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   01—HISTORY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s a pretty amazing day. From where I’m sitting, at the top of the hill, you can see for miles. The sun is shining through the mists, everything is green from horizon to horizon, and birds are flapping through the sky. Well, whatever those strange winged hedgehog things are, anyway. I’m not sure if you can count them as birds or not.
 
   There’s almost nobody around. After all the chaos and fighting and explosions, it’s nice to just chill with a bottle of shandy and watch the world go by. There’s my sister, Kat, and her dorky boyfriend going for a morning stroll. Their little kid, Brandon Junior, is running rings around them as they go. He’s almost five years old now. I can’t believe I’m an uncle. It’s just so weird.
 
   And Kat’s getting married next week, too. They would have done it sooner, but they wanted to wait for me to get back, so we could all be together. I was the last person to get here, after sorting out some unfinished business on the other side of the galaxy.
 
   Once Kat is married, then it will be my turn next! That’s right—me, Jason Brown, the intergalactic hero with a girl in every port on every planet, is finally settling down. The new constitution they’re busy drawing up allows humans and aliens to get married, and you should see my alien girlfriend! Her name’s Doo. Okay, so it’s not the sexiest name ever, but she is hot hot hot. I will attempt to draw her:
 
    
 
   *crossed-out scrawl*
 
    
 
   Okay, that didn’t turn out too well, so you’ll have to believe me when I say that Doo is the girl for me. And we might even have a kid too, one day. Humans and aliens can’t actually reproduce the normal way, the natural way, you know … being different species and all. But the science boffins have come up with a way to combine DNA in a lab and create new babies that way, so I imagine our son (or daughter!) will grow up to be both hard as nails like me, and fast and smart like Doo … combining the best bits of humans and aliens.
 
   I always dreamed of marrying a hot alien chick. There was this one girl, Saoirse, who I quite liked … only she turned out to be a killer robot, so things never really progressed. Before that, there was Brandon’s sister, Gem …She never really liked me, though, and I never got the chance to show her what I was really made of …
 
   I can see Gem’s grave from here. She’s buried in a really nice overgrown spot at the bottom of the hill. There used to be a graveyard there once, when this place was a city, but now the city is in ruins and the old graveyard is just a dark, dense wood. There are a herd of rainbow deer that live in there these days. I like to think Gem appreciates it now there are no creepy gravestones and statues.
 
   Amongst the ruins of the rest of the city, the settlers have started to grow crops. There are greenhouses where there used to be skyscrapers, and we have these amazing giant tomatoes that are as big as your head, taste really meaty, and contain all the vitamins and protein your body needs. They are also blue, for some reason, but don’t ask me why. Science and biology are not my strong points.
 
   There’s one building we found still standing when we got here: a massive domed church or temple of some kind. The top brass (and that includes me—I’m a captain now!) are using it as an HQ. Well, praying didn’t do the people who once lived here any good, did it!
 
   Everyone else—the thousand or so refugees, survivors of the biggest, craziest war the universe has ever seen—are still quartered in and around the spaceship they got here in. But that’s looking past its best now. It took so much damage in the final battle, it barely made it here; the landing gear and navigational instruments were all FUBAR, so they had to crash-land it in the river.
 
   I don’t think it will ever fly again, so we’re pretty much stuck here now. The front section is not in too bad shape, and that’s become a kind of permanent living complex now, with schools and markets for the all weirdly-coloured fruit we grow here. The back half of the ship—the end with the engines and boosters—has been pulled apart bit by bit to build other useful things: generators, heaters and plumbing around the camp. Toilets that flush are more important than cooling systems for interstellar engines these days! The armoured hull of the ship has been torn off to make shelters and walls, too.
 
   Well, I guess I’d better get down there and start mucking in. They say that life will be tough from now on as we rebuild and repopulate. There will be a teeming city here again one day, but not in my lifetime. Humans (and zelfs and balaks) have pretty much got to start from scratch and, with extinction breathing down our necks, try and get back what we all lost fighting each other in stupid wars.
 
   But I’ll make time in all of this to write down my story. Kat insisted. She told her part, and Brandon wrote his, so now it’s my turn to finish the thing. I don’t mind, but it sucks that all the working computers and phones are being kept under close guard by the tech guys. I guess it would be a disaster if we lost them and had to invent them all up again! But of course that means I have to write all this down with a freaking pencil!
 
   Anyway, enough for now. I’ll be back soon to write another chapter, starting at the point where we all escaped Earth and went to the alien planet, Corroza. Let me tell you, I can remember every little thing as if it happened only yesterday.
 
   When your life is as crazy as mine, the decades just seem to fly by!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   02—JUNGLE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Things started going wrong the moment the Majestic went superluminal. The spaceship shook like crazy, and all sorts of horrendous screeching and crashing noises came from within the superstructure. Jason was thrown to the floor. His brain immediately began to feel like it was bleeding out of his ears and out of his nose. The sensation reminded him of the time, aged ten, when he had raided his parents’ liquor cabinet and took a swig from every bottle in there.
 
   He started sliding across the smooth surface of the map screen that filled the floor of the control room. Across the map, Brandon raised his hand and stretched out, jedi style. Jason kept on sliding though, and banged his head on a control panel at the edge of the map.
 
   ‘Good catch, idiot!’ he lambasted he friend.
 
   ‘I wasn’t trying to catch you!’ Brandon shouted back over the sound of all the chaos. ‘I was using the bionoids to level your vestibular system, and restore your equilibrioception!’
 
   ‘My what?’
 
   ‘Your sense of balance!’
 
   Jason crawled closer to Brandon, holding on to the edge of the map as he went. ‘Well, thanks! Now stop my bones vibrating, my toenails curling and my teeth itching! And do it fast, cos I’m about to barf in your face!’
 
   With a sudden series of deafening clunks and shudders, the violent movement stopped, and everything went quiet.
 
   Kat staggered over and flopped down on the floor between her brother and her boyfriend. ‘That was fun,’ she said.
 
   Jason could only shake his head as he recalled all the other things his sister had described as ‘fun’ over the years: school detention; getting stuck at the top of the roller coaster at Blackpool Pleasure Beach; the time they had capsized while out on a row boat on the Serpentine … not to mention all the crazy nonsense they had been through since aliens invaded Earth.
 
   ‘It wouldn’t have been fun if it had gone on for much longer,’ Brandon said, the voice of reason throughout their adventures. ‘The Majestic wasn’t built to take the superluminal drive. Alien tech in a human spaceship: we were almost torn apart!’
 
   Jason pulled himself to his feet, and started over to where everyone else—the President and all his staff and crew—were gathered at the triangular windows on one side of the control room. ‘Did we make it, then?’ he wondered aloud. ‘Are we near Corroza?’ I’ve never been this far from home!
 
   Brandon was still blabbering on as he followed. ‘Another good reason that it was all over quickly is that at superluminal speeds there’s going to be a hell of a lot of time dilation. Going superluminal for thirty seconds could mean thirty hours have passed on Earth, or maybe even thirty days or months! I’ll need to find out how the drive works to know how much—’
 
   Jason clamped a hand over Brandon’s mouth as they reached the window. ‘You can sit down and do the maths later,’ he said. ‘For now, just look!’
 
   The three of them stared out at the planet hanging in space outside the window. It was a bright, lurid green, as if it were overflowing with lush, vibrant jungle and plantlife. And dangerous creatures, Jason thought, remembering the tales they had heard of the vicious clawed catron, and the terrible unspeakable things called villaxx.
 
   ‘That’s definitely Corroza then?’ Kat said. ‘And not Venus or Pandora or somewhere?’
 
   Brandon shook his head. ‘Corroza was the only course programmed into the superluminal drive. Well, as well as Earth and Icicube—planet of the silver bikini girls.’
 
   ‘Silver bikini girls!’ Jason exclaimed, realising that it was a joke the minute the words had left his mouth. He swallowed a curse and tried to laugh it off. Brandon had a fast mouth, whereas Jason had fast fists. Only problem was, much as he would like to, Jason couldn’t show off his skill without getting them all into trouble.
 
   ‘Hey, Bran. Get over here!’ It was the President speaking. The President of the United States. Although now they had left Earth for good, it was unclear if the title was still valid. ‘You’re the only alien amongst us,’ he said. ‘Tell what we can expect to find on your home planet!’
 
   Brandon turned to the President and just shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t really think of it as home. I was born back on Earth just like everyone else here …’
 
   While Brandon seemed lost in thought, Jason stepped up and took over. ‘Perazim—the capital city—has powerful ground to air defences,’ he told the President, remembering Brandon’s father’s story of his escape to Earth. ‘The city is ruled over by the Arch Predicant. He a mad religious racist, by all accounts, so if you want my advice, let’s make sure we land a safe distance away from the city!’
 
   I’m sure this Arch Predicant will listen to reason,’ the President said. ‘Diplomacy is my job, after all. They even gave me a Nobel Peace Prize for my extraordinary efforts to strengthen international diplomacy and cooperation between people.’
 
   Jason fixed the President with his best cold steel stare. ‘With respect, sir, your Noble Prize means sweet FA out here. The Arch Predicant ordered the use of a deadly weapon to almost wipe out the balaks—the other tribe of aliens who live here. And the balaks are just as warlike: they chased that very same super weapon to Earth to grab it for themselves and, well … we know how that all turned out. The time for diplomacy is long gone, Mister President. If we want to make a new home here on Corroza, we’re going to have to fight for it!’
 
   The President raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s your name, son?’
 
   ‘Jason Brown,’ Jason said, mildly annoyed that the President didn’t already know who he was.
 
   ‘Well, I like your way of thinking, Jason,’ the President said. ‘Have you thought about joining the US Marine Corps? Since my general was strangled by a killer robot, I could do with some more experienced guys on the team.’
 
   A new voice joined in. ‘Corporal Brown is assigned to MI Zero … as my second in command.’
 
   It was Lieutenant Hewson. The man had followed them throughout all of their adventures, and had helped them out of a tight spot more than once. Jason’s ego started to return, even though he knew that MI Zero at this moment consistent of only Hewson, himself and Kat.
 
   ‘Hey, if Jason is second in command,’ his sister piped up, ‘does that mean I’m third?’
 
   ‘Joint second,’ Hewson said, proving he was just as skilled in diplomacy as the President.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The Majestic’s operations engineer—a small, weedy guy named Morse—gave an update as they approached the planet.
 
   ‘We took a battering travelling faster that light. Structural integrity is at forty-nine percent. The landing gear is completely wiped—we’re going to have to put his thing down on its side. Could be rough. Our biggest problem, though, is that the medical bay is operating at one percent capacity.’
 
   ‘One percent?’ the President echoed.
 
   ‘The only thing that’s working is the flashing red light that indicates everything else is damaged.’
 
   ‘I’ll handle medical emergencies,’ Brandon said. ‘Just get us down there as safely as you can.’
 
   Morse threw up some displays showing a closer view of the planet surface. On the dark side, near the equator, a bright glow indicated the city of Perazim.
 
   Looks like it’s the only city on the planet,’ Brandon said. ‘The zelfs—my people—all live there. The balaks live in the jungle. They obviously don’t even have electricity.’
 
   Where are we going to try and land, then?’ the President asked, deferring to advice from the experts. ‘On the opposite side of the planet to the city? Maybe we can establish our own permanent home there, and live without drawing the ire of this Arch Predicant.’
 
   ‘No,’ Jason said. His brain was racing ahead, thinking of scenarios and strategies. ‘We have armoured transports on board, right?’
 
   ‘Caimen MTVs,’ Hewson confirmed. ‘They can cut through jungle … Earth jungles, at least.’
 
   ‘And what’s their range? How much fuel have we got?’
 
   ‘We can adapt rocket fuel,’ Morse said. ‘We won’t be needing it for the Majestic. Once we touch down, this heap of scrap is never going to fly again.’
 
   ‘So what’s our radius? How far can we move everyone once we land?’
 
   ‘All two-hundred of us? We would need every vehicle and tank. Fuel supplies would get us …’ Morse swiped through a few screens of data. ‘… I’d say around five hundred miles.’
 
