian band were performing. They were singing the hit All Washed Up In The Lonesome Crater. The twangy guitar chords added to the hubbub of voices. 

			Scuff and Pin-mei were sitting in a nook. Pin-mei was buried in an electrobook with a look of concentration on her face. Zeke’s heart sank. There was one person who didn’t yet know about his departure. His best friend. 

			Zeke joined them and ordered a can of craterade from a drinksomac. Scuff threw him a look. Zeke raised his eyebrows.

			“What?” Pin-mei asked, looking up from her text, The Young Physicist’s Guide to Quantum Decoherence.

			“Oh, nothing,” Zeke replied. He cursed his cowardice.

			“Where did you go to?” she went on.

			“Long story,” Zeke said. He erupted into words, eager to share his encounter with the villainous Doctor Enki. He told them everything, except his resignation.

			Scuff whistled. Pin-mei tried to whistle but it came out as more of a squeak.

			“I spoke too soon, last night,” Scuff said.

			“Oh, Zeke,” Pin-mei said, placing her hand on his arm. “Are you ever going to escape the Hesperians?” 

			Again, Zeke and Scuff traded looks.

			Zeke gulped. “Well, actually, I am.”

			A frown formed on Pin-mei’s smooth forehead. She glanced at Scuff, then back to Zeke. “What’s going on? Tell me.”

			Zeke felt as though he were slapping Pin-mei in the face. The same girl sent to Mars four years early due to her high ESP scores, so much smaller and vulnerable than the others. The same girl he adopted as his honorary little sister. The same girl he promised to protect.

			“I’ve found out where my father is. I’m leaving to get him. Edward Dayo is taking me in his far-ship.”

			Pin-mei’s mouth dropped. She really did look as if someone had slapped her.

			Zeke’s mind raced for something to say. Something to make it better. Nothing came to mind.

			The bell rang. Elevenses was over.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Zeke’s Room

		

		
			A pair of socks levitated up from the open drawer, danced though the air and landed in a suitcase on the table. Then another pair and another.

			“Psychokinetic packing is fun,” Zeke remarked, standing at the table.

			Scuff and Pin-mei were sitting on his bed. They both looked glum and Pin-mei had red eyes. 

			Zeke’s underwear followed the socks.

			“So, you never said what happened to that Enki character?” Scuff remarked.

			“Just rushed off with his tail between his legs,” Zeke replied.

			“Wish I’d been a fly on the wall.”

			“Did feel pretty good, telling Lutzie where to stuff it,” Zeke said. 

			He glanced at Pin and didn’t feel good at all. His boxer shorts, which were fluttering across the room, fell to the floor. He sat down and put his arm around her.

			“I’ve got to do this, Pin. You do see that?”

			She sniffed. “Absolutely. I’m right behind you.” 

			Her tone suggested otherwise.

			Zeke drew a deep breath.

			“After all, this was always the game plan. Discover Dad’s whereabouts and rescue him.”

			“Assuming he needs rescuing,” Scuff suggested.

			“Whatever,” Zeke continued. “I’ll find him and probably we’ll be back in a few months. I can come back to the Chasm. It’s a win-win situation.”

			Scuff frowned. “Aren’t you overlooking something?” 

			Albie lit up.

			“Incoming Hologram,” the bike said.

			A shape materialised in the glow of the bike’s headlamps. An African with thick dreadlocks and a dazzling smile. It was faint and flickering, but unmistakably the broad-shouldered figure of Mariner Edward Dayo. 

			“Sorry, Earthworms, I’m on the Jovian moon of Europa. Jupiter is at its apex and there’s a massive radiation storm blowing in. Wrecking the signal.”

			“Oh, at the protoplasm farms?” Zeke asked.

			Dayo nodded. “Yup, now I’ve completed my apprenticeship I’m ready for allocation.”

			“Allocation?” Pin-mei asked.

			Scuff explained, “Once a Mariner is fully trained to go outside the solar system, he gets his own far-ship. It has to be customised to the individual’s brainwaves.”

			Dayo grinned. “There is a lot more to it than that, earthworm, but you are getting the drift.” 

			Zeke raised a hand. “Like what?” 

			Dayo laughed his disarming chuckle. “Your teachers will tell you all about protoplasmic amplification when you are ready. The butterfly cannot spread his wings until the cocoon is broken.”

			“Bro, what the heck are you talking about?” Scuff snapped.

			Zeke shushed him. “Mr Dayo, Sir. What’s the plan?” 

			“Allocation takes a week. Then I’ll rendezvous with you at Mars. We will translocate to Cepheus, get your father and return. Don’t forget I have a scheduled flight in ten days. Two hundred colonists bound for Arcturus. I cannot miss the mission. If you are later than a couple of days, I must cancel our trip.”

			The image blurred.

			“Edward!” Zeke shouted.

			Dayo re-appeared. “Fear not, earthworm,” he smiled. “I am not letting you down. Perhaps it is my destiny to help your quest. But the storm is intensifying and—”

			The hologram flickered out like a candle.

			Scuff whistled. “When you call in a favour, bro, you call in a favour.”

			Zeke gave a nervous grin. “I’m really lucky Edward’s helping me.”

			“You’re ignoring the obvious,” Scuff said.

			Zeke shuffled from foot to foot. “The fact nobody ever comes back from a deep space trip?” he ventured.

			Scuff nodded. Pin-mei started biting her nails.

			Zeke scowled at them. “I don’t have time for conspiracy theories.”

			“Theories?” Pin-mei asked.

			“The Government are quite clear. Space colonists are too busy to revisit Earth. It would use up precious resources.”

			Pin-mei jumped up. “Zeke, you might never come back!”

			“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

			“I may never see you again.” She choked up. 

			Zeke looked at the ground. “Pin, I’m sorry, but my father comes first.”

			Scuff gave Zeke a hard stare. “Supposing he’s dead?” 

			“He’s not dead,” Zeke barked, and stamped the floor.

			Silence filled the room. Nobody knew what to say next.

			The door buzzed.

			“Saved by the bell,” Scuff muttered.

			“Open,” Zeke said.

			Trixie Cutter, hair tousled, face caked in dirt, staggered through the doorway.

			“The orb. Help me.” Her eyes fluttered and she collapsed into Zeke’s arms…
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			“Feeling better?” Pin-mei asked, and squeezed Trixie’s hand. They were sitting on the bed while the boys stood nearby.

			“Here,” Zeke said, and handed Trixie a cup of water. She took a long sip.

			“It was terrible,” she said.

			Zeke drew up a chair. “What’s happened? You said something about an orb.”

			Trixie took a deep breath. “The one that gave you those spooky speaking-in-tongues powers.”

			“What about it?” Zeke asked, wide-eyed.

			“I was returning to the School with it.”

			“What?”

			“Oh, I bought it back from Ptolemy Cusp. Got a buyer on the black market. Willing to spend millions.”

			Zeke frowned. “You should leave those things alone. You know they’re dangerous.”

			Trixie adopted a suitably crestfallen look. “You are so right, Zeke.”

			There was a ghost of a smile on her cherry lips. “Anyway I was translocating back and arrived a few hundred metres short. And suddenly it began glowing.”

			“Glowing?” Zeke, Scuff and Pin-mei all said at once.

			“Exactly,” Trixie went on. “I dropped it and the next thing I knew it was calling your name.”

			Zeke gasped. “My name?” 

			“Aha,” Trixie said, avoiding eye contact.

			“Where is it now?” Scuff asked.

			“Still there, outside the school wall.”

			Zeke clenched his fists. “We need to check this out.”

			“You’re so brave, Zeke,” Trixie cooed. “I thought you’d know what to do.”

			Zeke and Scuff exchanged looks. Normally, Trixie hated his guts.

			“Do you feel well enough to take us there?” Zeke asked. 

			“Yup, let’s translocate. That’s quickest.”

			“You’ll have to take us,” Zeke said.

			She shrugged and stood up. “Fine.” 

			“Zeke and Fatty, take my hands. Pin, you hold onto Zeke’s.”

			They followed her instructions. Trixie, Zeke and Pin-mei linked up. Scuff held onto Trixie’s free hand. He reached out to Pin to complete the circle. Trixie shook her head. “No, not that way.”

			Scuff lowered his arm.

			Trixie suddenly giggled. “Here we go!” She dropped Scuff’s hand. 

			“What the—” he cried.

			Trixie’s eyes flared. Darkness swallowed the room.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Between a Rock and a Hard Place

		

		
			It was like wading through a vat of treacle. Then atoms coalesced. Shapes came into definition. Boulders, men, a gun. Pin-mei squealed.

			They were outside, at the mouth of a gully. The Chasm’s towers could be seen in the background.

			“Good afternoon, Mister Hailey,” Enki said.

			He was standing next to a huge hulking man with no hair and covered in red ink tattoos. The man was holding a ferromagnetic rifle.

			“Now!” Enki cried.

			The gun’s coils and cylinders buzzed. 

			“Duck!” Zeke shouted at Pin-mei but too late. 

			The gun blasted them with an invisible stream of particles. They felt nothing. The rifle didn’t injure, it simply soaked them in magnetic ions. Magnetism, of course, was the one thing that cancelled out psychic abilities. For the next few hours they would be no more psychic than any ordinary human. 

			Zeke twisted round to face Trixie Cutter. “I should have known better than—”

			“I’m a businesswoman, Zeke. These diamonds don’t pay for themselves,” she said, flashing a shining signet ring at him.

			“Move!” Enki barked. He pointed behind them.

			A huge torpedo-shaped vessel on caterpillar tracks lay a few metres away. A bronto!

			Zeke slipped his hand in Pin-mei’s.

			“We’re going back to the school now,” he said.

			He nudged Pin-mei. She gave him a wobbly smile. They took a step backwards and then another.

			Enki laughed loud, like a hyena.

			“Mister Ricasso, if you please.”

			The brute dropped the ferromagnetic gun and slipped another rifle from his shoulder. 

			Trixie’s smug grin evaporated. “Hey, you promised you wouldn’t hurt them!” she protested.

			Ricasso aimed at her. Trixie shimmered like a heat haze and vanished.

			“Run!” Zeke cried.

			Still holding hands they broke into a sprint. Then came a hissing noise. Zeke’s head exploded with a trillion fibres of pain.
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			The circle of steel slid open and Pin-mei stumbled into the tiny galley. She was rubbing her forehead. The door clanged shut behind her.

			“Here,” Zeke said, sitting at the table, and pointing to a glass of water and pills.

			She slumped down beside him and swallowed the medication. For a few minutes they sat without a word, listening to the rumble of engines. 

			“What did they do to us?” she asked hoarsely. 

			“A neural disruptor. It flips the on-off switch in the brain. You black out for an hour or two, but once the headache wears off, there’s no ill effects.” 

			Pin-mei glanced around the oblong room and all the shiny surfaces, the cooker, the refrigerator and the storage units. Everything reeked of disinfectant.

			“So, what does bronto stand for, again?”

			“Biometric Rapid Overland Theatre of Operations. Built for the Mars militia.”

			“So biometric means it can only work for its owner?”

			Zeke nodded.

			“In this case Enki. His voice, his DNA, his retinal scans.”

			“The same as Lieutenant Doughty’s?”

			“The very same, in fact.”

			Zeke drew his finger along the table. Four words were scratched into the surface. Scuff Barnum was here. 

			Pin-mei laughed. Zeke relaxed a little.

			“Let’s hope Scuff is raising the alarm even as we speak,” Pin-mei said.

			“And not on his bum playing Blood Guzzler Four.”

			This time they both laughed. Then Pin-mei’s face clouded over.

			“What are we going to do?” 

			Zeke shrugged and pushed out his bottom lip. He was out of ideas. 

			“Sooner or later our powers will come back, Zeke. You’ll show them then.”

			“Look at your right leg,” he replied with a sigh.

			Pin-mei tugged up the leg of her uniform. “Oh!”

			A metallic bracelet was tightly attached above her ankle. She tried to pull it off. “There’s no seal. No clasp.”

			“No,” Zeke said sadly. “As if it were welded on.”

			“It must be bio-metal,” Pin-mei ventured. “Bonds to itself.”

			“Yup, no way we can get it off without the right tool.”

			Pin-mei sat up again. “Don’t tell me. The metal is magnetised.”

			“A thousand percent. Even when the gun’s blast wears off we’ll still be useless.”

			Pin-mei burst into tears. She threw her arms around Zeke and cried, “I want to go home.”

			Zeke hugged her, but said nothing. He was thinking about Professor Magma and Fitch Crawley. And now the new creep on the block, Doctor Apollodoris Enki. 

			Enki, you’ll pay for this, he swore under his breath.

			The circular door rolled open. Enki clambered in, drew himself to his full height and smoothed back his greasy tufts of hair.

			“You’re awake.” He slid a magnopad across the table to Zeke.

			“First order of business, double check my translations.”

			Zeke muttered through gritted teeth. “Gthrethur ngth!”

			Enki tittered. “You’re too young to use insults like that.”

			Zeke bit his lip. “You really think I’m going to help your lunatic scheme?”

			“Cutting to the chase? Okay. I could have Ricasso slit your throats. He’d like that. I found him in a jail at Yuri-Gagarin Freetown. Nasty man.” Enki shuddered at his own threats. “But I’m no monster.”

			He paused, waiting for them to agree.

			They didn’t.

			“Mister Hailey, answer me this. How long can you go without food or drink?”

			“I’ll starve to death if needed,” Zeke cried, spitting the words out furiously.

			Enki bared his teeth. “And now tell me, how long can you watch your little playmate starve?”

			As if to underline Enki’s point, Pin-mei’s stomach growled.

			Zeke clenched his fists. “It’s only a matter of time before the Mariners come looking for us,” he snapped.

			Enki pursed his fat lips. “I don’t think so. You have, after all, resigned. They were expecting you to go.”

			Zeke gulped. Enki was right.

			“B-b-but—” he stammered. 

			“But, schmut. The school thinks Pin-mei has gone with you. A forged note left in her room testifies to that.”

			Trixie Cutter again, Zeke thought. Everything rested on Scuff now. At that moment it dawned on Zeke that Scuff didn’t know about the kidnapping. Who knows what lies Trixie told him. They were truly lost.

			Enki leaned over them. “On the other hand, the two of you cooperate and no harm comes to you. If things go really well, I’ll have you back in time for your rendezvous with that space guy.”

			Zeke thumped the table. “What do you need me for anyway? You’re the great translator.” 

			Enki turned up his nose. “Yes and I spent a lifetime slaving away to be this good. You got it all in one moment. Without a scrap of study. Just poured into that little childish head of yours. Do you have any idea how lucky you are?”

			“Lucky? Lucky? You call this lucky?” Zeke gestured to the shiny steels walls imprisoning him.

			Enki composed himself. “In any case, I need you. When we get to the out-of-synch city there will be runes, codes, passwords, spells. Just like the Infinity Trap. My Hesperian is limited. You’re fluent.”

			“So?”

			“Alone I have a chance. With you it’s certain. We’ll get in. We’ll find out how to use the pool.”

			“Pool?” Zeke asked suspiciously. 

			Enki glanced away. “And you might enjoy it. I’d have thought a ruined Martian city would be just your thing.”

			“Go to Martian hell,” Zeke snarled.

			Enki straightened his back. “Why don’t you both talk it over for a few minutes.”

			And with that he left them.

			Pin-mei grabbed Zeke’s arm. There were tears in her eyes. “Please, go along with it, Zeke.”

			“Pin! You know we can’t help him.”

			“No, just go along with it. Till you figure a way out.”

			“Supposing I don’t?”

			She squeezed his arm tighter. “You will. You always do.”

			Zeke stared at his friend. Why was she taking it so badly? He stared deeper. Images flitted through his brain. Pin being kidnapped by the dust devil. Professor Magma imprisoning her. The Spiral. The bowels of the volcano Ascraeus Mons where Fitch nearly burned her to death. Poor Pin. Not even a full year on Mars and already so many bad memories. And it was all his fault. If she didn’t hang out with him nothing would have happened to her. His heart sank.

			“Okay,” he said as calmly as possible. “Can’t have my Martian sister going without food.” 

			She smiled from ear to ear and gave him a bear hug. 

			“And it can’t help to check out his research,” he added, picking up the magnopad and switching to holo-view.

			A white holo-screen materialised above the table. Hesperian hieroglyphics shimmered before their eyes. The geometrical shapes made Zeke think of robotic worms crawling across the screen. 

			“Is that first letter Dhoth?” Pin-mei asked.

			“Yes! You’re learning,” Zeke replied proudly.

			He focussed on the hologram. A crackle of interference ran up the virtual page. The images momentarily pixelated. Zeke blinked.

			“Did you see that?” he asked.

			The alien letters were larger now. And more solid. In fact the screen had doubled in size.

			“Pin!” he cried. He tried to turn away but couldn’t. His neck was rigid. Fear bubbled up from his stomach. The screen trebled. And the letters, the damn Martian words, were becoming three-dimensional. They grew bigger with every passing second.

			The room suddenly toppled onto its side. The screen was below him now and sucking in air like a wind tunnel. Even as he scrambled to save himself, to grip onto the table, he slipped. With one almighty yell, Zeke tumbled into the screen.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			The Ghost Town

		

		
			For a second, Zeke thought he’d landed in a colossal aquarium. Large, organic shell shapes surrounded him, each glowing softly. Some twisted and curved. Others were squat and bulbous. A few had frills, like anemones. He looked up at the sky above and saw only darkness.

			He stood and crossed the gravel. The nearest building, if it could be called that, was coiled like a conch shell. It gave off a soft, pink light. Yellows and blues and purples came from its neighbours.

			Energy surged through Zeke’s body. The city of an alien civilisation! The Hesperians! A species that died out two billion years before. Time had wiped away every trace of their existence. Nobody knew what they looked like or anything about them. Yet here he was, standing in the middle of one of their citadels.

			Nobody knew why they became extinct either. Zeke had a hunch that the Spiral destroyed them. A handful of clues suggested the great demon found a way into this dimension. Somehow they stopped him, but then perished. The very same cataclysm that could destroy humanity, if the Spiral ever returned.

			“How do we get in?” he asked himself, circling the building. There was no visible entry. He examined another and another. No doorways. 

			The gravel crunched. Footsteps! 

			Someone was approaching, but from where? Hastily Zeke wheeled around, scanning the forest of structures.

			There! A figure passed between two buildings. A human.

			Zeke broke into a sprint, covering the distance in seconds. He skidded to a stop, just in time to see a boy disappearing round a bend. A boy with messy blond hair and the Mariner’s school uniform.

			Zeke gave chase. The boy was hurrying away, deeper into the multi-coloured maze. Although Zeke could only see the boy’s back, there was something familiar about his gait. And the waddle of the buttocks. 

			“Scuff!” Zeke cried, desperately trying to catch up.

			Again the figure was gone.

			Zeke spun a full circle, searching for his friend.

			“Scuff!”

			His friend’s portly figure emerged from the shadows and took off in the opposite direction. Still Zeke couldn’t see the face, but it had to be Scuff. But why didn’t he wait? And what was he doing in Zeke’s vision anyway?

			Zeke raced after him. 

			“Stop!”

			Scuff ignored him and walked around another corner. Zeke reached the same spot, only to find Scuff vanished once again.

			“Come back!”

			It was like hunting a ghost. A ghost in a ghost town.

			Zeke stamped his foot. “Show yourself!”

			And then suddenly, Scuff was behind him. Motionless, looking away. 

			“What’s wrong?” Zeke asked.

			The figure remained silent. Was it even Scuff? But it had to be! Those greasy blond curls, the fat neck, the porky hips, all wrapped up in the school uniform. Who else could it be? 

			Butterflies hatched in Zeke’s stomach. Butterflies with fangs, gnawing at his insides. 

			He reached out his hand, gulped and then placed it on the figure’s shoulder.

			“Scuff?”

			Still the boy said nothing.

			Irritation pushed out the fear. Zeke gripped the shoulder and pulled. The boy swung round. Zeke cried out and stumbled back.

			Scuff was faceless. The eyes, nose and mouth were missing and replaced with a single, rotating spiral. It was Scuff, but not Scuff. 

			Those butterflies drowned in bile. Zeke struggled not to vomit.

			Scuff had disappeared and he was alone.

			Only, of course, he wasn’t.

			He was aware of a new noise, far away but getting closer. A scratchy noise, like static electricity. Zeke couldn’t have felt colder than if he were made of ice. Something about the noise was unnerving. 

			What had Enki said about a monster? 

			“A savage monster, a raging brute, a creature without intelligence, programmed to kill.”

			Zeke had experienced Hesperian guardians before. First, the Dust Devil and then the Failsafe, or rockbot, as Scuff called it. Both unstoppable killing machines. But this one sounded far worse. 

			Get away, now! said that little voice at the back of his head.

			The noise was growing louder. Not only the crackle, but also a deep, inhuman roaring. Something from the fires of hell. 

			Zeke started to walk away. Panic swamped him and he burst into speed. He ran blindly among the glowing structures, without any idea where he was going. Anywhere that took him away from that sound. Away from the hray-za-qkerrzch. The Hesperian word popped into his head. In English: the Particle Beast.

			A ear-splitting howl thundered through the citadel. The structures shook. Zeke was almost whimpering with fear.

			Run faster! came the voice.

			Alien houses blocked his way like a nightmarish assault course. He tried to go faster but only succeeded in banging his elbow. 

			Maybe he could translocate to safety? Damn, Enki’s bracelet was still there. And anyway, where would he translocate to? But it was worth a try. He closed his eyes and conjured up an image of the bronto.

			Ow!

			He’d run smack into the side of a building. The collision threw him to the ground. Jumping up and wiping his bleeding nose, he glanced back. His heart stalled. Flames were spitting above the rooftops. No, not flames, but sparks, like fireworks. What on Mars was this creature?

			Zeke’s heart coughed back into action. His feet took on a life of their own and pounded the dirt. 

			The amorphous shapes of the citadel blurred. He scrambled on and on. Was there no escaping this terrible place? Finally, the buildings started to thin out. 

			A path formed out of nothing. A series of steps, roughly-hewn from the bedrock. They led out of the citadel and down into blackness. Zeke leapt from layer to layer, as shards of rock erupted around him. As though eons of geology were happening in seconds, pillars of feldspar heaved their way up and froze, forming huge stalagmites. They towered over Zeke, as the steps fell deeper into the void. 

			The roars ceased. Zeke stopped, panting like a racehorse. It took a while for his pulses to calm down, then he straightened up and ventured on. He was in the bowels of a dank cavern.

			The stony path wound its way around the stalactites, until all of a sudden, it reached its destination.

			Zeke whistled. He was standing before a rock pool. Its surface was so perfectly black, so totally still. Like glass. Both opaque and bottomless at the same time. As if he were gazing into a black hole. 

			He tossed a pebble into the pool. A few ripples would give a sense of depth. But there was no splash. The pebble vanished in the poor light.

			Zeke knelt down for a closer look. He considered dipping his finger into the inky slime. 

			Don’t!

			Instead he leaned over the pool. 

			There was something underneath. A tiny flicker. He peered harder. It was fuzzy and spinning. A…spiral!

			The shape exploded from the water. A great beak-like mouth broke through the surface. Zeke screamed. Even as he reared back, the mouth snapped over his head.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Candor Chasma

		

		
			Sunshine reached down into the gloomy canyon. The first rays of dawn were chasing away the night. Candor emerged from the dark, an immense dustbowl littered with rock. Another day on Mars. 

			Zeke was sitting on a boulder next to Pin-mei. Her hair was bedraggled. They were both balancing fried breakfasts on their laps. The smell of eggs and bacon raised his spirits. A scrap of warmth in this cold, dead desert. Ricasso was watching them from the bronto, neural disruptor at the ready. Enki was standing beside the cookomac, clapping his hands like an excited toddler. 

			“You look better,” Pin-mei remarked. “You came out of that trance whiter than a ghost. Not to mention the bruised nose.”

			“It was a vision. Just like the others. Somehow the orb made me open to them.”

			She said nothing.

			“Everything has changed now,” he went on. “We have to escape.”

			She threw him an anxious look.

			“Really Pin. If Enki finds his way into that citadel, he may release the Spiral.”

			“You can’t be sure, Zeke.”

			“I hope I’m wrong, but we can’t take any chances. The Spiral would destroy everything.”

			Pin-mei squeezed his arm. “All the more reason to stay. After all, he might get in without your help. But if we tag along, you’ll stop him.” 

			Zeke shrugged. “I thought you were scared.”

			“I am. But less so than yesterday.”

			Zeke put his arm around her shoulder. “He’ll use you as ransom, Pin. Threaten to kill you unless I help. How can I stop that?”

			“Magma tried and you outsmarted him.”

			“Listen. I’ve run through Enki’s translations. He’s almost figured how to get in. He’s got the runes, the passwords. He’ll still need a psychic brain as a power source, exactly like the Infinity Trap. But he doesn’t know how to stop a particle beast. It’s very purpose is to annihilate trespassers.”

			“So…if he goes in alone, he’ll be killed?” 

			“Problem solved,” Zeke said grimly.

			Pin-mei looked over at Enki, who was now jumping on the spot and licking his lips.

			“Can’t you talk him out of it? I don’t want anyone to get hurt, not even him.”

			Zeke sighed. Pin was being soft. Enki deserved everything he got. But then she fixed him with a mournful expression. 

			“Okay, okay,” he said, melting. “I’ll do what I can.”

			“Why don’t you tell him about your vision?”

			“He’d never believe me. Let’s try his vanity. That might be his Achilles heel.”

			At that moment Enki came over, his plate wobbling with sausages. His eyes burned with gluttonous frenzy.

			Zeke stayed quiet while Enki slobbered and guzzled. Then, as he wolfed down the last mouthful, Zeke cleared his throat.

			“I checked your notes. Brilliant!”

			Enki purred like a Cheshire cat, his mouth still full of sausage.

			“I have to hand it to you,” Zeke went on, trying not to choke on false admiration.

			Enki paused in mid-gulp.

			“You’re gifted,” Zeke said.

			Enki gave a little bow.

			“That’s why I want to help. Humanity needs talent like yours.”

			Now the great translator frowned.

			Zeke went on hastily. “You think once we get in, there will be a way of shutting down the particle beast, but you’re wrong.”

			Enki’s frown deepened.

			“I read and re-read the parts you couldn’t work out. It’s quite clear. The beast is unstoppable. Everyone who enters the citadel will die.” 

			“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Enki said. 

			“But why? What could possibly be worth the danger?” Pin-mei asked.

			Enki gave her a sneering look. “Some things are worth the risk of death, child.”

			He tapped his nose and shifted on his fat buttocks to face away. Zeke and Pin-mei exchanged hopeless looks. What was Enki keeping secret? 

			“Ooh, look!” Enki squealed, and pointed into the distance.

			A breeze blew across the sand. It scattered a handful of grains. Then more. The grains began to lift and dance. A dust devil.

			“Bravo! Encore!” Enki cried.

			As if to oblige him, another dust devil picked up, travelled a short distance only to peter out. Three more could be seen further away.

			“Why so many?” Enki asked, wide-eyed with delight.

			Zeke paused, expecting Pin-mei to answer. After all, she was the child genius. But she was staring at the devils, rigid with fear. Clearly, she was recalling the trauma of her abduction. 

			“They happen all day,” he said to Enki. “But first thing in the morning the ground is at its coldest. The sun heats it up faster than the air. So this causes more of the convection effect. Upward draughts.”

			Zeke said to his friend, “How did you sleep?” 

			It was the first idea that popped into his head. Anything to change the subject.

			Pin-mei smiled. “Deeply. I had a very vivid dream.”

			Zeke gestured for her to continue. Her cheeks coloured slightly.

			“It was about you, Zeke.”

			“Oh? A nightmare then?”

			She giggled. “I was in a beautiful purple forest. And I found you outside a tent. Only you were older. Grown up.”

			“Ooh, there’s a fast one!” Enki said, mesmerised by the twisters. They ignored him.

			“So I said, ‘Are you Zeke Hailey?’ And you said, ‘No, my name is Cole Hailey.’”

			“That’s my dad’s name, but you knew that.”

			Pin-mei nodded. “And then you, or rather he, said to me, ‘Tell Zeke, now we are three.’”

			“Weird-o!” Zeke replied.

			“That dust devil’s lasting longer than the others,” Enki remarked. Again they didn’t look.

			“That’s your subconscious dealing with the events of the day,” Zeke said.

			“I know. It just felt so real.”

			“Anymore?”

			Pin-mei’s smile faded. “Well, only that I saw you running deeper into the forest. You, not your father. And you were in tears. Like you wanted to get away from something awful.” 

			“So, definitely a dream. I’d be ecstatic if I’d found my dad.”

			“Do they all look like men?” Enki asked. His voice sounded serious.

			“What?” Zeke snapped. 

			He and Pin-mei followed Enki’s line of sight. Sure enough, a particularly large dust devil was heading towards them. The vortex was thicker than usual. At its centre the sand twisted violently in the shape of a man. It glowed.

			Zeke’s bones transformed to ice. Pin-mei seized his hand. 

			The dust devil’s whirling-sand-legs crossed metres with every step. In seconds it had reached the perimeter. 

			“Ricasso!” Enki shrieked.

			The dust devil halted. Zeke gazed into its empty face. Sand. It was nothing but sand and wind. Yet Zeke knew it was so much more.

			Ricasso fetched a conventional rifle from the bronto. He ran forward, firing off a round of bullets. They winged through the creature’s torso without any effect. In a millisecond, it sucked Ricasso into its whirlwind. The man flew round in circles, arms and legs flailing frantically. He screamed for help. Instead, Enki dived into the bronto, gibbering with terror. The dust devil hurled Ricasso across the camp. He crashed into a tall boulder, splitting his head open like a watermelon.

			Zeke and Pin-mei jumped to their feet. The devil swivelled to face them.

			“Mnthanx!” Zeke shouted.

			This was the Hesperian word for stop and had worked on the original dust devil. It felt a long time ago now, the night Zeke came face to face with the Dust Devil in a dark school corridor. In desperation he’d found he could communciate with it by speaking Hesperian. But it perished at the Infinity Trap. Where had this one come from?

			It cocked its head to one side. Lips formed.

			“You speak the old ones’ words,” it replied in the same ancient language. 

			“Who are you? Are you the one from before?” Zeke asked. 

			It straightened up. “Don’t remember.” Its voice was deep and rasping.

			Zeke’s brain raced. The Hesperian came quickly.

			“What can you remember?”

			“Awakening. In the strange city. Your city. Escaping. Wandering. Alone.”

			It sounded sad.

			“But…do you know what you are?”

			The devil shuddered. “I am revenge.”

			“Revenge? Why? And against who?”

			“The child-from-the-third planet. The child who speaks my words.” 

			Zeke’s blood ran dry. No prizes for guessing who that might be.

			“What did he do?”

			“He hurt me.”

			“How?”

			It glided nearer. “Hurt me bad.”

			Zeke stepped back, pulling Pin-mei with him.

			“Well, if I ever meet this child I’ll let you know.”

			A dreadful sound emanated from the devil. Laughter. Alien laughter. 

			“You are the child from the third planet.”

			Before Zeke could move a muscle the devil jumped. It swallowed them in its howling chaos. 

			Spinning, twisting, flying. Zeke and Pin tumbled like rats in a concrete mixer. Blood rushed to Zeke’s head and he blacked out for a few moments.

			He came to and found they were still inside the devil. The brute was moving, Zeke could sense that. But all he could see was a curtain of sand.

			The curtain lifted. Zeke flew through the air, losing his grip on Pin-mei. He hit the ground in a cascade of dirt. Something snapped inside his left leg. His head swam as the world somersaulted before his eyes.

			He attempted to stand, but a bolt of agony forced him back down. His belly heaved and splattered breakfast in all directions. He focussed on the blurred scene around him. Where on Mars was this? Everything was made of stones. Red stones piling up on top of each other, an avalanche of rocks. He cried out and fainted.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			A Stranger’s Room

		

		
			Stars flickered. A hand reached out from the dark. A warm flannel swabbed Zeke’s brow.

			“Steady now, son.”

			Zeke’s eyes adjusted to the gloom. Not stars but candles. He sat up. 

			“Where am—ow!”