   ‘Then don’t land us any more than five hundred miles from the city,’ Jason said. ‘Because we’re not going to survive in the jungle for long. Sooner or later, we are going to need to get inside those city walls.’
 
   He threw a glance at the President. ‘Like I said, we’re not going to be able to avoid a fight.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The protective shutters went down on the windows as the Majestic prepared to enter Corroza’s atmosphere. On a schematic on one of the screens, Jason cold see an array of flaps opening up around what was once the Chrysler Building’s multifaceted spire. Presumably, they were heat deflectors. All Jason knew about atmospheric entry was that things got very hot.
 
   On the screen he was watching, several of the panels turned flashed red, then disappeared. The ship was shaking like crazy again, and it was indeed getting very warm.
 
   ‘Do you think the aliens had these problems getting from here to Earth?’ Jason asked Brandon.
 
   ‘A massive flying saucer is actually the best shape for dissipating heat and slowing the speed of entry,’ Brandon shouted enthusiastically over the noise. ‘A sphere is even better, but that can slow down too fast, crushing the crew. The shuttlecock design that they’re employing here is really better suited for sub-orbital travel. It’s just not designed for …’
 
   Jason tuned out Brandon’s technobabble. He grabbed his friend and Kat by the arm and marched them out of the control room. They took the central staircase down the spine of the ship. Every few steps, Jason found himself losing his footing; the already weak artificial gravity was starting to fail.
 
   Kat shook off her brother’s grip. ‘Where’s the safest part of the ship?’ she said, hanging on to the rail as she went down.
 
   ‘No idea,’ Jason said. ‘I’m taking us down to the hanger. We’re going to sit in the cockpit of Discord, and then Bran is going to throw up one of his protective bubbles around us. Whatever happens to the rest of this ship, we know we can be invincible for a few vital seconds. Right, Bran?’
 
   ‘Right!’ Brandon agreed.
 
   ‘Right!’ The President said. He and Hewson had followed close behind.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   As it turned out, the Majestic didn’t crash and burn. Instead, it hit the jungle at a low angle and proceeded to carve a furrow ten kilometres long through the alien trees. Only three people were killed—including Morse, who was still in the control room when the heat shield disintegrated on entry.
 
   The three-hundred-metre-tall tower that had once been the Chrysler Building in New York, one hundred thousand light years away, was now lying on its side. The artificial gravity—which Jason had learned had been dependent on forces generated by the movement and rotation of the ship through space—had powered down, and now everyone gathered on what was once the wall of the Majestic’s main hanger. Several vehicles—tanks and MTVs—had come free of their moorings and lay piled about like toys. The President was sat on tank with his wife and daughters, talking to Brandon who had wrapped them all up in a protective bubble of bionoids as the ship came down. Now he appeared to be conducting a medical scan on the First Lady.
 
   Jason turned to Kat as they wandered through the clutter of displaced weapons and supplies. ‘I hope Mister Nobel Prize doesn’t commandeer Brandon for his own family’s personal protection and healthcare. We need him more than they do.’
 
   ‘To fight the Arch Predicant?’
 
   ‘Of course.’ Jason caught his sister’s doubtful expression. ‘Come on, Sis. Don’t get all diplomatic on me too. Remember our parents. Remember Gem. We need to finish this fight for them.’
 
   ‘The balak king wrecked out planet and killed our parents,’ Kat said. ‘He’s dead now. And it was Saoirse who killed Gem. She’s dead now, too. Sure, this Arch Predicant sounds like a right piece of work, but maybe he will just leave us alone and let us live here. There’s no point going looking for a fight.’
 
   Jason heaved a machine gun from up off the floor. He couldn’t quite articulate how he felt, but he wanted to fight, whether it was personal or not. Any bad guy would do, anywhere in the universe.
 
   A pair of great double doors had opened in the wall that was now the floor. Jason joined a squad of armed marines who, led my Lieutenant Hewson, were heading out on a recce mission. Hewson seemed happy to have Jason come along, after first making sure he was fitted with a Kevlar vest and helmet.
 
   The squad dropped down a few metres onto he hard scorched ground. It was misty in the alien jungle, and there were strange phosphorescent lights floating out in the dark. Jason shone a torch back over the Majestic. He noticed that vines and creepers were already twisting through the superstructure. Weird hooting and croaking noises came from all directions. There was a strange smell in the air.
 
   ‘This is just too weird,’ Jason said. Every one of his five senses was being subjected to entirely new sensations: alien sensations. ‘There’s nothing to shoot. Let’s just get back inside and wait until morning.’
 
   ‘Yeah …’ Hewson agreed. But he seemed more interested in examining the ground. ‘This isn’t the jungle floor,’ he said. ‘This is a giant tree trunk. The Majestic is still stuck up in the canopy.’
 
   As if to confirm this fact, there was a long drawn-out wail as one of the marines slipped and fell to his death. From out in the mist there was another cry, a clatter of gunfire, then silence as the cry was suddenly cut short.
 
   ‘Fall back!’ Hewson shouted into this helmet headset. Jason scanned the gloom. He couldn’t see any of the rest of the squad.
 
   Then something appeared out of the mist.
 
   At first Jason thought it was one of the marines coming back, but it was taller, slimmer, with legs and arm jointed in all the wrong places. When it revealed itself, less than five metres away, Jason could see that it was a bird …
 
   … a featherless bird, with dangling metre-long claws where you would have expected to see wings. Its sinewy body was black, with strange ripples of glowing blue. Its beak, like its claws, was long and thin, and it snip-snapped open and closed like a pair of giant scissors.
 
   Jason was rooted to the spot in horror. The creature stepped up and wrapped its claws around him like a cage.
 
   Then, with a deft snip of its beak, it severed Jason’s right arm at the shoulder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   03—CYBORG
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason almost rolled off the bed when the Majestic lurched suddenly. The ship dropped around five metres, then rocked back and forth for a good thirty seconds.
 
   Jason tried to remember where he was. Brandon and Kat were looming over him. His sister was trying to lay him on his back again. He shrugged her away and sat up. He recognised the retro wooden panels and funky light fittings of the Chrysler Building’s nineteen-thirties interior.
 
   ‘Why are we still on the ship!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’re hanging in the treetops. If we don’t get off, we’re all going to crash to the ground. And I’ve had enough of crashing for one lifetime!’
 
   Kat tried again to push him down. ‘We’ll get off in a minute. Just lie still, would you. Brandon is trying to perform an operation.’
 
   Jason tried to bat his sister away with his arm …
 
   … but it wasn’t there.
 
   Then he remembered the horrific bird thing. Jason howled in wordless frustration, anger and rage.
 
   ‘Keep still, will you!’ Brandon urged. ‘I’m trying to use the bionoids to get this arm to stay on.’
 
   Suddenly there was hope after all. ‘You can put my arm back on?’
 
   Jason saw Kat and Brandon exchange a worried glance.
 
   ‘Well …’ Brandon began. ‘Sort of. It’s not exactly your arm.’
 
   ‘After you fainted,’ Kat elaborated, ‘the bird alien thing picked up your arm in its beak and ran off with it!’
 
   ‘What?!’ Jason’s anger surged again. He turned his head to see what Bandon was messing around with. Attached to his right shoulder was a new arm … a robot arm.
 
   ‘Wait a minute!’ Jason said. ‘That’s …’
 
   ‘Saoirse’s arm,’ Brandon confirmed. ‘It’s amazing. The circuitry maps almost perfectly onto the neural network of the zelfs. I can used the bionoids databases of zelf and human DNA to translate the appropriate—’
 
   ‘I’m not having Saoirse’s arm!’ Jason shouted. ‘She killed Gem. Brandon, how can you do this? She killed your sister!’
 
   ‘I’m doing it,’ Brandon said with a scowl. ‘Shut up and be grateful.’
 
   Jason flopped down on the bed. How could he be grateful, when all he felt was pain and guilt? The strange alien’s glowing body had somehow hypnotised him; he hadn’t been able to even raise his gun, let alone fire it.
 
   Then he remembered. ‘The squad! What happened to everyone else?’
 
   ‘All dead!’ Kat said. ‘The birds took the heads off some, and the legs off others. They bled to death before Brandon could save them.’
 
   ‘Ah damn it, Brandon, you’re just as useless as I am. What about Hewson?’
 
   ‘Alive,’ Brandon said. ‘He lost his right arm too, though.’
 
   Jason thought about this for a second. ‘Okay, so hold on: why are you giving me the robot arm. Give it to Hewson! He’s best soldier we’ve got! He’ll need it more than me.’
 
   ‘Stop being so noble,’ Brandon said. ‘I chose to give it to you. So live with it!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The convoy rumbled along the great wide road of the alien tree branch. Jason drove the leading MTV—Multi Terrain Vehicle—a big, green six-wheeled truck, with a V-shaped hull that was designed to deflect head-on blasts and break through obstructions. He held the wheel steady with his robotic hand; the new limb felt strong, and wasn’t aching or cramping up like his old one often did when driving. Jason was quite pleased with it after all.
 
   Kat was sitting beside him. ‘When we reach the end of this branch, how are we going to get down the trunk?’
 
   Jason shrugged. ‘No idea.’
 
   Beneath them, the tree shuddered as the Majestic shifted in its cradle of branches. There had been no choice but to abandon ship.
 
   ‘No idea? This was your plan, to drive to Perazim, Jase!’
 
   ‘Strategy and tactics, Kat!’ Jason said. ‘Do you know the difference?’
 
   ‘Of course! Well … erm, nope …’
 
   ‘The strategy is the overall plan,’ he explained. ‘We drive to Perazim through the jungle, and hopefully the Arch Predicant won’t see us coming. Tactics, on the other hand, are the solutions to the problems that we’ll encounter along the way. When we get to the end of this branch, then we’ll think about how to get down. Why worry about a problem that hasn’t appeared yet?’
 
   Jason was pleased to have his thought process justified: they were able to escape the branch they were travelling along by way of a knot the size of a football stadium, then drop down onto one of the giant tree’s exposed feeder roots. The trucks and tanks were then able to roll off onto the jungle floor.
 
   It was dark down here, and the headlights of the MTV’s bounced off the mist, illuminating almost nothing. The ground was muddy and wet, and rain gushed off leaves and boughs like waterfalls. The only things that provided any kind of reference point were large glowing purple flowers that seemed to be everywhere, sprouting from twisting tendrils than snaked around and between the trees. As the MTVs trundled over the tendrils, the flowers would move, turning to watch the invaders as they passed by.
 
   ‘I don’t like this,’ Jason muttered. ‘Where’s Brandon anyway? Maybe he can turn his bionoids into some kind of pesticide.’
 
   ‘He’s in the back,’ Kat said, ‘talking diplomacy with the President; telling him how he won’t ever use the bionoids as a weapon, blah blah blah …’
 
   She sighed and shook her head.
 
   Jason glanced across at her. His sister looked a little dishevelled. Her cropped hair, that Gem had cut back when they had stopped at the castle in France, was growing out in messy, mousey tangles. She had also taken to wearing her black plastic specs again: the fix Brandon’s father had administered with the bionoids had proved only temporary. ‘Everything all right between you two?’
 
   ‘Not really,’ Kat said. ‘Bran has these amazing powers, but they’ve changed him. Instead of being this incredible superhero with all these cool tricks, it’s like he’s taken all the responsibility too seriously. I think he sees himself as some guardian of morality, whose life is devoted to serving the bionoids.’
 
   ‘While we grunts do all the dirty work when battles need to be fought,’ Jason added.
 
   ‘Yeah,’ Kat agreed glumly. She suddenly switched moods. ‘Oh well! Maybe when this is all over, we’ll have chance to be a proper boyfriend and girlfriend again. Until then, I’m going to make sure I look out for you, Bro. Brandon can take care of himself.’
 
   Jason grinned. ‘Twins against the world. Just like old times!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Hewson ducked into the cabin. He looked different too: he was happy now to wear a baggy fisherman’s sweater and jeans, rather than his regulation black MI Zero combat threads, and he had started growing a very non-regulation beard. It had grey speckles in it, which seemed to sparkle against his dark skin.
 