			He fell back onto a pillow. An invisible hammer was pounding his skull. 

			“That’ll pass. And before you ask, the China girl’s fine.”

			The deep baritone came from a man with wild eyes and a long skimpy beard. He wore a white cotton shirt with black baggy trousers. Why is he so old-fashioned? Zeke thought. The room matched. The walls were bare stones piled up on top of each other, while a wardrobe and a chest of drawers graced the corners. But Zeke couldn’t see a single computer, plasma-screen or even an energy point. 

			“My mouth tastes like curry,” he said.

			“That’ll be turmeric, it’s a natural painkiller.” 

			“Painkiller?—Ahhh!”

			Zeke moved his legs. Ripples of pain gushed through his body.

			The man chuckled.

			“You broke the left’un.”

			Zeke lifted the woollen blankets. 

			“What have you done to me?”

			The trousers of his Mariner’s uniform were ripped. His leg, which was puffy and purple, was tied to a plank with bandages.

			“Nothing serious, just don’t get it infected,” the man explained. “It’s a simple fracture. The splint will keep it in place till it heals.” 

			“Heals!” Zeke exclaimed. “What about nanomacs?”

			“Oh surely. But you’ll have to wait till you get back to your school. The medics there can inject those little critters.” 

			Zeke took a deep breath. “Where am I?”

			The man’s eyes burned like coals.

			“Edenville.”

			“Oh! Then…you’re Marmish?”

			The man laughed again and nodded. Zeke gulped as he tried to calm himself. He was among savages! A primitive colony famous for turning their back on technology. No technology! Zeke shuddered at the very idea.

			“Truth be, son, that’s not our name. Unbelievers call us that. They amalgamated Martian with Amish. We ain’t Amish, never were, though we’d have a lot in common.”

			Zeke wriggled up the bed, wincing with the pain.

			“Who are you, then?”

			“We’re the Church Of The Martian Saints. Founded by Jehoshaphat Miller sixty years ago.”

			Zeke felt sick to the core. Trapped with a bunch of religious nuts who didn’t use nanomacs. He could bleed to death and they wouldn’t save him.

			“Are you alright? You’re whiter than goose down.”

			Zeke feverishly scanned the room for something modern. “You’ve got to get word to my school.”

			“Word is on its way,” the man said.

			Zeke sat up, gritting his teeth against the pain. “Radio? The Mars-Wide-Web?”

			The man looked bemused. “A greater power.”

			“Telepathy?” Zeke suggested eagerly.

			The man shook his head. “Horse power.”

			“What!”

			“A rider is galloping to Yuri-Gagarin Freetown. Should be there in a day. Ptolemy Cusp will contact the school.”

			Zeke fell back on the pillow. “Horses!”

			“A noble beast.”

			“No doubt,” Zeke muttered. “I’ve seen one of your horses before.”

			“I know,” replied the man.

			“Actually, it came to my rescue.”

			“I know that too.”

			“You!” Zeke cried with a sudden realisation.

			The man guffawed. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me!”

			“You’re the man who rescued Trixie and me. At the Beagle Research Station. I saw your horse before I passed out.” 

			“Touch and go it was. But I saved your life.”

			Zeke blushed. “Thanks for that.” 

			The man stroked his straggly beard. “Thank the Almighty, son. I was merely an instrument of his divine will.”

			“Wait a minute. The teachers told me you radioed for help that day. So you do have a radio.”

			“Afraid not. That was my travelling companion. I was accompanying someone from outside the Marmish. One bewitched by the ways of the devil, like you. It was his radio.” 

			“And without it I’d be dead,” Zeke snapped. “How can you say technology is the way of the devil?”

			The man raised the palm of his hand. “Calm yourself. Introductions first. Theology later.” He grabbed Zeke’s hand and shook it vigorously. 

			“Josiah Cain. But call me Josiah. Elder Josiah.”

			“Zeke Hailey.”

			“Short for Ezekiel?” 

			Zeke shook his head quickly. “Not at all. I’m plain old Zeke. That’s what it says on my e-cert.”

			“Shame, Ezekiel’s a fine name from the good book.”

			Zeke sniffed. “Maybe. My dad just liked Zeke.”

			“A wise man, no doubt. Are you hungry?”

			“I could eat one of your horses.”

			Cain gave his deep, easy laugh once more.

			“You’ll be needing these.” He reached under the bed and fished out some baggy trousers and a crutch. 
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			Zeke stepped out into a red sunset. The dying rays caught Edenville in their ruddy glow. Houses shaped like stone igloos climbed up the slope. Smoke drifted from squat chimneys and the air reeked of burning logs. Candor’s seven-kilometre-high canyon towered overhead. The houses looked as if they had been hewn from raw basalt. Everything was ochre. 

			“It’s so alien,” Zeke said in awed whisper. 

			“Here,” said Elder Josiah. 

			Two wide-brimmed black hats were hanging on the back of the door. Josiah took one and gave the other to Zeke. “Even at sunset the radiation can burn you.”

			Zeke scowled. “And without the Aldrin Dishes halfway between here and Earth, filtering the solar wind, it would be deadly. Technology saves the day again.”

			Josiah smiled graciously.

			“A keen mind, I see. You must learn to work with providence, not against it.”

			What does that mean! Zeke thought angrily.

			Josiah inspected Zeke’s clothing. “Cotton trousers. A hat. You’d make a fine Marmish.”

			Zeke pushed out his bottom lip. He had no desire to fit in. 

			They started up the path. Josiah talked about tapping ancient waters in the bedrock, transforming Martian regolith to soil and raising crops. Josiah was clearly very proud of their way of life. Zeke hobbled after him, trying not to wince from the pain.

			At the top of the hill stood a larger building. 

			“The refectory,” Josiah explained. 

			They walked inside and into a wall of noise. Around forty people crammed around tables, chattering and eating. They all wore the same uniform of black and white cotton. Servers patrolled the aisles, dishing out vegetables from tin bowls. Human servers, not ’macs. The smell of boiled cabbage tickled Zeke’s taste buds.

			“Zeke!”

			It was Pin-mei, waving across the sea of heads. Zeke gaped. She appeared taller. As if she had grown up over night.

			“Go sit with the China girl. I’ll be with my wife, Mary. After supper we’ll fix you out with dorms.”

			Zeke didn’t notice the tall, gawky teenager sitting next to Pin-mei until he was sitting down.

			“A mighty big howdy to you!”

			Zeke gasped. “Justice!”

			“Large as life and twice as handsome,” the older boy said, and beamed his big, toothy grin.

			Zeke’s heart sank. The way Justice kept bumping into them was annoying. 

			“What are you doing here?”

			Justice smirked. “Eating mash potatoes.”

			Zeke frowned.

			“You know what I mean. Why aren’t you at that observatory, the Perspicillum?”

			Justice flushed. “I had me a little ol’ accident.”

			“Poor Justice,” Pin-mei said. “Professor Hiss was horrid to him.”

			“What happened?” Zeke asked.

			Justice’s cheeks burned deeper. “I was polishing that billion dollar telescope one day, all on my lonesome. And I just thought I’d have a go at steering it.”

			“You tampered with the controls?”

			“Tamper is a harsh word, Zeke. I tried changing its position, to take a look-see at Earth. Unfortunately it swivelled in the wrong direction and hit the air-conditioner.”

			“Oops!” 

			“Hiss got all hysterical, said it would take weeks to fix.”

			“He does take his work very seriously,” Pin-mei remarked.

			Justice cussed. “A total overreaction, if you ask me. All that saving humanity hogwash, what was that about anyway?”

			Zeke scratched his chin. “Yes, something about hunting for the genesis particle?”

			“Lord if I know. Ol’ Hiss kept very secretive about this government research he was doing. Mad as a spring hare, if you ask me.”

			“Maybe,” Zeke replied. Hiss struck him as a genius, but one guarding a terrible secret. “Did he ever give you any clues, why it was so important?”

			Justice rolled his eyes. “Who cares, I’m more interested in your adventures. Pin-mei’s told me all about it. A madman, a dust devil, a secret city. The fun stuff always happens to you!”

			Zeke was about to say it wasn’t fun at all, when Pin-mei nudged Justice. She was gazing at him with puppy eyes. Zeke wondered what she saw in such a reckless redneck. 

			“Tell Zeke.”

			“Right,” Justice replied. “I’m on my way to the Melas Chasma mine. Gotta job there. Digging. I’m good at digging.”

			Zeke felt the room go cold.

			“You’ve signed up with the mining team?”

			“Sure thing, Hubs Incorporated, the ol’ backbone of the Solar System.” 

			Zeke grabbed Justice’s arm. “It’s dangerous there. You mustn’t go.”

			Justice laughed. “I ain’t afeard of something that’s not there. And if it is there, you’ll fix it. You always do.”

			“No, please don’t go.”

			Justice gave an uncertain laugh. “Zeke! I’m plain unemployed. I need the money.”

			The babble of voices drained away. 

			“You mustn’t go!”

			“Well I am, and that’s that.”

			Zeke stared at Justice, and for a split second heard screaming. “If you go there, Justice. You’ll die.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Edenville

		

		
			“Mind the leg!” Zeke cried.

			The blacksmith heaved him onto the back of the cart. Zeke grimaced. The man padded back into the smoky interior of the foundry. There air whiffed of coal and molten metal. 

			“I’ll go with Zeke,” Pin-mei said, and scrambled in behind him.

			Josiah nodded. He and his thirteen year old son, Bartholomew, climbed onto the front seat. Josiah flicked the reins and the horse, a beautiful white mare, broke into a trot.

			The cart took a rough track out of town. The stone igloos gave way to wilderness. Zeke sat in silence, nursing his leg. Every bump on the road sent a shudder of pain through his calf.

			“That was a waste of time,” he said at last.

			The blacksmith had spent an hour tackling the ankle braces. He tried heavy duty saws and metal-cutters. But the braces proved indestructible. Zeke suggested the glowing pokers from the furnace. Melt them off. The blacksmith said the high temperature would burn their flesh. Zeke replied he didn’t care and go for it. The blacksmith refused.

			Pin-mei gave him a hug. “Pity, isn’t it. You could have translocated us back to the School.”

			“And Doctor Chandrasar’s medicine cabinet.”

			“Chin up. It’s only a matter of time before the Mariners fetch us.”

			Zeke forced a smile that looked more like gritted teeth. “Did you see Justice?”

			Pin-mei shook her head. “No, he was up and out before dawn. His new bosses expect him on time.”

			Zeke gazed at the relentless red desert beyond the town. “Hurrying into danger.”

			“You can’t know that. The braces are blocking our powers.” 

			Her beautiful almond eyes were wide with worry. 

			“You’re right. It was just a feeling, that’s all.”

			She relaxed a little.

			“Pin, do you…do you have feelings for Justice?”

			She giggled. “I do not! I can have friends, can’t I?” 

			Zeke scrutinized her features for a sign of blushing. Nothing. This relieved him. Zeke was an only child. How he’d yearned for brothers and sisters over the years, but that was one wish that never came true. And now here he was, honorary big brother to a twelve year old. He felt woefully inadequate for the job.

			“Well, I guess he’ll be safe enough. Even if Enki finds a way inside the citadel, as long as you’re outside it must be alright.”

			“This Particle Beast can’t get out?”

			At the sound of that name Zeke’s backbone tingled. “I don’t think so, otherwise it would have escaped already.”

			Pin-mei combed her black hair with her fingers. “And the Dust Devil? I thought he was dead. And why did he bring us here?”

			“Pass,” Zeke replied. 

			“Is it the same one?”

			Zeke pursed his lips. “Don’t think so, it felt…different. I think dropping us here was random. It seemed confused.”

			Pin-mei looked serious. “Sometimes I think we shouldn’t have come to Mars.”

			“Why not?”

			“The Hesperians. Two billion years since they died and still deadly.”

			“Well, their technology, granted. In the wrong hands.”

			They fell quiet. The wheels clack-clacked. Far across the valley, the east canyon wall threaded across the landscape and disappeared over the horizon. Zeke contemplated the kilometres of red dirt surrounding them. Sometimes Mars seemed grandly mysterious, a world of ghosts and emptiness. At other times, simply dead. 

			“What do you think of the Marmish?” he asked.

			Pin-mei grinned. “They’re nice.”

			“Nice! If Scuff was here he’d call them ‘whack jobs’.”

			“Tsk, tsk, that’s rude.” 

			Zeke edged forward. “But living without machines. It’s crazy!”

			“I am missing the Mars-Wide-Web. But I respect what they’re trying to do.”

			“What are they trying to do?”

			Pin-mei’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure exactly. Be more human?”

			“Whoa,” cried Josiah, pushing down on the wooden brake lever. 

			Zeke and Pin-mei gasped. The land ahead dipped into a gentle basin. Instead of endless dust, they saw acres of green. Fields!

			“Beautiful,” Pin-mei cooed. 

			“But how?” Zeke asked.

			Josiah gave a genial laugh. “Take a closer look,” he said, jumping down.

			“Hey, Miss Liang, can I show you our runner beans?” Bartholomew asked. He was a tall, freckled boy, with his mother’s blond hair and eyes as blue as an afternoon sky. 

			“Yes, please,” Pin-mei said, and this time did blush.

			They waded off into the waist-high grasses. Josiah and Zeke walked in the opposite direction, deep into rows of sweetcorn. The stalks towered over them. Zeke leaned on his crutch and stared at the husks. 

			“How on Mars did you do this? Without any science?”

			Josiah looked very proud. “Hard work and prayer, son. A lot of prayer.”

			Zeke gave a ‘hmph’.

			Josiah smiled indulgently. “Tell me, what is the Mariner’s creed?”

			Zeke narrowed his eyes. He sensed a trap. “Gravity, magnetism and thought are the forces that bind the universe together. Of these three, thought is the most powerful.”

			“Or, as we say here, faith can move mountains.” 

			Zeke shrugged. Okay, Josiah had a point.

			“There’s a tad more to it,” Josiah added.

			He crouched down and scooped up the soil in his hands. The crumbs of earth fell away to reveal wriggling earthworms.

			“Oh!’ Zeke exclaimed.

			“First we bedded down layers of organic waste, everything from leftover food to sewage.”

			“You mean poo?” Zeke asked. 

			Josiah nodded.

			“And then we let these little mites loose. God’s humblest creatures. Yet, thanks to His Wisdom, also His Mightiest.”

			Zeke scratched his head.

			“You made an enormous compost heap. The worms digest the organic matter and turn the Martian sand into soil.”

			Josiah ruffled Zeke’s hair, much to his annoyance.

			“Got it in one, son. Our own little miracle.”

			Zeke’s brain was in overtime. “Wait, how did you get the worms here?”

			“Imported from Earth.”

			“So you needed machines.”

			Josiah stroked his beard. “Well son, I wouldn’t call you a machine. It took one Mariner to translocate the shipment of worms. From Earth to Mars in a second, all down to mind powers. A Gift from God, if you will.”

			Zeke was feeling flustered. “Sure, but the journey also required using the Televator and a go-ship. You couldn’t have done it without science.”

			Josiah’s baritone laughter rang out. “We couldn’t do it without Providence, son. The Hand of God.”

			Zeke wanted to stamp his foot. Josiah was manipulating the facts to support his beliefs. 

			Josiah gently lowered the worms onto the earth and they began burrowing underground. 

			“The worms of Mars! Who’d have guessed they’d be so small,” he said. “Not that we don’t have problems. Pumping the water up from bedrock is hard labour, believe me.”

			Pin-mei and Bartholomew fell through the curtain of stalks. They were chuckling away like old friends.

			“Bartie is so funny,” Pin-mei said, wiping away a happy tear.

			Both Zeke and Josiah frowned.

			Josiah pointed to the cart. “Time to head back. Sunday service is at three.”

			“Oh, I’m not going to that,” Zeke said, and pushed out his bottom lip.

			Pin-mei made a face at him, as if to say, ‘Don’t be a brat.’

			“Your presence would be a great honour,” Josiah replied, and turned back to the cart.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Chapel

		

		
			Josiah stood at the pulpit, bathed in radiance. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows behind him.

			“And now a few thoughts,” he announced to the congregation.

			More anti-science mumbo jumbo? Zeke wondered, seated at the front.

			He glanced over his shoulder. The pews were packed. Pin-mei and Bartie were at the back, both grinning from ear to ear. This made Zeke uncomfortable, but he wasn’t sure what to do. Maybe Justice wasn’t so bad after all?

			The ceremony was nearly over. It involved lots of prayers and hymns, as well as plenty of standing up and kneeling down. Zeke found it all rather bewildering, but did his best to mutter and nod in the right places. 

			Josiah smiled at him.

			“Brethren, today we have two young Mariners in our midst. Brave souls destined to lead the human race to the stars.”

			A round of applause rippled through the congregation. Zeke stared at the floor. He didn’t fancy any hero worship.

			Josiah continued, “Which leads me to contemplating. What are the planets for?”

			He paused for dramatic effect.

			“Surely, every one of God’s creations has a purpose. Take the planets, like the hands of a cosmic clock, always tick-tocking around the Sun’s golden dial. But why?

			“Earth, we know, is humanity’s cradle. The Moon stirs the tides and quickens our pulses. Mighty Jupiter is our protector, blocking the comets that might otherwise crash upon our heads. But what of Mars, this dry and lonely world? Why did it spring from those oceans of celestial dust so long ago?

			“Brethren, it’s purpose is crucial to the holy plan.”

			Josiah slammed his fist on the pulpit.

			Everyone jumped.

			“Mars is a stepping stone. The good Lord put Mars here as respite on our journey into space. Think about it. It’s His Divine wish that Humanity carry the Good Word through the Milky Way and beyond. Sharing it with any heathen cultures we encounter along the way.”

			“Why are aliens heathens?” Zeke piped up. 

			The air went so still he could have heard an atom split.

			Josiah frowned. “Son, we do not speak up while the preacher’s doing his job.”

			Zeke mouthed a ‘sorry’ and went redder than a Martian tomato. 

			“You see Brethren, that magnificent journey will need somewhere to break, to rest, to gather resources. That is Mars’ purpose and ours too. It’s the resurrection planet. What, I hear you say, does old Josiah mean by that? Cast your mind back to biblical days. Was not poor Lazarus brought back from the shadow of the valley of the dead?”

			Zeke vaguely knew the story of Lazarus, who died and came back. 

			“And as the Lord rose Lazarus from the grave, so must we raise Mars. His Divine Will has brought us here to work this miracle. God’s plan cannot be made by computers and robots. That’s blasphemy. God’s plan must be achieved by backbreaking toil, by honest sweat, by kindness, by prayer, by a mother’s sacrifice and a father’s duty. In short, we must love Mars. Oh yes, brethren, we must shower the barren valleys and the empty craters with affection. Does a mother hand her newborn over to machines? No, she nurtures that child herself. Mars is no different. We, the Church Of The Martian Saints, have been here sixty years. And we will be here for six hundred and then six thousand. And by the grace of God, we will be miracle-makers. The humble earthworm, the sprouting vine, the hen and the lamb. All will play their part with us as their farmers. Mars is our Promised Land. Mars is our mission. By love and faith, we will light the spark of life and Mars shall blossom!”

			His voice soared to a crescendo.

			The congregation erupted with cries of, “Praise the Lord!”

			Josiah threw out his arms. “The service has ended, go in peace. Amen.” 

			“Amen,” said forty voices.
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			The chapel looked out over the stony roofs to the vast plain beyond. The twilight burned with a dark shade of rust. Worshippers were gathered on the slope, in twos and threes, quietly discussing the sermon. 

			Zeke scanned the scene for a glimpse of Pin-mei. Where was she?

			A hand fell on his shoulder. Josiah.

			“What did you think, son?”

			“Huh?” 

			“About my sermon?”

			“Oh,” Zeke replied. “I liked it.”

			“But did you see my point?”

			“Oh, yes. You’re saying that terra-forming Mars needs to be done with heart. Not machinery.”

			Josiah’s eyes lit up. “You hit the nail on the barn door!” 

			Zeke peered around for Pin-mei again.

			“You’ve got spirit, son. And that’s why I need to ask you something.”

			“What’s that, Sir?”

			“Now hear me out, Zeke. Talking of miracles, don’t you think it was mighty strange that whirlwind demon deposited you here, on our very doorstep.”

			Zeke cocked his head to one side. “Totally random, I’d say. And it’s not a demon.”

			“Don’t jest with me, now. The good book tells us that for every purpose there is a season. You think that critter dropped you here by accident? Not at all. That was providence in action.”

			Zeke gave Josiah a hard stare. “What are you saying?”

			“Not saying, inviting.”

			“Inviting?”

			“I’d like you and Miss Liang to stay on, as our guests. Once we get your shackles off, them powers of yours will come in mighty useful.”

			“Oh, we’re useful, are we?” Zeke scoffed.

			“It’s true you’d make a contribution to the Marmish way of life. But you’d be part of our community. Family. Already the China girl and my Bartie are like brother and sister.”

			Zeke wondered if brother and sister were the right choice of words.

			“Mr Cain—”

			“Elder Cain, son.”

			“Elder Cain. In eight days I’m rocketing out of this Solar System. I’m going to be with my dad. Nothing means more to me than this.”

			Josiah gripped Zeke with both hands. “Zeke, don’t you see what danger you’re putting yourself in?”

			“That’s my business.” 

			“Why don’t the Mariners ever come back? Even if you do get to your father, after fifteen years he’s probably dead. It’s not worth the risk, the good Lord—”

			“He’s not dead!” Zeke shouted so loud everyone stopped talking. His blood was boiling.

			“He’s not dead,” he screamed again. He pirouetted on the crutch, which wasn’t easy, and hobbled off furiously. 

			One foot, the crutch, one foot, the crutch. Zeke limped through the maze of rock-pile houses. His head was so full of angry thoughts he paid no attention to where he was going. 

			How dare Josiah suggest my father is dead! He is not!

			Zeke shuffled around a corner and—whack! Headlong collision with someone coming the other way. Zeke tumbled over, his shinbone in agony.

			“Ezekiel!”

			It was Bartie. He offered his hand and hoisted Zeke back up. Although two years younger he was as strong as an oak.

			“You gotta come quickly.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Not wrong so much, your people are here.”

			Finally!

			“Is it Mariner Chinook? Knimble?”

			“It’s a lady, Ezekiel.”

			Zeke’s mouth dropped. Principal Lutz herself had come to save him?

			“Is she black?”

			Bartie slipped his arm under Zeke’s shoulder and helped him to walk.

			“Nope. I don’t rightly know who she is. Real pretty though.”

			Zeke was stumped. Surely they hadn’t send Doctor Chandrasar? The two boys hurried across Edenville. At the Cain residence Zeke dived inside. Who could it be?

			His mouth dropped.

			A young woman, with cropped ginger hair and wearing army fatigues, leaned against the table. She was flanked by two soldiers, both armed with ferromagnetic rifles. She arched her eyebrows.

			“Don’t look so pleased to see me,” said Isla the Incisor.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			En Route

		

		
			The sky cracked open and tentacles slithered out. The ground trembled. Ancient canyons collapsed into vast choking clouds. People screamed.

			Zeke was running as fast as he could. Across the wasteland. Away.

			“Come to me,” boomed the Spiral from high above.

			“Never!” Zeke shouted back.

			The land broke into fragments. Flames leapt as high as skyscrapers. Lava erupted and coursed towards him. There was nowhere to run.

			“You won’t get away.”

			“Go to hell,” Zeke bellowed, desperately looking for an escape route through the carnage.

			“I won’t betray you, not like your friend,” said the Spiral.

			Zeke raised his hand, intending to shake a fist. He froze. His fist was too chubby. He was somebody else! The orange waves flowed closer. Heat seared his skin.

			“He didn’t betray me,” Zeke heard himself cry. Only it wasn’t his voice.

			The molten rock was closing in. A few more seconds and he would fry. A door materialised out of thin air. A glass auto-door. It slid open. Zeke ran through it, only to find himself back in the same place. The lava was still bearing down upon him. 

			Something impossibly huge rose beyond the horizon, like the dawning of a red giant star. A woman the size of Jupiter. Beautiful and calm amidst all the desolation.

			“Wake up.” 

			Zeke opened his eyes with a start. He was in the back of the Mars Utility Vehicle, an armoured landcruiser, reeking of leather and plastic. Isla was next to him, her arm around a sleeping Pin-mei. 

			Up front, a soldier was driving. A second sat next to him, and on the left were Josiah and Bartie, both snoring. Bartie’s head rested on his father’s shoulder. 

			“That sounded quite a nightmare,” Isla remarked.

			Zeke gazed through the window. Outside, the darkened landscape rushed past. A land of shadows and shapes. A world that died two billion years ago. Zeke felt a pang of homesickness for his mother’s house, somewhere up there, among the constellations. On a speck of blue light called Earth. He missed the School, he even missed Edenville, with its smoky chimneys and smiling colonists. But here he was, in the empty night.

			“Not speaking?” Isla asked.

			He said nothing, staring through the glass.

			“Why are you so mad?”

			“Maybe I’m fed up being everyone’s prisoner.”

			Isla sighed. “I told you, you’re under our protection. That’s a quite different matter.”

			“Then let me go when we reach Yuri Gagarin Freetown.”

			Isla placed her hand on his arm. “We will.”

			“Immediately?”

			She hesitated. “As soon as you help out with our little problem.”

			“Translating more Hesperian runes?”

			“Something like that.”

			“More orbs?” Zeke asked in a contemptuous tone.

			“Um…I can’t tell you any more.”

			Zeke rolled his eyes. “But you’ve nothing to hide?”

			Isla leaned forward. “Zeke, there’s a war coming. A civil war between the Unpro and Earth. Spies are everywhere, secret agents, surveillance drones, bugs. We have to keep our plans confidential. You’ll find out soon enough.”

			She went a little pale, as though recalling something unpleasant.

			“And what if I refuse?” Zeke said, pushing out his bottom lip.

			Now it was Isla’s turn to be quiet.

			“You see, I AM your prisoner.”

			“Of course we’ll send you back to the Chasm. But when is up to Ptolemy Cusp. He’s the leader of Freetown, not me.”

			Zeke chest was beating faster. “And you’re his girlfriend, so you’re as much a part of it as he is.”

			Isla went from white to red. “He’s my superior, nothing more.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			Zeke has seen Isla and Cusp together on two occasions. Her feelings were as easy to spot as Saturn’s rings.

			Zeke folded his arms. “I’m sick of adults. Enki, Josiah, and now you. None of you care about Pin and me.”

			Isla’s emerald eyes flashed in the darkness. “Listen, life’s complicated. We all have to do things we don’t like. Sometimes we even go against our conscience. That’s what being an adult is about. You’re sixteen, you should know that by now.”

			“Fifteen, actually.”

			“Whatever. Just trust me, will you?”

			“Why should I?”

			“Because I’m your friend.”

			“Fine friendship this is,” Zeke replied. Suddenly his emotions bubbled up. “Dayo’s offer to take me to Alpha Cephei is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!” he shouted. “Miss that and I might never reach my father.”

			“I understand,” Isla said in a softer tone.

			“Do you? Then free us.”

			Zeke could bottle it up no longer. A lump swelled in his throat.

			Isla put her arm around him and drew him close. He broke down.

			“Zeke, you might need our help more than you know.”

			He glanced up. Isla nodded in the direction of the right window. 

			“Oh,” Zeke mumbled through tears.

			Outside, a dust devil was following them. The vortex of dust glowed in the shape of a man. The legs moved and with every step covered several metres. It effortlessly kept pace with the MUV.

			“It’s been following us since we left Edenville,” Isla explained. 

			“Just great,” Zeke muttered.

			Isla hugged him tighter. Zeke closed his eyes and listened to the hum of the engine as they drove deeper into the alien desert.

			End of Part One

		


		
			Part Two

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Biosphere Three

		

		
			“Wakey, wakey!”

			Zeke forced his eyes open. The tiny cubicle where he’d spent the night stunk of plastic. He hauled himself out of the sleeping bag, teeth gritted against the pain. His fracture throbbed painfully. 

			“I’m shattered,” he grumbled.

			“Take this,” Isla the Incisor said, and tossed him a vial. “A pick-me-up.”

			“A what?”

			“Red Martian. It’s a high energy drink.”

			Zeke held the vial up to the photon lamp. Crimson liquid bubbled like soda. 

			“Quickly, you’re summoned.” 

			“Eh?” he said, rubbing sleep from his eyes. 

			An odd expression spread across Isla’s face.

			Zeke gazed into her wistful green eyes and thought two things. A: she had stunning looks. B: she was sad about something.

			“Lutz wants to see you, asap.”

			“You mean your Lutz, Lutz Senior?”

			Running the most important school in the solar system was, of course, one of the most important jobs in the solar system. No one could do it as well as Lutz. For that reason every time she died, another Lutz was cloned from her DNA. A computer chip in the brain recorded each Lutz’s brainwaves. So each clone contained the memories of all her predecessors. It was a kind of immortality.

			Unfortunately, Lutz Four had gone missing and was declared dead. The much younger Lutz Five was put in post. Then, Lutz Four turned up embarrassingly alive. Five banished Four to the Freetown where she now reluctantly worked as Ptolemy Cusp’s psychic advisor.

			Isla nodded glumly. “She’s confined to bed.”

			“Why?”

			“She’s sick, Zeke.”

			“Sick?”

			“Mars isn’t like Earth, you know.”

			“You don’t say!” Zeke replied sarcastically. 

			A short-lived grin flashed across her delicate lips. “The harsh radiation. People don’t go on for decades the way they do back on Earth.”

			“Are you saying she’s—?”

			“The last few weeks she’s suffered visions. Hallucinations. Sometimes she screams the roof off. There again, I’ve found her sobbing.”

			“About what?”

			Isla bit her lip before answering. “She won’t say. Not to me anyway. It’s you she keeps calling for.”

			“Me?” 

			“You. Now look lively.” 

			Zeke and Isla emerged from Biosphere Three into the cold Martian dawn. Daylight trickled down from lofty peaks. The light caught the tents and prefabs in a sea of angles. Yuri-Gagarin Freetown was a clutter of makeshift homes. 

			“This way,” Isla said, striding into the gloom.

			A surge electrified Zeke’s body. He hobbled after her, swinging his crutch with a new confidence. Red Martian clearly had the punch of an atomic bomb. 

			The morning air was heavy with bacon. Someone was cooking breakfast deep in the canvas maze. 

			“Where do people get their food from?” he asked.

			Edenville was built around farming. But he’d never seen any crops or livestock at the Freetown.

			“From the market, naturally. Where else?” Isla replied. Her tone suggested it was a dumb question.

			Zeke’s brain raced, giddy with Red Martian.

			“Can I buy nanomacs there?” 

			“For your broken leg?”

			He nodded.

			“No, you need the weekly Techno-mart. You’re in luck, there’s one today.”

			Before Zeke could thank her they arrived at the entrance to Biosphere Four.

			“Put on your best bedside manner, Zeke.” Isla said. “If you upset the old lady, I’ll have your guts for space garters.”
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			A bed filled the middle of a bare room. A wizened face peered out from a nest of pillows and bed sheets. 

			“Oh, sorry, I must have the wrong room,” Zeke said.

			A hand emerged from under the bedding and beckoned him nearer. He scrutinised the face. It was Lutz Four after all! Yet she’d changed so much. When they first met she was gnarled with age, true. But she stood tall and proud, a formidable presence. Now she looked withered, as though the life was being sucked from her. Zeke pulled a chair up to her bedside. 

			“You came,” she rasped in a weak voice. 

			Her face was shrivelled like a rotting apple. A halo of ashen ringlets flowed onto her pillows. The eyes were dull and cloudy. Zeke stared at her dark skin, pocked by deep creases. She smelled of soap and sweat.

			“I had to see you. Before—”

			“How are you feeling?” Zeke heard himself ask quickly. She waved her hand as though to bat the remark away.

			“I’m seeing things.”

			“Things?”

			“To come.”

			Zeke nodded. Every Mariner excelled in one skill above all others. For Lutz it was precognition, the same as Pin-mei.

			“Terrible, terrible things.”

			Lutz tried to sit up, only for a coughing fit to overwhelm her. She sank back onto the pillows. Zeke passed her a glass of water from the nightstand. She sipped a few mouthfuls and gave it back. Instinctively, he held her hand. It felt cold and leathery.

			“You should rest,” he said. As sorry as he was for her, he was also uncomfortable. There had to be some excuse to leave without seeming impolite.

			“I must tell you, about the things. The visions.”

			A shiver danced on Zeke’s neck. “Why me?”

			“Because you’re in them.”

			Goosebumps tickled his arms and legs. “Me? It must be a dream.”

			She tightened her grip. There was a surprising strength in the old woman. Fear burned through the glaze on her retinas. “The Spiral is coming.”

			His throat ran dry. “What do you know of the Spiral?”

			Lutz trembled. A tear ran down her cheek like a raindrop in the desert. “It’s coming, Zeke,” she rasped. “In the sky.”

			“What do you mean?” The urgency of his words surprised him.

			“I see…” she trailed off. Her eyes flickered and closed.

			“Wake up,” he said loudly.

			She opened them again. “Terrible things. Storms of blood. Giant jaws. People screaming. Everywhere!”

			Horror etched the old woman’s face.

			“How? How does the Spiral get back?”

			“A portal is opened.”

			“Who? Who would be stupid enough to do that?” he cried.

			Lutz sat up. Zeke could see the effort was almost too much for her. She pulled him close and whispered in his ear. “You would.”

			Her hand slipped out of his grasp.

			“Me? Why me?” Zeke said.

			The gleam in her eyes ebbed away. She sighed and rolled over.

			“The future. Must be stopped,” she mumbled. Then she fell quiet and her breathing grew deeper. 

			“She’s asleep,” said a voice. Isla the Incisor was standing in the doorway. How long had she been listening?

			“I have to know more,” Zeke protested.

			She frowned. “She’s dying, Zeke. What you want doesn’t matter.”

			“B-b-but—” he stammered.

			Isla pointed her rifle at him.

			“Out. Now!”

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The Techno-Mart

		

		
			A woman barged into Zeke. For a split-second he tottered on his crutch.

			“Look where you’re going,” he snapped, but she was already gone.

			The crowds were too busy shopping to notice a boy with a fractured limb. He’d lost count of how many had collided into him. They poured through the maze of tents, busily hunting for bargains. The scene reminded Zeke of descriptions of ancient Morocco. 

			A cold wind whistled through the market, flapping the canvases like sails. Traders stood in front of every tent, beckoning customers inside. 

			“Hard drives, fresh from Earth!”

			“Domestomacs. Never wash another dish!”

			“Electrobooks. Buy one get one free!”

			Zeke sighed. An hour and he still hadn’t found what he needed. He approached one burly trader with an eye patch and black teeth. The man bowed low.

			“And what’s the young sir seeking today? I have the latest thing in diginoculars, able to spot a footprint on the Moon.”

			“I’m looking for medical supplies.”

			The man lost his dirty smile.

			“Try the Doc-Shop. Four tents down and two across.”

			Zeke cast an eye at the torrent of bodies and then down at his crutch.

			“Is there a way around all these people?” he asked. 

			“Sure, if you don’t mind squeezing round the rear,” the trader replied, pointing over his shoulder.

			Zeke limped to the back and carefully stepped over the anchor pegs, into the shadowy gap between tents. He ventured deeper, trying to work out which tent would bring him out at the correct spot.

			Footsteps! 

			He wheeled around. A figure was following. It dived out of sight. 

			Zeke picked up his pace. He emerged at a small wigwam with a red cross emblazoned on its side. A blond woman sat in the entrance, sipping from a flask. Her breath stunk of Martian whisky. 

			“Hello,” Zeke began.

			“What’s ailing you, lovey?”

			She was dressed in a grubby medical coat. Her skin had the weathered look that distinguished true-borns from Earthies. Sunlight on Mars was a shade weaker than Earth, but its radiation a lot harsher. Long term exposure wreaked havoc on the complexion.

			“I need nanotherapy,” Zeke said.

			“Come inside, lovey and we’ll do business.”

			“But have you got calcium-bonding nanomacs? I’ve got a—”

			“Broken leg? The crutch is a dead giveaway.”

			He nodded, ashamed of his injury.

			“Ah, don’t feel bad. Nurse Sandra will have you fixed in a jiffy.” 

			She lifted up the flap. A smell of disinfectant wafted out.

			“I can do you a nice discount,” she went on.

			Zeke’s jaw dropped. At the Chasm nobody paid for medical treatment. It hadn’t dawned on him that the rest of Mars might be any different.

			“Discount? You mean, it’s not free?”

			Nurse Sandra doubled up with laughter. For a brief moment. Then the laughter died.

			“Scat!”

			“But I’m sick,” Zeke cried. “Please, help me.”

			She pushed him away.

			“Don’t waste my time. Scarper!”

			Zeke felt a bubble of desperation building inside his chest. He had to get his leg fixed.

			“Give the young man what he needs,” came a steely voice.

			It was Josiah Cain. 

			“Where’s your magnocard?” Nurse Sandra hissed.

			“I don’t have e-money. I have this.”

			He fished a gold necklace out of his pocket.

			“Ooh, that’ll do nicely, Sir.”

			Nurse Sandra disappeared inside. There was a sound of rummaging through boxes and cartons. She then re-appeared, clutching a hyper spray.

			“Don’t waste your gold on me,” Zeke protested.

			Josiah laughed. “Done,” he said, swapping the gold for the medicine.

			“Follow the instructions,” Nurse Sandra said. “And lay down for a few hours.”

			“Come, Ptolemy Cusp is waiting for us,” Josiah said, offering Zeke his arm for support.

			Zeke shook his head and limped alongside. “You shouldn’t have.”

			“Bless the Lord, son. Why ever not?” 

			Zeke couldn’t think of a reason.

			“One of the Lord’s sacred duties, assisting the sick,” Josiah went on. “You shouldn’t be so reluctant to accept help.”

			Zeke rolled his eyes. “Why were you shadowing me?”

			Josiah stroked his beard. “I was searching, not shadowing.”

			“But that was you, wasn’t it, behind the tents?”

			“No siree.”

			Zeke glanced back. Nurse Sandra was hastily un-pegging her wigwam. 

			“Eyes forward, son,” Josiah said.

			Zeke whirled around and smacked into an elderly man clutching a plasma screen. The sharp corner banged his forehead.

			“Ouch!”

			“Look where you’re going,” Josiah said to the man in a raised voice. “See how addicted they are to technology?” he continued in a softer voice. “Scrambling in the dirt. For what? Baubles. Lumps of alloy. Flashing lights.”

			A woman cut in front of them. “Updates! I need updates!” she shrieked.

			Zeke hated to admit it, but Josiah had a point.

			“People fill their lives with all this trickery. And it blinds them to what’s really important.”

			“Which is?” Zeke asked.

			Josiah slapped him on the back. “Spend some time at Edenville. You can make up your own mind.” 

			“I’ve been meaning to ask,” Zeke said. “Why did you accompany us from Edenville?” 

			Josiah raised his eyebrows. “I’m responsible for you. The Lord dropped you into our hands for a reason.”

			“I told you, that wasn’t the Lord, that was a two-billion year old energy robot.”

			Josiah chuckled. “The Lord works in mysterious ways, son.” 

			“Whatever,” Zeke replied. 

			“But, to speak truthfully, I was also summoned.”

			“Summoned?” Zeke asked.

			“By Ptolemy Cusp. In point of fact, he was with me the day I found you outside that British barn.”

			Zeke stiffened. That sounded like a put-down. “You mean, the Beagle UK Research Station.”

			“Don’t take offence, Ezekiel. You’re Martian now. Leave national pride on Earth, were it belongs.”

			“So you’re part of the Unpros?”

			“That’s why we were meeting at the Beagle. A secret pow-wow.”

			“Edenville’s going to rebel?”

			Josiah appeared sad. “I told him we wouldn’t. The Marmish are a peaceful people.”

			Another passer-bye knocked into Zeke. 

			“So, Cusp asked you here to talk again?”

			Josiah whistled. “You sure those chains are blocking your powers. It’s as if you’re reading my mind.”

			“I know how determined he can be,” Zeke replied.

			Josiah nodded.

			At that moment Zeke froze. A man was rushing towards them. A huge man covered in red tattoos. Ricasso!

			“Josiah!” Zeke cried. 

			Ricasso exploded from the river of people like a crocodile. In one swift movement he shoved Josiah aside, scooped Zeke up over his shoulder and broke into a sprint. The crutch fell from Zeke’s hand. Desperately, he beat his fists against Ricasso’s back. It was as useless as attacking a statue! 

			Ricasso ripped through the crowd. Anyone in his way got trampled. The more Zeke struggled, the harder Ricasso gripped him. 

			Do something! Zeke’s mind screamed.

			Someone was running through the mass of people. Josiah! He leapt through the gaps created by Ricasso, waving the crutch aloft.

			Great, he’s going to save me by prayer! 

			Ricasso ran faster. So did Josiah, a blur among the shoppers. And Josiah was gaining. He reached out with the crutch. Nearer. Nearer still. He poked the crutch between Ricasso’ legs. The huge man tripped, tumbled, and crashed in a cloud of dust. Zeke rolled free. 

			Ricasso jumped up and roared. He raised both fists above his head, ready to beat Josiah to pulp.

			He’ll kill him! Zeke thought.

			The preacher stood calmly as Ricasso lunged forward.

			Whack!

			Josiah made one solitary punch. A single punch. Ricasso crumpled into the dirt, blood spurting from his nose. Josiah booted him in the stomach for good measure, but he was out cold. 

			Josiah heaved Zeke to his feet and handed him the crutch. Then he straightened his hat and said, “That is one helluva lost sheep.”

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Biosphere One

		

		
			“But Ricasso was dead!” Zeke protested.

			Cusp was reclining on his throne, an oriental teak chair carved with rockets and dragons. Zeke was sitting beside him, bad leg resting on a stool. Bartie kneeled at their feet. Josiah had gone to his room to do some ‘repenting’. 

			They were at Cusp’s courtroom, inside Biosphere One. There were five biospheres in Yuri Gagarin Freetown, all like gigantic golf balls. The Russians built them two centuries before as research stations. Recently, the biospheres were awarded Martian Heritage Status.

			Pin-mei and Isla were locked in combat. Isla was throwing the tiny Chinese girl around a judo mat in the centre of the room. 

			“Come at me!” Isla commanded. 

			Pin-mei clenched her fists, her round face a picture of determination. She bellowed a Mandarin war cry and charged. Isla sidestepped and grabbed Pin’s waist. In a split-second Isla heaved her over her hip. Pin-mei landed on the mat

			Zeke held his breath. Was she okay?

			Pin-mei sat up, laughing her head off.

			“My turn!” she cried. 

			This time Isla ran at Pin-mei, baring her teeth with the ferocity of a rabid dog. But Pin-mei executed a perfect replica of the move. Now she stepped back, grabbed the much taller woman and yanked across the hip. Isla toppled. Thud! 

			“Bravo” Ptolemy said with an imperial clap of the hands.

			“You go, girl,” Bartie hollered, with a clumsy grin on his face.

			Zeke gave him a frosty stare. Clearly Bartie had a crush on Pin-mei big enough to eclipse both Martian moons. Zeke disapproved. But what should he do? As Pin-mei’s honorary big brother it was up to him to get rid of Bartie. He just didn’t know how to go about it.

			“Thanks,” Pin-mei said, blushing. “The low Martian gravity helps.”

			Ptolemy Cusp shifted on his seat. He was a broad-shouldered, handsome man with a wide and easy grin. Although a true-born Martian, he was of Japanese descent and had saffron-coloured skin and jet-black hair.

			“Are you sure Ricasso was dead?” he said to Zeke.

			“We saw the Dust Devil split his head open.”

			“Then he’s been cloned.” 

			Zeke ran a hand through his blue locks.

			“But this man was exactly the same age. The same scars. The same tattoos. All those weird signs and symbols.”

			“Pfft, he’s a carbon copy.”

			“What?” Zeke asked.

			“Carbon copy machines reproduce exact copies. Totally illegal on Earth, of course. Readily available here on the black market.”

			“But where would Enki get one?”

			Cusp laughed. “From me. I sold it to him, two weeks ago.”

			Zeke gawped. “Why would you do something like that?”

			“How was I to know he’s a villain. He paid cash. American dollars, in fact, none of the M-dollar trash. I’ll buy a lot of weaponry with that.”

			Zeke scowled.

			Cusp ruffled his hair. “Come now. Nothing can happen to you while you’re under my protection.” 

			“Protection or imprisonment?” 

			Again Cusp laughed. “Once you’ve helped with my little Hesperian problem, Isla will escort you safely back to the Chasm.”

			“Couldn’t you take off these chains, then?” Zeke said, shaking his good leg and the ankle bracelet around it.

			“Twice before I entertained you, young Mariner. Twice before you absconded. It doesn’t exactly build trust, now does it?” 

			“At least let me heal my leg first. I need to lie down.”

			“Ah, yes. Show me the hyper-spray.”

			Zeke fished it from his pocket and handed it over. Cusp examined its markings.

			“It’s a dud.”

			“What!”

			Cusp pointed out some numbers on the base.

			“Five years past its use-by date. Inject it now and either nothing will happen or you’ll have an agonising death.”

			“B—b—but, she was a nurse.”

			Cusp tilted his head to one side. “That wouldn’t be Nurse Sandra, by any chance?”

			Zeke nodded.

			“Isla,” Cusp called out.

			“Little busy!” Isla gasped. Pin-mei had her in a half nelson. Cusp waved instead to one of his guards.

			“Sandra Bebinska is back in town. Put out a watch for her.”

			He turned to Zeke. “Sorry, but you can’t have a wilderness without some wildness. Nurse Sandra specialises in stolen medicines, fake cures, that kind of garbage. If I ever get her, I’ll feed her to the Craton.”

			The hairs on the back of Zeke’s neck tingled. “Did you say—”

			Cusp lost his easygoing grin. “And that would be the little job I have for you.”

			Zeke gulped. “If you think you’re dragging me back to the Beagle Research Station, you’re bonkers.”

			A smug look flashed across Cusp’s face. “That won’t be necessary. It’s right here, in Biosphere Four.” 
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			The cage stood in the centre of the domed hall. The bars gleamed under the powerful lighting. Four guards stood to attention, armed with ferromagnetic rifles.

			“Every six hours we blast it,” Cusp said.

			Zeke nodded.

			“To neutralise it’s psychic powers.” 

			A dark, sooty boulder lay inside the cage, studded with crystal shards. Nobody would ever guess, from a casual look, that it was alive. 

			“How on Mars did you catch it?” Zeke asked.

			Cusp gestured to Isla. She shrugged.

			“The job took six of my best men and two didn’t come back. Those shards are razor sharp. Not to mention the vomit. Blinding, toxic and sticky as a spider’s web.”

			Zeke rubbed his chin. “I don’t understand, how did you know it was there?”

			Cusp and Isla exchanged glances.

			Isla spoke first. “Trixie Cutter.”

			“But you fell out with her,” Zeke cried. 

			Cusp coughed. “You know Trixie. A month after your last little escapade she came back on her hands and knees begging forgiveness.”

			“And the fact she’s the number one arms dealer in Mariners Valley had nothing to do with it, did it?” Isla piped up.

			There was the teensiest twinkle in her eye.

			Ptolemy Cusp threw her a hard stare.

			“She told us all about the Craton as a peace offering,” he said to Zeke.

			Zeke’s mind was racing. “Don’t tell me, you want to use it as a weapon? If a revolution breaks out.” 

			“The revolution will break out. And soon. As leader of Freetown I need to do everything to protect my citizens.” Cusp’s voice was determined.

			Zeke examined the man’s face, brave but ruthless. Every time Zeke met Cusp he liked him less. 

			Isla tapped her plasma-watch. “Gotta go. I’m giving Pin a crash course in Marjitzu.” 

			“Mar-what-zu?” Zeke asked.

			Isla puffed out her chest. “Martial arts for the low Martian gravity. Developed by yours truly.”

			“You’ve taken that girl under your wing,” Cusp remarked.

			Isla nodded. “She’s so frightened. No wonder really. All the perils she’s faced on Mars. I’m just giving her a little confidence.”

			Isla walked towards the auto-door.

			“I’m surprised you haven’t taken better care of Pin,” Isla said to Zeke, and vanished.

			Zeke looked at his feet. Isla’s words stung like disinfectant.

			Cusp put a hand of Zeke’s shoulder. “Find out what the creature’s got to offer. Any kind of Hesperian weapons or technology.”

			“And what can we give in return?”

			Cusp stared blankly at Zeke. “Oh, I see. Obviously, its freedom.”

			“You know it’s human,” Zeke asked.

			“So you say. To me that’s irrelevant. Now get negotiating.” 

			He pushed Zeke nearer. A reek lingered around the cage, mud and vomit and chemicals. He leaned against his crutch and practiced a few Hesperian words in his mind. Then a deep breath.

			“Kshnmlnwa!”

			For an instant nothing happened. Then, the rock unfurled like a concrete flower. Arms, legs, a head. The creature squatted on all fours. Zeke found himself staring into its mutated face. The eyes were shiny white pebbles. Slivers of crystal punctured the lipless mouth. Charred skin cracked as the creature stirred. 

			“Remember me?” Zeke asked in Hesperian.

			The creature said nothing.

			Zeke gulped. “I want to help you.”

			The Craton hissed. “You imprison me, and say you will help?”

			“That wasn’t me. The adult beside me did that.”

			The Craton twisted its head towards Cusp. “I will break his soft-body neck.”

			Zeke gazed at Cusp uncomfortably. The great leader smiled benignly back at him.

			“What do you want with Craton, child-from-the-third planet?” 

			“This man is after your secrets. Any Hesperian technology he can use in war. That’s why he’s keeping me. To communicate with you.”

			The creature mulled over Zeke’s words. “And you are helping him?”

			“No. Never.”

			Zeke turned again to Cusp and beamed at him. Craton made a sudden lunge and rattled the bars. But the steel cage was unbreakable.

			“Free me.” 

			“I want to,” Zeke said. “But I don’t know how.”

			“Find a way. You did in my tunnels.”

			So, the Craton did remember him. 

			“Alright, as soon as I get my powers back. But I need you to do two things for me.”

			The Craton hissed again. Bubbles of thick saliva dripped from its lizard-like tongue.

			Zeke drew himself up to his full height. “First, promise not to hurt anyone, not even this man.”

			“He must pay.”

			“Then I can’t let you out.”

			The creature shuddered in a spasm of fury. “Craton obeys, child-from-the-third-world.”

			Zeke narrowed his eyes. Could this mutation be trusted?

			“What more do you ask?” 

			Zeke focussed on the words he needed. They drifted into the back of his mind. “Tell me your name. Your true name.”

			Zeke braced himself, expecting the Craton to throw itself at the bars once more. Instead it greeted him with silence.

			“Why is the creature quiet?” Cusp asked, frowning.

			Zeke ignored him.

			“Well?” he said to the monster. 

			“I told you before. Don’t remember the flesh name.”

			Zeke cast his mind back to the tunnels beneath the ruined Beagle Station. 

			“What was it you said? Say your name and you’ll give back the vanished.”

			Craton clutched the bars in its scabby fingers. “What do you know of them?”

			“The astronauts who landed with you, a hundred and seventy years ago. They all disappeared. I think you know where they are.”

			Craton spat out a glob of white venom. It hit the ground and sizzled.

			“Tell me, if you want my cooperation.” Zeke said firmly. 

			There was a long pause. “The orb has them,” Craton said at last.

			Zeke’s heart leapt. “Yes. You found an orb out in the dunes. Two billion year old technology. And you a psychic.” 

			“I am psychic,” Craton said in English. 

			Cusp’s mouth dropped.

			Getting Craton to speak in its original language had to be a good thing. The risk was of Cusp hearing Zeke’ true intentions. 

			“You were born in the twenty-first century,” Zeke continued. “People then were primitive. Nobody knew about psychic powers. You were the one-in-a million, like me, with that power. You just didn’t know. But the orb found you. What do you remember, tell me.” 

			The creature sat back on its haunches. “The yellow orb. It glowed. So beautiful. I just wanted to touch it. Feel it.”

			Zeke felt hot. He remembered his first encounter with an orb. It had called to him too. How he had yearned to touch it. How was he to know it would change his life forever? 

			“And?” he asked.

			Craton pressed its hands against its stony cheeks. “The others didn’t understand. I had to hide them. The orb made me.”

			“Hide them where?”

			The creature shook its ugly head. “Shnth flrug,” it said. That meant it couldn’t remember. Or didn’t want to?

			“Are they alive or did you kill them?” Zeke asked in Hesperian.

			Craton erupted in a volcano of fury, rocking the cage from side to side.

			“Calm down!” Zeke shouted. 

			His words only aggravated it further. Now it was straining against the roof of the cage. The bars were beginning to bend.

			“Guards!” Cusp shouted.

			One of the four soldiers pressed a button on a remote control. Dazzling bolts of electricity crackled around the cage. A smell of burnt flesh filled the room. Craton collapsed in a heap, writhing. 

			Zeke clenched his fists. Anger soared through him. “I’m getting you out of there.”

			“What are you talking about?” Cusp asked.

			“Oh, that he needs to obey you,” Zeke said, avoiding Cusp’s eyes.

			“The boy is lying!”

			The words came out of the blue. Zeke wheeled round to see Doctor Enki in the doorway. A triumphant sneer was plastered across his greasy face.

			“Mister Cusp, Hailey’s planning to kill you.”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Back at Biosphere One

		

		
			Zeke stood under a spotlight, leaning on his crutch. Ptolemy Cusp glared at him from the comfort of his throne. Enki sat on Cusp’s left. Isla the Incisor was seated to the right. Two guards flanked Zeke, armed with iPistols. 

			The auto-door swished open to reveal Pin-mei, Josiah and Bartie. Isla beckoned Pin-mei to join her. 

			“No, thank you,” Pin-mei said, walking to Zeke’s side.

			“Young lady,” Cusp replied. “You’re not under suspicion, come to us.”

			Pin-mei looked at her shoes and said nothing. Cusp flashed Isla a look but said, “Very well.”

			Bartie shuffled on the spot. “Pops, maybe I should stand with —”

			“No!” Josiah barked. They took the empty chairs. 

			Cusp cleared his throat. “Zeke Hailey, three times I trusted you, and three times you betrayed me. You will no longer be welcome in Yuri-Gagarin Freetown.”

			“Does this mean I’m off the Christmas card list?” Zeke said softly.

			“You’ll be laughing on the other side of your face in a moment!” Cusp bellowed at the top of his voice.

			Everyone jumped. Everyone accept Zeke. He was too mad to care any longer.

			“So this is Freetown justice? Condemned on the say-so of this crook?” He thumbed at Enki.

			Cusp calmed himself.

			“Professor Enki is here as my consultant. He was listening in the adjacent room to verify your translations. Do you deny his testimony? That you conspired with the monster to kill me?”

			Zeke threw back his shoulders. “That man kidnapped us—”

			Cusp raised his hand. “What happens outside the Freetown is not my concern. Do you dispute his allegations?” 

			Zeke rolled his eyes. “I did not conspire to kill you. I did tell Craton that I would help him escape.”

			“After it threatened to break my neck if it got out?”

			Zeke hesitated.

			“Um, well, yes. But—”

			“No buts!” Cusp shouted. “You admit your guilt. The only matter now is to decide your punishment.”

			Three hands shot in the air. Even Cusp seemed surprised.

			“Let me take them to Edenville,” Cain said.

			“No, no,” Enki piped up. “Release him to my custody. I’ll take very good care of him.”

			“Tolly, please,” Isla said. “We should send him back to the Chasm.” 

			“Enough!” Cusp barked. “Put them in the brig until I decide.”
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			The brig turned out to be a bare, airless cell not much bigger than a toilet. There was one locked door made of cast iron. The empty room stunk of tobacco and sweat.

			“Fitch Crawly has it better in the Tithonium asylum,” Zeke remarked sourly. He and Pin-mei were sitting on the floor, with nothing to do but stare at blank walls.

			Pin-mei gave him a hug. “At least we’re together.” Her moon-shaped face cracked into a beaming smile.

			Zeke tried to grin back, but couldn’t. “You’re always so happy.”

			“I am when I’m with you,” she replied. 

			“But Isla said something. About you feeling scared.”

			Pin-mei’s smile faded. “Whatever you’re feeling inside, greet the outside with good cheer. That’s what my mother taught me.” 

			Zeke scratched the ground with his thumbnail. “So…all the time I thought you were alright with everything, you were feeling pretty awful?” 

			Pin-mei shrugged.

			“I let you down,” Zeke said.

			Pin-mei squeezed his arm. “How is saving my life letting me down?”

			“I failed to keep you safe in the first place.”

			“Zeke!” Pin-mei cried. “Nobody could. We’ve been chased by dust devils, assassin boulders, and a demon from the dawn of time. But you made sure I survived.”

			Zeke sighed. “I guess so. What about this marjitzu? Does that help at all?”

			Pin-mei thought for a second. “Karate chops wouldn’t stop the Spiral. But they might Enki.”

			“That’s a yes, then?” 

			She nodded. 

			“It’s like you’re changing,” Zeke said, after a long silence.

			“I’m growing up.”

			Zeke chuckled. “Well, obviously. Remember when we first landed on Mars. Everything was so different, the land, the air, even the sunlight. It made me…”

			“Disorientated?”

			“That’s the word,” Zeke replied, rubbing his chin. “That’s how I feel around you now.”

			Pin-mei’s eyes opened wide. Zeke always thought they were like fresh chestnuts. Dark and shiny. 

			“It’s the same for me, Zeke. Now you’re leaving the Chasm.”

			A wave of guilt swept over him. “I’ll come back, wild comets couldn’t stop me.”

			Pin-mei shot him a look that said ‘don’t pretend’.

			Somewhat to his surprise, Zeke choked up. 

			“Everything’s happening so fast,” he said. “Damn Enki for getting in the way.”

			Pin-mei balled her fists. “And if you go, who’s going to stop him freeing the Spiral?” 

			Zeke’s collar had never seemed hotter. He needed something to change the subject. “Maybe Bartie?”

			Pin-mei’s face dropped. “You know he’s not psychic.”

			“I mean, you two are so inseparable. I thought—”

			“Zeke, are you jealous?”

			“Of course not!” Zeke replied quickly.

			Pin-mei giggled. “He’s my friend. But you’re my honorary brother and always will be.”

			“Pin, don’t you see. He’s got feelings for you.”

			She shuffled away. “Zeke, you’re wrong about that.”

			“You don’t know how he looks at you.”

			Pin-mei’s expression hardened. “You’ve got Bartie all wrong. He’s funny and sweet.”

			Zeke pulled a face.

			“Zeke!” she snapped. 

			A key grated in the lock. 

			Phew! Zeke thought. He’d never seen her angry before.

			Isla the Incisor stood in the doorway, holding a tray. A security guard loomed behind her. She looked miserable.

			“Hungry?”

			“As a black hole!” Zeke answered.

			She placed the tray on the ground. There were two bowls of steamy tomato soup, red apples and a bar of Martian chocolate. 

			“How long are you going to keep us in here?” Zeke asked.

			“Dunno, kinda busy right now. The Craton’s escaped.”

			“Oh great,” Zeke remarked. “I suppose that’s my fault too.”

			“It killed all four guards. Ptolemy wants me to hunt it down and destroy it.”

			“Good luck with that,” Zeke said.

			He picked up a bowl of soup.

			“Oh?”

			There was a small plastic stick underneath the soup, no bigger than a crayon.

			“What’s that?” Pin-mei asked.

			“And if I have any trouble I’m going to bust your heads together. Do I make myself clear?” Isla shouted fiercely, stunning them into silence.

			Isla’s left eye flickered, ever so slightly, before she clanged the door shut.

			“Did she just wink at us?” Pin-mei asked.

			“No, I think she just had something in her eye,” Zeke said. “So what’s this?” he added, picking up the stick.

			Pin-mei grabbed it. “It must be a digital key!”

			“So what does it unlock?”

			“It can’t be!”

			She rolled up her trouser leg and rubbed the key against Enki’s magnetic bracelet. The key lit up. The bracelet hissed as a seam appeared. Then it clicked open and fell off. Zeke quickly copied her actions. He kicked both bracelets into the corner.

			“As far away from their magnetic fields as possible in this mouse hole,” he remarked.

			A sudden surge of energy took his breath away. His scalp began tingling.

			“My brain’s waking up!” Pin-mei cried.

			“Mine too!”

			The rush of psychic power was closely followed by one of joy. He laughed out loud. “Here we go,” he said.

			He lifted off the floor, up to the ceiling and gently down again, onto his feet. Pain ricocheted through his broken calf bone, but he didn’t care.

			Pin-mei’s eyes were shining as she stood up.

			“What are you doing?” he asked. The glow from her eye sockets meant she was using a lot of psychic force. 

			“Sending Scuff a T-mail.”

			“Why don’t you tell him in person?” Zeke said, grinning. 

			He was about to translocate when a cry came from outside. Then sounds of scuffling followed by a loud thud. Zeke and Pin-mei exchanged anxious glances. The door flew open. Enki and Ricasso were standing outside. The guard lay behind them on the floor.

			“About time we resumed our little road trip, don’t you think?” Enki said, his face flushed. Ricasso leered at them and punched the air with his fist.

			“Sorry, this is where we get off,” Zeke replied, as he took Pin-mei’s hand. 

			He imagined slipping, sliding, letting go of the world around them. The cell ebbed away. They were floating in that sea of treacle. Surfing an emptiness bigger than the universe. They were nowhere and everywhere. And the nothingness echoed with a crystalline ringing. Like a finger on the rim of a wine glass, multiplied to infinity. 

			And they were back, only sadly not where Zeke intended. Not safely back at the Ophir Chasma School for Psychic Endeavour. No, they were just a few yards down the corridor. Zeke’s translocation skills were still waking up from the magnetic mind-numbing. 

			Ricasso saw them and nudged his boss.

			“Get them!” Enki squealed.

			Ricasso lumbered towards them. 

			“Zeke!” Pin-mei cried. 

			He conjured up an image of the school. A breath of air tickled his cheek. They were back in the void, the endless night, the space within atoms. Pin-mei’s hand slipped from his. 

			But the dark gave way to the blue. His skin prickled with biting cold. The air whistled. He was being dragged by a terrific force. Wait! Not being dragged at all. Falling!

			Everything spun in a chaotic blur. Sky, cliffs, the school turrets. He’d materialised high above Mariners Valley and was plummeting to his doom. Freefall without a parachute. His heart turned inside out.

			Keep calm! 

			Shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare he scanned for Pin-Mei. She was a few metres  below him, flapping like a rag doll. He had to save her! Zeke twisted till he was the right way up. Next, he flattened his arms against his sides and brought his legs together. This made him more streamline. He dropped faster. 

			The school was rocketing upwards. A horrible image of being skewered on a spire taunted him.

			No! Concentrate!

			He was gaining on Pin-mei. They were only a few centimetres apart. 

			Reach out, Pin, he thought.

			But she was too terrified.

			Reach out to me. 

			No response. 

			Nearer. He had to get nearer. A little psychokinesis was needed. Focussing mental energy wasn’t easy while hurtling through the sky. But it was that or death. The danger now was overshooting and missing her completely. 

			Another metre. Lower me another metre. 

			Sparks danced from his eyes. It worked! They were closer. Zeke lunged at his friend and caught her in both arms. 

			Translocate!

			With a huge sigh, Zeke realised they were floating through the never-space again. In a dimension without gravity, with no up and no down, coasting harmlessly. Now to get home and without any further peril! The first image that popped into Zeke’s mind was the school’s indoor swimming pool. On a planet where water was in short supply, the pool was Lutz’s pride and joy.

			They began falling once more. There was just enough time to catch a whiff of chlorine before—splash! Water filled Zeke’s nose as he struggled towards the light. He broke the surface, and for a few seconds paddled water, gasping in a huge lung-full of air. Principal Lutz was standing on the poolside. Drenched. Rivulets poured down from her ceremonial hat. 

			“Detention!” she roared.