   He seemed less authoritative, too—less soldierly and tough than he used to be. Jason knew that all the fighting men and women had taken a knock in confidence since the strange bird alien attack. It had been the final straw, added to the chaos of the robot, thanamorph and balak triple-whammy back on Earth.
 
   ‘How’s your arm?’ Jason asked.
 
   Hewson gave a sad smile. ‘At military dances, I used to say I had two left feet. Now I know how it feels to have two left arms.’
 
   Brandon had attached Saoirse’s left arm to Hewson’s right shoulder, but the operation hadn’t been a complete success. ‘It feels odd, but I’m sure I’ll get used to it. Hopefully when it’s not too late.’
 
   He leaned in between the two front seats and peered out of the window. ‘Anyway, rearguard report that there are some creatures following us. Large tiger-like animals, they say.’
 
   Hewson had one of the two working radios. To conserve battery power, they had rationed out the use of all equipment.
 
   ‘Well, let’s just ignore them,’ Jason said. ‘I’d like to see a tiger trouble the armour plating of these—HOLY HELL!’
 
   Something stepped out of the jungle and into the streambed that the convoy was following. It looked like a tiger, alright, except that it was at least five times as large, and had claws like great curved lawnmower blades that splayed out from all four paws.
 
   Jason knew instantly what it was. ‘Catron!’ he said, as he applied the brakes. ‘We had better hope they can’t use those claws as a can opener. They’re poisonous—one touch is death.’
 
   ‘Remember the balak king,’ Kat said. ‘He wanted to make a sword out of the bionoids, and call it Catron’s Claw. They’re probably the most dangerous creatures in the galaxy!’
 
   ‘Don’t sound so excited,’ Jason grumbled.
 
   The MTV shook suddenly as something heavy landed on top of it. Then four sharp claws punctured the armour plating above them like it was paper. Jason, Hewson and Kat all jerked aside at the same time.
 
   Instinctively, Jason reached out with his bionic hand, grabbed the end of a claw and snapped off the end. The other claws retreated from the cab.
 
   ‘Now who’s the most dangerous creature in the galaxy?’ he asked triumphantly.
 
   The smile was wiped off his face as the vehicle was rocked back and forth by creatures on either side.
 
   Brandon appeared from the back. ‘Drive, Jason!’ he shouted. ‘I’m trying to keep them at bay with a shield of bionoids, but their claws can just poke right through it!’
 
   Jason felt the panic hit him, manifesting itself as a dribble of sweat that trickled down his back. ‘I’m not driving at full tilt into the jungle!’ he said. ‘Even if we outrun them, we’ll probably crash into a river or a tree seconds later.’
 
   Hewson looked defeated already. ‘We’re not prepared for any of this. None of us are. We shouldn’t have come here.’
 
   He pulled a pistol from his belt. Jason felt a chill of despair. He doubted that Hewson planned to use it on the catrons.
 
   A loud, penetrating wail cut through the air. After a brief pause, the catrons all bounded off into the jungle.
 
   ‘Oh great,’ Kat said. ‘Something’s coming that frightens off even the universe’s most deadliest predators!’
 
   Silence descended on the convoy. Everyone waited in grim apprehension. Brandon had his eyes closed, seeing and sensing through the bionoids.
 
   ‘Someone’s coming … People! … Lots of people. And I can sense them, which means they must be human, zelf or … or balak! They’re balaks!’
 
   And sure enough, a group of aliens stepped out of the foliage and into the streambed. There were about twenty of them: greeny-grey skinned, muscley brutes, dressed in leathers and scraps of metal armour. Most of them were carrying machetes. One of them was armed with a trumpet, presumably for scaring away catrons.
 
   The President squeezed into the cab. He looked out the window at the tribe of balaks, then checked his tie in the rear view mirror.
 
   ‘Sir,’ Jason said. ‘Before you go out there and get all diplomatic on those guys, why don’t you let me talk to them first. I’ve dealt with balaks before.’
 
   I’ve shot their heads off with laser rifles, mostly.
 
   ‘Sure,’ the President said, after a moment’s consideration. ‘I need a new Secretary of State. You can try out for it.’
 
   Jason opened the door and hopped down into the shallow stream. He was unarmed, and he knew the balaks were a warlike race who liked to fight.
 
   Well, he was going to give them a fight to remember …
 
   One of the aliens stepped forward to meet him. If it was the leader, it was shorter than the rest of them, but no less ugly; Jason was faced with evil red eyes and a grin of twisted teeth.
 
   It spoke to him: ‘Grabba gut wrak wron? Shrik turg!’
 
   Jason had forgotten that without alien technology, there was no way to translate what everyone was saying. He raised his palms and said, ‘Me no zelf. Me human. Me come in peace. Take me to your leader.’
 
   The balak gave a croaking laugh. ‘Brogga zork hud hud—’ It fiddled with a bangle on its wrist ‘—can see you’re no zelf. You’d already be dead if you were. What are you doing in our territory, human?’
 
   Oh good, Jason thought. We can talk properly. But even if they hadn’t been able to, he knew there was another common language between them …
 
   ‘We come to fight!’ he said, slamming his robot fist into his left palm. He tried to control a grimace—that had hurt!
 
   The balak tensed. Its companions all reached for their weapons. Jason noticed that there were more of the aliens lurking in the jungle, behind the giant leaves and roots. This could get messy if he said the wrong thing.
 
   ‘Well, we like to fight, too!’ the balak leader said with a horrible grin, ‘So you’ve come to the right place.’
 
   Jason returned the grin, and made his next move:
 
   ‘We come to fight … with you. We want to help you take the city of Perazim from the Arch Predicant.’
 
   The balak considered Jason’s words for a moment, then burst out laughing. The rest of the tribe chuckled along. ‘What makes you think we need your help, puny human?’ the balak said. ‘From where I’m standing, you need our help, or else you’d be catron food right now.’
 
   ‘Well,’ Jason said. ‘Let’s just say we have a powerful weapon at our disposal.’ He paused for a moment, remembering Brandon’s lofty ideals. ‘Well, not a weapon exactly, but something that can heal your wounded warriors. You know, like the catrons can heal themselves with their own claws.’
 
   The balak stared at Jason with renewed interest. ‘You have Catron’s Claw?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Jason said. ‘But only we can use it. In fact, only one person can use it, and he’s here with us right now.’
 
   The balak seemed even more interested. ‘You have … Brandon Walker with you?’
 
   Jason was starting to get a bit worried now. How much exactly did these wild jungle-dwelling savages know about intergalactic goings on?
 
   ‘Um … yes,’ he admitted, remembering that technically, Brandon was a zelf—mortal enemy of the balaks.
 
   ‘Well, well,’ the balak said, drooling spitting from its fat lips. ‘The princess will be very interested in meeting the human who killed her father, the king, and stole the weapon that could have won the war against the zelfs. Round up the prisoners, lads!’
 
   Jason sagged in defeat.
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ the balak said, as the other alien brutes started banging on the doors of the vehicles. ‘We treat our prisoners very well. You’ll get a nice cage, high up in the trees with plenty of fresh rainwater to drink. We give you a few nuts to keep you going, but you can often reach out and catch a squizzel to eat if you’re quick. What’s your name, human?’
 
   ‘Jason,’ he said wearily.
 
   ‘Well met, prisoner Jason. Perhaps we will meet again in the battle pits. My name is Doo.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   04—REBELS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The jungle got darker and more frightening. But that was only because the prisoners were being escorted to the balak stronghold blindfolded. As Jason trudged wearily along (they had walked seemingly for hours) his other senses took over. He could really appreciate the alien smell of the jungle now—exotic, sweet and menacing like his gran’s perfume; and all the background noises—wild animal hoots and screams—were clear and vivid.
 
   He felt hands rooting around in his pockets. ‘What’s this?’ Doo said. The balak girl was walking alongside him.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Jason replied. ‘I can’t see what you’ve got.’
 
   ‘A black flat shiny pebble.’
 
   ‘Oh, that’s my smartphone. I’ll let you keep it if you take this blindfold off.’
 
   ‘Haha. Nice try,’ Doo said. ‘What’s so smart about it?’
 
   ‘Well, you can get the internet on it. Not here, of course. And it has GPS … it can show you a map, although that probably won’t work here either. Too much tree cover, even if it could connect to alien satellites.’
 
   ‘The jungle always defeats technology,’ Doo said proudly. ‘That’s why the zelfs haven’t been able to completely wipe us out. Their laser guns are useless amongst all the mists and trees, and their armour can’t keep out the poisons and corrosive gases that the jungle produces. Much as they would like to rule the whole planet, they are struck in that walled city.’
 
   ‘We heard the zelfs enslaved the balaks,’ Jason said.
 
   ‘Trickery!’ Doo said. He heard the sound of her spitting. ‘After the disastrous plague that killed millions of us, the zelfs opened their doors and offered a truce. But after our king left the planet and got himself killed, the Arch Predicant imprisoned almost all of us. Only the princess and a small band of rebels now hold out against his rule.’
 
   Jason had been intrigued at the thought of a balak princess. In his head she was nowhere near as ugly as Doo and the other brutes. ‘I can’t wait to meet her,’ he said dryly. ‘So, do you balaks all live in a treetop village and swing about on vines all day?’
 
   Doo gave a guttural laugh. ‘Don’t be silly. If we lived up in the trees, we would be easy prey to the villaxx. They would come and rip off our arms to feed to their chicks!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Eventually, Doo tore away Jason’s blindfold. He blinked and looked around. Brandon, Kat and the two hundred or so other refugees from Earth were all standing nearby, and all they looked battered and tired but unhurt. Jason turned his attention to the structure in front of them.
 
   A fortress!
 
   In the centre of a large deforested clearing loomed a massive cylindrical stone turret. It was so tall that its top disappeared into the misty canopy above. The light from thousands of flickering torches shone from little round windows, and a great archway at ground level was so roughly-hewn that it looked like a jagged maw that threatened to devour anyone trying to enter.
 
   Jason was impressed. ‘I built a castle that looked like that out of Lego once!’
 
   Doo laughed. ‘We didn’t exactly build it.’
 
   Jason looked closer. She was right—the castle couldn’t have been built. ‘There are no joins … no bricks. Did you carve it out of solid rock?’
 
   ‘We didn’t,’ Doo said. ‘Rock termites did. Don’t worry, they’re extinct now, but the walls of this stronghold are the only thing that can withstand attacks by the biggest jungle beasts. Even dragons can’t breach them.’
 
   Jason was incredulous. ‘Dragons?’
 
   ‘Yes. We imitated the dragon’s cry to scare off the catrons. Dragons are actually vegetarians, but they’re so big and clumsy that they’ll trample anyone who gets in their way, and any structure that’s not made of stone.’
 
   This jungle was the craziest place Jason had ever been. ‘Well, let’s get inside then!’ he said urgently. ‘Take me to my cell! Or better yet, take me to these battle pits you mentioned. I’ll take you on, Doo. It will be perfect—I’ll get to give you a whupping, and impress the princess at the same time!’
 
   Doo smiled and shook her head. ‘Not yet! You can’t come inside until the princess is ready to receive you. In the meantime, you’ll stay in a tree cage, remember.’
 
   And right on cue, a collection of cages of various sizes were winched down out of the mists above. They appeared to be made of bone, and were suspended by twisted ropes of vine and creeper.
 
   ‘Doo!’ Jason shouted as he was manhandled into a cage by two big balak guards. She turned back to look at him.
 
   ‘This princess? Is she hot?’
 
   Doo laughed and turned away.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Five hours later, Jason woke up. It was quite comfortable lying on the cage’s carpet of earth, leaves and general mulch. The gentle movement as the cage swung to and fro had rocked him to sleep. He had dreamed happy dreams, of jungles twinkling with alien fireflies, and beautiful green-skinned princesses.
 
   ‘I can’t believe that you can sleep at a time like this!’ Kat said. She was sitting by the bars, her legs dangling out over the edge. ‘We should be thinking up an escape plan.’
 
   ‘A soldier can’t operate at full functionality without rest and recuperation,’ Jason said. ‘Anyway, I do have an escape plan, but we need to wait until the right moment to execute it. Did you come up with anything?’
 