			Zeke beamed. It was the most beautiful word he’d ever heard.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Lutz’s Office

		

		
			“That was the worst school check ever!” Lutz grumbled. She was at her huge, iron desk, with Mariner Knimble and Mariner Chinook on either side. Zeke sat opposite while Barnside was in the corner typing up their conversation.

			“At least it wasn’t a surprise inspection from Offsted, the Off World School Education Department,” Alistair Knimble remarked dryly.

			Lutz fixed Zeke with a baleful stare.

			“Do you deliberately go out seeking trouble?”

			“Pardon, Ma’am?”

			“No other student in the history of the school has caused me so many headaches.”

			Zeke rubbed his knee. Doctor Chandrasar’s nanomacs were crawling through his leg. The bone fracture was almost sealed, but the macs itched like hell. 

			“It’s not my fault. I was kidnapped!” he protested.

			“Fair point,” Knimble said. “That Enki seems a right mongrel—”

			Lutz raised a hand to silence him. “I have personally spoken to the Governor of Mars. He has troops combing every crater from here to Tithonium. The criminal will be brought to justice.”

			“I’ve programmed the security macs,” Chinook said. “If he sneaks onto school territory, the alarms will squeal louder than a bobcat in a trap.” 

			“The soldiers ought to be searching the mining station,” Zeke muttered.

			“That’s another issue,” Knimble began. “If Enki’s right and the mining will cause this so-called pocket universe to crumble, the operation must be stopped.”

			“Quite the opposite, mon chere,” Lutz replied. 

			“And lose all that priceless information about the Hesperians?”

			Lutz banged the table. “Yes! Their devices cause nothing but mayhem.”

			“I disagree,” Knimble went on. “Think of the treasures we could find.” 

			“What do you think, Hailey,” Chinook asked, stroking his chin.

			Zeke looked into Chinook’s fathomless dark eyes. “Principal Lutz is right. Close this dimensional loophole forever. No good can come from it.”

			The sound of typing filled the silence while the three adults stared at Zeke, all deep in thought. 

			“So, yet another of Hailey’s little larks has come to an end,” Knimble said at last.

			“Sir?” Zeke asked, scratching his blue hair.

			“You and Miss Liang were kidnapped but rescued yourselves. All’s well that ends well.”

			“And Trixie Cutter?”

			“Yes, what an ordeal for the poor girl,” Lutz said sadly. 

			“Ordeal?”

			“Enki hypnotised her. Why else would she obey his nefarious commands?”

			Zeke’s mouth dropped.

			“Once the brainwashing wore off she was beside herself with worry. All for you, that is.”

			Zeke tried to shut his mouth but it fell open all over again.

			“In fact,” Lutz continued. “I think you ought to apologise for all the heartache you’ve caused her.”

			Zeke glanced up at the lofty ceiling, tight lipped. 

			“So am I free to go?” he asked. 

			“Erstaunlich! Why ask me? You’ve resigned,” Lutz growled.

			Zeke gulped. 

			Don’t be fooled, she’s really very fond of you.

			It was Knimble, speaking telepathically. He winked at Zeke. 

			“Yes, Principal. I’d like to go in three days.”

			“Uanset, min kære,” she replied, avoiding eye contact. 

			Danish for ‘whatever my dear’, Knimble translated in Zeke’s head.

			Chinook leaned forward. “We need to know your plans for your own safety.”

			Zeke cleared his throat. “In three days time, I’m travelling to the Space Catapult. I’ll launch up to my friend’s Far-Ship and depart for Alpha Cephei.”

			“What friend, exactly?” Lutz asked, also leaning forward.

			Zeke gulped. Dayo was taking him on an unauthorised leap across fifty light years. If Dayo’s superiors knew he could get in trouble. Although the teachers were more than able to read Zeke’s mind and discover the Mariner’s identity, telepathic intrusion was considered a violation. He knew none of them would dare to try.

			“That’s my business,” he said hotly, crossing his arms.

			Lutz crossed hers in a mirror image.

			“Then go. And good riddance!”
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			Zeke pressed the bell on Scuff’s door. It swished open to reveal Scuff himself, picking his nose.

			“How did it go?” he asked, ushering Zeke in.

			The room was its usual maelstrom of stinky socks, computer innards and comic books.

			“Could’ve been worse,” Zeke replied. He cleared a space on the bed, amidst unwashed underpants and week-old pizza trays.

			Scuff sat down at his study desk. “So, it’s rocket thrusters to full blast,” he said.

			Zeke opened his mouth to reply but the words jammed in his throat. He nodded weakly. Why did he feel as if he were betraying his friends?

			Scuff picked up a comic and flicked through the pages. Yet he wasn’t really looking.

			“Am I being selfish?” Zeke asked at last.

			Scuff paused for a moment before answering. “What? For getting the hell off the Little Pumpkin and chasing your destiny? Nope.”

			The expression on Scuff’s face said otherwise.

			“You know I’m coming back,” Zeke said.

			Scuff stared at him. “Are you, bro? How can you be so certain when nobody else ever did.” 

			Another long silence.

			“There might be all kinds of reasons for that,” Zeke replied. “But that’s why my dad went into deep space. To solve that riddle.”

			“And became a victim to it.”

			“NO!”

			Zeke realised he was shouting and lowered his voice. “For all we know, Dad has got to the bottom of it. But his ship could be broken. I’ll rescue him, bring him back and fix everything.”

			Scuff rolled his eyes. “Where’s the logic in that, bro? You’re going out the airlock with nothing but wishful thinking for a spacesuit.”

			Zeke felt the thunder rising in his chest again. But he didn’t want to fall out with his best friend, not now. He counted to ten. “Okay, maybe I’m crazy—”

			“As a fruit loop.”

			“Still, I have to find my father. Whatever the risk.”

			Scuff ran a hand through his greasy curls. “Yup, I get that. Sure. I’m right behind you.” 

			Zeke beamed. 

			“That’s what buddies are for,” Scuff went on. He forced a smile.

			A frantic banging came from outside. Scuff cussed and aimed his remote at the door. It slid open and Pin-mei fell inside. She was breathless and wide-eyed.

			“Oh, Zeke, there you are!”

			“What?”

			She collapsed on the bed beside him. “I was on Mars Chat Com, talking to Justice. He’s at the mining site and it’s terrible.”

			“Watcha talking about?” Scuff asked.

			Pin-mei took a few deep breaths. “The workers are spooked and refusing to work. They’ve seen a ghost.”

			“A ghost?” Zeke and Scuff cried together.

			“Yes, a monster, made of fire.”

			“That’ll be the Particle Beast,” Zeke said gravely. 

			“It’s only seen at night, crashing out of the dark, only to vanish,” Pin-mei went on. “Justice says it’s like a cross between a rabid dog and a gigantic crab.”

			Zeke scratched his ear. “Has anyone been hurt?”

			She shook her head. “It’s a ghost. It passes through rocks, machinery, even people. As if it’s not there.”

			“That’s because it’s not,” Zeke said firmly. “It’s in a parallel dimension.”

			“Come again?” Scuff said.

			“The Hesperian city is trapped in a bubble universe. It’s occupying the same atoms but at a slightly different frequency.”

			“Oh, string theory,” Scuff piped in. “I knew that.”

			“Then how can they see it?” Pin-mei asked.

			Zeke frowned. “The dimensional walls must wear thin in parts.”

			Pin-mei grabbed his wrist. “Then it could come through?”

			“No way,” Zeke replied. “I read Enki’s research. He consulted the best physicists and they clearly stated that any direct contact with our universe would obliterate the Martian ghost town. It would fade like an early morning mist.”

			“So, it might be a good thing, if the walls gave way?” Scuff suggested. 

			Zeke nodded. 

			“B-b-but,” Pin-mei stammered. “Isn’t Enki looking for a way in?”

			Zeke looked away. “There’s a way in. If you’re fluent in Hesperian and equipped with a key. Enki might be able to speak Hesperian. Just. But he doesn’t have the key. A psychic mind.”

			“Are you sure, Zeke?” Scuff said, his cheeks pale.

			“Trust me. If Enki does try to get in without the psychic power, he’ll destroy it. Imagine forcing open a padlock without a key. You’d break it.” 

			“But can’t you go along and close it? The way you closed the Infinity Trap?” Pin-mei asked.

			Zeke’s face took on a stony expression. “And miss the chance of a lifetime to find my father. Sorry no. It’s not my fight. Not this time.”

			Pin-mei had tears in her eyes. “I’m a pre-cog,” she said

			“That we know,” Scuff replied.

			She swallowed hard. “And there’s danger. I’ve seen it in my mind.”

			“Seen what?” Scuff cried. 

			A tear rolled down her cheek. “Justice is going to die.” 

			“You can’t know that,” Zeke said.

			She pushed out her bottom lip. “I can. I had a vision.”

			Scuff looked puzzled.

			“But don’t pre-cogs forget their visions, by and large? The way you can forget a dream when you wake up?”

			She nodded. “But one thing was clear. A young man at the mine will die.”

			“But Justice?”

			Pin-mei bit on her knuckle. “I have this feeling. A really strong feeling.”

			“That it’s Justice?” Zeke prompted her.

			“That it’s someone I care about. And Justice is the only one there I know.”

			“Can the prediction be stopped?” Scuff asked.

			“I think so,” Pin-mei replied, wringing her hands. “But only if we stop it. If Zeke stops it.” 

			Zeke thrust his hands in his pockets. “My mind’s made up, Pin. And that’s that.”

			She stamped her foot, startling both boys.

			“Sometimes you’re so selfish,” she shouted.

			Zeke was lost for a reply.

			Pin-mei stormed from the room.

			“Sheesh,” Scuff said at last. “She’s a teenager, already!”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			The Bowels of the Grand Hall

		

		
			Thirty pairs of feet clattered on stone steps. Zeke came last, running his hand along the coarse rock. The stairwell descended into a gloomy cavern. The grottiest student rooms lay to the left, including Zeke’s. The caves on the right were storerooms. Except for one, converted into the translocation classroom. The students often thought this location odd. Lutz was always going on about how translocation was the most important psychic skill, transporting colonists in their thousands to far flung planets. So why teach it in a catacomb?

			Zeke alone knew the answer. Lutz held a grudge against the translocation teacher, Mariner Knimble. During his student days, there was an incident involving a certain pair of knickers and the school flagpole. Knimble got himself expelled. Years later, a reformed character, he returned to teach. But what changed that mischievous teenager into a dedicated teacher? This was the question Zeke couldn’t answer.

			Zeke followed the other first years into the class. Orions, Saturns and other model rockets dangled from the ceiling. Knimble kept them as examples of ancient space travel. Clunky, expensive and dangerous, humanity was glad to see the back of them. 

			Zeke took a seat at the rear of the class, next to Scuff. 

			“Didn’t expect to see you, bro.”

			“Might as well pass some time here,” Zeke replied.

			Scuff gave him a sad look, but said nothing. Zeke glanced around for Pin-mei but she was absent. Unusual. She took her studies very seriously. Was she still upset about this thing with Justice? Zeke shrugged and turned his attention to the lesson. Two metal sheets were standing in front of the plasma board, the size and shape of doors. 

			Knimble waved his magnopad in the air. It whirred as it took the class register, scanning every DNA signature in the room. A lot quicker than name taking. 

			Knimble stroked his goatee a few times and launched into the lesson.

			“Observe this strip of aluminium.”

			He tapped the first metal sheet, like a conjuror about to perform a trick.

			“Solid metal. Two metres tall. One metre wide. One centimetre thick. Anyone care to walk through it?”

			A few of the students tittered.

			“Impossible,” remarked Dedy, the Indonesian student.

			“Really, mate?” Knimble replied, his faraway eyes twinkling.

			He rotated the sheet till it was facing him, and backed off a few paces. Then, he strode purposefully towards the aluminium—and passed right through it as if it wasn’t there!

			The entire class cooed.

			Knimble lifted up his hands. “Ta-dah!”

			More laughter.

			“But how did I do it, huh?”

			Aku raised her hand. She was from Ghana, with cropped stubbly hair and big soulful eyes. “A form of translocation, Sir?”

			Knimble beamed at her. “Yep, you’ve aced it.”

			“Woah!” Scuff cried, wide-eyed. “You rearranged your molecules to slip between the metal molecules? That’s awesome.”

			Knimble’s grin transformed to a pitying smile. “A common misconception. But think of the gazillions of molecules in your body. That would need a greater brain power than the human. Instead, I used FTT. Finely Tuned Translocation. I imagined myself leaving our atomic reality this side of the aluminium. And returning on the opposite side. No different to me translocating from here to the staff room and back again. Only on a much narrower scale. Here.”

			Knimble pushed his arm clear through the sheet up to his elbow.

			For a moment, Zeke forgot to breath. It was miraculous. Surely Knimble’s arm should be cut off, like a guillotine? Yet there it was, emerging from solid metal with wriggling fingers. A twinge of regret gnawed at Zeke’s heart. He was walking away from the college of gods.

			“So the atoms in my arm are not inside the aluminium. That section of my flesh and bone is currently outside our universe. I’m reaching out and back in again.”

			Knimble slowly withdrew his arm.

			“It’s easy when you know how. But get it wrong and you’ll be ‘armless’.” 

			Knimble chuckled at his own joke. 

			“What’s the second sheet one for?” Scuff asked.

			The teacher cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Barnum.”

			Knimble turned the second darker sheet away from the students. Once again he stepped back. He burst into movement, walking towards the second sheet at full speed. Wham! Knimble crashed into the sheet. It reverberated like a gong while Knimble fell backwards. 

			Zeke winced. That was quite some collision. Knimble struggled to his feet, his nose an ugly red.

			“Strewth,” he gasped, rubbing the unfortunate nose. “I tried to translocate through that sheet, just like the first one. So why did I fail?”

			Juanita Almera threw up her hand.

			“Does that sheet have very dense molecules?”

			“Not at all, young lady,” Knimble replied. A drop of blood trickled from his nostril.

			Murmurs flowed around the room but nobody ventured an answer.

			“This second sheet is made of iron,” Knimble said. “Does that help?” 

			Scuff stirred in his seat, eager to redeem himself after his earlier mistake. “Iron can be magnetic. Even though it’s not generating a magnetic field, it has magnetic properties. These would cancel out your psychic power.” 

			“Bonzer!” Knimble exclaimed, fishing a tissue from the folds of his teacher’s robes.

			“Sir,” Zeke asked, “Aren’t there small magnetic fields scattered across Mars. Caused by heavy iron deposits in the soil. I found one once and my powers stopped till I was clear of it.”

			Knimble nodded, pressing the tissue to his nose.

			“Depends how much iron is in the rock. It has to be very high before it creates a noticeable magnetic field. However, a much lower concentration would stop you translocating. Take this iron sheet. It’s right here, without affecting our abilities. But we can’t translocate through it. As you saw. Its magnetic electrons form a barrier. You could sit next to a slab of iron ore and nothing would happen. But if the concentration was rich enough, you’d not be able to translocate through it.”

			“Like we’re ever going to need to know that,” Scuff muttered, still grumpy from his wrong answer.

			Blood spurted from Knimble’s wound.

			“Homework, write up today’s little demonstration. Now I’m off to the Medical Facility. G’day.”

			And Knimble vanished, leaving the floor spotted with blood drops.

			Scuff leaned over towards Zeke. “Fancy the Cranny? It might be our last time to share a moonshake.”

			Zeke looked at his shoes. “Sorry, Scuff. It’s time to pack.”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Zeke’s Room

		

		
			The suitcase floated up. The suitcase floated down .

			Zeke yawned. He had three days to kill before leaving for the Space Catapult. So he was sitting on his bed, bored to hell. He telekinetically raised and lowered the case again. 

			The buzzer rang. He couldn’t be bothered to peer through the spy-hole.

			“Open,” he said to the door.

			Mariner Alistair Knimble entered. “G’day there.” 

			Zeke smiled. Knimble’s nose was a little swollen. Then Zeke saw his sombre expression and the smile waned.

			“Anything wrong, Sir?”

			“Kinda. We just got news from Yuri-Gagarin Freetown.”

			Zeke looked at him blankly. “Lutz Senior passed away.”

			“Oh,” Zeke said. A darkness passed through him.

			Knimble sat down. “She slipped away quietly. No pain or discomfort.”

			Zeke didn’t know what to say. After a pause he said, “That’s good.”

			“That’s life, I’m afraid. People get old,” Knimble said, more to himself. His voice sounded croaky. Zeke wondered what the Mariner was really thinking.

			“I guess so,” Zeke replied. The fact that everyone dies suddenly seemed rather cruel. But nobody could change that, anymore than they could stop the planets from spinning .

			Knimble moved the chair nearer. “I understand she made one final prophecy. To you.”

			Zeke shivered. He didn’t want to dwell on Lutz’s final words. Surely, the ravings of a sick mind. He kept telling himself she was wrong. 

			“So what did the old goose say, mate?”

			Zeke gazed into those electric blue eyes. “Nothing,” he mumbled.

			Knimble grimaced. “Don’t fib, Hailey. I can read your thoughts like text messages.”

			Zeke’s back stiffened. “Unsolicited telepathy is illegal.”

			“Correction. It’s against the Mariners’ Code of Conduct. But it’s not a crime. And as a teacher, I’m allowed to browse your brainwaves. As long there’s good cause.” His voice oozed confidence.

			Zeke flushed redder than a Martian beetroot. “Try it,” he snapped.

			A sudden image of bricks sprang into Zeke’s mind. His forehead tingled, as if hardening into concrete. 

			Knimble rolled his eyes in amusement. He focused on Zeke’s head. His cocky expression gave way to concentration. Then a frown. His faraway eyes began to glow. They grew brighter.

			Zeke felt imaginary fingers flicking through the contents of his mind. But every synapse they examined was as blank as copy paper. Sparks sizzled around Knimble’s shining eyes. He was sweating. 

			“Open up, mate, I’m on your side,” he cried.

			“Gkngza ytran ii,” Zeke replied, Hesperian words too insulting to be translated.

			Knimble threw up his hands. “Enough!”

			His sockets dimmed, revealing red eyelids. He laughed uneasily. “Sorry mate, didn’t mean to go off the deep end. Never could resist a dare.”

			“Alright,” Zeke said, a little angry.

			“Your firewall was gobsmacking! Where’d you learn a trick like that?”

			Zeke shrugged. “Don’t know, I just do.”

			Knimble stroked his beard. “And why so secretive about Lutz Four?”

			“She didn’t say anything that made sense, Sir,” Zeke said. “May I ask why you want to know?”

			“I’m not a complete dipstick,” Knimble replied. “First you and your little mates go walkabout up at Noctis Labyrinthis. And one of them still hasn’t come back.”

			Zeke stared intensely at the floor.

			“Then we rescue you and that wrong’un Crawley in a cavern full of floating rocks. Seconds before the whole place is blown up, according to you, by a Martian bomb.”

			“Hesperian,” Zeke said softly. “Not Martian.” 

			“Meanwhile, Jimmy Swallow goes totally whacko, is admitted to the mental hospital where he vanishes without trace. Nothing but a scattering of dust in his cell.”

			Zeke chewed on his thumb. Why dust?

			Knimble continued, “You’re involved in something and I’m trying to help.”

			“Three days from now, Sir, and I’m not involved in anything.” 

			“I get it, you’ll jaunt off to the galactic outback. But what about the rest us, down here on the Little Pumpkin?”

			“Sir?”

			“Is there any danger we need to know about?”

			Zeke looked at his feet. None of the adults knew of the Spiral’s existence. He liked it that way. Zeke figured the more folk knew about the Spiral, the more might go looking for it. He lifted his head to face Knimble’s searchlight stare. 

			“Who knows what Hesperian technology might be inside the pocket universe. As long as it’s out of reach, there’s nothing to worry about.”

			Knimble held Zeke’s gaze for a moment. “Alright. But what about this dust devil? You say it’s out to get you.”

			Zeke scratched his blue locks. “I’ve no idea where he came from. He just seemed to have a grudge against me. But we haven’t seen him since.”

			“Maybe it’s as well you’re leaving Mars.”

			Zeke nodded.

			Knimble picked up a leather bound journal lying on the desk.

			“The Beagle UK Research Station Logbook 2090,” he read off the cover. “And you really think this Cratan creature is one of the early astronauts? Mutated out of recognition?” 

			“Yes, Sir. And if he could be made to remember his identity, I believe he could reveal where the rest of the crew are.”

			Knimble whistled. “Surely they must be long dead”

			“But the Cratan’s alive. Why not them?”

			“Why not indeed,” Knimble said, wide-eyed,

			“I’m convinced that the journal contains clues. That’s why I’m giving it to Scuff. He’s going to go through it, see if he can solve the mystery. So when I return we can see what we can do.”

			“If you return,” Knimble remarked quietly. 

			Zeke pursed his lips. Did Knimble know more than he was letting on? Why none of the deep space trips ever returned. Were they all in on it? Lutz and every Mariner in the school? Zeke focussed on Knimble’s farseeing eyes. He stared deeper, into their intense blueness.

			An image drifted into Zeke’s mind. Planet Earth, burning, collapsing, crumbling. And then, a sea of dead bodies. Every corpse wore the white uniform of the pilot Mariners. 

			“Hey, stop it!” Knimble shouted.

			The image evaporated. Zeke shook himself as though waking from a trance.

			“Now who’s breaking the Code?”

			“Sorry, Sir, I don’t get you.”

			Knimble stared at him, open-mouthed, and said, “Oh, nothing mate.” He leapt to his feet. “Bon voyage and all that, I’ll miss you,” he garbled, and dashed from the room.

			Zeke yawned and reached for his magnopad. Maybe a few games of solitaire would pass the time.

			Zeke!

			He jumped to his feet and wildly looked around his room. It sounded like Scuff but where was he?

			Zeke!

			Oh, it was Scuff’s thoughts, not his voice. T-mail. But the desperation was unmistakeable. 

			“Where are you?”

			The Cranny.

			Zeke didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward. Let go, he thought. Let go of the room, of its atoms, of its sub-atomic particles. Slip the tether of reality. Outside! 

			The second step plunged him into darkness. A void that was infinite, like the cosmos. At the same time it was small, no bigger than a closet. Endless ringing poured through his ears. The music of the spheres. Atoms singing in the fathomless night. The murmuring tide of existence.

			Zeke pictured the Cranny cafeteria. Sure enough, shapes formed out the blackness. Chairs, tables, macs. The world was reborn.

			His appearance startled Scuff who was balancing on a barstool. 

			“Take the quantum shortcut, why don’t you?”

			“Scuff! What is it?”

			Scuff paled.

			“It’s Pin. She’s run away.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			The Cranny Cafeteria

		

		
			Zeke collapsed onto a bar stool. “This is about Justice, right?”

			Scuff nodded.

			“Did she leave a note?”

			“Nope.”

			Scuff pointed over Zeke’s shoulder. A group of fifth years sat clustered around the panoramic window. They laughed and guzzled glasses of craterade. One huge, oafish boy with a face like a Neanderthal waved back. 

			“Drufus Slatts!” Zeke groaned.

			Drufus was a farm boy from Idaho with a fondness for gambling. Although not a model student he was good at one thing. Translocation. He often hired out his services to pay for trips to the Tithonium casino.

			“I just found him counting his M-dollars and he told me all about it,” Scuff explained.

			Zeke buried his face in his hands.

			“She’s walking into a death trap. Enki is bound to be there.”

			“No, bro. Drufus didn’t take her to the mine.”

			Zeke looked through his fingers.

			“Drufus took her to Edenville.”

			“Why on Mars would she go there?” Zeke asked.

			Scuff hesitated. “To collect Bartie Cain.”

			Zeke reddened. “I should have guessed. I bet this is all his doing.”

			Scuff sighed. “Bro, it’s most certainly not. Pin emailed him on the Mars-Wide-Web. She asked him for help. According to Drufus.”

			Zeke glowered. Was it his fault? He’d refused to help Pin-mei, so she’d turned to Bartie. But what use was a non-psychic anyway? Prayers wouldn’t stop a particle beast. 

			“Drufus left them there. Pin didn’t have enough cash for another mind-leap.”

			Zeke said nothing.

			“Come on. Let’s translocate over before it’s too late,” Scuff added.

			Zeke chewed on his knuckle.

			“Zeke?” Now Scuff flushed. “You’re not abandoning her, are you? Your honorary Martian sister and all that jazz?”

			Zeke slammed his fist on the tabletop. “I don’t know what to do!”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Scuff replied crossly. 

			Zeke took a deep breath. “Remember Enki needs a key to enter the citadel. One thing he doesn’t have?” 

			Scuff nodded.

			“And the key is a psychic brain,” Zeke continued. 

			“Sure. Like the Infinity Trap.”

			“Yes. Plus the codes, but Enki could work those out.”

			“So what are you waiting for? Let’s get Pin before she reaches the mine.”

			Zeke lowered his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t.”

			“Are you nuts?” 

			“It’s Lutz. The old one. She died today.”

			“Oh? What’s that got to do with anything?” Scuff asked.

			“She gave me a prophecy. That it would be me who opened the way for the Spiral.”

			Scuff lost the glow from his cheeks. “How?”

			Zeke shrugged. “That’s all she said. But all the more reason for me to leave Mars. So it can never happen.”

			For a moment neither of them spoke. 

			“Deathbed prophecies are considered pretty accurate,” Scuff remarked, rubbing his chin. “But this sounds a tad vague. Maybe she was delirious?”

			“Is it worth the risk? If the Spiral got into our universe it would mean the end. Everyone would die.”

			“Bro, the future isn’t fixed. That’s one thing the pre-cogs always say. Now you’re forewarned and forearmed.”

			Zeke ran his fingers through his blue hair. There was something else. Supposing he missed the rendezvous with Dayo? 

			“You’re worried about missing your free ride to Alpha Cephei?”

			“Are you scanning my synapses?” Zeke replied with a scowl.

			“Nope, bro. I just know how my best bud works.”

			“It’s the chance of a lifetime.”

			Scuff twiddled his fingers. “Sure. But Pin-mei’s in danger. That trumps everything.”

			“I guess so.” Zeke didn’t mean to sound reluctant, but he did.

			“And you got a few days. The sooner we go, the sooner we get back.” 

			“I’ve just got this horrible feeling. If I go, I’ll never make it to the Space Catapult.”

			Scuff placed his hand on Zeke’s shoulder. “Bro, if you miss the Dayo express, I’ll rent a far-ship for you.”

			Zeke rolled his eyes. “Don’t be silly. That would cost millions.”

			“What’s the point of having a rich Daddy if you don’t splash the cash now and again.”

			“Even your Dad’s not that well off.”

			Scuff chuckled. “Maybe, but anyways, lets vamoose.”

			Zeke’s head swam. Events were spinning faster and faster. But he had to hang onto one thing. Like Scuff said, Pin-mei’s safety trumped everything. 

			“Shouldn’t we prepare first?”

			Scuff scratched his chin. “Nope. We’re going to Edenville. How tough can it be?”

			“A colony without technology?”

			A wobble passed through the folds of Scuff’s fat.

			“I’ll steel myself then,” he said, only half-joking.

			Zeke glanced around the cafeteria. “I’ll be back in no time. Definitely.”

			Sure! said his inner voice.

			They stood up and Zeke put his arm on Scuff’s shoulder. “Edenville. Bricks and ponies,” he mumbled, conjuring up memories in his mind’s eye.

			The Cranny snuffed out like a candle.
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			The darkness kindled with stars. Countless blue sparks, filling the sky with cold fire. Zeke traced Cassiopeia and then Cepheus. It was hard to believe his father was up there, somewhere. 

			“Wow,” Scuff said.

			Zeke looked at the sleeping Edenville. Red brick igloos panned out around them. A wind blew down from the ravines, moaning like a ghost. The paths were deserted.

			“Where are they all?” Scuff asked.

			“In bed,” Zeke replied. “They rise with the sun and sleep when it sets.”

			“Sheesh, whatever for?”

			Zeke gestured at the rosy glow in a nearby window. “No tech, remember? Oil lamps instead of photon bulbs.”

			“I just don’t get it,” Scuff remarked. He pulled his collar up and rubbed his hands. The Martian night was as chilly as ever. 

			“Is she here?” Zeke asked.

			The blue in Scuff’s irises gleamed. “Nope,” he said at last.

			Zeke cursed. “What about Bartie, can you pick him up?”

			“I’ve never met Bartie. How would I know his brainwaves from John Doe’s?”

			“Come on, then,” Zeke said.

			They walked through the homes until they found Cain’s. Zeke banged on the front door.

			“Where do they get this tin from?” Scuff asked, examining the door.

			“Recycled scrap. Some of it dates back to the first landings.”

			The door flew open. It was Josiah Cain, in a cotton nightshirt and his black preacher’s hat.

			“What in the Lord’s name—”

			“I’m very sorry to disturb you, Sir,” Zeke said.

			Josiah grabbed Zeke in a huge bear hug, lifting him clean off the ground.

			“You’ve come back to us. Praise the Lord.”

			He dragged Zeke inside, with Scuff on their heels. Josiah’s wife sat in a rocking chair beside the hearth. She wore a nightgown and was darning socks. The log fire crackled with heat. 

			“I told you, Mary, I said young Ezekiel would return to the fold.”

			Zeke and Scuff traded uneasy glances. How would they break the news?

			Zeke cleared his throat. “Sorry, but it’s not like that. We’re here about Pin. And Bartie.”

			The smiles died on Josiah and Mary’s lips. Before Zeke could spit out another word, Mary dashed off to the bedrooms.

			“Brother Josiah?”

			A hairy man with arms like tree trunks stood in the doorway. The blacksmith.

			“Forgive me for coming at this hour.”

			Mary burst back into the room, shaking her head. There were tears in her eyes. 

			“I thought you should know,” the blacksmith went on. “Two of the ponies are missing.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Earth’s Orbit

		

		
			Sunlight bloomed on the horizon. The glistening Pacific emerged from the dark. A vast, shining ocean of sapphire. Clouds as big as countries drifted overhead. Land masses swung into view. The green tapestries of Asia. Zeke recognised Sumatra, the Malay peninsula, the Mekong Delta. Singapore gleamed like an electric diamond. 

			He was high above the Earth. Watching. 

			Something was happening. Something wrong. The planet shuddered. A tsunami rippled across the Pacific and hit China. It kept going, and mountains toppled in its wake.

			The colour drained away. Continents broke apart. The Earth imploded, collapsing into its own core. It hissed as gigantic geysers of lava ruptured the crust. Zeke heard one telepathic scream as humanity cried out to be saved. Then silence, as the inferno snuffed out all life. Dead. 

			Zeke struggled to escape.

			“Bro?”

			“The apocalypse quark.”

			“Excuse me, bro?”

			Zeke was sitting in Mary’s rocking chair. The feeble Martian dawn seeped through the windows. A coffee pot was boiling on the log fire.

			“Let me get you a drink,” said Scuff. He donned oven gloves and poured two beakers of coffee. The stench of the beans chased the fog from Zeke’s head.

			“That sounded one helluva dream.” 

			“Huh?” Zeke mumbled.

			“You were kicking like a dog with night tremors.”

			“Was I?” Zeke said, and sipped the coffee.

			The dream faded. He tried to recall the details. An image of burning cities flitted through his mind and vanished. 

			“Where are they all?” he asked, sitting forward.

			“Josiah’s saddled up and galloped off,” Scuff said. “And Mary took her daughters to the chapel to pray.”

			“Fat use that’ll be,” Zeke replied. His voice was hostile.

			Scuff pushed out his bottom lip. “Dunno, isn’t the Mariners’ creed that thought is the most powerful force in the universe?”

			“I used to pray every night for my dad to come home. You know how that turned out,” Zeke replied with a stony face.

			Scuff rubbed his chin. “I think I prayed once. For my old man to run off and leave us.” 

			Their eyes met and both boys laughed.

			“So what do we do now, smart stuff?” Scuff asked.

			Zeke shrugged his shoulders. “You’re the A plus telepathy student. Can’t you scan for Pin?”

			“Track down a single brainwave in this huge wilderness? I’m not that good, Zeke. Not yet.”

			Zeke sipped the bitter coffee.

			“I think we should inform the teachers,” Scuff added.

			“How? The only long distance communication round here is a couple of tin cans on a string.”

			“I told you the Marmish were nuts. But we ought go back to the Chasm.”

			Zeke scowled. “And get clapped in detention? I don’t have the time. It’s just two days now till the rendezvous.”

			“Can’t Dayo wait for you?”

			“Not much,” Zeke explained. “Just another three days after that before he reports to Earth.”

			Another image flitted through his mind’s eye. Earth, cracked open like an egg and in flames. It passed. 

			“So…?” Scuff said.

			Zeke stood up. “We go to the mine and find her. It’s the only way.” 

			“Translocation?”

			Zeke frowned. “That’s hard. I’ve never been there or seen any photos. I’ve got nothing to visualise.”

			Scuff fished his magnopad out of his pocket. He fiddled with the controls. “Typical Marmish! No signal.”

			“You’re trying to bring up a map?”

			Scuff nodded, sighed, and put the pad away. “Looks like the best option is back to the school and do some research.”

			Zeke wrung his hands. “No! We’ll get bogged down by the teachers.”

			“Hey, we can’t walk there! It must be a good hundred kilometres”

			Zeke clapped his hands together in a moment of inspiration. “Why walk when you can ride?”

			Scuff flashed him a look of cold dread. “I ain’t no cowboy!”

			“We’ve flown an autogyro and blasted a gravscooter into the stratosphere. How hard can hooves be?”

			“Very,” Scuff remarked, and poked out his tongue.
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			The horses galloped across the northern plain of the Melas Chasma. Long plumes of dust trailed behind them. 

			Zeke sat upright, bouncing up and down on the saddle. His mother sent him once to a stable for lessons. He gave up after three weeks; it wasn’t his thing. But in that time he’d mastered the basics. 

			Scuff was to his left, crouched over the reins, white with terror.

			“Your posture’s all wrong. You’ll get sore,” Zeke hollered across.

			Scuff was too overwhelmed to reply. It was all he could do not to fall off. 

			Good thing Red Sugar is so docile, Zeke thought. Red Sugar was a mustang, chestnut brown with a white underbelly. The perfect steed for beginners. 

			His horse was called Serendipity. She was a Friesian mare, with a coat as glossy as polished jet. Zeke leaned forward and breathed in her mane. Hay and sweaty fur. The only word to describe it was ‘earthy’. And it was exactly the kind of smell he associated with Earth. Nothing like it came from Mars.

			Zeke studied the landscape. Great ash dunes rose to the south. Spires of basalt loomed ahead. Long before life spawned on Earth, some cataclysm had rocked Mars from pole to pole. The equator split open like an overripe peach and the Valley was born. But the spires had survived that disaster. Centuries passed as the wind sculpted them into bizarre shapes. Zeke looked at them and saw cathedrals and castles. It was easy to imagine monsters lurking there.

			“Argh!”

			“Whoa,” Zeke cried, and tugged on the reins. Serendipity slowed to a graceful halt.

			Red Sugar galloped on, her saddle empty. Scuff lay in the dust, his face caked in grey.

			“I have had enough. Translocate me back to the school. Now!”

			“Are you hurt?” Zeke asked, pulling up alongside his friend.

			“Only my butt,” Scuff muttered. “And maybe my pride.”

			Zeke dismounted, grabbed Scuff’s hand and yanked him to his feet. Red Sugar trotted back and nuzzled Scuff’s chest.

			A smile broke on Scuff’s scowling features. “Okay, I’ll give it another go.” He brushed the dust from his blond locks. 

			Red Sugar neighed. And then again. Serendipity joined in. Their neighing grew louder. Both ponies shook their heads and twitched their tails. They shifted anxiously from foot to foot. Red Sugar suddenly reared up, kicking her forelegs. Serendipity did the same.

			“Something sure as hell’s spooking them,” Scuff remarked.

			Zeke grabbed Serendipity’s reins. But she was bucking so hard he couldn’t hold on.

			Scuff peered into the distance. “What’s that?”

			Red Sugar let out a terrified whinny. 

			“Look, Zeke. There,” Scuff said, pointing.

			At that moment the horses bolted. 

			“Come back!” Scuff caterwauled after them. 

			A lump of imaginary ice slid down Zeke’s spine. A dust devil was striding purposefully towards them. The whirlwind grew thicker. In its core the spinning grains of sand glowed and formed a figure.

			“Quick!” Zeke shouted, and threw his arms around Scuff. He closed his eyes and pictured the Chasm school. It was the first image to pop into his panicking brain. Nothing happened. Zeke opened his eyes again to see Scuff’s horrified face. 

			Zeke’s mind raced. His translocation powers weren’t working. They were trapped! He didn’t want Scuff to get caught by the devil. 

			“Zeke—” 

			Before Scuff could spit out his words, Zeke gave him a hard push. Scuff tumbled over. Zeke broke into a sprint, running as fast as he could. He glanced over his shoulder. The dust devil was on his heels. With every step it coasted a couple of metres nearer.

			“Mnthax! Mnthax!” he hollered in Hesperian. 

			The creature ignored his pleas to stop. It reached out its arms of swirling dust. 

			“No, no, no!” Zeke screamed.

			It lurched forward and smothered him. Sand gnawed at his skin, like a plague of mosquitoes. He lost his footing and fell into the chaos.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			In a High Place

		

		
			Freezing air clawed at Zeke’s lungs. Everything was a blur. As his eyes focused he realised he was on a ledge. A basalt cliff towered over him. 

			“Oh, great,” he remarked. There was only one possible explanation. He was stranded halfway up one of the canyon walls.

			Zeke shuffled towards the edge and peered over. The sheer drop to the valley below was easily five kilometres. In the low gravity, it would take a minute of falling before you hit the ground. But you’d still burst like a water balloon.

			Dizziness overwhelmed him and he rolled back. Where was the dust devil? Why hadn’t his translocation worked?

			Zeke lay there for a while, gathering his energy. But his hands were turning pink. The coldness would kill him if he stayed there too long. He staggered to his feet. His head swam again and he steadied himself against the rock face. A vast expanse of sky surrounded him.

			The ledge petered out to the left. On the right it disappeared around a bend. 

			“The Chasm. Take me back to the Chasm,” Zeke said, and closed his eyes. He opened them to find he was still perched high above Mariner’s Valley. He stomped his foot. A few centimetres of the ledge crumbled.

			Zeke gulped. Apparently, the Dust Devil had tampered with his powers. But why had it brought him here?

			A soft murmur came from beyond the bend. Zeke knew exactly what was making that noise. He had no desire to see the Dust Devil again. On the other hand, there was no way of getting down. Zeke reminded himself that he had faced a dust devil before and lived. Maybe the same one? His only option was to confront it.

			Zeke inched slowly along the narrow path. The footing was treacherous. He looked down. The valley floor seemed so distant, a faraway sea of pale cinders. For a third time, nausea washed through him. He let it pass, then continued, hands pressed against the cliff. At the bend, the path reduced to a sliver. It was barely wider than his feet.

			“I can’t stay up here forever,” he muttered.

			Zeke swung round so his chest was against the wall. He took a deep breath of the thin air, and stepped onto the sliver. Then another footstep. And another. He gripped onto protrusions in the rock. 

			One slip now and you’re doomed, his inner voice warned. Thanks, I know that! his thoughts replied.

			The ledge behind him vanished from view as he slowly crept forward. 

			Supposing there is no ledge in front? 

			Well, then Scuff and Pin would be on their own. Images of them stranded in the wilderness flitted through his imagination. And what of his dad? He would never know Zeke died looking for him. 

			I’m NOT dying up here. 

			A new ledge stretched in front of him, leading up to an outcrop. A wedge of rock that jutted out over the valley. The Dust Devil stood, spinning, at the brink. Zeke glanced down. Thankfully, the ledge grew sturdier. But as he shifted his weight onto his left foot, the rock behind cracked and splintered.

			No! 

			He leapt. Fragments fell away and clattered down the cliff side. 

			Zeke let out a deep sigh. Despite the chill he was soaking in sweat. But the main thing was he lived! And now to confront his kidnapper. 

			He walked, carefully, up to the devil. 

			“Kshnmlnwa!”

			The creature gazed out across Mariners Valley and ignored him. Zeke studied it closely. There were two parts. An outer funnel spiralling endlessly like a tornado. Inside was the spinning, glowing humanoid form. But this devil differed from the first. This one had a face. The gusting sand formed crude features. 

			Zeke stroked his chin. There was something familiar about the face, the high brow, the long nose, the thick lips. Hadn’t he seen it before somewhere? 

			“Kshnmlnwa!”

			The devil’s head turned, without moving its squat neck. Zeke’s skin crawled. Still it said nothing.

			Zeke cleared his mind. The Hesperian language bubbled up from his subconscious.

			“Why have you brought me here?” he asked in the alien tongue.

			“This place is high.” 

			Zeke swallowed hard. That wasn’t exactly a reassuring answer.

			“What have you done to, um, my powers?”

			There was no word for ‘translocation’ in Hesperian. 

			“Generating a magnetic field.”

			Well, that was one riddle solved. 

			“I see. And why are you so angry with me, anyway?”

			“You hurt me.”

			Zeke stiffened. What on Mars was it talking about?

			The devil suddenly flung back its swirling arms. It opened its mouth and let out a piercing squeal. The high-pitched cry echoed across the canyon. Despite himself, Zeke glanced over the edge. It would be so easy for the devil to toss him to his doom. His heart pumped faster.

			“How?” he implored.

			“Don’t remember. Awoke with one purpose. Destroy you.” 

			Zeke rubbed his brow. This was all so messed up. And he really didn’t need it right now. Maybe he should change the subject.

			“You awoke in a city. The city of my kind?”

			“Yes.”

			Mars only had one city. Tithonium Central. 

			“So where were you before that?”

			“Nowhere.” 

			“What?”

			“The beginning was in your city.”

			“Then…you’re new?”

			The creature nodded its head. A rather human gesture, Zeke thought.

			“I’m confused. Do you know anything at all?”

			“Only hurt. Here.”

			The devil touched it’s chest, as if there was a heart inside. Again, oddly human.

			Zeke’s head was throbbing.

			“What about the other dthpzpii?”he asked.

			This word had no direct human meaning, although Zeke understood it to be some kind of guardian.

			“My one. It helped seal the Infinity Trap,” he added. 

			The creature nodded again.

			“The source pattern.”

			“Source pattern?”

			“The first dthpzpii left his pattern behind. It replicated.”

			At last a clue!

			“You were built out of the first one?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Not known.”

			Zeke paused for a moment. Maybe the devil was programmed to rebuild itself. That might explain how it had survived two billion years.

			“But why were you in the city?” 

			Silence

			“The city of the Humans. We call ourselves humans.”

			“Hoo-mans,” the devil said slowly. “Hoomans. Life forms from the third planet.” 

			“So why?” 

			“The host was there.”

			“Host?”

			“The medium that carried the source pattern and fuelled its renewal.”

			Zeke frowned. None of this made sense. Tithonium had to be a few hundred kilometres from the Noctis Labyrinthus, where the previous devil had blown up.

			“What medium?”

			The devil let out a low growl. “Enough!”

			Zeke wrung his hands. It sounded furious.

			“You hurt me.”

			The devil swivelled its body to face Zeke.

			It hissed. “Now the hurt will stop.”

			It came closer. And closer still. A murderous expression formed on the raw face. Fear surged through Zeke like a bolt of electricity. Was he going to perish up here? On his own? A failure? His mind raced. There had to be a way to escape.

			“If-if-if you kill me you will be all alone. I’m the only one left who speaks your language.”

			This stopped the creature dead in its tracks.

			“You lie. You never helped before.”

			Why did it keep speaking as if they knew each other? The creature stepped nearer. A huge, twisting, blowing monster of sand. It stretched out its arms, ready to grab him.

			Zeke moved away, a metre, one more. Till his foot found nothing. He was backed up against the crumbled ledge. There was nowhere to go but down.

			“Do you wish you were kinder now?” the devil said.

			“I don’t know what you mean. We’ve never met.” 

			The devil was almost upon him now. The wind of its vortex blew into his face and he could smell the dry stink of basalt. Somebody else had reeked of that smell. Who was it? Yes, mad Jimmy Swallow before they carted him off to the mental facility.

			“Please, I will help you. I promise!”

			Zeke attempted to translocate. Nothing! Desperate thoughts screamed in his brain.

			If only he could figure it out. The source code was probably some kind of molecule. But how did it get to Tithonium City? What linked the city to the cavern of the Infinity Trap, where the original devil had perished? 

			“No more pain,” the devil said, reaching for Zeke’s neck. 

			Zeke pressed himself into the rock face. For a nanosecond, he considered jumping. The creature’s blank eyes glared at him. He inched away, teetering on the edge.

			What was the connection? What was it? The day he defeated the Spiral. When he was in the cave with the other students. Pin and Scuff and Trixie and Kretzmer and that idiot Jimmy Swallow and—

			Zeke froze. His lungs stopped. The universe shrunk around him, trapping him inside a pinpoint of cold, hard knowledge. There, against the cliff, with death snapping at his heels, everything clicked into position.

			“Jimmy?”

			The devil hesitated.

			Zeke’s right foot slipped. He began to lose balance. 

			“Jimmy Swallow,” he cried.

			Zeke’s legs gave from under him. A scream rose in his throat. The horrible feeling of falling. 

			The devil snatched hold of his shoulders and lifted him back onto solid rock. 

			“That name,” it said. “That name is remembered.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The Basalt Spires

		

		
			It was the best smell in the universe. Baked beans! 

			Zeke was standing before the basalt formations he’d spotted earlier in the day. The sun was sinking into a curtain of shadows. But there was enough light to make out horse tracks leading into a cave. And that wonderful, wonderful aroma was wafting out. Baked beans in tomato sauce. His mouth watered.

			“Hello,” he said, walking into a large, airy cave.

			Scuff and Josiah Cain were sitting around a campfire. A saucepan simmered over the flames. Serendipity, Red Sugar and Cain’s horse Calico were tied to a boulder. Serendipity saw Zeke and let out a whinny of delight. 

			“Zeke!” Scuff cried. He leapt up and hugged Zeke hard. Zeke winced. 

			Next it was Josiah’s turn.

			“Are you a sight for sore eyes!” he said, and gave Zeke a hearty thump on the back.

			“Where the heck have you been, bro?” Scuff asked.

			“First things first,” Zeke replied. “There’s a black hole in my stomach!”

			Cain laughed. “Would a humble bean stew fix that problem?”

			Zeke nodded vigorously. 

			Josiah handed out three forks from his rucksack. They sat down, speared bread slices and warmed them over the fire. Oh yes, toast, the second most glorious smell in the universe. 

			“The horses came back after you gallivanted off on the whirlwind express,” Scuff explained. “I didn’t dare ride them without you, so I just sat there, wondering what to do.”

			“Sooner or later you’d have to move,” Zeke said.

			“To be totally honest, bro, I tried translocating back to the school.”

			“That’s dangerous!”

			Scuff shrugged. “I should worry, nothing happened. You gotta teach me one day.”

			“Is that why were you were pulling those faces?” Josiah asked with a grin.

			“Faces?” Zeke and Scuff said together.

			“Like you were straining on a biggie.”

			Scuff coloured up. “Guess so.”

			They all laughed.

			“I was returning to Edenville,” Josiah said. “I had to turn back before I ran out of food and kindling.”

			“No sign of them?”

			Josiah shook his head and gazed into the flames. Maybe it was the heat, but his eyes were watering.

			“My toast is burning,” Scuff said. 

			Josiah fished three bowls from his rucksack and served up the food. Even though the beans were piping hot, Zeke gobbled them down. He was starving. 

			“Come on, you and the dust devil. Spill the beans,” Scuff said, and chuckled at his own joke.

			Zeke drew a deep breath and launched into the story of his afternoon…

			“So, he just let you go?” Josiah asked.

			“Yes,” Zeke replied. “It was like, when he heard his name, a bit of his memory came back. He just vanished. A few minutes later my psychic skills returned. I translocated back to the where I left Scuff and picked up your trail from there.”

			Scuff whistled. “Jimmy Swallow is a Martian monster.”

			“Yes. Ironic,” Zeke said.

			“A fudge sundae of irony sprinkled with extra helpings of bizarro,” Scuff replied.

			“Tragic. That’s the word I’d use,” Josiah remarked. 

			“But how, bro?” Scuff asked.

			Zeke stuck out his lower lip. “Remember when we were at the Infinity Trap and he got covered in the dust? When the Dust Devil blew itself up.”

			“Yup.”

			“Some of the Dust Devil’s atomic signature must have rubbed off on him.”

			Scuff clicked his fingers. “His festering eye!”

			“Exactly, and over time it replicated itself, turning Jimmy into a new devil. The same sort of thing happened to the Cratan.” 

			“But Zeke,” Josiah asked. “Can you save this poor boy?” 

			The logs crackled. The flames threw shadows against the cave wall. Zeke did not answer. 

			“Josiah, what’s your plan to find Bartie?” he said at last.

			“Start out tomorrow, with enough supplies to reach the mine.” Josiah looked haggard. “Unless…you could take me there tonight.”

			Zeke’s spine stiffened.

			“I can’t translocate to the mine. I’ve got no way to imagine it in my brain. I’ve never been there. Never seen a holograph. No connection at all.”

			“Hey, I gotta a map,” Josiah exclaimed.

			“You don’t understand,” Zeke went on. “Translocation is the most dangerous of psychic abilities. I’m breaking all the school rules using it before my fourth year of training.”

			Josiah gave him a hard stare. Zeke nodded at Scuff.

			“Sure,” Scuff said. “If you do it wrong you turn up inside a wall. Or underground or a kilometre high.”

			“Don’t remind me!” Zeke said, wiping his brow.

			“But the Mariners translocate all over the galaxy,” Josiah protested. “To places they’ve never been.”

			“They’ve completed the training. Zeke’s hardly begun,” Scuff said, in an irritated voice.

			Josiah ran over to Calico. He pulled out a scroll from his backpack and spread it before the boys. “See,” he cried. 

			Zeke studied the map. All he could see was a mishmash of colours and gridlines.

			Josiah pointed to a spot on the page. “Come on, boys. My Bartie’s in danger, thanks to your little friend.”

			Zeke gritted his teeth. “No one forced him to go.”

			Fire flared in Josiah’s eyes.

			Zeke gulped. Beneath Josiah’s pious character lurked an explosive temper. Zeke knew that from the day Josiah felled the elephantine Ricasso. 

			Josiah leaned forward. “According to you, there’s a madman out to get them. Some kind of electric monster is lurking at the mine. A dust devil is on our heels. Never mind the quicksands, rockslides and marauders. Don’t you think you owe it to Bartie and Pin to at least try?” 

			“You don’t understa—” Scuff’s words tailed off as Josiah glared at him.

			“Please, Josiah,” Zeke implored.

			“Trust in the Almighty, Son.”

			Zeke studied Josiah’s face and saw there was no compromise. 

			“Alright,” he said meekly. 

			Josiah got on his knees and motioned the boys to do likewise. Sheepishly they obeyed. Josiah recited the Lord’s Prayer and then said, “O Gracious and Merciful Lord, let the angels of Mars keep us from harm.”

			Zeke glanced around at the ochre walls of the cave. Here he was, on Mars, praying. It seemed odd.

			Josiah stood up. “Let’s do it.” 

			“You stay here,” Zeke said to Scuff.

			“With pleasure,” Scuff replied.

			Zeke linked arms with Josiah.

			“Will it hurt?” Josiah asked with a frown.

			“Only if I get it wrong,” Zeke said.

			He closed his eyes and pictured the map in his imagination. 

			The map is real. The contours on the page are real. Cliffs and peaks and plains and valleys. We’re walking into that map. Into the bit marked with the Melas Mine. 

			He opened his eyes. They were floating in the starless night of nowhere. He could scarcely see Josiah right next to him, such was the darkness. The man was rigid with fear.

			They were back on Mars. Stars crowded the sky. The valley gleamed in their light like a ghost land. The black amorphous shapes of boulders surrounded them.

			Josiah drew in a few deep breaths before speaking. “Where’s the mine?” 

			Zeke shrugged.

			“There should be buildings, equipment, people!”

			“Sorry, I must have got lost.”

			“Try again.” Josiah sounded angry.

			Zeke tightened his grip on Josiah’s forearm and concentrated. The landscape melted. Emptiness swallowed existence. The flickering glow of the cave reappeared.

			“That was quick,” Scuff remarked.

			“Need another peep at the map,” Zeke explained.

			Scuff’s eyes were as wide as saucers. 

			“What’s up?” Zeke asked.

			Scuff pointed at Josiah. The Preacher’s face was twisted in agony. 

			With a sickening dread Zeke looked down. Josiah’s right foot was stuck inside a rock. The boot went in one side and the toecap poked out the other. Zeke had bungled the translocation!

			Josiah could bear the pain no longer. The cave echoed with his screams.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The Office of Principal Lutz

		

		
			The atomic clock softly ticked on the wall. Zeke stared at its hands. It was like watching the moon crawl across the sky. Agonisingly slow. After an eternity a little door opened above the dial. A glowing uranium bird popped out and squeaked ‘cuckoo.’ One PM, Standard Martian time.

			Lutz was at her desk, deep in thought.

			Great, Zeke thought. She’s going to slam me in detention. 

			Dayo was due to arrive the following day. He could only wait another two days. Then he’d pilot a ship full of colonists to Arcturus Five, leaving Zeke behind forever.

			You’ll make it, said a Canadian accent in Zeke’s head.

			Zeke glanced at Scuff, in the seat next to him. 

			Stop reading my mind!

			Scuff shrugged.

			Sorry, bro, it just keeps getting easier. 

			That was true enough. Scuff’s telepathy was going from strength to strength. In fact, every student in Zeke’s year seemed to be improving. Everyone except Zeke. He felt like a hamster trapped in a wheel, running all day but getting nowhere.

			Lutz stirred.

			Here it comes, Zeke thought.

			“You did the right thing,” she said.

			Zeke gaped.

			“Translocating your holy man to School. Those quacks at Tithonium would have no chance.”

			“You mean we can use our psychic skills to dislodge the stone?” Zeke asked.

			Lutz rolled her eyes.

			“Unpick a trillion molecules? Hardly.”

			Zeke didn’t understand.

			“Doctor Chandrasar’s nanomacs will grow back the missing tissue. After she’s chopped off the existing foot, of course.”

			A sudden shouting came from outside. The door flew open and Josiah Cain limped into the office.

			“I demand action!” he bellowed, and slammed his fist on Lutz’s desk. The Principal didn’t blink an eye.

			Doctor Chandrasar appeared in the doorway. She looked frantic, with her black-as-the-night hair all messed up. 

			“You must return to the Facility, Mister Cain.”

			“What’s happening?” Lutz asked in a sour tone. 

			“He checked out against my orders,” said the doctor. “After the amputation but before the nanomac therapy.” 

			“I will not submit to that technological voodoo,” Cain shouted.

			Zeke peered at Cain’s right foot. The boot has been cut in two and then stitched up again.

			“He’s wearing a prosthetic,” Chandrasar explained.

			A what? 

			An artificial limb, Scuff answered.

			Cain was purple with rage. 

			“A humble imitation does not go against the divine will. Invisible robots tampering with our god-given flesh is a different matter.”

			“Luddite,” Lutz remarked dryly.

			A what? Zeke thought, looking to Scuff. 

			Sheesh, get a dictionary already—someone against technology.

			“Have you found my Bartie?” Cain cried.

			“Our best psychics are on the job, Mister Cain. We have remote viewers searching the Martian landscape in their heads.”

			“Not good enough!” Cain shouted so loudly the windows rattled in their frames.

			“On behalf of the school, I assure you, Mister Cain—”

			“I demand action, now!”

			“I appreciate your concern—”

			“Do something this instant!” 

			“SILENCE!”

			Lutz rose up. Her wide face locked into a fearful glare. She kept on rising. Her body levitated several feet into the air. 

			“I will have silence!”

			Cain gulped. “This is your responsibility,” he said in a much meeker voice. 

			Lutz lowered to the floor. “Warum?” she asked in German. “Why so?”

			“One of your young brainiacs talked my Bartie into running off. The School must be held accountable.”

			“Pin-mei Liang is an exemplary student,” Lutz replied. “I will not have a word said against her.” 

			“My Bartie is as good as gold, he wouldn’t—”

			Lutz held up the palm of her hand. “Das ist genug. I do not indulge in recriminations with non-psychics.”

			Cain took off his hat. His shoulders drooped. “Please, Principal, do something,” he insisted.

			A flood of tears erupted from his eyes. The proud and fiery preacher was now a begging child.

			Zeke choked up. It was horrible seeing Cain like this. 

			A ripple passed through the room. A corner darkened and Mariner Knimble materialised. He was sweating.

			“Strewth, your horses need a helluva lot of coaxing,” he said to Cain.

			“Are they alright?” Zeke asked. He was missing Serendipity already. 

			Knimble nodded. “Sure. Translocating them back to the Edenville spooked them something rotten. But we got there.” 

			“What about my Bartie?” Cain sobbed.

			“I’ll find him,” said Knimble.

			An unexpected heat burned in Zeke’s stomach. An urgency that bubbled up into his throat. Images flashed through his mind, Dayo, Pin-mei, Enki. He couldn’t stop himself. He leapt to his feet.

			“And me! I’ll help.”
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			A plume of sand danced across the courtyard. Zeke watched uneasily. The grains drifted lazily on the air, then floated down again. He let out a sigh.

			“How long?” Cain asked, pacing in circles.

			Zeke turned around, taking a last look at the Chasm. The mud-coloured towers, the Grand Hall, the concrete new wings. The school itself was overshadowed by the cliffs of Ophir Chasma. As if an eight-kilometre high wave had petrified in an instant.

			Knimble emerged from the Hall. Chandrasar was with him. They stopped on the steps, deep in conversation. Zeke wondered what they were talking about. They were out of earshot. Even so, he couldn’t resist straining to catch their words. He listened hard, and harder still. Voices echoed through his mind. First a man’s. 

			Why won’t she forget…she thinks she killed him.

			Then a woman’s.

			Deepak was my life…I’ll never betray him.

			Zeke raised his eyebrows. Was that Knimble and Chandrasar thinking? Surely not, after all, wasn’t he rubbish at telepathy?

			Cain placed a hand on Zeke’s shoulder. “What are you doing?” 

			“Oh, letting my imagination run riot,” Zeke replied. 

			Cain gave an angry hmph.

			“I’m sure Bartie’s alright,” Zeke said. “Pin will look after him.”

			“A twelve year old girl on a planet crawling with menace?” 

			Knimble was striding towards them. 

			“Wait up!” It was Scuff, running out of the Grand Hall so fast, he tumbled down the steps. 

			“Yee-ouch, remind me never to do that again,” he griped, rubbing his backside.

			Knimble stroked his goatee. “And who gave you permission to come on our little walkabout?”

			Scuff looked the translocation tutor straight in the eye. “Zeke and I are a team.”

			Knimble chuckled. “You’re a right little battler, I get it. But we’re not going to a barbie.”

			“Tell him, Zeke!” Scuff threw him a wide-eyed stare.

			For an instant, Zeke wrestled with his feelings. He didn’t want to put his friend in danger. But it wasn’t his call. It was Scuff’s.

			“Sir, Scuff really is—”

			Knimble raised his hand. “Fair do’s,” he said simply, and gestured for Scuff to come closer. “Right. Link arms. We’re going to sidestep straight to the mine. Mariner Chinook is waiting for us.” 

			“Sidestep?” Cain enquired. His face was white.

			“Apologies, Mister Cain. It’s slang for translocation.” 

			“Have you ever been to the mine before?” Cain was turning paler by the moment.

			Knimble grinned. “N’ah mate, I haven’t. But I’m no-wet-behind-the-ears first-year.”

			Zeke coughed.

			“No offence,” Knimble said.

			“None taken,” Zeke replied. 

			“I’m a fully certified Mariner with a PhD in translocation. In short, Mister Cain, trust me.”

			Cain mumbled something and nodded.

			All four locked arms. Knimble took a deep breath.

			“We’re about to slip the surly bonds of reality and take a dimensional shortcut. That’s the easy bit. What perils we’ll face at the Melas mine, who can say. All I know is that I have a bad feeling. The last time I felt this way, four men died.”

			“Cheer us up, why don’t you,” Scuff remarked.

			Zeke took a deep breath. The world was fading. The rocks and sky and canyons became dim. His heart skipped a beat. Darkness began. 

			End of Part Two

		


		
			Part Three

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The Melas Mine

		

		
			A huge black shape loomed out of the nothingness. Zeke focussed. It was some kind of gigantic needle, three storeys high and resting on four great brackets. Golden letters on its side spelled ‘HUBS’. 

			“That’s the Zapper,” Knimble said. “The laser drill.”

			They were standing outside the mining camp.

			“A violation of nature,” Cain added.

			“Mars doesn’t have any nature,” Scuff remarked, rolling his eyes. 

			The Zapper was surrounded by tents, prefabs, crates, and machinery. Short, squat servo-macs scuttled around the camp like beetles, beeping and tooting. Some loaded barrels onto silver tanks. 

			“So, the barrels are full of helium three?” Zeke asked.

			“That’s right, kidda,” Knimble answered. “The power source of the solar system.” 

			“And sucked from the ground by that abomination,” Cain said.

			“U-huh. They call it vacking. The laser beam penetrates underground, loosening dust and rubble. This is vacuum-pumped to the surface,” Knimble explained.

			Zeke frowned. “Won’t that create cavities?”

			Scuff clicked his tongue. “Hubs Incorporated is the biggest energy company ever. And they’re American. I think we can trust them. As the saying goes, Hubs Inc is the backbone of the Solar System.” 

			Knimble nodded in agreement.

			Cain spat in the dust. “The Hubs family worshipped money for three centuries.” 

			“Try living without it,” Scuff said acidly.

			“We do,” Cain replied, and folded his arms. 

			The air shimmered. A tall, broad-shouldered figure appeared. Mariner Bobby Chinook.

			“Bad news,” he said. “Two horses strayed into camp. No sign of their riders.” 

			Cain’s mouth dropped.

			 “First thing tomorrow we’ll start searching,” Knimble said.

			“Why not now?” Cain demanded. 

			“It’ll be dark soon,” Chinook replied. “A blind hunter is a bad hunter.” 

			Cain snarled a bad word, much to Zeke’s surprise. 

			“Come,” Chinook said. “The site manager will show you around while I fix up some tents.”

			He strode off towards the camp.
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			“Closer, come closer,” the manager said. 

			Zeke and Scuff inched nearer and peered over the brink. The ten-metre-wide pit dropped into the bowels of the planet. The bore was as smooth as glass.

			“That’s my baby,” the manager said, pointing up at the enormous Zapper. “Cuts sharper than a diamond.”

			A chill seeped into Zeke’s bones. “Isn’t it dangerous?”

			The manager, a stout Indian in yellow hi-viz gear, threw back his head and laughed. “My boy, no danger means no fun!” 

			“Fun?” Scuff asked, idly picking his nose.

			The man pulled back his safety helmet and scratched his thinning hair. “I’ve mined ore everywhere there’s ore to mine. The Moon, Ceres, Ganymede, even the Mercury Project. It’s the risks that keeps me on my toes.” 

			“You want it risky?” Zeke asked, wide-eyed.

			“If my neck hairs aren’t tingling, I’m doing it wrong.” 

			He laughed again, a loud braying laugh. “Incidentally, my boys, call me Aariz, Aariz Hammoud.” He vigorously shook their hands. Scuff mouthed a silent ‘ouch’ and massaged his crushed fingers. 

			“Hubs Incorporated have been here four months and extracted a hundred tons of helium three. I’m very proud of that record.”

			Zeke scratched his chin. “But where you’re sucking out dust, couldn’t that leave micro-holes?”

			“Never met a hole I didn’t like,” Aariz said, and laughed all over again. He laughed a lot.

			Zeke persisted. “And over time, won’t those holes join up?”

			Aariz stopped smiling. “A little subsidence is all part of the natural cycle. Nothing to get worked up about, is it?”

			Scuff nodded enthusiastically.

			Zeke opened his mouth to reply. But he didn’t. The tiniest of shudders passed across the ground. It was as though Mars shivered.

			“Did you feel that?” he asked.