   ‘Yes!’ Kat said. ‘I thought we could start rocking the cage back and forth, until it swings up at this angle’—she flipped her fingers horizontal—‘and then we grab onto the bottom of one of the other cages and … um, that’s as far as I planned.’
 
   Brandon was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the cage. He looked like he was meditating. ‘The cages seem to be made of bone. I could use the bionoids to break down the calcium and carbon structures, then the cages would dissolve.’
 
   Jason stuck his head out between the bars and looked down. They were so high up he couldn’t even see the jungle floor. ‘Forget both your crazy plans,’ he said. ‘Our best bet is to get onside with these balaks.’
 
   ‘Yeah, because your negotiations went so well last time,’ Kat said archly.
 
   ‘Not to mention the fact that we’ve brought along the very thing that wiped out half their population twenty years ago,’ Brandon said. ‘They’re going to want to destroy it, and maybe us as well.’
 
   ‘Just give me one last shot with this balak princess,’ Jason said. ‘She’s got to be the least ugly of all these creatures, right? I’ll just turn on the Jason Brown charm and she’ll be putty in my hands!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After a few more hours of (literally) hanging around, the cages were lowered to the jungle floor, and everyone was herded up and funnelled towards the fortress entrance. They were nudged along a twisted path that led past spiked pits, bubbling pools of pink swamp water, and bare patches of dirt that didn’t look particularly dangerous, but Jason guessed they were rigged with some nasty booby traps designed to surprise invaders.
 
   Once through the open mouth of the main entrance, they found themselves in a maze of twisting tunnels. The ancient rock termites had burrowed in all directions, and the path twisted up and down—sometimes almost vertically—as well as seemingly round in circles.
 
   Jason was trying to remember the route for later, but he was distracted when the President fell in beside him.
 
   ‘Jake!’
 
   ‘It’s Jason,’ he muttered.
 
   ‘Jason. I’m sorry. You’d think I’d be able to remember the names of every human left alive. After all, there are only a couple hundred of us.’
 
   ‘Yep,’ Jason agreed as they walked. ‘Extinction is breathing down our necks. I bet this is how the last dinosaurs felt as the cavemen lured them towards the cooking fires.’
 
   Behind him, he heard Brandon frantically coughing for some reason.
 
   The President didn’t seem to notice. ‘We’ll get through this, I promise. You did a good job talking to them earlier, Jason, but let me handle it from here. I’ve met hundreds of heads of state, including your queen when I visited the UK. I know how to deal with royalty.’
 
   The President ran his hand through his hair and smoothed down his suit. It was creased and crumpled after a night spent sleeping in a cage. His left hand was bandaged up from where he had picked up a cut in the jungle.
 
   ‘I’ll deal with the princess,’ Jason insisted. ‘You see Brandon about that cut. The plants are poisonous here, remember.’
 
   ‘I will,’ the President said. ‘Just as soon as I’ve made sure that we’re not going to be treated to a royal beheading. That would be much worse than a cut.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ Jason said, relenting. ‘It’s your turn then. But I’m telling you—smooth talking isn’t going to work here. These balaks respect only one thing: strength and war!’
 
   They emerged from the tunnels into a vast open space at the centre of the fort. The rock termite nest must have been hollow, like a cylinder, because there was no roof above them. Green stuff like ivy covered the walls, sprouting glowing yellow plants. They appeared to have caught and absorbed sunlight high above them and were now emitting it down here, way below the jungle canopy.
 
   The light lit up a crowd of hundreds of balaks. They filled stone terraces and gathered around tunnel entrances that surrounded the space like boxes at a theatre. They looked like a crowd filled with eager expectation for a show.
 
   The humans stood in a huddle in the very centre of the balak lair, facing a stone dais that was furnished with just one thing: a blocky black granite throne.
 
   The balaks made them wait a while longer. Jason kicked his heels and examined the ground in order to avoid catching the curious gazes of the spectators. He turned up something that looked like a clod of blood that had been hidden under fresh dirt.
 
   This wasn’t a throne room.
 
   It was an arena!
 
   Harsh, ugly horns sounded, and somewhere within the tunnels a great booming drum began to beat. A group of a dozen massive balaks piled out, dressed from head to toe in plate mail armour and carrying massive battle axes. They lined up either side of the throne and, as one, bellowed out an introduction:
 
   ‘All kneel for our ruler, daughter of King Grook, High Priestess of the great god Zaal, and Defender of the Endless Jungle … Her Royal Highness Princess Doogla!’
 
   The woman who stepped out and sat on the throne was also wearing armour, and a fearsome headdress decorated with violently coloured bird feathers.
 
   But it was still the same girl Jason had promised to wrestle into submission in the battle pits. It was Doo.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   05—DIPLOMACY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason was furious. There was nothing that angered him more, or that was more likely to send his brain spinning in confusion, than being duped. It went against every belief and value he held onto in life: namely, dealing with people and problems in a straightforward (some might say simple) and upfront way. He tried to think of some reason why Doo—or Princess Doogla, as she now seemed to be called—would want to keep her identity hidden from them at first. To avoid making herself a target, he figured, when she wasn’t surrounded by walls and guards. Yeah, Jason could accept that; he could respect that.
 
   ‘Prisoners of the balaks,’ Doo intoned in a serious voice. ‘You have crashed your starship in our jungle, destroying ancient trees that are sacred to our god Zaal. But as well as this, you have brought with you the terrible weapon that was responsible for the deaths of millions of balaks. Such crimes are not even worthy of trial; judgement will be swift and final: you will all be executed in the name of Za—’
 
   The President stepped forward quickly to interject, but Brandon was even faster—he presented himself to the princess with a sword in his hand. It took Jason a moment to work out that he had made it out of the bionoids; the billions of nanoscopic robots had the power to coalesce and form solid objects.
 
   Brandon tossed the sword at Doo’s feet, then knelt down in front of her. ‘You want Catron’s Claw?’ he said to her. ‘Take it then. Pick it up, and then go ahead and execute me already.’
 
   Jason caught his sister’s eye. She was trying to hide a smile. Jason rolled his eyes at her. More trickery! Brandon was just as bad as Doo.
 
   She fell for it, however. The princess rose from her throne and picked up the sword. Brandon didn’t risk waiting for her to take a swing (although that would have been quite cool, Jason thought); he just raised his head and stared down the princess as the sword dissolved into thin air in her hands.
 
   The hundreds of balaks surrounding the arena were hooting and cheering. Either they were simply enjoying the show, or they liked to see their princess challenged.
 
   The sword reformed in Brandon’s hand. ‘Only I can wield this,’ he told the princess. ‘And I won’t let you—’
 
   He fell to the ground senseless as a big balak guard came up behind him and knocked on his skull with the flat of an axe blade. The crowd whooped even louder as Doo picked up the sword once more and raised it above her head in triumph.
 
   Jason started to get worried. With Brandon senseless, they lost the advantage that the bionoids gave them in any situation. Oh well, it was all down to him now …
 
   Kat was at Brandon’s side. ‘How dare you blame us for all your woes!’ she shouted at the princess. ‘Never mind your precious jungle; we were millions of light years away, minding our own business, until your king came and laid waste to our whole planet. Well, Brandon killed him, and if you do anything to Brandon then I’ll kill you!’
 
   The princess swished Catron’s Claw in an arc in front of her. ‘Choose your weapon then,’ she said. ‘I have mine!’
 
   Jason was about to jump forward and sock Doo with his bionic fist, but the President put a hand on his shoulder. ‘My turn, remember?’ he said, before putting himself between Doo and Kat.
 
   ‘What’s your weapon, human?’ Doo asked him.
 
   ‘Words,’ the President said.
 
   The audience laughed. Doo swished her sword again. ‘This should be a fun fight then.’
 
   ‘It will be a bloodless one,’ the President said. ‘Back on my home planet, I instigated diplomatic relations with some of my country’s most fearsome historic adversaries. Iran, Cuba … oh, you won’t have heard of them, and they’re all so much dust now, but the point that if you try, then you can get along with even your worst enemies. You don’t have to fight us; you don’t even have to fight the zelfs.’
 
   The princess looked put out. ‘We’ve been fighting the zelfs for thousands of years. We enjoy fighting them!’
 
   ‘And you can be at peace within a generation,’ the President promised. ‘Talk to the zelfs. I’ll advise you on what to say. After years of fighting, I guarantee you’ll surprise them, if nothing else. You have the resources of the jungle to offer them, in exchange for the technology of their city.’
 
   ‘They already have balak slaves burning the jungle and digging up the mountains,’ Doo grumbled. ‘They don’t need our permission. They’d never go along with anything that made it look like we were equal to them in the eyes of Zaal. And talking makes us look weak.’
 
   ‘Negotiation is definitely not a weak response,’ the President insisted. ‘Especially if you ratchet up the pressure on the zelfs with threat of unleashing Catron’s Claw.’
 
   ‘Bran would never agree to that!’ Kat said.
 
   ‘I know that,’ the President said, ‘but the zelfs don’t.’
 
   Even more trickery! Jason was itching to cut through all this nonsense with a simpler solution. But there was something that had been bugging him for a while now. ‘Why aren’t you queen?’ he asked, interrupting the intellectual discussion.
 
   Doo turned to him. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Why aren’t you queen? Your dad, the balak king, got squished after falling from the top of his spaceship to the bottom. So doesn’t that mean you get upgraded from princess to queen?’
 
   Doo shook her head. ‘My brother was the heir. He is now king.’
 
   Jason looked around. ‘So where is he?’
 
   ‘The Arch Predicant has him held hostage.’
 
   Jason made an incredulous face. ‘So what are we all doing hanging around chatting? If you let us off the hook for crashing into your jungle and all that business with the bionoids—so not our fault, by the way—then we can help you break into the city, rescue your bro and take down the Arch Predicant at the same time. Come on, Doo, the zelfs are the common enemy here, and if we combine all our skills and equipment then we have a pretty good shot.’
 
   The President shook his head. ‘An extraction mission would severely undermine negotiations. And an assassination mission would destroy negotiations for good. Let me go and talk to the Arch Predicant. I’ll get him to release your brother. In exchange, we can turn the threat of the bionoids into an offer of aid. Brandon’s powers can benefit everybody on this planet, just like he always wanted.’
 
   It was Kat who objected to this plan. ‘Bran wanted the bionoids to help those who deserve it, not some jumped up tyrant like this Arch Predicant! I’m with Jase. I say we take the fight to the city—to Perazim!’
 
   The President waited a few moments before replying. He was too skilled a politician to get drawn into an argument. Instead, he turned back to the princess and simply said, ‘Talk. Fewer people will die.’
 
   ‘Fight!’ Jason countered. ‘Balaks are still going to die out in the jungle while you are sitting on your arses banging out peace treaties.’
 
   He held Doo’s gaze. He could see she was struck by his words. The only question was, would her pride let her be swayed by either him or the President when she had already passed judgement on them?
 
   She sat back down on her throne. ‘Neither talking nor secret missions have been the balak way,’ she said. ‘Only all-out war. But our numbers are dwindling; we are being slowly worn down by the zelfs, and our jungles are being eroded. Perhaps we do need to find a new path …’
 
   Jason could tell she was laying this out for the benefit of the balaks watching, rather than the humans standing nervously before her. The balak audience had fallen silent, and now everyone in the arena was waiting on the decision of the princess.
 
   How old was she, anyway? Jason couldn’t see past the tough skin and the ugly, alien features … but there was something about the way she moved and talked. He guessed she was barely out of her teens, or whatever the alien equivalent was on this planet.
 
   And she had no advisors or courtiers either. The grim, armoured guards didn’t look like they’d be much help in matters of state and the running of the realm. Jason started to wonder how she managed to rule her people without her father and brother’s help. He almost started to feel a little sorry for her.
 
   ‘This is a choice that I cannot make alone,’ she admitted. ‘It is true that sooner or later, even our home here in the heart of the jungle will no longer be safe from the zelfs. We need to do something, and it is possible that Zaal himself sent these creatures … these humans … to show us the way.’
 
   There was a rising murmur of excitement in the crowd. It was as if they somehow knew what was coming. Kat turned to Jason. ‘Does this make us the Zaal equivalent of Mary and Joseph?’
 
   Doo stood up from her throne and raised her sword. ‘But which messenger to follow? There is only one way to know for sure. We will let Zaal decide!’
 
   The crowd erupted, standing up on the terraces and cheering and howling. Jason looked slowly around the arena; he almost expected the terrible god to make an appearance from one of the many tunnel entrances.
 
   Then he realised.
 
   He turned back to Doo. ‘So I finally get to fight you,’ he said. ‘This should be interesting.’
 
   She flashed him a wicked smile. ‘Fight—yes. Interesting—extremely! Fight me? Oh, no … there is only one way to determine which of your two plans is the best. You must fight your President …’
 
   She paused and held his gaze before delivering her final decree:
 
   ‘… to the death!’
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   Jason examined the array of weapons in front of him: a long dagger with a bone handle, an axe that appeared to be made of glittering iron, and a warhammer with a stone head that looked so heavy you’d have a job picking it up again after swinging it.
 
   Well, any normal person might. Jason hefted the hammer with his robotic arm and practiced a few moves. He was in a small antechamber, where he had been allowed an unspecified amount of time to prepare for the forthcoming trial by combat. In the arena, a band was playing—a horrible, discordant trumpeting that did nothing to calm Jason’s nerves.
 
   Kat appeared, squeezing past the two guards standing at the chamber entrance. She looked worried and frightened, but tried to hide it. ‘So, how’s the strategy working out then?’
 
   Jason scowled. ‘The plan is still to get to Perazim. The city is the only safe place on this crazy planet. Or at least it will be, if I can persuade Doo and the balaks to help us take down the Arch Predicant. All I have to do is—’
 
   ‘Kill the President?’ Kat finished for him.
 
   Jason shook his head vehemently. ‘No way. Let me worry about that when I get out there. Maybe if I can beat him, the balaks will be satisfied with a show of mercy. How’s Brandon doing, anyway?’
 
   ‘He’s fine,’ Kat said. ‘He’s awake now. The balaks are making sure that he won’t use the bionoids to influence the fight, though’
 
   ‘How are they doing that?’
 
   ‘By getting Bran drunk on jungle juice.’
 
   Jason laughed. ‘You should be with him. He’ll need someone to hold his hair while he kneels over the toilet pit.’
 
   Kat bristled. ‘I’m not his nurse! Anyway, Hewson is guarding him. I thought I’d be more use supporting you.’ She picked up the axe. ‘Hey, look at this. The head’s made of meteoric iron, if I’m not mistaken! Remember examining this stuff in Doctor Kang’s lab at school?’
 
   Just before our first ever encounter with the balaks! ‘I remember,’ Jason said. ‘Look, Sis, I appreciate you trying to help, but there’s not much you can do right now.’
 
   ‘Oh, don’t be silly,’ Kat said. ‘We need to decide what’s going to happen if you get your ass handed to you by the President in the arena. It’ll be on me to avenge you, Gem, all our parents and everyone on Earth … and I’m not going to be able to do that while Brandon and the President take a generation to bang out peace terms.’
 
   ‘It’s not going to come to that, Kat,’ Jason said. ‘I’m not going to die!’
 
   ‘Alright then,’ she said. ‘In that case you’re going to need me around to make sure you don’t get us all killed later on anyway, on some mad suicide mission. So I’ll go to go see the President instead and ask him what I can do in his place if he loses today.’
 
   ‘You’re my sister, not my conscience!’ Jason said, but Kat had already left.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Jason stepped out into the arena at the same time that the President did on the opposite side. Balak guards moved in to block off their escape routes; there was nothing for the two combatants to do but stroll across the dirt to meet each other at the dead centre of the balak stronghold.
 
   Jason scanned the crowd as he walked. Doo was on her throne, and Kat was on a smaller seat next to her. They were chatting happily away, and both gave him a friendly wave. What the hell?
 
   Brandon was sat on Doo’s other side, his head down in his hands, Hewson standing guard over him. The President’s wife and kids were there too, all three of them looking solemn. The hundreds of other balaks watching marked Jason and the President’s every step with a slow hand clap.
 
   The President had removed his jacket, and faced Jason dressed in a sweat-stained white shirt and grey trousers. He held a knife in one hand; his other was still bandaged up. The President was a tall, lean man; Jason was just as tall, but almost twice as well-built.
 
   ‘Go easy on me, kid,’ the President said. ‘Don’t make it look too one-sided.’ He gritted his teeth, and Jason saw him clench and unclench his injured hand. Green slime was leaking from the bandage.
 
   ‘Should have got that seen to earlier,’ Jason said. ‘I’m going to feel bad about whupping someone with a handicap.’
 
   The President smiled wryly. ‘I was too busy trying to save the human race.’
 
   Jason!
 
   The voice was in his head. It could only have been one person.
 
   Brandon? he thought back.
 
   Yeah. It’s me. Do you need any help?
 
   Jason glanced up towards the throne. Brandon was still doing a good job of pretending to still be drunk.
 
   You can treat the President’s hand. Looks like he picked up a pretty bad infection in the jungle.
 
   There was a pause. Wait. You want me to help the person who you’re about to fight to the death?
 
   Nobody’s going to be fighting anyone to the death, Brandon, Jason replied. Just do what you do and help him!
 
   There was no time for any more chit chat. Princess Doogla stood up and addressed the arena. ‘These travellers from another world wreaked havoc on our jungles, but Zaal must have brought them to us for a reason. They offer us two new solutions to end our eternal war with the zelfs. But which to follow? Only Zaal can show us the way!’
 
   She clapped her hands.
 
   Jason and the President were in no doubt as to what that clap signified. They began to circle each other warily.
 
   ‘So what are we going to do?’ Jason said as he lazily twisted his wrist and spun his axe around. ‘Here’s my idea: I’ll hit you, pretty hard but not that hard, and you submit and agree to go along with my plan to infiltrate the city.’
 
   The President shook his head. ‘Sorry, Jason. I can’t do that. The balaks won’t accept anything but a conclusive victory here today. And besides, I could never go along with your plan. War is not the answer.’
 
   Jason hopped closer to his opponent. ‘Oh, come on!’ he hissed. ‘You’ve authorised assassination missions before. Remember that Bin Laden guy—the Arch Predicant must be ten times worse than him.’
 
   As if to underline his point, Jason swung out with his axe and bashed the President on the shoulder with the flat of the blade.
 
   The President rubbed at the bruise. ‘Bin Laden was a friendless fugitive on the run, not the leader of a powerful, technologically advanced civilisation. Killing the Arch Predicant will unleash more problems than it will solve. I’ll show you—hit me again.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Hit me again,’ the President ordered.
 
   Jason whirled his axe, and then proceeded to jab the President unexpectedly in the head with his free fist.
 
   Or at least he tried to. With the fluidity of a professional boxer, the President bent his legs and slipped the punch. He then countered with a left hook, followed by a right cross. Jason ended up flat on his back in the dirt.
 
   The crowd howled and jeered as he got to his feet. Jason rubbed his aching jaw. ‘What were you trying to show me again?’
 
   ‘That even a politician benefits from spending an hour a day training with his Special Forces security team,’ the President said with a savage grin. ‘No, what I really wanted to show you was that violence breeds violence. Whichever one of us wins this fight will carry not only cuts and bruises, but the emotional scars for the rest of his life. Are you strong enough to bear those scars? Are you strong enough to take a life?’
 
   Yes! Jason thought. I shot Dravid Karkor at point blank range. I shot Liam, on board the Proteus … but then he was already as good as dead, infected by the thanamorphs …
 
   A sudden realisation hit Jason. ‘I wasn’t going to kill you … but you would kill me, if that’s what it takes to make the balaks go along with your peace talks.’
 
   The President nodded. ‘My job is to live with tough sacrifices like that.’
 
   And with that, he launched a sudden new assault, and this time the President wasn’t afraid to use the blade of his knife. Jason soon found himself leaking blood from cuts on his shoulders and chest.
 
   Brandon! He sent the message through the space between them. Forget helping him; help me now!
 
   There was no immediate response. Jason blocked another flurry of knife strikes with his robotic arm. Sparks flew as the blade scored across his metal forearm.
 
   ‘Brandon!’ Jason found himself gasping out loud.
 
   ‘Your friend can’t help you now,’ the President said, wiping the sweat from his face. ‘You’re not the only one who can talk to him with your mind. I managed to persuade him to stay out of this fight.’
 
   Jason couldn’t believe it. But when he looked up towards the throne, he saw Brandon give him a grim nod as if to confirm the truth. Of course, Brandon would always choose the peaceful option … he would always support the President. But even at the expense of the life of his friend?! Jason could hardly believe it.
 
   There was only one way out of this awful situation. He had to act fast, before he ended up getting killed himself by a wrong move, a twist of fate, or another deception by the President. So he lashed out in a sudden anger-fuelled attack, hurling his axe at the President’s head.
 
   The axe missed, but the President stumbled getting out of the way. And as he rose up again, he walked straight into Jason’s right hook …
 
   … his bionic right hook.
 
   Jason could hardly believe his own strength. It felt like just a touch, but when he looked at his hand, and down at the ground, there was blood everywhere.
 
   And Barack Obama, the forty-forth (and final) President of the United States of America, lay dead at his feet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   07—SPOILS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two bonfires burned that night. The balaks laid red bamboo around the President’s funeral pyre, which burned brilliantly, gave off clouds of greasy black smoke, and scorched nostrils with an evil tang. The other fire was for Gem, whose body had been brought from the wreck of the Majestic. For her, the balaks chose bloodapple wood, which burned clean and soft-scented.
 
   What difference did it make? Jason thought. They both died fighting. Why shouldn’t Gem get a fierce warrior’s funeral too? He walked up to the pyres, pulled a log from the President’s woodpile and hurled it onto Gem’s. Doo fixed him with a curious look as he walked back to rejoin the others, but she didn’t comment.
 
   Jason stood back between Brandon and Kat. They were all friends again now. Jason had mistook Brandon’s apparent support for the President in the arena. The battle had been one that Jason had never been in danger of losing.
 
   ‘The poison from his cut had entered his heart,’ Brandon had said afterwards. ‘It was too late to save him with the bionoids. Or, at least, it was beyond my current skill and the bionoids’ current programming. I scanned the President’s entire body earlier though; I can learn from his death …’
 
   The President had indeed spoken to Brandon during the fight, but only to tell him that there was no need to help Jason win. The President knew that he was going to die anyway, so there was only one thing left for him to do: let Jason beat him in a convincing manner, so that the balaks would never doubt that he was Zaal’s chosen one.
 
   Oh, and if the President could teach Jason a thing or two about the consequences of violence, then that was a bonus. Jason had felt sick and stunned at the outcome of the fight, and that feeling was still with him now, even after learning the truth.
 
   ‘… memory enough to hold the contents of an entire human brain, let alone the President’s brain,’ Brandon was waffling on as they stared into the flames. ‘But I pushed the bionoids to their limit and did what I could before Jason whacked the guy—’
 
   ‘Bran, shut up!’ Kat said, elbowing him in the ribs.
 
   They stood in silence for the rest of the funeral. It went on for what seemed like hours, and Jason even began to get a little bored. But the President’s staff, guard and family were showing discipline, so it was the least he could do to stay still.
 
   The First Lady read one of her husband’s favourite poems, then Kat followed that up with a reading from the script of one of Gem’s favourite films: Titanic. The balaks banged heavy drums, the President’s guard let off a five-gun salute, and then it was all over.
 
   Princess Doogla stepped before the dying embers of the funeral pyres. ‘The heroes have been sent to the hall of Zaal, to fight and feast for eternity. Tomorrow, we will fight, too, and put an end to the tyranny that threatens our people and our jungle!’
 
   She paused … and then grinned. ‘But tonight, we put all of that aside and welcome our new friends …with music, mead and merry-making!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   An hour later, Jason was drunk. The Moonhoney Mead they had started out with had only served to whet his appetite. Brandon had suggested they snaffle a few kegs of jungle juice, and then the party had really got started. Now, under the lights of glowing multi-coloured flowers, he bumped from one reveller to another, shaking hands, hugging and kissing balaks, humans, men and women alike.
 