			Aariz gave him a bewildered look. “Feel what, my boy?”

			Zeke turned to Scuff, who gave a shrug of indifference.

			“Maybe I imagined it,” Zeke said. 

			“Hey there, what’s cracking?” called a voice. 

			A lanky figure, also wearing hi-viz and a helmet, strolled out from the maze of tents. 

			“Justice!” Zeke and Scuff cried together.

			Justice tipped his helmet to Aariz. “Mind if I say howdy to my best buds here, Mister Manager Sir?”

			“Go for it, my boy, you’re off the clock,” Aariz said, and set off for his office, a prefab a few metres from the borehole.

			Justice’s toothy grin evaporated. “What’s all this hoo-hah about our little Pinnie?”

			Zeke gritted his teeth. “Pin and Bartie are missing. Almost certainly abducted by Doctor Enki.”

			“This famous translator, right? What the heck would he want with her?”

			Zeke thought for a moment. “Probably to get me to come and rescue her. He needs my help with the Hesperian.”

			“Hang on, bro,” Scuff piped up. “I thought he’d more or less worked it out.”

			“Maybe he got stuck on a passage.”

			“Doesn’t he need psychic brain energy to enter this pocket universe? Maybe that’s why he’s got her?” Scuff asked. 

			Zeke nodded. “That’s the worst case scenario.” 

			Justice pushed back his helmet and scratched his hair. “Is this bubble universe so very terrible?”

			Zeke sighed. “Well, it’s guarded by a monster and a shortcut for the Spiral.” 

			Nobody spoke. The blue sunset deepened into indigo. A gentle breeze whispered through the tents. 

			Justice broke the silence. “Dang, let’s take a look-see at this monster. Right now.” 
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			The boulders glowed pale green from the photon lamps. Zeke, Justice and Scuff were sitting on low rocks, swamped by an ocean of night. The stars seemed faraway, oblivious to mankind.

			Zeke pulled a Mylar blanket over his shoulders. Justice lifted up the photon lamp and cast its cold radiance across the scene. The night fractured into huge, threatening shadows. He lowered the lamp, and the shadows merged back.

			“My butt’s killing me,” Scuff remarked grumpily.

			Zeke and Justice ignored him.

			“So what does this thing look like?” Zeke asked.

			Justice rubbed his chin. “You’ll see soon enough.”

			“And it’s guaranteed to appear?”

			“Some nights it comes. Some nights not.”

			Scuff glanced around. “Nobody else bothered about it?”

			“The other miners are too scared. Not me though,” Justice said, and forced a grin. He was as white as the Martian polar caps. 

			The figures of Knimble and Chinook formed out of thin air. Both men nodded hello before sitting nearby. They spoke in low whispers. Everyone felt a need to be quiet. The silence was crushing.

			Zeke’s neck tingled. 

			The sand! The sand was dancing. 

			He turned to his friends, but they were both staring vacantly into the night. He looked down again. The ground blurred with trembling grains.

			“Show time,” Justice squeaked. He pointed out beyond the clearing. Lights. Flickering pinpoints of light. And they were moving closer. 

			Scuff dived behind a boulder.

			The lights were like tiny bolts of lightning, burning, crackling, sizzling and surging. All harnessed in one great movement. But how it moved! The patterns made by the sparks formed enormous, sinewy forelegs and haunches. Muscles rippling. A creature composed entirely of electricity. 

			Zeke’s mouth ran dry as it entered the clearing. The brute was bigger than a hover car. The body was a cross between a hell hound and a crab. Large, fearsome jaws snapped ferociously. Red coals smouldered deep in the eye sockets. And all the time its body blazed with a thousand sparks. 

			Which each heavy step, the creature gazed left then right. 

			It’s searching for something, Zeke thought. 

			Zeke thanked the stars that whatever it was seeking, it wasn’t him. The way it looked right through him made that clear. The thinning of the dimensional walls were a kind of one-way mirror. 

			The creature faded as it padded away. Its sparks fizzled out as it merged into the night.

			“Is it gone yet?” Justice asked. His hands were covering his eyes.

			“All clear,” Zeke replied.

			“You sure?” Scuff piped up from behind his rock. Zeke grabbed Scuff’s collar and hauled him up.

			The two Mariners walked over. 

			“Boys, go straight back to your tents and stay there,” Kimble said with a stern expression.

			“Shucks, there ain’t no danger, Mister Mariner Sir. It’s not really here,” Justice said. But his voice was still in the wrong octave.

			“Nonetheless, there is something very wrong happening here. We need to report back to Lutz. In the meantime, do as we say,” Knimble said. His blue-eyed gaze pierced them like a knife.

			“No argument from me,” Scuff said.

			“Good, stay there, we’ll see you at sun-up.”

			Knimble and Chinook translocated away.

			“Can’t get there fast enough,” Scuff said, his eyes so wide they looked like they might fall out. He started back to the camp with Justice on his heels.

			“C’mon, bro,” Scuff called back, as he walked out of view.

			“Don’t dawdle,” Justice added, swinging the photon lamp. The green light died as he too disappeared. 

			Zeke was alone in the dark. The boulders were reduced to black shapes against a blacker canvas. The Particle Beast couldn’t harm him. Not as long as it stayed on the other side of the dimensional gulf. Still, his heart felt squeezed in a vice. 

			“Let’s go,” he mumbled.

			His feet wouldn’t budge.

			“Zeke!” Scuff’s voice echoed through the gullies.

			Zeke took a few steps. And then he saw it! Out of nowhere, a small figure stood up. It was faint, ghostly, but unmistakeably human. Carefully, as if taking care not to be the seen, the figure tiptoed in the opposite direction to the Beast. For a split-second the figure hesitated, then glanced over its shoulder. A face stared at Zeke without seeing. His breath caught in his throat. 

			Pin-mei turned and vanished back into the bubble dimension.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			The Tent

		

		
			“This, my young friend, is a grievous situation.”

			Mariner Edward Dayo’s hologram hovered outside Zeke’s tent. Zeke was kneeling just inside the flaps with his magnopad. The magnopad was streaming a live broadcast from Dayo’s ship, high in orbit over Mars.

			Zeke’s tent was one among a forest of triangles. All around him the assorted wheezes of sleeping miners murmured softly. Scuff was inside their tent, snoring with the grace of a pig.

			“Absolutely,” Zeke replied, chewing on his thumbnail.

			“So how did the young lady come to be inside this pocket universe?” Dayo asked, his eyes bright with worry.

			“Enki must have figured the way in, without me. Pin’s psychic brain is like a battery. If Enki recited the right Hesperian runes, that would connect up the universes.”

			“This is not easy to understand.”

			Zeke scratched his ear. “Psychic brainwaves power the portal. Like electricity switching on a computer. The runes are like the password you type into the computer to get in.” 

			“So, young earthworm, you plan to rescue your friend?”

			Zeke stared at his boots. “I have to.”

			“But without Enki’s notes, how can you possibly recall these alien words.”

			Zeke raised his head. “I saw them once. That’s enough. It’s the orb, you see. It upgraded my memory.”

			He heard the pride in his own voice and blushed a little.

			Dayo frowned. “It is a curious turn of events. Should you not wait for the teachers?”

			Zeke shook his head. “The more people go in, the more dangerous it becomes. I’m the only one who really understands what’s at stake.”

			“This entity that you spoke of, the Spiral?”

			“Right. A lot of folk storming around is just what he wants. Anyone might unwittingly help him cross over.” 

			Dayo wrung his hands. 

			“Mariner Dayo. Can you wait for me?” Zeke’s voice trembled.

			“Young Zeke, I must be at the Hyperbola Space Port to transport colonists in three days time. But remember, translocating across the galaxy is not like jumps within the solar system. The vast mental energy will drain me. I need recovery time. If we go to Alpha Cephei after tomorrow, I will not get back in time.”

			“Sir?”

			“I mean, we have to leave within twenty-fours or not at all. I am sorry, my young friend, but a Mariner’s duty comes first.”

			Zeke’s thoughts raced. He had even less time than he expected. He had to get from the mine to the Space Catapult at Tithonium Central, the capital city of Mars. And from there into orbit, to dock with Dayo’s far-ship. Perhaps he could translocate to Tithonium, but it was far. A very risky leap for an amateur. There again, maybe he could persuade Knimble to escort him. It wasn’t much of a plan. It would have to do.

			“Yes, Sir, I’ll be there. Please wait for me that long.”

			“And no longer.”

			Interference crackled across Dayo’s image and the Mariner was gone.

			Zeke stared down at his buddy, muttering in his sleep about burgers. Scuff would be angry to be left behind, Zeke knew that. But he had to do it alone. That’s if he could find the way in. Hastily, Zeke tapped a note onto Scuff’s magnopad. Pin Inside. Gone to get her. Don’t Worry.

			He pulled his thermal coat over his school uniform, grubby from three days of dust. On tiptoes, he slipped out of the tent and picked his way through the shanty town of canvases.

			“Ow!” he cried, turning a corner and colliding with a shadowy figure. 

			“Do you get everywhere?” came a familiar female voice.

			The torch in his magnopad lit up the green eyes and red hair of Isla The Incisor.

			“I could say the same,” Zeke replied, scowling. 

			“Aw, come here,” she said, and gave him a powerful hug. Zeke gasped for air.

			“Actually, you owe me a big thank you,” she added.

			Zeke thought. “Oh, the key. Thanks for that. Not that it’s done us much good, Pin—”

			“Has been kidnapped by that scumbag Enki.” 

			“You know?” 

			“Cain told me.”

			Zeke’s narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing here? Hunting for the Cratan?”

			A look of uncertainty flickered on her pretty features. “Oh no. We gave up on him. Ptolemy sent me to make one last attempt to persuade Cain. We need Edenville in the Unpro allegiance.”

			“And he said no.”

			Isla nodded.

			“I thought so,” Zeke said. “Man of peace and all that.”

			“And where are you off to in the dead of night?”

			Zeke bit his lip. “It’s a long story…” 

			Isla’s face grew stern as Zeke explained the turn of events.

			“And you think you can get inside this ‘pocket universe’?” She used her fingers to make air quotes for the last two words.

			“Definitely.” 

			“Then I’m coming with you.”

			“No Isla, the more people go in, the greater the risk. Sorry.”

			Their eyes met.

			She sighed. “Okay, but look after yourself.”

			Isla brushed past him and began to walk away. She hesitated. “Zeke, when the war starts, make sure you pick the right side. I’d hate to see anything happen to a good kid like you,” she said, and disappeared. 
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			Zeke turned a full circle. His magnopad threw its weak light across the clearing. A rough arena of sand, ringed by basalt rocks. The air was cold and the silence was absolute. A scrap of nothing in the middle of nowhere, on a half-dead planet. Hard to imagine all around him stood a Hesperian citadel. An alien tomb, separated by a fraction of an atom. The citadel shared the same atomic structure as Zeke’s universe, but resonated at a different frequency. It was as simple yet complicated as that. 

			Zeke took a deep gulp. He was about to step outside of the universe and run into Enki, Ricardo and far worse, the Particle Beast. The immensity of his mission dawned on him. A storm of butterflies scraped at his insides. 

			“Think of Pin,” he told himself.

			He straightened up, stretched out his hands and began reciting from memory.

			“Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii.” 

			Open the portal: sequence three, three, seven, fifteen, dthoth, kshnii.

			Zeke closed his eyes and held his breath. His heart counted away the seconds. He opened his eyes. 

			The same old sand below, the same old Milky Way above. 

			“Crmpstahkel!” he snapped. It was the most unpleasant Martian word he knew. He repeated the chant, again and again. Nothing! This time he swore in English and kicked a pebble. At a complete loss, he crouched down on his haunches and began aimlessly flicking sand.

			Why wouldn’t it work? Was he mispronouncing those ancient syllables? Supposing Enki had a way of locking him out? There again, maybe his brain just wasn’t psychic enough? 

			Thoughts rolled around Zeke’s head like loose marbles. He was so consumed with frustration, that it was a while before he noticed the murmuring. He leapt to his feet. The Dust Devil! 

			It was standing outside the clearing. A glowing, spinning figure, all dust and wind. The shape of its forehead and prominent nose resembled Swallow.

			“What do you want?” Zeke shouted in Hesperian.

			“I don’t know,” it replied in English. 

			Neither spoke. 

			“I’m sorry I hurt you,” Zeke eventually said. He got it now. Jimmy had come to him for help. Zeke had turned him away. If only he’d taken Jimmy’s pleas more seriously. It had to be a living hell. But how on Mars did a human transform into pulverised rock? 

			The Devil writhed. “Words cannot help me.”

			“Jimmy? Do you remember Jimmy?”

			“Sometimes.”

			Zeke thought for a moment. “Why are you here?”

			“You are doing it wrong.”

			“What?” Zeke asked.

			“There is another world. Here. Fused to this one.”

			Zeke nodded, then wondered if the Devil understood that gesture. 

			“You must move as you chant, use energy. To slip between atomic frequencies.”

			“Oh? Um, thanks.” 

			The creature turned, without using its legs.

			“Don’t go,” Zeke cried. “You were…were…dead. Why did you come back?”

			The head swivelled one hundred and eighty degrees. “The Infinity Trap needs me. I am the key.”

			“But it’s closed. I sealed it. I mean, we sealed it, together.”

			“And I can open it.”

			A distant voice pierced the air. “Wait up!”

			Zeke glanced back towards the camp. Scuff! The last thing he wanted now. He returned his attention to the Dust Devil. Only it was no longer there.

			“Wait up” cried the Canadian, getting nearer.

			Zeke had to leave and now. He drew a deep breath and started walking.

			“Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii.”

			The rocks around him lost a little of their colour. At the same time he heard footsteps racing towards him. He quickened his pace

			“Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii.”

			The rocks grew paler and paler. A strange, indescribable smell filled his nostrils. 

			“Oh no, you don’t!” Scuff bellowed behind him.

			“Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii,” Zeke cried, breaking into a trot. Mars began melting. He picked up speed.

			“I’m coming too.” A hand grabbed Zeke’s coat.

			Everything went grey. The ground ceased to exist. Zeke fell. Thud! He landed with a nasty thump. A heavy weight slammed down on top of him.

			“Will you get off me!” he snapped.

			“Sorry, bro,” Scuff said meekly, and rolled over.

			They both sat up and looked around.

			“Wowee!” Scuff exclaimed.

			They were sitting on gravel. Large globular structures rose up around them. Some were bulbous and curving like conch shells. Others were spherical and segmented. A few were the shape of snail shells. Each was mottled with bright pinks, yellows and blues and all glowed with a pearly light.

			“Amazing,” Zeke whispered, as both boys took to their feet. 

			“Are these, like, Hesperian houses?” Scuff asked.

			Zeke nodded. He looked up. This universe was starless. A land without daylight. 

			The citadel was surrounded by a ring of peaks.

			“Do you hear something?” Scuff said. 

			Scuff was right, as though an elephant were charging. Far off, but coming closer. Zeke’s skin crawled. He wheeled round.

			“Scuff!”

			There, crashing towards them, was the Particle Beast. It galloped on legs as thick as tree trunks. Two scaly claws emerged from its shoulders, tipped with razor sharp pinchers. The face was canine, but with mandibles attached to the jaws. The entire body shimmered and crackled, a blizzard of sparks. 

			“Run!” Zeke screamed.

			“Where!” Scuff screamed back.

			Without slowing, the creature raised its pinchers to its demonic face. Something formed in its jaws, something shimmering. The creature was spinning a fireball.

			A weapon! wailed Zeke’s inner voice.

			The Beast spat. The missile exploded from its mouth like a cannonball. 

			“Duck!” Zeke cried and threw himself on his buddy.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Inside the Structures

		

		
			Scuff glanced around. His look of terror gave way to one of bewilderment. They seemed to be sitting inside a giant egg. The spherical wall gave off a dull yellow light.

			“Where are we?” 

			Zeke shushed him frantically. 

			Oops, how about thought-talk? Scuff continued in Zeke’s head.

			I only translocated a few metres. It’s still out there, he thought back.

			Scuff paled. You mean we’re inside one of those alien houses? And that brute is on the other side?

			The thud of passing feet answered Scuff’s question. A noise like a bonfire crackled outside. Zeke closed his eyes and counted to ten. When he opened them again, all was quiet.

			Sweat was dripping from Scuff’s face.

			They were inside a chamber two metres wide and three tall. Overhead, a round hole revealed an upper chamber. 

			“They didn’t go in much for interior design,” Scuff remarked, scratching his head.

			Zeke stared at him.

			“I mean, there’s no furniture or ornaments. Nothing.”

			Zeke nodded. “No clues at all to what they were like.” He ran his finger through the layer of dirt on the ground. “Possibly their possessions crumbled? Two billion years must take its toll.”

			“Bro!” 

			“What?”

			“Bro!”

			“Yes, what?”

			Scuff pulled a face. “Maybe that muck is…them!”

			A shudder shook Zeke from his toes to his scalp. He inspected his dust-coated fingertip.

			“You don’t mean—?”

			“Like you said, two billion years. Their bones would turn to powder.”

			Zeke hastily wiped his finger on his trouser leg. “Sorry,” he said to the dust. He shifted onto his knees. “Okay, lets translocate out of here and start searching.”

			“Not necessary, bro.” Scuff tapped his skull. “Can hear them, in here.”

			“I’m forgetting you’re an ace at telepathy.”

			Scuff polished his knuckles on his chest. “Natcho for a boy genius. I’m picking up all four.” 

			“What are they saying?”

			“Too far away to be clear. Just feelings. Pin sounds okay. That Bartie kid is scared. Enki’s furious about something. The fourth must be Ricasso. Bit of a low bulb there. I can hardly get him.”

			“Can you take me to them?”

			“Walk those streets, you mean?”

			Zeke nodded.

			“Bro, what about the hound of the Baskervilles?” 

			“We’ll have to chance it.”

			“Can’t you translocate us?”

			“No,” Zeke replied. “I’ve no idea where they are. We could end up encased in rock.”

			Scuff sighed. “Just don’t want to get blasted by those fireballs.”

			Zeke frowned. “Not fireballs exactly. From what I read in Enki’s translations, it’s plasma.”

			 “Plasma?”

			“That disrupts atomic structure. Erases the bonds holding atoms together.” 

			“Whoa! The electromagnetic force?”

			“I think so.”

			Scuff hugged himself. “So, if one of those babies hits you?”

			Zeke frowned. “Your atoms disintegrate.”

			Scuff grabbed Zeke’s arm. “Please, Zekey boy, let’s translocate. It’s that-a-way.” He pointed to his left.

			Zeke pushed out his lower lip. “No.”

			“Oh, I know that look,” Scuff muttered. “And it usually ends in trouble.”

			“I did try to leave you behind.”

			“Sklazag gfaaj!”

			Zeke’s mouth dropped. “That’s Hesperian for something very cheeky, how do you know it?”

			Scuff broke into a chuckle. “I haven’t been hanging out with you all this time for nothing, bro.”

			Zeke shifted forward onto his knees. “Okay. We translocate outside and use your telepathy to track them down. Maybe we can sneak in and rescue Pin.”

			Scuff looked dismayed. “Not much of a plan.”

			“Yeah, I’m winging it,” Zeke replied with a shrug.

			Scuff let out a big sigh. “Lets get this party started.”

			Zeke pushed back his blue locks. “Actually, I’m really glad you’re here, bro.”

			Scuff rolled his eyes. “Real cute, Zeke, but promise you’ll never, ever, say bro again”

			Zeke grinned. Then he took hold of Scuff’s wrist and they vanished. 
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			“He’s gone back inside,” Scuff whispered.

			They were hiding behind a boulder, on the slope of the vast crater. The citadel nestled below, in the pit of the crater. The slope was punctured like honeycomb with caves. Scuff had tracked the brainwaves and located one halfway up. 

			“Ricasso?” Zeke asked.

			“Either him or a gorilla. ’Cept a gorilla would be smarter,” Scuff replied.

			Zeke gazed up at the starless sky. “So what do you think that is? You’re the quantum physics expert.”

			Scuff pushed out his bottom lip. “The edge of existence, I guess.” 

			“Like a roof?”

			Scuff nodded. “The roof of a sphere, with this nugget of rock at its centre.”

			Zeke smiled. “We’re inside a cosmic snow globe!”

			“Without the snow.”

			“So could we actually touch it? This roof?” Zeke continued.

			“Who knows,” Scuff said. “Maybe if you went straight up, you’d find yourself at the bottom. Underneath the city.”

			“And there’s nothing outside of this sphere?” Zeke asked. 

			“I don’t think so. It’s a mini-universe.”

			“My head’s hurting,” Zeke said.

			They fell quiet. A soft hissing roused Zeke from his thoughts.

			“Look,” he cried, pointing back down the slope. The ground was a haze of sand. The boulder slipped an inch or two. For a horrible second, Zeke feared they were on the brink of a landslide. His stomach tied itself in knots. Then, thankfully, the sand settled. “That’s what I saw at the mine, twice,” he said. 

			Scuff clicked his fingers. “The drilling! Somehow the vibrations are effecting both worlds.”

			“Is that possible?”

			“Who knows with parallel dimensions, bro. But didn’t Enki tell you the mining would destroy this place?”

			“He certainly did.” 

			Scuff pressed his knuckles against his cheeks, concentrating hard. Zeke could almost hear the Canadian’s brain ticking. 

			“This pocket universe was built by the Hesperians. It’s artificial. And nearly two billion years old. A long time, by anyone’s standards. The fabric has weakened.”

			“And?”

			“The vibrations from the vacking could be just enough. Enough to snap the link between the two universes. Which would spell disaster.”

			Zeke gestured for Scuff to go on.

			“Bro, this bubble universe is branching off from ours. Borrowing Mars’ gravity. If it snapped off then it wouldn’t be big enough to survive on its own.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“Gravity would collapse in upon itself. Everything would cease. Not to mention the bridge back to our universe.”

			Zeke’s skin ran cold. Were they going to die there?

			“Don’t move.”

			Zeke and Scuff spun around. It was Ricasso, looming over the boulder. His face was ruddy and his eyes gleamed like rough diamonds. He waved a ferromagnetic rifle under their noses. 

			“Anything funny and your playmates get it.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Enki’s Cave

		

		
			“In,” Ricasso barked, as they reached the entrance.

			Scuff crossed the threshold first, then Zeke. Ricasso brought his rifle down hard on Zeke’s neck. He crumpled into the dust.

			“Tsk, tsk,” Enki squeaked, wagging a finger at his henchman. 

			Zeke gritted his teeth and struggled to his feet. The cave was littered with backpacks and empty food cans. Pin-mei and Bartie were sitting in a corner. Pin was wearing a magnetic anklet and was glaring at Enki. Bartie was red-faced with black streaks around his eyes. 

			Enki waved a small iPistol in their direction. “I knew you’d come, my dear boy,” he drawled. An oily smile dripped from his lips. 

			Zeke brushed the dirt from his coat. “Why are you sheltering here? The Particle Beast?”

			Enki shrugged. “Unfortunately. It found us soon after crossing over.”

			“What happened?”

			“Everyone ran for their lives!”

			Zeke turned to Pin-mei. “I saw you. Hiding from the Beast.”

			Pin-mei nodded. “I got away for a while. But I gave myself up.”

			“Why did you—”

			Before Zeke could finish Pin-mei gestured to Bartie. He had clearly been crying. A lot. The poor kid was terrified. A twinge of guilt gnawed at Zeke’s heart. 

			Aren’t you going to translocate us out of here? Scuff asked in Zeke’s head. 

			One twitch of Ricasso’s fingers and we get soaked in magnetic ions, or worse, Zeke replied.

			Worse? Scuff thought back.

			Bullets. And I can’t get all four of us out at once. He turned to Enki “Well, you’ve got us, what now?” he said.

			Enki dabbed his forehead with an enormous handkerchief. A flowery perfume filled the cave.

			“I propose a collaboration.”

			“Go on,” Zeke said.

			“You’ll find I can be quite reasonable,” Enki continued. “You scratch my back and I scratch yours.” 

			“What kind of scratching did you have in mind?”

			Enki tittered. “I need some psychic muscle. The girl might have managed, but you’ll be splendid.”

			“Muscle for what?” Scuff asked, with a frown across his chubby forehead.

			A light burned in Enki’s eyes. “I need to get across the citadel. To the other side.”

			Zeke’s throat ran dry.

			“There’s a place there. You might know it?” Enki said.

			“The pool? Why on Mars do you want to go there?” Zeke asked.

			Enki puffed out his chest. “I discovered it deep in the Hesperian runes. A place lost for two billion years. And I found it.”

			“Technically,” Scuff butted in. 

			Enki threw him a dirty stare. “I found it in words. That’s what translators do.”

			Zeke rubbed his chin. “What’s so special about this pool?”

			Enki cocked his head like a crow. “I might as well tell you.” He paused for a moment, his eyes glistening in the half light. “It grants immortality!”

			Scuff erupted with laughter.

			Enki stamped his foot. “Don’t mock me, young man.”

			“You uncovered something, in the runes?” Zeke asked.

			Enki clapped his hands together. “I did! I did! Life everlasting!”

			“How can that be possible?” Pin-mei piped up.

			Enki scanned the disbelieving faces and cleared his throat. “Oh where to begin, the story is too exquisite for words.” 

			“The beginning is usually best,” Scuff said, with a sarcastic leer. 

			Enki sniffed at Scuff, drew a breath and began. “Young Mars. Warm, oxygen-rich and splashing with water. Oceans of the stuff. And thriving with life. Beings whose evolution was oh so different to ours. Genes that worked by other methods. Life cycles more like crustaceans than mammals. 

			“And then, as they were poised to conquer the Solar System, cataclysm struck. A civilisation vanished overnight. Was it an asteroid impact? Or a volcanic upheaval? Maybe they did it to themselves? A world war, or simply some error? 

			“Their culture was progressing in leaps and bounds. A society led by scientists. And these scientists were led by a genius. Mchx-dthfkii, perhaps the greatest mind this solar system has ever seen. 

			“He was working on a way of prolonging life. A quite miraculous medicine. I call it Quantum Therapy. Living tissue that could endlessly repair itself on a molecular level. Yes, your very molecules would renew their patterns indefinitely. The pool was the machine that converted your atoms. An immersion tank. 

			“It was up and running when the Hesperians were destroyed. How terrifying was their end. An apocalypse so powerful it split the universe apart. This citadel was sucked into a rip in the space-time continuum, like Atlantis sinking into the waves. Preserved forever, an architectural fly in amber. Mchx-dthfkii saw it go and recorded it’s location as he died.” 

			Enki beamed at his audience. “It’s quite a story, no? Pieced together by my formidable talent.”

			“From where?” Zeke asked. “Where did you get all this information?”

			Enki pouted. “Earth’s government has more than the public knows. The odd sphere, a couple of cones and a cuboid. Alien Rosetta stones. And with the right psychic mind to power them, and my genius for translation, word by word their secrets were revealed.”

			Zeke clenched his fists. “How many Mariners died helping you?”

			“Tish,” Enki replied with a wave of his hand. “Once Magma left us, we got better at the process. Hardly anyone died after that.”

			“And you’re the only one who wants to be immortal?” Scuff butted in.

			Enki gave his falsetto laugh. “I never shared my findings! I gave our leaders as much as they needed to know.” 

			“How does that beast out there fit into the picture?” Pin-mei asked. “Yes, it’s the guard. But why so, so—”

			“Monstrous?” Enki prompted her. “The reason for that is lost in the dust of the millennia. I could only find a description of its powers. What about you, Mr Hailey? You’ve had the best access of anyone to the writings. You lived them!”

			Zeke shrugged. “No more than you.”

			“Well, then we’ll never know,” Enki said.

			“Maybe,” Pin-mei muttered to herself. “Maybe not.”

			The ground rumbled. Walls bent like rubber. Fragments rained down from the roof. Thankfully, the rumbling quickly died. 

			“An earthquake,” Bartie cried. 

			“A dimension quake,” Enki said, his eyes wide with fear. “The scientists warned me on Earth. The citadel and Melas Chasma share the same atomic foundations. The vibrations caused by the mining work, they’re destroying it. Hailey, we go now!”

			Zeke squared up to his captor. “Let’s go, alright. Straight back to Mars.”

			“And lose immortality? I’d rather die today, than give up and die in a few years.”

			“I’m not helping,” Zeke said, and folded his arms. But he knew his words were hollow.

			Enki bared his teeth, cocked the trigger of his iPistol and aimed it at Pin-mei.

			“You will accompany me. Any sign of the Beast and you’ll translocate us a safe distance. At the pool you’ll help with any instructions in Hesperian. And use your psychic skills as needed. Then you can translocate us all back to the other side.”

			“Translocation isn’t as easy as that,” Zeke said. 

			“I know there are limits, but what was it that Cutter girl said? You’re the best translocation student the school’s ever had?” 

			Zeke’s mouth dropped. “Trixie said that about me?” He flushed. 

			Enki fished a headset from a backpack. “So we’re clear, I will be in contact with Ricasso the entire trip. Every time you disobey me, a hostage will die.”

			Bartie started sobbing.

			“Ricasso, start with that one, he’s the most annoying.”

			Bartie’s sobs turned into wails. Pin-mei cradled him in her arms. 

			“And put a magnetic anklet on the fat one.”

			“No,” Zeke protested.

			“It’s okay, Zeke. Just give him what he wants,” Scuff said, offering his leg to the henchman. 

			“I can’t.” Zeke said. “The pool will let in the Spiral.”

			“Nonsense,” Enki snarled. “I may not have your visions, but I can read Hesperian. There was no mention of this demon you keep going on about.”

			Zeke’s mind raced. So far his plan had completely backfired. And was he now about to open the door to the Spiral? Was this Lutz’s prophecy?

			Enki gave a little cough. This time he aimed his weapon to Scuff’s head. The barrel beeped and blinked as it locked on target. 

			“Would it help if I counted down? On zero I fire.” 

			Zeke stared at Enki’s bloated face. The man meant it. All Zeke could do was play along and pray some random chance for escape would crop up later.

			“Alright! I’ll help.”

			Enki lowered the iPistol. “Good boy.” He nodded toward the cave’s mouth. “You first.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			On the Crater’s Slope

		

		
			Zeke and Enki coasted the last few yards on a wave of shingle. The wave petered out on the harder ground of the Citadel. Zeke’s heart pumped faster as he gazed at the shell-like buildings. He was one of the first ever humans to see an alien world.

			The Citadel shuddered, as though the universe stirred in its sleep.

			“No time to lose, come on,” Enki snapped, pale-faced. He rushed forwards with Zeke jogging alongside.

			“Why is it so important?”

			“What?”

			“To be immortal?”

			Enki rolled his beady little eyes. “For one of the most gifted boys alive, you talk like an imbecile.”

			They walked on in silence. Then Enki turned and said, “Don’t you fear dying?”

			Zeke contemplated these words for a few seconds. “Of course. But I don’t get why you’d risk so much.”

			Enki pursed his lips. “Easy for you to say, child. You have an entire lifetime ahead of you. Wait till the Grim Reaper’s breathing down your neck. You won’t be so stoical then.”

			Zeke wasn’t sure what stoical meant, but he caught the drift. “I’ll never be the same as you.”

			Enki tittered. “I’m a pussycat. Now shut up.”

			“But Mister Enki, Sir. How do you know the pool will work after all these eons?” 

			“Immortality is worth the chance,” Enki said with a leer. “Anyway, Mchx-dthfkii knew what he was doing. Did the Infinity Trap run out of batteries? No, he made things to last.”

			They took a left onto a main thoroughfare.

			“You actually read his logs?” As much as Zeke hated to admit it, he envied Enki a little. 

			Enki stopped in his tracks. “So fascinating! Words written before life evolved on Earth.”

			“And didn’t he say anything about the Spiral?”

			“Tish,” Enki said emphatically. “What nonsense. No, the great scientist was involved in some monumental struggle with his own people. And looking after some special visitor.”

			“Special visitor?” Zeke’s curiosity was hooked.

			“His logs mention an unexpected arrival. A skthmon.”

			“Skthmon?” Zeke pronounced the two syllables slowly. “That word isn’t in my head. It has no translation.”

			“Maybe it’s a name, then.”