   He stumbled past Lieutenant Hewson, who was sitting on a log, watching the party from the sidelines. ‘Jason,’ the MI Zero agent said. ‘Sit down for a moment and take a few breaths.’
 
   ‘Yes, dad!’ Jason slurred sarcastically, but he did as he was told. He found that when he sat still, the world spun and blurred around him.
 
   ‘Good funeral,’ Hewson said. ‘It’s not often you get to be at the funeral of someone so important.’
 
   He waited a beat. ‘Gem was a great agent.’
 
   Jason smiled. He looked over at the man sitting next to him, and sobered up a little himself when he noticed that Hewson was awake and alert, and had his hand resting on his pistol holster.
 
   ‘Thank you for looking out for us all this time,’ Jason said seriously. ‘I forget sometimes that you must have lost friends and family back on Earth too.’
 
   ‘Not really,’ Hewson said. ‘I had no family. I was committed to my job. That’s why they invited me to join MI Zero, I guess—they knew I’d take the task seriously. Protecting humanity from aliens; people would have laughed if I had ever been allowed to tell anyone what I did. Well, look how it turned out. My job is still to protect humanity, but now we are a few hundred, and aliens in their millions are all around us.’
 
   They sat in silence for a while. Jason knew that Hewson would die to protect him, Kat and Brandon. He made a silent promise not to get into too many more crazy, dangerous situations … although he knew as soon as he made it that it was a promise he wasn’t going to be able to keep.
 
   Jason could see Kat with a group of kids and teenagers—children of the crew of the Majestic, and the President’s daughters. They were all dancing to the balak drums and horns. Brandon wasn’t with them, though; he was sitting alone in the shadows, and Jason knew he was lost in his own world with the bionoids. Brandon and Kat’s relationship was doomed, Jason realised suddenly. His sister was a little bit of a geek, he knew, but she was more like her brother than she was like her boyfriend. Brandon Walker was one of those people who would always be alone in the world.
 
   It was amazing how alcohol made you see the world in such a profound way! Jason stood up. He wobbled on his heels for a moment, and then someone took his hand before he fell over.
 
   It was Doo.
 
   ‘Dance,’ she commanded.
 
   ‘Dance?’ Jason said. ‘Oh no no nooooooooo. Sorry Doo, I don’t dance. I tried it once and ended up knocking three people unconscious. Let me buy you a drink instead. What do you use for money here in the jungle? I picked up these three nuts off the floor earlier…’
 
   He trailed off. Doo was staring at him. Most of the nearby balaks were staring at him. ‘You have to dance,’ Doo said. ‘The tribe expect it.’
 
   Jason was confused. ‘They expect me to dance? I thought they expected me to be a great warrior who will lead them victorious in battle against the Arch Predicant.’
 
   ‘You’ve already proved that you are a great warrior,’ Doo reminded him. ‘The tribe now expect you to claim the spoils of war.’
 
   Jason literally grabbed his own head to stop it drunkenly spinning. He looked down at Hewson, who had an amused smile on his face.
 
   ‘The spoils of war?’ Jason repeated, turning back to the princess. ‘Do you mean … you?’
 
   Doo nodded. ‘It’s a tradition in our tribe that goes back centuries. Royal princesses are always given to the greatest warriors. It would bring terrible bad luck down on us if we ignored Zaal’s wishes. It would be an inauspicious start to tomorrow’s mission if we are not wed by the morning!’
 
   Jason’s sobriety suddenly went into reverse, and Doo had to catch him as he swooned, stumbled and almost passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   08—VOWS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason adjusted his tie in the mirror. A US marine had lent him the shirt, which was still fairly clean. There had been no time to wash it. The tie was blue and had belonged to the President, whose family had asked Jason to wear it.
 
   ‘Okay, I’m done,’ Jason said. ‘That’ll have to do. My fingers started going numb on the fiftieth attempt. I swear, this is the last time I’m ever wearing a tie.’
 
   Brandon flicked his fingers and the mirror dissolved from in front of Jason’s face. ‘You should be wearing a red one,’ Brandon said.
 
   Jason ran his hair through his buzz cut. At least he didn’t need a stylist. ‘Why?’ he asked, kneeling down to polish his Doc Martens with a bit of spit.
 
   ‘I read it once. The President always used to wear a blue tie when he was entering peace talks. But when he wanted to assert his authority, he always wore a red tie. You want to show you are the dominant partner in this relationship, don’t you?’
 
   Jason sighed. ‘I think that horse has flown. It’s a shame you can’t use the bionoids to rewind us back in time, so we can replay this thing again. The President wouldn’t have to die … and I wouldn’t have to get married to an orc!’
 
   Brandon rubbed his chin. ‘Well …’
 
   ‘I was joking,’ Jason said. ‘Don’t tell me that it’s possible. The bionoids aren’t that powerful, are they?’
 
   ‘By themselves, no,’ Brandon said. ‘But remember the time-travelling possibilities of a fast spaceship. The superluminal drive that got us here probably uses warp technology rather than simple speed, because nothing can actually go faster than the speed of light, but …’
 
   Jason stood like a statue. For once, he tried to concentrate on what Brandon was saying. It took all of his willpower and energy.
 
   ‘… but if we could get to, say, ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine percent of the speed of light, just a year in space would mean five hundred years pass here on Corroza. If we used the bionoids to slow down our bodily functions to compensate, we could go for a spin around the galaxy for what would seem like only a few minutes, but when we come back everything will have changed. The Arch Predicant will be long dead and gone. We could steal a ship in Perazim and simply skip over this war if we wanted to!’
 
   ‘That’s not proper time travel,’ Jason argued. ‘That’s called evading responsibilities. I’m not going to give the Arch Predicant the satisfaction of dying in a comfy bed of old age.’
 
   ‘It was just a thought,’ Brandon said. ‘I want to stay here too and help out with all the injuries that people are going to be picking up in this war of yours! But if things go wrong and we need a quick escape plan …’
 
   ‘Might be worth bearing in mind if I ever want a divorce,’ Jason said. ‘Now, have you got the rings?’
 
   Brandon held out his palm. The rings were beautiful: thin, strong and shining like silver. They had been formed out of some of the bionoids.
 
   ‘I’ve made a necklace for Kat, and a bracelet for Hewson, too,’ Brandon said. ‘We’ll all be linked through the bionoids, so we can talk to each other wherever we are.’
 
   ‘One big happy family,’ Jason said. ‘Alright, let’s go and do this thing. Take me to church!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Three miles out from the stronghold, an ancient temple to Zaal fought a losing battle with the jungle. Enormous building blocks lay strewn about, wrapped up tightly by vines and creepers. The only untouched relic was a twenty-foot-tall statue of Zaal—a horned monstrosity with the strange combination of a heavily muscled chest and arms and a saggy pot belly.
 
   Even the grass around the statue refused to grow. ‘I bet some balaks creep out here every night to do a bit of gardening,’ Brandon said as he and Jason stood at the feet of the statue, waiting for Jason’s bride to arrive.
 
   Jason was too apprehensive to reply. Above the dark, midnight jungle a powerful storm was making a racket. Storms on Corroza were immense, and the trees shook and the ground shuddered with every blast of thunder. The balaks seemed to think that this was a good omen, though. Jason hated to imagine what a bad omen looked like.
 
   Kat worked her way towards them through the gathering congregation. She stopped every five steps to issues orders to a balak usher or a human marine in ceremonial dress. She waved the guests clear as an MTV rolled through and parked up near the statue, turning on its lighting rig to illuminate the proceedings. Jason blinked in the harsh light. He wasn’t too happy being the centre of attention while Kat ran around issuing orders instead of him.
 
   ‘TESTING ONE TWO THREE,’ Kat said into a mic. Across the clearing, Hewson had set up a PA. Kat’s voice belted out louder than the storm and everyone clapped their hands to their ears.
 
   ‘OH SOrry,’ Kat said, lowering the mic. ‘That system is actually a sonic cannon, used for crowd dispersal. How are you feeling, Jase?  Ready?’
 
   Of course I’m not ready! I’m only fifteen!
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ he said.
 
   I’ve never even touched a girl before … at least, not with her permission.
 
   ‘Good,’ Kat said. ‘Just remember, this is the sort of thing you have to do in the name of peace and intergalactic relations. Like the Pres, you have to make sacrifices for the common good.’
 
   ‘Are you saying that Doo isn’t good enough for me?’ Jason challenged.
 
   Kat’s smile was wiped off her face. ‘No! No, I just thought … erm … I’m just talking crap, really!’
 
   Jason tried to hide his grin. This was how you won battles—by never admitting weakness or defeat.
 
   ‘Bring it on,’ he muttered under his breath as he scanned the ruins for any sign of his intended.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Drums rolled. Thunder rolled. Lightning flashed so bright that it filtered down through the canopy and floodlit the temple. In the brief flash, Jason spotted Doo emerge from behind a broken down colonnade. She wore a dress of vivid birds’ feathers, and a crown of twisted flowers.
 
   Out in the jungle, an alien animal roared.
 
   And suddenly Doo was running. Humans and balaks cheered and screamed as she hurtled towards her groom.
 
   Steady on! Jason thought. He braced himself to catch her, but she pulled up short at the last moment.
 
   ‘Dragons!’ she gasped, as the creature roared again out in the darkness. She looked confused and distressed. ‘Yet … yet that’s impossible—it’s their mating season, and they migrate to the lakes at this time of year—’
 
   ‘They’re coming!’ Brandon confirmed, clearly seeing something through the bionoids that the others could not. ‘Something big is coming, anyway. And I can sense … zelfs. I can feel their thoughts, their cruelty and … their pleasure …’
 
   Two dragons cried out simultaneously.
 
   ‘They’re torturing them,’ Brandon said. ‘Driving them in our direction!’
 
   Panic started to spread through the crowd, but nobody seemed to know which direction to run. The dragon cries seemed to come from all around.
 
   Jason turned to Brandon. ‘Kill them!’
 
   ‘Kill them?’ Brandon shook his head. ‘I can’t affect dragon DNA …’
 
   ‘Not the dragons. The zelfs!’
 
   Brandon hesitated. ‘No,’ he said.
 
   ‘Kill them!’ Jason shouted. ‘That’s an ord—’
 
   ‘Too late!’ Kat said, pushing between them and breaking up their confrontation. Across the clearing, three gigantic beasts stepped out of the trees. They were twice as tall as the statue of Zaal—twice as tall as a house—and although they were clearly some kind of reptilian dinosaur type creature, the first thing that crossed Jason’s mind was that they looked like humungous featherless chickens: as ugly as anything, and with wide splayed out clawed feet and a frightening hooked beak.
 
   They stampeded around the ruins of the temple, frightened and confused, and panicking as they tripped over the broken-down walls, and bashed into crumbling stone columns. Without even meaning to, the dragons crushed several people to death underfoot.
 
   And then when one of them got itself trapped between a high wall and a group of equally-frightened balaks, all hell broke loose.
 
   The dragon bent low and unleashed a jet of blue flame, like the discharge of a blowtorch. More than twenty balaks were burned to a crisp in an instant.
 
   Jason recognised when it was time for a route. ‘Get out of here now!’ he shouted to the others, as a chicken-slash-dragon stumbled close, tripping over and colliding with the statue of Zaal. The towering jungle god rocked back and forth for a moment, then came crashing to the ground and broke up into several pieces.
 
   Seconds later, another dragon crushed the MTV that held the lighting rig, and the clearing was plunged into a shadowy darkness, lit only by a few glowing plants and struggling flames that had managed to take hold despite the rain.
 
   Jason held on to Doo’s hand, and together they crashed through the jungle. Brandon and Kat were lost in the chaos and confusion, and soon everything—the sound of the screams, the light of the dragonfire and the shaking of the ground—were lost too, as Jason and Doo were swallowed by the impenetrable jungle.
 
   Jason realised that Doo was pulling him along; she was way stronger, faster and more sure-footed in the jungle than he was. And she could evidently see where they were going, so Jason daren’t let go of her hand. It took all of his remaining energy to keep up with her, and when she eventually stopped, he fell to the ground wheezing and groaning.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When enough time had passed for Jason to feel they weren’t in any immediate danger, he broke the silence.
 
   ‘Well, that was the most exciting thing I’ve seen at a wedding since uncle Dave’s, where my nan broke her hip dancing to Britney Spears.’
 
   He waited for a response. It was pitch black wherever they were, but it felt closed-in. There was a tree root at his back. They were in a hole in the ground, or in a tree trunk, he guessed. In the almost total silence he thought he could hear Doo quietly sobbing.
 
   ‘My people,’ she sniffed. ‘Every one of their lives was my responsibility, and I failed them. We should never have left the stronghold.’
 
   Jason groped about and put an arm around Doo’s shoulders. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s not your fault. You didn’t kill your people; the zelfs did. It’s going to happen. We’re at war!’
 
   ‘They were guest at our wedding, not soldiers!’
 
   ‘Innocent bystanders get killed,’ Jason shrugged. ‘Casualties of war … collateral damage … er, I’m not helping much, am I?’
 
   This whole conversation was getting uncomfortable. Where the hell was Brandon and the others? Jason felt his own fingers for the bionoid ring that would let him talk to his friends. Then he remembered—Brandon still had the rings. He was supposed to hand them over during the ceremony.
 
   ‘But the worst thing,’ Doo said in a low voice, ‘is that Zaal seems to have deserted us. Do you know the history of the war between the balaks and the zelfs?’
 
   ‘No,’ Jason said. ‘I don’t even know much about human history. I used to sleep in Mister Fisher’s lessons.’
 
   ‘Three thousand years ago, the balaks were the most powerful tribe on Corroza. Zaal gave us strength. The zelfs had no gods; they were weak, disorganised and fractured. We were always beating them down, stealing their food and lands.’
 
   ‘Ha. Nice,’ Jason grunted.
 
   ‘But then the first Arch Predicant rose up and united the zelfs,’ Doo went on. ‘And how did he do that? By stealing our god for his own ends, naming himself a prophet and uniting the zelfs to crush us as heretics.’
 
   Jason listened patiently. This was the point where, if this were a video game, he would usually press skip cutscene.
 
   ‘The Arch Predicant dictated that statues and idols of Zaal were forbidden—probably because Zaal looked more like a balak than a zelf—so all our temples and statues were torn down. The statue of Zaal we were to be married before was the last standing in the world. I’m scared that Zaal has finally given up, or deserted us, Jason.’
 
   Jason had no words to console her. He had no words and no thoughts. Back on Earth, he never gave religion (or other people’s problems in general) even an instant of his attention. So the next words out of his mouth were impulsive, and probably sounded a lot braver and more significant then he intended them to:
 
   ‘You don’t need Zaal, Doo. You’ve got me instead. And the game is still on: we will take down the Arch Predicant even if it’s just you and me. I swear it. I didn’t get to make any vows to you at the temple, so I’m making one now!’
 
   In the darkness of their jungle bolthole, Doo hugged Jason tighter than anyone had ever done before.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   09—SAVAGES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the night passed quietly. Most of the jungle animals were either keeping their heads down to avoid predators, or were predators themselves, silently stalking their prey. Jason was woken by the smell of cooking. By the light of the fire and the faint dawn sun, Jason could see they were in a cave of tree roots. Doo was cooking what looked like sausages. She had four of them spiked on the end of a stick, turning them slowly over the flames. 
 
   ‘Smells delicious,’ Jason said. ‘What you cooking? Catron kebabs?’
 
   Doo gave him a funny look. ‘Zams,’ she said.
 
   Jason looked closer. The things on the end of the stick were like long thin potatoes. Some kind of tuber, he guessed. Suddenly he didn’t feel that hungry. The zams didn’t even smell as good as they did when he thought they were meat.
 
   ‘We should have set some traps before we went to sleep,’ Jason said. ‘We need to get proper meals whenever we can grab them.’
 
   Doo’s expression went from puzzled to horrified. ‘You … eat animals?’ she said.
 
   ‘Of course,’ Jason said. ‘You don’t?’
 
   ‘All life if sacred to Zaal. Apart from the zelfs, obviously.’
 
   Back on Earth, Jason had always been suspicious of vegetarians. He had also been suspicious of religious people. Religious vegetarians were more than he could cope with.
 
   ‘Weirdo,’ he said.
 
   Doo sniffed. ‘Savage,’ she retorted.
 
   Jason tried a zam to appease her. It was chewy, but had a kind of zingy flavour, a bit like an Indian curry. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘What’s that you’re mixing up? Sauce?’
 
   ‘Just mud,’ Doo said.
 
   ‘I am not eating mud!’
 
   ‘It’s not to eat,’ Doo said. ‘It’s camouflage. You’re a horrible pasty pink colour. Rub this all over your face and arms before we leave.’
 
   Jason went one better. He tore off his shirt (which had been ripped half to shreds running through the jungle) and slathered they grey mud all over his torso too.
 
   ‘Now I look like Arnold Schwarzenegger in Predator,’ Jason said. ‘Awesome!’
 
   ‘Now you look like a balak,’ Doo said. ‘Ready to set off? It’s a long trip to Perazim.’
 
   Jason looked around. It was impossible to get a sense of direction in the jungle. ‘Alright. Which way, though?’
 
   ‘Up!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The tallest trees in the jungle were over two hundred metres high. Climbing them made Jason feel like a kid again. No, more than a kid; he felt like he was reverting back to an ancient time when humans were monkeys. Or was it apes? What was the difference anyway? He felt wild and free as he leaped from branch to branch, using his bionic arm to easily pull himself upwards with little effort.
 
   The tree they were climbing was like a redwood, only the bark had a tough, rubbery texture. ‘They’re called lightning trees,’ Doo told him as they climbed. ‘The trunk is as hard as metal underneath, and they can catch lightning and turn it into energy. Each tree always grows within touching distance of at least one other lightning tree, and they spread energy all around the jungle.’
 
   ‘Like an electrical circuit!’ Jason said.
 
   ‘If you say so!’ Doo shouted back from far above him. ‘We also use them as roads!’
 
   They had arrived at a spot about halfway up where a wooden walkway had been constructed around an intersection of branches. The branches were wide, and their tops had been worn smooth by the passing of feet. Doo checked a map that had been carved into the bark. ‘I know where we are now!’ she said. ‘Between our stronghold and the zelf’s city.’
 
   ‘So which way? On to the city, or back to the stronghold.’
 
   ‘Up!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   From the crown of the lightning tree, Jason had his first real proper view of the jungle planet Corroza. From horizon to horizon, the world was a riot of lurid greens, violent purples and neon oranges. The sky was a weird pink colour, the massive sun looked white, and a multitude of pale blue moons hung in the sky like pool balls scattered after a break.
 
   There were two landmarks: in one direction, about fifty kilometres away, there was a city. It was dominated by an incredible tower that must have been ten times the height of the tallest trees. The tower was surrounded by a forest of smaller towers, the highest of which was only half as tall. The whole city seemed to glow in a shimmer of electric blue.
 
   Doo was looking in the opposite direction, where a thin black line was rising from the jungle. It took Jason a while to work out what it was.
 
   Smoke.
 
   ‘The stronghold has been burned out from the inside,’ Doo said. ‘The zelfs must have forced the dragons over our defences. And they only breath fire when they are distressed or in danger.’
 
   She sighed. ‘Damn it, Jason, the zelfs couldn’t defeat us with all their fancy weapons and flying machines, so they turned the jungle against us instead.’
 
   ‘Hopefully Brandon’s nearby,’ Jason said, ‘to help with the injured. He is good for something, you know.’
 
   Doo actually growled through her teeth. ‘I hope he now sees what the zelfs are capable of, and decides to use Catron’s Claw to help take the fight back to them. Either way, our path is clear now.’
 
   ‘To the city?’ Jason said.
 
   ‘Yes, to Perazim,’ Doo agreed. ‘My warriors will make their way there, too, while those too young or old to fight will scatter and hide. Come on!’
 
   She started the climb back down to the walkway. Jason took one last look at the view before following.
 
   ‘Doo,’ he hissed urgently.
 
   She stopped and looked back up.
 
   ‘We’re being watched,’ Jason said.
 
   Standing perfectly still in the next nearest lightning tree was a tall, black figure, with a long beak and long, long claws. Its body was decorated with strange throbbing blue lights that seems to move around under its skin.
 
   ‘Villaxx,’ Doo said. ‘Come on, let’s keep moving. It might be asleep. You can never tell; they don’t have eyelids.’
 
   ‘Okay, but hurry. I don’t want to lose another arm.’
 
   ‘Don’t panic,’ Doo whispered. ‘Follow me down, and take it slow.’
 
   It was hard not to panic, stuck up a tree trying to make a slow escape from a creature that could snip off a limb as easy as clipping a toenail. Still, Jason kept his cool until they were almost back at the junction of branches the balaks used as roads.
 
   As he lowered himself the final couple of metres, he lost his grip and landed on the branch below with a loud thump.
 
   ‘#&%$!’ he swore. The villaxx dropped down through the canopy and landed on the branch about twenty metres away. Its strange blue under-the-skin light show pulsed faster, sucking in Jason’s attention and holding him in a hypnotic trance.
 
   He was faintly aware of something behind him making odd chirruping noises. The villaxx’s colours dulled and it released Jason from its spell.
 
   He turned his head. It was Doo making the noises. ‘What are you doing?’ he said, trying to keep the fear out of his voice.
 
   ‘Imitating a villaxx chick,’ Doo said between chirps.
 
   The villaxx seems suddenly cautious, and was backing way down the branch, looking around as it did so.
 
   Jason was puzzled. ‘Are villaxx chicks dangerous?’
 
   ‘No,’ Doo said. ‘They are harmless until they learn how to hunt. But they are still pretty big, and they are extremely tasty …’
 
   ‘How would you know that? You don’t eat—’
 
   At that moment, and without warning, a massive catron launched itself up from somewhere below, and floated in a twisting arc over the wide branch of the lighting tree like it was doing the high jump. The tiger-like alien took the villaxx with it, clamped tightly in its immense jaws.
 
   ‘No,’ Doo said. ‘We don’t eat villaxx chicks. But he does.’
 
   Jason was too stunned to talk for a minute.
 
   ‘So catrons can climb trees,’ he eventually said. ‘You learn something every day.’
 
   ‘You learn or you die,’ Doo said. ‘Come on. Let’s get moving before the catron realises it’s been tricked into catching a stringy old adult villaxx. It’s going to take us a day to wark wrug knutz.’
 
   ‘Pardon?’ Jason said.
 
   ‘Bigga hoo druk wark wrug knutz! Oh Gubz!’
 
   Doo unclipped a small metal pin from her dress. Jason guessed it was the translator they had been using to understand each other. Probably a piece of zelf tech she had nabbed from somewhere, that now had run out of juice.
 
   ‘Gubz, gubz, gubz!’ Doo said. Then she shrugged. ‘Gnoot!’ she said, pointing along the branch and striding off.
 
   ‘Now who’s the savage,’ Jason muttered, walking after her.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Eight hours later, they made it to the last lightning tree before the city. They had snacked on nuts as they walked, taken from stashes left by other travellers in knot holes in the tree trunks. Jason would still kill for, or die for, a quarter pounder with cheese, but he kept his spirits up with the hope that there might be a few fast food restaurants in Perazim he could loot.
 
   They clambered down to the jungle floor, and crept through the undergrowth until they reached a demarcation line, where lush living plantlife became hard concrete. There was half a kilometre of flat grey nothingness between the jungle and the walls of Perazim, which were also featureless concrete, and fifty metres high. In front of the wall, and rising above it, a shimmering blue haze extended all the way up the length of the tallest tower, and curved over its top.
 
   Perazim was protected by a force field.
 
   Jason turned to Doo and spread his palms, the universal gesture of now what?
 
   She gave a brusk reply. Jason translated it as something like, You tell me. Taking the city was your idea!
 
   He thought for a minute. Tactics! Figure every problem as it presented itself. How did he usually approach a situation? Head on!
 
   At the base of the wall were a series of small metal squares. Service hatches? He could tear one of those open with his bionic arm … if it wasn’t for the force field covering everything. How Jason wished that Brandon was here—he would know some boring, obscure fact about the properties of electricity that they could exploit to get past the barrier.
 