			At that moment they turned onto a new road. The Particle Beast stood glowing ahead of them. A gigantic, radioactive dog-crab.

			Enki shrieked a banshee wail and bolted across the road. For a split-second, Zeke stared after him. Have you forgotten why you brought me along? 

			The Particle Beast’s roar brought Zeke to his senses. The creature was galloping towards him. A blob of energy formed in its jaws.

			Zeke broke into a sprint. The plasma ball whizzed past his head. A near miss! He kept going, not daring to glance back. An ominous sizzling filled the air. 

			Zeke ran deeper. The pink and yellow shell-houses crowded around him like a coral forest. Where was Enki? He stopped. Somewhere, someone was whimpering. He followed the sound. Enki was crouching between two conch-like buildings.

			“Please, don’t let it hurt me,” the man wailed, tears streaming down chubby cheeks. 

			Zeke bent down, intending to comfort him. Before he could speak, he heard that horrible sizzling again. Sparks swarmed across a nearby shell-house. In an instant, the house was smothered. The sparks swam in circles, like tiny fiery fish. 

			The house became transparent. Zeke’s mouth dropped. The Particle Beast was visible on the other side. And then the house and the sparks faded. Gone.

			The Beast reared up on its hind legs, snarling. Enki screamed. Zeke grabbed him in his arms.
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			They were spinning, weightlessly, through that place beyond matter. The song of atoms rang in their ears, high and crystalline. Rock formed beneath them. They landed with a bump, rolling to a standstill.

			Zeke pushed Enki away, repulsed by the man’s sickly sweet breath.

			“Excellent, dear boy!” Enki cried, clapping like a circus seal. 

			Zeke’s heart sank. They were halfway down a great flight of steps, hewn from the basalt. The steps dropped from the Citadel spires and vanished into a hole at the foot of a cliff. The cave!

			Enki took Zeke’s hand. “We’re the first to tread these flagstones in two billion years.” He scanned the landscape, drinking in the details. The citadel, the jagged peaks, the endless night. A hush draped the scene. The hush that comes from countless centuries of nothing.

			Zeke pulled his hand free. “Look, I can get us back to the others. Before that thing destroys us.” 

			Enki glared at him. “Ricasso, are you receiving me?” he said into his microphone. “Are the little ones behaving themselves?” His eyes flamed with malice. “Good, but we’d better remind them who’s in charge. Smack one with your rifle.”

			He turned to Zeke and purred, “You choose—who shall we punish?”

			Zeke gritted his teeth.

			“Cat got your tongue? Then it shall be the Chinese brat.”

			“Leave her alone. Leave them all alone.” 

			Enki gave a sadistic grin. “Ricasso, hit the girl. Wait, what? Oh, very well.” 

			Zeke’s stomach churned. What was happening?

			“The fat one volunteered, how commendable,” Enki said. “Lying on the floor groaning, now. Every time you annoy me, Zeke Hailey, another penalty will be dished out. Do we understand?” 

			Zeke nodded, lowering his gaze.

			“You make one valid point,” Enki said. “The Particle Beast could be here at any moment. Quick, en avant!” 

			Enki hurried down the steps. 

			Should I run away? Zeke asked himself. Before we release the Spiral?

			But then Enki would have the others killed. Zeke had no choice. He followed, his feet as heavy as lead. At the threshold he hesitated. The mouth of the cave. Was it his imagination, or did it resemble the Particle Beast, jaws open, roaring? So what if it did? He shrugged and slipped into its clammy void.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			The Cave of Immortality

		

		
			The steps led down into a nest of rocks. Zeke shivered. It was cold and damp. A feeble glow was coming from somewhere. 

			“Hurry up, boy!” Enki’s voice echoed off the cold stone.

			Zeke turned the corner, perfectly aware of what he would see. After all, so far everything corresponded to his vision. 

			The alien pool lay embedded in the ground, a rough oval framed with flat stones. Its colour was unearthly. Black, but not the shiny black of oil. This black was dull and lifeless, as if it was sucking the light from the air. There was something disgusting about it. 

			Enki stood on its brink, palms pressed together, as if in prayer. “I thought there’d be, well, inscriptions, instructions, devices even.” He sounded disappointed.

			Zeke glanced around. “Here’s something,” he said, pointing to a solitary symbol, scratched onto the side of a small boulder.
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			Enki inspected it. He sniffed. “A meaningless scrap of graffiti.”

			Zeke traced the figure with his forefinger. The hairs on his neck stood up. Someone carved this symbol when the Earth was just a lump of rock. Someone, or something. And here he was, two billion years later, touching it. An abyss of time separated him from that long ago moment. An abyss so vast he could barely imagine it. He tried to picture the creature that once stood there. But all he could see was poor Scuff, writhing in agony back at the other cave.

			“Ahem.” Enki’s reedy voice disturbed Zeke’s thoughts. 

			“What’s your opinion?” Enki gave a nervous titter. “How does the pool work?”

			Like I’m going to help you.

			“I don’t have to be a mind reader to know what you’re thinking,” Enki sneered. He tapped the microphone with his iPistol.

			“Okay!” Zeke cried. “There’s only one way. Dive in!”

			Enki looked at the placid surface. “The water’s so dirty.”

			“It’s not water,” Zeke said. 

			“I knew that,” Enki snapped, and then, “what do you think it is?”

			Zeke shrugged. “Dunno, some kind of liquid. A serum.”

			Enki took a deep breath. “Needs must when the devil drives.” He pulled off his jacket. 

			“Stop!” Zeke cried. “It could be dangerous.”

			“Tish!” Enki replied. 

			“Really! It’s been festering here forever. It might have turned acidic.”

			“Acid?” Enki’s mouth dropped.

			“Or anything. All those chemicals stagnating like a toxic dump.”

			Enki gave him a sceptical look, and said, “This whole world is a sealed environment. No bacteria. No erosion. Look at the way the buildings are holding up.”

			“Is it worth the risk? Better a short life than none at all.”

			Enki stroked his chin. “Maybe we do need a test run.” His eyes gleamed. 

			By pushing you in, you little rat!

			Zeke wasn’t sure whether he heard the words with his ears or his brain. But they were unmistakable. Enki seized him by the shoulders. But Zeke was forewarned and locked his knees. He grasped the man’s upper arms. Enki shoved harder. For a few seconds they grappled. Although not a muscular man, Enki was fat and threw his weight into the struggle.

			Zeke felt himself totter on the edge. He glanced over his shoulder at the stagnant mess. The pool rippled! As though it was waiting for him. A sense of revulsion fuelled Zeke’s muscles and he pushed back with renewed energy. Enki’s feet slipped an inch or two. 

			“Don’t…fight…me,” Enki snarled.

			His eyes were bulging. Zeke could see droplets of sweat on the man’s face. 

			Whack! A fist punched into Zeke’s chest. He toppled backwards, but at the last moment flung his arms around Enki and hung on with every fibre of strength. 

			“Let go!” Enki shrieked, attempting to prize Zeke off. They shuffled forward, they shuffled back, in a frenzied dance.

			The bedrock beneath them heaved. Another tremor! The walls moaned like a tortured beast. A shock wave hurled Zeke and Enki, arm in arm, into the pool. An icy splash enveloped them and everything was lost. 
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			Blackness swallowed them. Zeke thrashed wildly against the sticky, suffocating mess. It felt like drowning in a tar pit.

			I’m going to die.

			His legs kicked and his arms flailed. Bells rang in his ears. His lungs screamed as trapped air clawed against his ribs. The pain was unbearable. 

			Let go.

			It was the voice in his head. He never knew if it were instinct or something more. Something left behind by the orb. Did he trust it? Did he have a choice?

			Zeke’s lips opened. A bubble of carbon dioxide escaped from his throat. His limbs slowed. Consciousness faded.

			Breath! Breath, cried his body. Zeke gulped in a mouthful of the black ooze. Oxygen flowed. Arteries pulsed. He was alive.

			The tar thinned. It wasn’t sticky at all. It was air. He was floating in midair. It reminded him of translocating, and the void between atoms, but with one big difference. That place was a vacuum. This was different. Here he could breath.

			Enki was bobbing a few feet away. Zeke could see the man’s lips moving but heard nothing. So there was air, but no sound. 

			“I can’t hear you,” Zeke shouted.

			A puzzled look crossed Enki’s blubbery face. 

			Now what?

			No sooner than Zeke thought those words than a cold dread filled him. Something was coming! He could sense it.

			There was a speck, far away in the nothingness. A fuzzy white speck. It was coming closer. Zeke’s heart skipped a beat. 

			Please, not him!

			The speck grew larger, spinning slowly. The Spiral. A mess of tentacles, rotating, spreading, growing. And at the dead centre that octopus beak, snapping hungrily. The great enemy. The demon from the another universe. The endless hunger. The evil beyond evils.

			Zeke didn’t know what to do. He flapped his limbs, an attempt to swim away. It was useless. He didn’t move a centimetre. 

			The Spiral was enormous now, the size of a house. The beak was as large as a man. But it stopped. In the dark it was hard to judge how far away. A few metres? A few hundred? But it was definitely at a standstill. 

			One long tentacle reached towards him. Zeke bit back an urge to cry out. 

			That too stopped. The tip kinked against an invisible barrier, as though there were a glass wall between them. It prodded harder. A second and a third tentacle shot out only to hit the wall. If it was a wall.

			“You see, Zeke, you’re safe.”

			Zeke’s body tingled with a million volts of fear. The Spiral was talking in the voice of Professor Magma.

			“Would you prefer this one?” It was in Jasper Snod’s this time.

			Zeke shook his head. 

			“Very well,” Magma’s tone went on. “Are you pleased to meet me again?”

			“Not really. How come I can hear you?”

			“I’m talking in your head. And Enki’s.” 

			Zeke glanced over at Enki, who was staring at the Spiral. His eyes were as wide as saucers. His face was blank. Zeke didn’t like that.

			“Yes, he’s succumbed already,” the Spiral said. “Humans are so easy. All he sees now is my glory. My great, twisting patterns.”

			“But you can’t get him, can you,” Zeke said, with a flash of insight.

			The tentacles, or fronds, or creepers or whatever they were, tensed. The beak snapped. Yet the voice in Zeke’s head laughed. “Not yet, that’s correct.”

			Again a tentacle poked at the invisible wall. “A barrier a few atoms thick, and yet impenetrable,” it explained. 

			“It doesn’t make sense,” Zeke said. 

			The Spiral throbbed. “It does. The Hesperians did this.”

			Zeke frowned.

			“What do you mean?”

			“They made the pool. Afterwards, they destroyed it. This caused it to break off from your universe. Swallowing a chunk of the landscape in the process.”

			“How does that allow me to see you? When you’re in another dimension?” Zeke asked.

			“You can stand on one mountain and look across to another. You can stand on Mars and look across your galaxy to Alpha Cephei.” 

			Zeke clenched his fists. Don’t let it engage you!

			The voice laughed again. “I’m reading your thoughts. That’s all. My universe can let a little light through into the pool. And thought waves. No different to the way you saw the Particle Beast back at the mine. But I can’t physically cross over. The subatomic gaps are too small. Otherwise you’d be dissolving in my belly right now.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			The Void

		

		
			It was too much to take in.

			“What are you?” Zeke asked at last.

			The Spiral shimmered. “A survivor, an energy.”

			“I mean, where do you come from?”

			“Another place.”

			Zeke’s fear ebbed a little, only to be replaced by anger. Was the Spiral playing with him? He stared at the monster hard, as if he had x-ray vision and could see into its gristly body. He stared harder. If thoughts could penetrate the barrier between the two universes…

			Images flitted into Zeke’s brain. Creatures running and screaming. The chaos of a stampeding crowd. The images were fuzzy, but he saw pinchers and segmented legs. The Hesperians. The ancient Martians in their final moments. As the Spiral sucked them up like a malevolent black hole. The same fate that was now waiting for humanity.

			Zeke gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to see this. The picture faded and another took its place. But what? It was indescribable. Gigantic tornadoes of burning plasma storming across a cosmos. Lightning strikes as large as a solar system, blasting apart the fabric of space. Fireballs of molten metal the size of moons. And in the darkness, swarming, slithering, such foul things. Could this be Hell?

			“You can call it that,” the Spiral said, disturbing Zeke’s vision. “I call it home.”

			“Of course,” Zeke muttered. Another universe! One that existed long ago, made up by totally different laws of physics. Scuff’s String Theory believed that all kinds of alternative universes existed. Some so radically different, they were violent and short-lived. Such a place created the Spiral, and then he escaped it. But how?

			A rumbling passed through the pool. 

			“Your bubble is about to burst. Whatever the humans are doing on Mars, it’s weakening the foundations. This tiny cosmos will collapse like a house of cards.”

			House of Cards? It was a very human simile. But the last time they met, the Spiral absorbed four humans. It knew everything they did.

			“Let me in, Zeke, and I can save you.”

			“I’d rather die!”

			“And your friends too?”

			Zeke’s heart stopped. Pin and Scuff were going to die if they stayed in the pocket universe.

			“Only I am able save you now.”

			“You’re lying.”

			“You can open up a path for me. With psychokinesis. I’ll show you how.”

			“Never!” Zeke cried, but his tone rang hollow. He swivelled around and tried to swim away. Nothing.

			“Trust me, Zeke. I’ll never harm you. You’re too special.”

			Zeke crammed his hands against his ears. He knew how persuasive the Spiral could be.

			“I’m your only option. Don’t throw your life away. Let me rescue you all.”

			“Only for us to end up as your next meal.”

			“Can you be so sure of that? Give me a chance.”

			Close your eyes! cried Zeke’s inner voice. Instead he looked back. He couldn’t help it. The Spiral was rotating a little faster. Round and around and around. An endlessly repeating pattern. Round and around and around.

			Zeke felt calmer. Not so scared. Maybe he should stare a little longer. Just to be sure. After all, if there was any chance of the Spiral helping, he had to check it out. And still the Spiral kept spinning. In a way, Zeke supposed, it was fascinating. Not beautiful, but strangely appealing. 

			“The barrier can’t be lifted from my side, Zeke. But you can do it.”

			Zeke tried to speak. His words were sluggish. “I’ve no idea.”

			Wasn’t there something urgent to do? Zeke couldn’t remember. Whatever it was, it could wait.

			The Spiral picked up speed. “You don’t know how talented you are, Zeke. But I do, the very first time we met, I could tell.”

			Zeke felt a glow of pride. His muscles relaxed a little. “Me? Special?”

			The Spiral pulsed and throbbed. “The greatest psychic ever. King of the Mariners.”

			Zeke smiled. “No way.” 

			“It’s a fact. I can prove it.”

			“Really?” 

			“Very few Mariners are strong enough to open the way between these realms.”

			“Is that even possible?”

			“For you it is.”

			A thrill danced through Zeke. A spasm of joy. A strange, intoxicating feeling. Ah, that was it. The delight of surrender. 

			“Only you can let me in, Zeke.”

			Zeke took a deep breath. “Yes, I can do it. I’ll let you in.”

			An image flared in Zeke’s mind. Lutz Four. Her face haggard, her eyes gleaming with a dying light. The words from their final meeting echoed in his head.

			‘How? How does the Spiral get back?’ 

			‘A portal is opened.’

			‘Who would be stupid enough to do that?’

			‘You would.’

			Lutz’s voice was a bucket of ice water. It splashed across Zeke’s mind. The fog lifted. He shielded his eyes as though the Spiral were a blinding sun. 

			“Nice try,” he said.

			The Spiral hissed. 

			Another shockwave buffeted the void, like two trains colliding. 

			I have to go, and now, Zeke thought.

			“Too late,” began the Spiral. “It’s begun.”

			“What has?”

			“Your bubble universe. For eons it’s floated alongside the main universe. Tethered by a safety rope of molecules. No longer.”

			“You mean—”

			“It’s imploding.”

			Panic screeched like a siren inside Zeke’s head. Spiral or not, he had to get out of there. And he had an idea how. After all, hadn’t his enemy just reminded him he was psychic? But first…. Enki was a few feet away. If he could only reach out and grab him. He started paddling.

			Zeke gasped.

			Enki was drifting lifelessly in the void. But his eyes! They were twisting spirals.

			“I’ve wiped him clean. While I was distracting you.” The Spiral gave a deep, bestial laugh.

			“He can’t let you in. He’s not psychic. Give him back his mind.”

			“No. But you may take him with you if you wish.”

			Enki smiled inanely, his eyes turning. Zeke’s blood froze. Enki couldn’t return. Whatever the Spiral had done, Enki was now too dangerous. Zeke could tell. And yet he felt horribly guilty. He was leaving Enki to die.

			“We won’t meet again,” Zeke said to the Spiral.

			“We will.”

			Zeke closed his eyes and concentrated. Light flared in his sockets. The cave, the cave, the cave!

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			The Cave of Immortality

		

		
			Zeke was back at the pool. Three tremors shook the cave, each stronger than the last. He teetered on the pool’s edge, struggling to keep his balance. The last thing he needed was to fall back in.

			A thunderous crack deafened his eardrums. A slab of the roof collapsed in a cloud of rock dust. Zeke found himself on the ground. 

			“Now what?” he wondered, scrambling up and snorting out dirt. He righted the photon lamp and peered through the mist. 

			“No!” The entrance was gone. The slab was blocking the way. A great chunk of basalt, the size of a small hover car. Zeke was trapped.

			“No problem. I’m a Mariner.”

			Zeke closed his eyes. He pictured the other cave, where his friends were hostage. He translocated. But when he opened his eyes, he was still in the same spot. Zeke tried again. He squeezed his eyes tight and thought as hard as possible. The glow from his retinas warmed the inside of his sockets.

			Still the Cave of Immortality. 

			“Rats!” Zeke stepped over the debris and touched the boulder’s side. Could it be? Was the iron content too high? He recalled Knimble’s lesson. It was impossible to translocate through iron. That had to be the explanation. The cave was hewn from basalt so iron rich, it acted as a barrier. He was unable to translocate.

			Another tremor shook the cave.

			Think! 

			The pool was bubbling and foaming. Was there a way back through there? No. All he had seen was darkness and the Spiral. That way led to death, he was certain. 

			A large bubble formed on the pool’s surface. It elongated into a tendril and reached up and out of the pool. Slowly, it began stretching back up the path, like a tar-covered snake. The tendril probed the rubble, as if searching for something.

			Zeke’s skin crawled. It was searching for him. 

			Bottling up an urge to scream, Zeke threw himself against the boulder and desperately tried to budge it. His muscles strained and sweat dripped from his face. He clenched his teeth and pushed harder.

			Zeke’s legs buckled and he tumbled over. Useless! He was useless. The strongest man in the world couldn’t lift a rock that size. The cave was his prison and he was going to die there. That meant Pin, Scuff and Bartie would die. He was going to fail them.

			Zeke thumped the boulder. There had to be a way! 

			That’s when Mariner Chinook’s words flitted through his memory.

			But did he use muscles to raise the feather?… He employed his brain cells…nothing to do with weight… think that the rock is light as a feather and have confidence…

			A Hesperian motto echoed in his brain. Kakehlyth silliatrngth. Loosely translated it meant ‘faith shapes the cosmos’. 

			The tar-snake was ten metres away and slithering nearer.

			Thoughts somersaulted across Zeke’s brain. The iron wasn’t magnetized. So there was no magnetic field to cancel out his powers. Rather, the iron’s atomic structure prevented him slipping through. He couldn’t walk through it, but he could still lift it. Psychokinetically. 

			Zeke jumped up.

			The slab was smooth and ochre. Zeke guessed it to be three metres long, two wide and one thick. Half a tonne? A full tonne? Either way it was too heavy for even two men to lift. He’d never do it.

			You can!

			Zeke drew a deep breath, considered the slab’s great weight and pictured himself embracing it. Then, grunting and gasping, he imagined himself lifting. Millimetre by millimetre, in his mind’s eye, he raised it off the floor. He could feel his biceps aching. His legs actually trembled under the load. Higher and higher and—

			Nothing. The slab didn’t budge a nanometre.

			The tar-snake was three metres away.

			What was he doing wrong? Nothing to do with weight…think that the rock is light as a feather and have confidence. That was Chinook’s advice. 

			“I’m going about this all wrong.” 

			He had to stop thinking of the slab as heavy. All those neurons and cells that made up his consciousness, they couldn’t be fooled. If he thought heavy, it was heavy. He had to think light! 

			“Alright, you pathetic lump. You’re nothing but buzzing atoms, you’re more space than solid. I’m going to lift you.”

			It wobbled!

			But he was going to need more, what his teachers called a mind metaphor. He clicked his fingers. 

			“You may look like rock, but actually you’re painted Styrofoam. Like a fake boulder on a film set.”

			The tar-snake was two metres away.

			Zeke stared at the slab. 

			“Come on, you flimsy rubbish. Up you go.”

			The slab budged! Creaked. Levitated a couple of centimetres off the ground. Then another. But Zeke was sweating just as much as before. After all, it wasn’t really Styrofoam. That was just an image. It was impossible. No! The slab crashed with a resounding bang.

			One and a half metres.

			But you just did it, his inner voice said. Come on!

			He drew a deep breath and silently recited the Mariners’ mantra. Gravity, magnetism and thought are the forces that bind the universe together. And of these three, thought is the most powerful.

			Lift!

			The slab slowly rose. A half a metre this time, hovering in midair. Zeke’s mind strained under the weight. His eyes were shining, his head felt ready to pop. He was going to drop it again.

			You idiot! Look how high you’ve managed. It isn’t heavy at all, that’s all in your imagination. 

			He stared at the slab. Styrofoam is practically weightless. And think of all the space inside it, between atoms. It was weak, light, insubstantial. Zeke’s mind cleared. His task became easy. He could do it! 

			The slab yanked upwards, bobbing like a balloon. The outside beckoned from beyond the cave. Cold air cooled his cheeks. But the tar-snake was less than a metre from his ankles. A black, faceless worm. 

			Zeke smiled. “Zhshg kaka.” Hesperian for goodbye. His eyes closed.

			A sensation of falling, floating, then solid earth forming underfoot. He was exactly where he wanted to be. Scuff, Pin-mei and Bartie was sitting against the wall. Ricasso stood nearby, a huge hulking ape of a man. He lifted the ferromagnetic rifle, aiming at Zeke.

			“No—”

			Ricasso squeezed the trigger and fired. Even as the word ‘translocate’ shot through the synapses in Zeke’s brain, it was too late. A torrent of magnetised ions exploded out. Invisible but effective. They smothered Zeke, erasing his powers.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Ricasso’s Cave

		

		
			“You idiot!” Zeke shouted, clenching his fists. “We need my powers to get back.”

			Ricasso’s gorilla face scowled. “Shut up and sit down.” 

			“Don’t you get it? This place is doomed!”

			“I knew it. Those tremors,” Scuff remarked. 

			Zeke nodded. “This whole world is collapsing.”

			“How?” Pin-mei asked, her eyes wide.

			“I’m not sure exactly. What I do know is that we have minutes to get out of here.”

			Ricasso spat. “You ain’t going nowhere till the Doc gets back.”

			Zeke glared. “Enki’s not coming back.”

			For the first time, Ricasso wavered. “You mean—?”

			Zeke hesitated. How did he explain, and quickly, Enki’s fate?

			“No, though he might as well be.”

			“Nice try, kid,” Ricasso scoffed. “Now, sit down before I make you.” 

			“Enough!”

			A single word. It reverberated through the cave, loud and strong. Everyone turned in its direction and gawked.

			Pin-mei was standing as straight as a ruler. Her arms were folded, her brow creased and her lips pursed. She looked furious.

			Ricasso broke into a throaty chuckle. “Ooh, I’m so scared,” he said, and gestured at the magnetized chain around her ankle.

			In a flash Pin-mei was running. Straight towards Ricasso. Even as surprise dawned on his thick features, Pin-mei dropped. She skidded the last metre and swung her left leg around. It knocked into the back of Ricasso’s legs and he fell heavily. The rifle clattered across the floor.

			Scuff hurled it to the back of the cave.

			Ricasso slowly climbed to his feet. “You’re dead, little lady.”

			Pin-mei gave a contemptuous sniff. Her figure snapped into the opening marjitzu position. Legs apart, fists held high, face defiant. She beckoned Ricasso with a forefinger. “I’m waiting.”

			Ricasso erupted in a roar of fury. He launched at Pin-mei, hands outstretched, ready to throttle the life from her tiny frame. She side-stepped and tripped him. For the second time he crashed to the ground. When he staggered back up his forehead was bleeding.

			“I’m going to break every bone in your body,” he said in a murderous tone, flushing the colour of cherries.

			Pin-mei gave a mock yawn. Ricasso scooped up a stone and threw it. Pin-mei ducked. He swung an almighty punch. She dodged. Then, she shoved backwards while slipping her ankle behind his calf. He tumbled. 

			Pin-mei began kicking him in the stomach. 

			“You go, girl!” Scuff hollered. 

			But Ricasso seized her leg. It looked so thin, gripped in his spade-sized hands. 

			Muscles as hard as marble synchronised in one burst of energy. He pushed back. Pin-mei fell, her spine slamming against the floor.

			Zeke winced. Bartie covered his eyes.

			Ricasso leaped up, about to dive bomb her, wrestler-style. 

			“Hey, moron!!” Zeke shouted, as he took a running jump. He coasted through the air, riding the weak Martian gravity. But Ricasso was no pushover. He dug his claw-like fingers into Zeke’s trousers, and twirled him around, letting go. Zeke spun through the air colliding into Scuff. They landed in a dazed heap.

			Ricasso returned his attention to his opponent. “No way!” 

			Thanks to Zeke’s distraction, Pin-mei had scrambled back up. Once more she stood in classic marjitzu pose. 

			“Let’s finish this,” she said in a steely voice, blood trickling from her bottom lip.

			For the briefest of seconds Ricasso hesitated. “You’re not playing with dollies now, little girl.”

			Ricasso attacked. Zeke feared for the worst. After all, despite Pin’s training, she was no match for the thug. Ricasso had the size and strength of a rhino. He grappled her around the middle in a rugby tackle. Because she was short, Ricasso was forced to lean forward. Pin-mei’s fists were a blur against his solar plexus. Then a swift knee whammed into the groin.

			“Argh!” he cried, letting go.

			“Little girls play dirty,” Pin-mei said, inspecting her nails. But Zeke knew the Chinese girl better than anyone on Mars. He sensed the fear behind her bravado.

			Ricasso cried out, a wounded bull, and charged with fists flying. Pin-mei grabbed the folds of fat around his belly. She dropped, rolling backwards. Ricasso’s momentum sent him soaring over her. She let go and now it was Ricasso’s turn to land on his back. His skull hit a stone with a nasty crack. He stumbled to his feet. 

			“No…girlie… beats… me.” His words were slurred. He aimed a right hook and missed by a mile.

			It was Pin-mei’s turn to take advantage of the Martian gravity, leaping higher than his head. On the way down, her feet pummelled into him. He swayed in a punch drunk haze. Pin-mei pirouetted on one leg and kicked with the other, one swift chop to the stomach. Ricasso tottered on the back of his heels.

			He’s going over! Zeke thought triumphantly.

			Somehow, Ricasso kept his balance. He struck out, once, twice, three times. Pin-mei skipped around his blows with the grace of a hummingbird. She rained karate chops down on his torso. Still he didn’t collapse. Finally, seizing his arm, she yanked him to her left. At the same time she stuck out her leg. He toppled over like a great oak. 

			“S’not…fair,” Ricasso spluttered through bruised lips. As he attempted to push himself up, Pin-mei chopped the back of his neck.

			Ricasso was out cold.

			“I need a pic,” Scuff said, pulling out his magnopad. “Pose with your leg on his chest and a thumbs-up.”

			“The key!” Zeke bellowed. This was no time for larking around!

			Pin-mei fished in Ricasso’s trouser pocket. Out came the silver stick. Pin-mei rubbed it down her anklet. A seal appeared, pinged open and the anklet dropped off. She threw the key to Scuff who did the same.

			“With my powers cancelled out, it’s up to you two to get us home,” Zeke said in an urgent tone.

			“Hey, I’ve never translocated,” Scuff replied.

			Zeke shook his head. “It’s not translocation. We’re walking over a bridge between one reality and another. Psychic energy and the password will do the trick. The same way we got here.”

			“I have already done it,” Pin-mei piped up. “Enki recited the words. I simply walked. The next thing I knew we were here.”

			“Great, lets go,” Zeke said.

			“We can’t go out there!” wailed a voice. 

			It was Bartie, still on his knees. His face and hair were smothered in dirt, his cheeks tearstained.

			“We’ve got to get out of here,” Zeke exclaimed.

			“That monster’s going to kill us,” Bartie said. “Better stay here till the grown-ups rescue us.”

			Zeke, Scuff and Pin-mei exchanged looks.

			Pin-mei knelt down and took Bartie’s hand. “This world is crumbling. If we do not go now, we all die.”

			“We’ll get lost out there. And that thing—” 

			Pin-mei put her arm around his shoulder. “Yes, it is dangerous. But I will be there to protect you.”

			Bartie gazed into Pin-mei’s eyes. 

			He really does have a crush on her, Zeke thought. For some reason he no longer felt jealous. 

			Bartie took a deep breath. “As long as you’re with me.” He took her hand and together they stood up.

			“Look out!” Scuff cried.

			Ricasso had crawled over to the ferromagnetic rifle. He was aiming straight for Pin-mei. He hissed a nasty name. Pin-mei instinctively covered her face. His finger clicked the trigger. Invisible ions streamed through the air. 

			“No!” Scuff said, aiming the palm of his hand at Ricasso.

			The rifle jerked from the brute’s grasp and whacked his head. The blow smashed the ion cylinder, rendering the gun useless. It also knocked Ricasso out. Once again he slumped in a heap. 

			“Not bad psychokinesis for a telepath,” Scuff remarked, polishing his knuckles.

			Pin-mei lowered her hands. “My powers. I’m blank,” she said in a whisper.

			Zeke turned to Scuff. “It’s all up to you now.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			The Crater

		

		
			“How sad,” Pin-mei said.

			They were outside, looking down on the citadel. Only now it looked like a city of broken eggs. 

			“Two billion years of history destroyed overnight,” Scuff remarked.

			“No time for that now,” Zeke replied, hurrying down the slope.

			The others followed. Every minute or so another tremor struck. Cascades of sand trickled down into the city. A sweet smell wafted up from the ruins.

			“Smells like pear drops,” Bartie said.

			“Isoamyl acetate,” Scuff said. “Same compound in pear drops and nail varnish. The buildings must contain a lot of it.”

			“Forget the chemistry lesson. Focus!” Zeke snapped.

			They were nearly at the outskirts when a bang rang out. A dollop of sand exploded in front of them. A bullet! It was Ricasso, back at the cave and waving an iPistol. A knot formed in the pit of Zeke’s stomach. Not because of the henchman. It was the horror behind him. 

			A tide of oblivion was creeping towards them. A line running right around the crater. Above the line all was dark. Worse than dark, non-existent. The crater’s peak had already vanished. Now the line was eating into the slope. Centimetre by centimetre the crater was disappearing. 

			“Run!” Zeke shouted. 

			His friends picked up the cry. “Run!” 

			Ricasso ignored them. “Back here. Now!” he called out, aiming the gun in their direction.

			“Behind you,” Scuff cried.

			Ricasso spat. “You think ‘cause I’m big, I ain’t got no brains?”

			“Just turn around!” Bartie shouted.

			“While you lot scram? No way.” 

			“Look back,” Zeke cried at the top of his voice.

			The cave disappeared into the nothingness. The edge was almost upon Ricasso. One, maybe two, metres behind him. Was it the dread in their voices or did he sense something? He glanced over his shoulder.

			“What the—”

			He twisted quickly on his heels, so his back was facing them. A good thing they couldn’t see his face, Zeke thought. Ricasso threw up his arms. Before he had a chance to scream, he evaporated.

			Pin-mei looked away.

			“The universe…collapsing in on itself,” Scuff cried, his words half-garbled. “A sphere shrinking.”

			“No time for explanations!” Zeke shouted. He tugged at Pin-mei’s hand.

			They all started running.

			The route was strewn with rubble. Most of the buildings had shattered into large fragments. The dull thunder of the tremors was almost constant now. Zeke’s calf muscles begged for rest, but there wasn’t a nanosecond to lose. 

			Scuff grabbed Zeke by the arm. “Where are we going?”

			“Back to the start. Where we arrived.”

			“But which way is that?” 

			Zeke scanned the shattered cityscape. It was hard to get bearings. “This way, I think.”

			They picked up speed, dodging chunks of masonry and leaping cracks in the ground.

			“Ow!” It was Bartie. He’d grazed his leg against one of the fragments. The trousers were torn and his thigh scratched. “I’m not going any further,” he cried, and stamped his foot.

			“Are you nuts?” Scuff cried back. 

			Bartie pouted and glared.

			Zeke stared at the boy. The brightness of his blue eyes was almost lost in the grey circles. His face was a mess of dirt and fear. 

			Pin-mei should never have brought you, Zeke thought. You’re not one of us. Not a Mariner. He squeezed Bartie’s arm. “Your dad’s waiting. He’s really worried about you.”

			Bartie lowered his head. “He must be real mad with me.” 

			Zeke shook his head. “He loves you. So much. And I promised him I’d get you back, safe and sound.”

			“You’ll look after me?”

			Zeke smiled. “Of course, but we must go now.”

			Bartie drew a big breath. “You and Pin will save me.”

			“We’ll never leave you,” Pin-mei replied, forcing a smile onto her lips.

			They broke into a run. Moments passed. 

			“Stop,” Zeke shouted. He scrutinised the wide street surrounding them. It resembled a battlefield, with debris everywhere. “This is the crossover point.”

			“Sheesh, about time,” Scuff remarked, wiping sweat from his hair. 

			Zeke seized Scuff by the shoulders. “Just walk slowly. Read the words in my head and say them out loud.”

			“Sure, I get it. Same as when we came here.”

			“And you two,” Zeke said to the others. “Stick close.”

			The four of them slowly walked along the street, Scuff in the lead, chanting “Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii.” All around them buildings toppled and foundations shuddered. The Particle Beast roared above the din of the tremors. It sounded close.

			Scuff punched the air. “Damn!”

			“Why isn’t it working?” Bartie cried.

			“I don’t know.” Zeke spat the words out. He was so full of anger and fear it was hard to speak.

			“I do!” Pin-mei said, clicking her fingers. “Bartie, remember what Enki said when we came over?”

			Bartie shrugged.

			“The mass that can cross over is proportional to the strength of psychic energy,” Pin-Mei explained.

			“I don’t get it,” Zeke piped up.

			“Don’t you see,” Pin-mei went on, her almond eyes gleaming. “Scuff’s brain can’t generate enough power for four.”

			“I don’t like where you’re going with this,” Scuff interrupted. “I’m a certified child genius.” 

			“Who is exhausted. Your brainwaves are on a low.”

			Scuff thought for a moment. “I’ve had better days.”

			“Try again, but with just one of us,” Zeke suggested.

			Pin-mei nodded. “Yes, take Bartie and we’ll wait.”

			“But can you recall the words to get back?” Zeke asked.

			Scuff rolled his eyes and said, “Zznss nglyrok: zahda, zahda, nx, fmii, dthoth, kshnii.” 

			Zeke managed a smirk. “Not bad for a human.”

			“Come on,” Scuff said to Bartie.

			The boy hesitated. “Take Pin-mei, she’s youngest.”

			Pin-mei’s eyebrows shot up. “So?”

			Zeke glanced at Bartie. His arms were folded and his chin jutted out. He’s trying to be brave, Zeke thought. We shouldn’t take that away from him. Not after all the fear he’s been showing.

			“Pin, just go,” Zeke said aloud. 

			She stared at Zeke, fury etched on her pretty features. After a long pause she said, “Okay,” and took Scuff’s hand. They walked back down the street, Scuff reciting the alien mantra. They were translucent. Next, almost invisible. A few seconds later they were no longer there.

			“Hang on, your turn soon,” Zeke said in a tone of relief. “We’re practically home and dry.” 

			Bartie smiled. “I can’t wait to see my folks again.”

			Zeke smiled back, wondering why he’d been so horrible to Bartie in the past.

			“Oh,” Bartie said suddenly. One word, soft, almost inaudible. Their eyes met. The expression on Bartie’s face was of surprise, rather than pain. Sparks swarmed across his torso. 

			He’d been hit in the back.

			In two seconds, the electric charges covered Bartie head to toe. His wide-eyed look of surprise transformed into terror. His body crackled and dissipated.

			“No!” Zeke screamed, reaching out to him.

			The head was the last to go. Bartie stared at Zeke with a look of sadness. Then he was gone. 

			The Particle Beast stood beyond, amid the ruins. It howled in triumph. 

			Zeke bellowed a dirty word.

			A ball of plasma formed in its mouth. It reared up on its back legs and fired. The ball hurtled towards Zeke.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			The Ruined City

		

		
			A jagged segment of wall poked from the ground. Zeke dived behind its cover. The plasma ball screeched overhead and missed. The Beast growled. 

			You can’t die like this, Zeke’s inner voice cried. Think!

			The air whistled. Something smacked against the other side of the wall. Electric charges streamed over the edges, dancing, buzzing, flickering. Zeke desperately shuffled away. The fragment faded.

			The Beast now had a clear view of him. The red eyes burned with malevolence, while the mandibles gathered sputum. Zeke leapt over the remains of another wall. Frantically, he glanced around the crumbling city. A tower caught his eye, about four hundred metres feet away. One of the few structures still standing amid the devastation. It blacked out. He’d quite forgotten the universe was coming to an end.

			“Grshda!” It was the worst swear word he knew in Hesperian. 

			He was trapped between atom-splitting plasma and approaching non-existence. There was no way out.

			Sparks zigzagged across the wall, erasing it. Again Zeke came face to face with the Beast. Their eyes locked. 

			“Mnthanx! Zra-zra Mchx-dthfkii,” he shouted. Stop, I know Mchx-dthfkii. A lie, but anything to survive. Zeke’s knowledge of the Martian language had saved his life before. But perhaps the Beast didn’t understand words. Perhaps it didn’t care.

			Another plasma ball erupted from its throat. 

			Zeke threw himself to the left. It missed. How many more times could he duck this flying death? He needed a plan, however dangerous. He stood up, seizing a chunk of masonry. He lobbed it directly at the monster. The chunk passed through the Beast’s intangible body and landed harmlessly a few metres behind. The Beast snarled. 

			At least he’d angered it.

			“You are useless and ugly,” Zeke shouted in Hesperian. The Beast’s snarl grew to a roar. Maybe it did understand, after all! 

			Zeke began running. It wasn’t easy. He had to dodge rubble, while glancing back for the next attack. The Beast galloped after him. Unlike Zeke, the Beast was made of pure energy. It cantered through solid material like an electric ghost. Simultaneously, plasma balls gathered in its mouth. Yet this action, working up the plasma balls, slowed it down. One slender advantage to Zeke.

			The first missed by a mile. The second flew over his head, a crackling firework of death. He saw the next and vaulted over a broken shard. In mid-leap he placed his hand on top of the shard for balance. 

			Sparks flooded its surface. “No!” he cried, letting go before they could touch him. 

			Zeke’s lungs felt fit to burst, yet the slightest pause would be fatal. Although slower, the Beast stormed ever onwards. Zeke wheezed in a deep breath and flung himself into action. 

			Running. Running. Ever closer to the brink. He was only too aware that the boundary of the universe lay ahead. His plan counted on it. 

			It was getting hotter. Steam poured from gaps in the devastated buildings. The shrinking universe was squeezing the land, causing it to heat up. And everywhere that stink of pear drops.

			There it is! The edge, the darkness, oblivion.

			A curtain of blackness was sweeping over the city. He was almost upon it! The ruins rippled and dissolved. Zeke skidded to a halt, tumbling onto his backside. His elbow banged painfully against a lump of wall. The edge of the universe was only eight metres away. He heard the Beast’s roar and rolled to his side. He kept rolling. A ball hit the spot where he’d fallen. A circle of earth sparked out of existence, leaving a crater. 

			The Beast was almost upon him. Did it see that the end of everything was edging towards them? No, it was too focussed on killing Zeke. It failed to notice the great ocean of nothingness until it was too late. Four legs kicked wildly as the creature desperately tried to stop. It slid past Zeke, glaring at him with all the venom of hell. Straight into the black curtain. Zeke hoped to see it suffer for a few moments. But no. The darkness snuffed it out in an instant, like a candle. Too bad, he thought, he wanted to see fear on its wretched face. 

			The edge was seven metres away, then six. Zeke collapsed onto his back, exhausted. Not an ounce of strength was left in his body. All he could do was lay there and watch his death seeping nearer. There were no more tremors. What was left of the city, and the bedrock underneath, was now too small to generate more quakes. An eerie silence hung over the ruins. A peace.

			“Zeke!” Scuff’s voice sounded far away. “Bartie!”

			For a moment Zeke wondered what to do. Why not lay there and let the end wash over him? It would be quick.

			The edge was four metres away. 

			His inner voice yelled in defiance. His father, Pin-mei, the School, the Orb, the Spiral, all these memories flashed through his brain.

			No, no, no! He had to live! What was he thinking, was he crazy? 

			Zeke struggled to his feet. The edge was three metres away. In his haste, he lost his footing and toppled over. The edge was almost nipping at his toes. He cried out, grabbed onto a block of rubble and hoisted himself up. The blackness began eating into the block, centimetre by centimetre.

			“Scuff!” he screamed. 

			He stepped backwards. Then another step. 

			“Faster!” he whispered. He was hardly able to speak, let alone run. The ache from his arm jangled his nerves. But this kept him alert. Zeke forced his legs, numb from all the exertion, to work. To walk. The end of the world yawned at his heels. It swallowed up the smashed houses. The pocket universe trickled away into nothingness. Who knew what secrets it might contain, what wonders of Hesperian technology lurked under that wreckage. Maybe even a clue as to how to defeat the Spiral?

			All was lost now. The best Zeke could do was to save himself.

			Every time he glanced back, the edge was gaining on him. Probably something to do with mass and gravity. The smaller the universe, the quicker its destruction. Zeke broke into a jog. He darted between cracked walls and fractured membranes, moments before the oblivion engulfed them. Dizziness swept over him, but he fought it off. If he passed out, he’d never awake.

			A cloud of steam cleared to reveal Scuff, pacing up and down. Zeke had never been happier to see him. 

			“Where’s Bartie?” Scuff asked.

			With an apocalypse snapping at his heels, there was no time for sensitivity. “Dead”

			Scuff’s mouth dropped. “The Beast?”

			Zeke nodded, taking Scuff by the hand.

			“We go now!”

			The dark tidal wave was crashing down around them. It was approaching from all directions. Reality was reduced to a tiny island of light. And shrinking smaller with every second.

			As they hobbled along the road, Zeke seized one final look. “Sad, really. Ending like this.” 

			“Good riddance,” Scuff replied.

			“Wait!” Zeke said. He scooped something from the dust. A three-dimensional star shape, as big as a tennis ball. It glittered silver.

			“Really, bro?” Scuff said, raising his eyebrows. “These relics always turn out to be dangerous.” 

			Zeke stuffed it into his tunic pocket.

			Scuff began chanting and they stumbled forward. The dying city blurred and merged into one long, grey tunnel. But the tunnel was telescoping. The exit was slipping out of reach. 

			“What’s happening?” Zeke cried.

			A force was pulling them back, as if in the grip of a giant magnet.

			“Gravity,” Scuff cried back. “Its death throes.”

			Zeke gripped Scuff’s wrist.

			“Think of home, think of somewhere you love.”

			“I don’t know how to translocate.”

			“Just do it. Think about Baron Von Burgers.”

			This was Scuff’s beloved burger bar back in his hometown. Scuff closed his eyes, still chanting the mantra.

			They were falling.

			They were safe.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			The Melas Mine

		

		
			The boys staggered back to the mine. 

			“Knimble took Pin straight to the clinic,” Scuff explained.

			Zeke gulped at the mention of her name. He had news he didn’t want to share.

			The rocks opened out onto a scene of destruction. 

			“The camp’s had a hard time of it,” Scuff added.

			The tents had collapsed into a sea of canvas. Barrels were scattered everywhere and the odd mac lay on its side, sparking and whirring. A giant crack splintered out from the borehole. Only two structures remained standing. The first was Hammoud’s prefab office, a two-storey block of black plastic. The second was the Zapper, still towering over the camp.

			“Where is everyone?” Zeke asked.

			“Evacuated, mostly,” came a voice. It was Mariner Chinook, sitting on a nearby boulder. 

			The land shuddered.

			“Haven’t we had enough of this?” Scuff cried.

			The ground cried out like a giant straining to break free. Ripples passed through the sand. The bedrock shifted beneath their feet. A shockwave threw Zeke forwards onto all fours. Scuff landed on his butt.

			“Look!” Chinook said.

			The borehole was growing bigger. The Zapper creaked and listed to one side.

			“No!” Scuff cried.

			The giant drill was sinking! Like a rocket in reverse, it dropped into the pit and out of sight. 

			“Help!” shrieked a voice. A figure desperately waved from the office window. It was Hammoud. His building was teetering on the brink of the expanding borehole.

			Chinook did something incredible. He lifted into the air and flew towards the borehole. Zeke watched with baited breath as Chinook seized Hammoud, pulled him through the window and lifted him clear of the building. Just in time. The building followed the Zapper, sliding into the pit. Lost forever. 

			Both boys cheered. 

			At that precise moment the world exploded, engulfing Zeke in a storm of noise and sand. And then silence. He struggled to his feet. Dust clouds were slowly settling. 

			“Oh,” was all he could say. 

			The world was two metres lower. A huge area had subsided. The tents and macs and barrels were half buried under sand. 

			“There’s an end to it,” Chinook said, alighting nearby.

			Hammoud fell to his knees and said, “That’s one hole I didn’t like, my boys.” 

			“Hailey!”

			Zeke’s heart froze. The unmistakeable sound of Josiah Cain.

			The man ran out from the rocks and charged at Zeke, as direct as a bullet. He grabbed Zeke by the shoulders and shook him. “Where is he? Where’s my Bartie?” he shouted.

			Zeke looked to Chinook, hoping for some kind of rescue. Chinook simply stared back, impassive as ever. Nobody could get Zeke out of this one. He shifted his gaze to Cain. The man’s face was stone white, but for the dark circles under his eyes. He’d aged ten years.

			Zeke’s tongue was paralysed.

			Cain gripped him harder. “Tell me!” 

			Still Zeke couldn’t speak.

			Scuff glanced at his friend, then cleared his throat. “I’m very sorry Sir, your son didn’t make it.”

			“What? What?” Cain screamed in a fury. “You left him there? Alone!” 

			Zeke managed to shake his head. “No Sir,” he said. “We didn’t leave him behind.”

			“I don’t understand,” Cain cried, his voice hoarse with rage and fear. 

			“It was very quick, Sir. He didn’t suffer,” Zeke continued. 

			“What!” Cain bellowed, his nails digging into Zeke’s flesh.

			Zeke took a deep breath. “The Particle Beast… it…killed him.”

			Cain let go and waved his fists at the sky. “No!” He stamped from foot to foot, a bull about to rampage.

			“You killed him,” he shouted at Zeke. “The Mariners killed him!”

			“But Sir—” Zeke began to say.

			Cain’s fist came out of nowhere.

			Zeke felt the smash of knuckles against jawbone. Mars ran red.
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			Zeke’s skull was pounding. He opened his eyes to find himself in a cave, filled with computers and medical equipment. The School’s Medical Facility.

			He was lying on a hospital bed. Doctor Chandrasar was fussing over him, scanning his body with her magnopad. Scuff sat in the corner. He flashed Zeke an anxious smile.

			“How long—” Zeke started to say. 

			“Normally it would be a few minutes,” the doctor answered, beaming. “But I kept you out for longer, to give the nanomacs time to do their job.” 

			Zeke stared at Chandrasar’s feline eyes and saffron skin. He felt hot. “Am I alright?” he asked fearfully.

			“You’re as right as a rainbow,” she replied. “Although your pulse is speeding up for some reason.”

			“Why did I pass out?”

			A frown formed on her pretty forehead. “Well, a sudden blow to the brain causes the nerves to go haywire. Result, a brief loss of consciousness. That brute will serve jail time for this.”

			“Oh no,” Zeke cried, sitting up. “I don’t want that.”

			“You’ll have to talk with Lutz, then.”

			“What’s it got to do with her?” Zeke asked, bewildered.

			Chandrasar beamed again. “She’s ordered the Governor of Mars to have Cain arrested. She was furious when she heard. She can punish you all she likes, but nobody else lays a finger on her precious students.”

			“Would have thought I was the exception.”

			Chandrasar laughed. “You? You’re one of her favourites.”

			Zeke clucked. The doctor was making fun of him. 

			“Anyway, it wasn’t Cain’s fault,” he went on. “He lost someone he loves very much.”

			Chandrasar’s smile flickered. She glanced at a photo on her desk. A handsome young Indian man in graduation robes, clutching a diploma. 

			“If the scans are okay, you’ll be good to go,” she said, brandishing the magnopad. She walked into the adjacent chamber.

			“How’s Pin?” Zeke asked.

			Scuff studied the ceiling. “Aw, not so good. Lutz gave her a week off school. She’s in her room and doesn’t want to see anyone. Not even you.”

			Neither of them spoke for awhile. At length Scuff stirred. Did you see the way the doc looked at that photo? he thought. Chandrasar was too near to use his voice. 

			Yes, I wonder what the story is there, Zeke replied.

			Blimey guv’nor, Scuff thought in a terrible cockney accent. You must be the only one in the school who doesn’t know.

			What’s to know? Zeke thought, his curiosity peaked. 

			Scuff rolled his eyes. That was Chandrasar’s fiancé. They met and fell in love at Delhi University. There was some kind of misunderstanding, he broke it off and came to Mars to work on the Martian Televator. He was a super-duper engineer.

			But the Martian Televator was abandoned, Zeke interjected.

			Scuff nodded. Because of what happened. Apparently Chandrasar had a dream the bf was going to die. So she came to Mars and begged him to leave. Told him she would never leave Mars without him. Rekindled the romance, got engaged, the full Romeo and Juliet.

			Zeke whistled.

			The day they were due to fly out, something went wrong on the Televator. The fiancé couldn’t walk away from his men, so went to the top to fix the crisis.

			“I don’t like the sound of this,” Zeke whispered.

			The whole thing went belly-up. The structure collapsed and the fiancé was killed. Not before saving his crew though. His was the only death.

			Zeke stared at the happy man in the photo. 

			And Chandrasar vowed she would never leave Mars. That being the promise she gave her dead lover. Got a job here, the rest is history. 

			Scuff leaned back in his chair, pleased with his telling of the story.

			“How sad,” Zeke said aloud.

			“What is?” Chandrasar asked, strolling back into the room.

			“Oh, nothing,” said both boys.

			She flashed a suspicious look at them. “Well, the nanomacs will have that nasty bruise cleared by tomorrow. In the meantime, Lutz wants to see you.”

			Zeke gulped.

			“Apparently,” the doctor said, “she’s hopping mad.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			The Office of Principal Lutz

		

		
			Principal Lutz sat at her desk, spine straight, head up, eyes closed. Zeke could see her pupils twitching beneath the eyelids. She was receiving T-mails, telepathic messages from other Mariners.

			Barnside sat at the side, magnopad in hand, poised to record the meeting. It struck Zeke that, as an android, Barnside had no actual need of the magnopad. It was all part of the charade she kept up for the world. The charade of being human. But then, maybe everyone was the same? They were all playing a charade.

			Zeke and Scuff sat opposite Lutz. 

			Can you smell lavender? Scuff asked in telepathic mode.

			Yes, perfume, isn’t it?

			Guess so, Scuff went on. But which of them would wear a scent?

			Zeke scratched his blue hair. My guess would be Barnside.

			I’m with you on that one, bro.

			“Enough!” Lutz snapped, her eyes now wide open. She slammed the desk with her ruler. “Mariners Knimble and Chinook have now briefed me in full.”

			Zeke stared at the floor. Scuff tried a cheesy grin. But under Lutz’s relentless stare the grin evaporated.

			Lutz drew a deep breath. “Once again you acted disgracefully.”

			Zeke’s mouth dropped.

			“You left the School without permission, n’est-ce pas? You associated with an assortment of dubious characters. Worst of all, you dabbled in forces beyond your understanding. Dangerous forces. A boy died. Do you deny any of this?” Lutz glared at them. 

			“It wasn’t like that,” Zeke protested.

			“Ach so, what was it like?” Lutz asked in a fiery tone.

			Zeke had so much he wanted to say. Yet words failed him.

			Lutz rolled her eyes and continued. “We can be thankful this so-called pocket universe imploded. Nothing ever good comes from the ancient Martians. How many times must I knock that into your dense skull, Hailey?”

			Scuff shuffled his chair a few millimetres away from his friend.

			“And you, Barnum, are no less to blame!” Lutz added, almost spitting with anger. 

			“What will happen to the Melas Mine?” Zeke asked.

			“Closed indefinitely. I believe Hubs Incorporated are now prospecting the Noachis Terra for a new site.”

			“And Cain?”

			Lutz cocked her head to one side, deep in thought. At length she said, “I am mindful of your wishes, Hailey. The poor man did suffer the worst kind of loss. I have dropped all charges.”

			Zeke let out a sigh of relief.

			“Don’t think it ends here, boy. As a result of your actions, Edenville has shifted it allegiance. It now sides with that reckless warmonger Ptolemy Cusp. War on Mars is now a distinct possibility. All thanks to you, one silly little boy.”

			Zeke’s cheeks burned. How was any of that his fault? 

			Lutz clasped her hands together. “And what of your departure from us?”

			He scrutinized her broad, black face. She had him there and he knew it. Would she take the chance to expel him? To cast him out penniless, onto the barren plains of Mars?

			“As I think you know, Principal Lutz. I missed my ride. The Mariner who agreed to take me to Cepheus waited as long as he could. But we were inside the Citadel too long. He had to depart for his scheduled duties.”

			A wicked smile broke onto Lutz’s face. “I see. So you aren’t going anywhere. How unglücklich! But you have resigned from the School. What plans do you have now?”

			Zeke wanted to say something very rude. He tried to bite back his indignation. Suddenly tears were streaming down his cheeks.

			Lutz and Barnside gave each other looks.

			Lutz leaned forward. “Tears won’t work on me, Hailey. A century of naughty children has made me waterproof.”

			He sniffed and wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. His mother had recently sent it from Earth with his initials stitched in each corner.

			Lutz waited for him to compose himself. Zeke stuffed the handkerchief back in his trouser pocket and drew a deep breath.

			Lutz’s frown faded. “After careful consideration,” she began. “I have decided not to accept your resignation.”

			It was as if the weight of Mars lifted from Zeke’s shoulders. Now he wanted to give the old bat a big hug. 

			“There shall, of course, be consequences,” Lutz went on. “Daily detention for a month. All privileges cancelled till next term. Definitely no permissions to go off site. Ever! And someone needs to clean the toilets in Wing Three until the new mac arrives.” 

			“Yes, Principal.” He still wanted to hug her.

			“That goes for you too, Barnum.”

			“Whatever you say,” Scuff said, and bowed.

			“And keep away from young Miss Liang. She’s taken the death of her friend very badly. I’ve signed her off classes for a few days. She needs to be alone.”

			Both boys nodded.

			“You’re late for Remote Viewing 101,” Lutz said, glancing at the atomic clock on the wall.

			Zeke and Scuff stood up, eager to escape.

			“Just one thing. Who was the Mariner who agreed to translocate you, Hailey?”

			Zeke hesitated. He didn’t want to get Edward Dayo into trouble. But Dayo was now on the other side of the galaxy with a ship full of colonists. It didn’t seem to matter any more.

			“It was Edward Dayo, Ma’am. We met when he brought me here from Earth.”

			The strangest expression clouded Lutz’s dark face. “Ah, Dayo,” she said sadly. “An outstanding student. I tried to persuade him to accept a position at the School. But he wouldn’t have it. Insisted on doing his bit for humanity. He was a beautiful boy.”

			“He’s smashing,” Zeke agreed.

			“Go!” Lutz shouted, with an unexpected burst of temper.

			Bewildered, Zeke and Scuff hurried from her office and started down the long spiral staircase. 

			“Guess who turned up at the mine looking for Justice. While you were KO’d,” Scuff said.

			Zeke shrugged.

			“Bobbi.”

			“The robotoid from the Perspicillum?”

			Scuff nodded. “He had a recorded message from Doctor Hiss. Begging Justice to go back and work with him.”

			“Must get very lonely up there above the airline,” Zeke remarked.

			“Sure thing. Justice jumped at the chance. Being newly unemployed and all.”

			“Justice always lands on his feet.”

			“Yup, funny character really, don’t you think?”

			Zeke raised his eyebrows. “Guess so. What’s that project Hiss is working on?”

			Scuff thought for a second. “Searching the galaxy for the genesis particle. Whatever that is.”

			Zeke’s scalp tingled. “It must be something crucial,” he said.

			“Wait a cotton-picking minute!” Scuff cried, stopping dead in his tracks. “You fell into the alien pool. Are you immortal now?”

			Zeke burst into peels of laughter. “I wish. No way.”

			“But how would you know?”

			Zeke pointed to the purple bruise on his cheekbone.

			“If the pool was still working, I’d be impossible to injure.”

			Scuff examined the bruise with a suspicious expression.

			“Two billion years,” Zeke went on. “Any idea how long that is? The Pool’s powers fizzled out long ago. Probably while dinosaurs roamed the Earth.”

			“If you say so, bro. Pity.”

			They began down the steps. 

			“Immortality would be a curse,” Zeke said. “Funny how in seeking to live forever Enki ended up destroying himself.” 

			“Serves the imbecile right.”

			They continued descending the staircase. 

			“So what will you do?”

			“Me?” Zeke asked.

			“Now that you’ve missed your ride.”

			Zeke stopped again.

			“Stay here, graduate, serve an apprenticeship then volunteer for the next colony ship to Cepheus.”

			Scuff chuckled. “I can’t see you waiting six years to go looking for your dad.” 

			“Do I have a choice?”

			“Something will come up, you’re a trouble magnet.”

			Zeke pushed out his bottom lip. “Don’t say that.”

			“What about Pin?” Scuff asked.

			Zeke paused before answering. “It must be tough. She and Bartie were devoted to each other. And her prophecy. It kinda came true, but for the wrong person.”

			“Heartbreaking,” Scuff replied softly. 

			The look on Bartie’s face flashed through Zeke’s mind. The look as he died.

			“Sometimes I hate this planet,” Zeke said, but more to himself than his buddy. He fished in his pocket for his handkerchief.

			“Oh!”

			“Oh, what?” Scuff asked, as they reached the bottom step.

			The corridor panned out before them. A cleanomac trundled by, sweeping the parquet with spinning brush feet. A reek of polish filled the air. Voices echoed from the distant playground.

			Zeke pulled out his empty pocket. “My handkerchief! Must have dropped it in Lutz’s office.”

			Scuff regarded the steep stairwell. “Think I’ll sit this one out,” he remarked.

			“I’m not climbing them again,” Zeke said.

			Scuff’s face lit up. “Translocation? Lutz will kill you.”

			“I’d better not get caught, then!” Zeke laughed. And vanished.
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			Atoms formed and became solid. Walls, furniture, office equipment. He was standing beside Barnside’s desk. The door to Lutz’s office was in front of him and open. Both women were still inside and did not see him. That was lucky. He could pretend he’d taken the stairs.

			Zeke edged nearer. What were they doing? And what was that noise? A braying sound, like a wounded donkey. 

			He tiptoed to the door and peered into Lutz’s office. First, he saw his handkerchief under the seat. What he saw next made his blood run cold.

			Lutz was at her desk, hands on face, crying. Barnside stood over Lutz, arm around her shoulder, in an attempt to console. Lutz’s magnopad lay on the desktop, projecting a hologram of Edward Dayo’s kind, handsome face into the midair. 

			“I killed him. I killed them all,” Lutz sobbed.

			Zeke’s handkerchief no longer seemed very important. He closed his eyes and translocated away as quietly as possible.
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			Zeke glanced at the atomic watch on his wrist. Ten minutes had passed since he arrived at Pin-Mei’s door. And still he didn’t knock. He was afraid. What did you say in situations like these? Sure he was upset, but it was much worse for Pin. She and Bartie had a special relationship, he understood that. Was it romantic? Pin insisted they were just good friends, but he wasn’t sure. 

			“Stop it,” he said to himself.

			It was none of his business. After all, he wasn’t jealous or anything. His honorary sister needed him and that was what mattered. He pressed the buzzer.

			Silence. He pressed again and then a third time.

			“It’s me,” he said into the intercom.

			“Go away, please.” She sounded croaky.

			Zeke was momentarily stunned.

			“Open up, it’s me. Let me in.”

			More silence.

			“I’m sorry, please just go.”

			“Pin…” Zeke struggled to find the words. “You know it wasn’t my fault?”

			“Wasn’t it?”

			“How was I supposed to save him from the Particle Beast?”

			“By sending him back first.” The anger in Pin-mei’s voice was unmistakable. 

			Zeke took a step back. “But—” The words dried up in Zeke’s throat. How could she say something like that? Pin-mei? His Martian sister?

			“I’d like you to go, Zeke. Please.”

			He shrugged. “Okay.”

			Zeke trudged away from Pin-mei’s room. It’ll pass, he thought. A few days and she’ll be back to normal. Their friendship was as solid as Mars.

			That’s what you think, said the little voice at the back of his head.

		


		
			Epilogue

			The Site of the former Melas Mine

		

		
			No one remained. The crushing silence of Mars reigned again. Not like Earth, with its streams and birds and hovercars and trees and people. Earth was a symphony of background noise. Mars was just silent, a flat line, dead.

			The plains stretched out for kilometres around the discarded mine. Every centimetre as quiet and deserted as the mine itself. Only a clutch of nearby rocks broke the dreary red-grey landscape. They jutted out from the bedrock like stubby fingers. Here, in the middle of these fingers, was a clearing. Just some sand ringed by rocks. Not at all remarkable. 

			There was nothing to show this place once linked to a parallel dimension. A link that burned out when the tiny universe ceased to exist.

			Almost.

			The air rippled. Flexed. Stretched. 

			A head popped out of nowhere. A head, no body, a metre or two off the ground. A face with greasy hair, a swarthy complexion and a pencil moustache. But the eyes! The face had spinning, spiralling eyes.

			An arm appeared. As though the man was struggling out of a tight-fitting invisibility suit.

			“Silly, silly,” Enki muttered, and giggled. Now he was half a man, or rather, a man stuck between two worlds. He grunted hard and pushed. Something gave way and he slipped out of thin air and onto the ground. He was whole. Reborn. 

			Enki sat up and smoothed back his few strips of hair. The spinning spirals transformed into beady black eyes.

			It was true that the Spiral could not pass from its dimension to the pocket universe. Just as it could not enter this one. But there was nothing to prevent Enki from returning. The dimensional bridge survived the gravity wave that nearly did for Zeke and Scuff. Only a sliver was left now, but that was all Enki needed. 

			The air blipped. A kind of a hiccup. 

			“How sad,” Enki remarked. The bridge was truly gone at last. Still, it was time to put aside bad memories. Those tortuous hours trapped inside the pool while the pocket universe crackled and collapsed outside. The pool, of course, was a dimension within a dimension. That’s how Enki’s master had kept him safe. Then the pool too dwindled away. Enki found himself with seconds to crawl back to safety. 

			He sat quietly for a few minutes, hoping to hear the Spiral’s voice inside his head. There was nothing. The Spiral lived outside the walls of this universe. Enki missed him. Nevertheless, he now had the Master’s plan. 

			Enki stood up and dusted himself down. He scanned the horizon.

			“Which way to the capital, I wonder?”

			His eyes spiralled briefly. Then, whistling a jaunty tune, Professor Enki set off to fulfil his new destiny.
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			Mars is a planet of secrets. Uncover the truth at Zeke’s website: www.zekehailey.com

			And Zeke’s adventures will continue in Electron’s Blade.
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