   All Jason could think of was that a pair of rubber wellies would help if they wanted to kick through the force field. Or a pair of giant wellies that they could turn upside down and cover themselves with …
 
   ‘I’ve got an idea!’ he said, and led Doo back into the jungle. She stood and watched while he walked up a root to the trunk of the lightning tree. He held the fingers of his bionic hand out like he was going to do a karate chop … and then attacked the tree.
 
   The tree had a circumference of perhaps forty metres, so there was plenty to work with. Jason dug his fingers deep into the bark until he could feel the metal core underneath, and then dragged his hand along. It was as easy as peeling the skin off a satsuma. In no time at all, he had two large blankets of rubbery bark.
 
   Doo had figured out his plan before he had finished, and had helped him pull down the big floppy offcuts. They rolled them up and carried one each back to the city.
 
   ‘Ready?’ Jason said to Doo. ‘We’ll walk right up to the walls, smash our way through, then think of some way to let Brandon, Kat and the rest inside, when they eventually turn up.’
 
   Doo didn’t rely. She must have got the gist of what he said though; she gave him a peck on the cheek and started off across the concrete no man’s land.
 
   Jason followed. Five hundred metres of emptiness was like walking across the world’s biggest car park. He had never felt so exposed, but the city seemed indifferent to their approach. There were no weapon installations or guards on the wall. Did anyone even know they were here? 
 
   As they got closer to the service hatch, Jason shook out his rubber sheet. There was a tingle of electricity in the air, even several metres away from the force field. This was going to be either the most brilliant thing Jason had ever done, or the stupidest …
 
   Then the small service hatch opened. The force field was pulled towards this new breach, creating a small tunnel leading to the square entrance. A voice called out from inside the darkness beyond:
 
   ‘Jason! Get in quick!’
 
   He recognised that voice. ‘Brandon?’
 
   ‘Yes, come on!’
 
   With Doo hot on his heels, Jason ran and dived into the small hole. He crawled through a tunnel that ran between the thick building blocks of the wall, and came out in a large, dark open space: an engineering room of some kind filled with lots of big humming machinery. Jason could just about make out Brandon standing in the shadows.
 
   ‘I might have known that you would find a way in first,’ Jason said. ‘How did you do it? Some clever trick with the bionoids?’
 
   Brandon shook his head. At that moment, the lights came on, and Jason realised that they were surrounded. Lining the gantries and edges of the room were dozens of zelfs. All of them were wearing pink and purple body armour, and all of them had laser rifles pointed at Jason and Doo.
 
   ‘Nope, no tricks,’ Brandon said. ‘I just walked up to the front gate and surrendered.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10—PREDICANT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason, Brandon and Doo were marched under guard through the streets of Perazim. The wide avenues and open plazas were deserted. The building all looked the same: featureless steel and concrete blocks that looked as empty of life and purpose as the streets did. The city was cold, brutal and terrifying; the only sound was the sound of the zelf soldiers’ boots, which echoed around the skyscrapers’ facades like a hundred drums all beating at once.
 
   But the city concealed history and secrets behind its blank face. Jason remembered the story that Brandon’s father, Talem Tarsus, had told them. Perazim, he had said, had risen around one ancient temple to Zaal—a stone pyramid, down the steps of which the blood of sacrifices flowed. As the city grew in size and power, the temple was raised up to into the sky. Now it perched on top of the highest building: the Tower of the Moons. Jason looked up; he could just about make out the temple glowing above them.
 
   The zelf captain noticed him looking. ‘Don’t worry, alien scum, you’ll be seeing the pyramid a whole lot closer soon. The Arch Predicant wants to see you right away.’
 
   The zelf’s voice was civilised, like a lot of upper class poshos Jason had known in London, and it dripped with cruel superiority. And this guy was just a soldier! Were they all like this? Talem and Paran—Brandon’s mother—had fled the planet twenty years to escape this self-righteous zealotry, and Jason imagined things must be a lot, lot worse now.
 
   He wiped the blood away from his nose. It was bleeding from where one of the guards had hit him with the butt his laser rifle. That was after Jason had punched Brandon in the face. Jason looked across to where Brandon was walking, also closely surrounded by soldiers. His nose was bleeding too. Jason didn’t understand why he didn’t use the bionoids to fix it, but then he didn’t understand anything that Brandon did or said anymore.
 
   It started to rain. Up above, another storm was raging outside the protective force field, but only a light drizzle managed to make it through to the city. They try to keep the real world out, Jason thought, but it still creeps in. He wondered if he would have chance to get a message out to the balaks, telling them about his rubber blanket brainwave. There was no way he was letting that idea go to waste!
 
   The party entered a wide concourse, where a spaceship was waiting for them. It was ugly and dangerous-looking. The zelfs themselves might have been quite elegant and handsome by human standards, but their vehicles were brutal. This one crouched like an insect, and it was loaded with guns and cannons where an insect might bristle with hairs. It glistened black in the rain.
 
   Jason, Doo and Brandon were pushed up a ramp at the side, and locked in a cramped compartment with only two narrow windows for decoration: one that looked out, and one opposite that was blacked out. Jason guessed that this was an observation panel, seeing that this was clearly a prisoner transport ship. They were unlikely to get a chance to speak privately in the city.
 
   Well, the fact that they were probably watching wasn’t going to stop him having it out with Brandon. ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ he said angrily. ‘Surrendering? Of all the cowardly things to do!’
 
   Brandon shook his head sadly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not a coward. You didn’t see what happened at the stronghold.’
 
   All Jason and Doo had seen was the smoke. ‘Where’s Kat?’ he suddenly said. ‘Don’t tell me you abandoned her when you ran here crying for mercy!’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said again. ‘I didn’t. I …’
 
   ‘Brandon,’ Doo said. The ship was obviously equipped with translators. ‘Just tell us what happened after the wedding.’
 
   Brandon looked dejectedly out of the window as the ship began to rise. Jason had never seen him look so miserable.
 
   ‘It was a massacre,’ he said. ‘There were hundreds of dragons stampeding through the jungle. The zelfs were flying low over the canopy, using electron beams to antagonise the dragons and herd them towards the stronghold. The balaks who tried to divert the dragons just got trampled or burned alive. I saved as many as I could; at one point I had the bionoids treating over a hundred injured balaks at the same time.’
 
   Doo put her hand on Brandon’s shoulder in silent thanks.
 
   ‘But that was when the second attack came. The balaks were fleeing the stronghold and heading for the safety of some ancient caves. But it was a trap; I used the bionoids to read the zelfs’ minds, and found that they had found out about the caves several months ago, and had panted villaxx eggs deep inside. The cave network is now a massive nest, and the balaks were running from one danger to another. I managed to warn them before too many died …’
 
   Jason punched the solid wall of their prison with his fist. ‘But if you had just done something about the zelfs in the first place …’
 
   ‘I promised that I’d never use the bionoids as a weapon. I promised my father! I … I …’
 
   Brandon broke down completely, which was a bit awkward in such an enclosed space. Jason turned away and looked out of the window. They were rising past construction zones and spaceship docks. Other vehicles passed them, either flying, or travelling on roads suspended between the buildings. The city was coming to life the higher they went, and Jason realised that whereas on Earth, a city’s centre was its focal point, here in Perazim it was the summit that was the nucleus.
 
   ‘But you broke your promise,’ Doo said.
 
   Jason didn’t understand when she meant, but when he looked back, Brandon was nodding.
 
   ‘I can see it in your eyes,’ Doo told him. ‘Our warriors have that look when they are fresh from their first kill. It will fade, but never disappear.’
 
   ‘I couldn’t stand it any longer,’ Brandon said. ‘So many people were dying all around me: balaks and humans. I had lost Kat somewhere in the jungle, and I couldn’t bear that thought that at any moment she might be next to be die.’
 
   ‘So you did kill the zelfs,’ Jason said. ‘Well, well, well. Maybe there’s hope for you yet. So why did you have to go and ruin it all by giving yourself up?’
 
   ‘There was a moment where I could have gone further,’ Brandon admitted. ‘I stopped the hearts of twenty zelfs, and brought their ships crashing down in the jungle. Then I ran all the way here to the city, the bionoids powering my body. There was a moment when I could have killed them all—unleashed a devastating attack, just like my father did here twenty years ago, except this time it would have been upon the zelfs. That would have been a fitting payback.’
 
   ‘A claw for a claw,’ Doo agreed. ‘Zaal would have been pleased.’
 
   Jason had seen what Brandon was capable of when fully powered by the bionoids: incredible physical strength, enhanced senses, the ability to manipulate the surrounding environment. The zelfs would not have stood a chance.
 
   ‘It would have been too easy,’ Jason said to Doo. ‘Zaal may have been pleased, but it would be Brandon who would have had to live with it.’
 
   He shook his head. ‘But damn it, Bran, you didn’t have to give yourself up.’
 
   ‘It’s the only way to stop this war before anyone else gets killed,’ Brandon said. ‘I agreed to give myself and the bionoids up to the Arch Predicant if they immediately ceased hostilities.’
 
   ‘What!’ Jason groaned. ‘You can’t give the zelfs control of the bionoids!’
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ Brandon said. ‘I will always have the last word on what the bionoids are used for. Hopefully, the Arch Predicant will agree to a settlement that lets zelfs and balaks can live in peace. Your brother will be set free, Doo, and I will stay here and use the bionoids for the good of everyone on the planet.’
 
   That would be too good true, Jason thought. Something was bound to go wrong.
 
   ‘Have you met him yet? The Arch Predicant?’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘Not yet. Looks like we will all be meeting him together.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The prison transport ship had risen up through the busiest parts of the city, where crowds of nightlife bustled through arcades and plazas, and spaceships of all shapes and sizes whizzed between the buildings, following routes through the air than ran vertically as well as horizontally. A lot of the spaceships were sleek sporty civilian vehicles, and Jason wondered if the jungle, let alone the war with the balaks, had any effect at all on the lives of the people living here in this fantastic futuristic city. Most people just went about their daily lives, with their trivial, insignificant problems, he guessed, just like everyone did back on Earth.
 
   Soon though, they left the city behind, and travelled up the side of the Tower of the Moons. It was the oldest building in the city, and the final few hundred metres were like the tower of an old gothic cathedral: strange alien stone carvings and columns, and dark ominous windows. The spaceship ducked inside a low arched entrance just below the pyramid at the tower’s pinnacle.
 
   When the door to their compartment opened, Jason, Doo and Brandon walked down the ramp into a crypt-like vaulted chamber. The spaceship made a swift exit, as if it was in a hurry to leave, and the prisoners were left in the care of new guards: bare-chested zelfs wielding spears. There was no sign of any technology in this part of the tower.
 
   The temple guards wordlessly directed the way with their spear tips. A flight of stone steps led upwards, and Jason could feel wind and rain coming down from above. The top of the Tower of the Moons was obviously open to the elements.
 
   Jason wiped his bloody face. ‘Fix my nose before we go up?’ he said to Brandon.
 
   ‘Can’t. The zelfs have sensors that can detect the use of bionoids inside the city, and using them breaks the ceasefire.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ Jason said. ‘Let’s go up.’ He smiled at Doo.  ‘I hope that this time, Zaal doesn’t intervene and order another trial by combat again.’
 
   ‘The zelfs do worse things than that in the name of Zaal,’ Doo said ominously.
 
   They ascended the steps. The guards didn’t follow, and when they reached the top they found out why: there was nowhere for them to run or escape to. They came out at the base of a massive stone pyramid, and unless they jumped off the edge, the only option was to keep going up to the very top. There was no safety barrier, and the wind threatened to blow them away.
 
   They climbed the well-worn steps up the pyramid. Talem Tarsus had walked these steps before his escape from the city. Remembering his story, Jason looked down, and sure enough he could see the channels either side of steps where the blood of sacrifices once ran down.
 
   At the apex of the pyramid was the zelfs’ temple to Zaal, a simple square roof held up by a ten-by-ten grid of stone columns. There was no statue of Zaal here; only a simple stone that seated the man who presumed to rule the city, and the planet, on the god’s behalf: the Arch Predicant of Perazim.
 
   He was dressed in skin-tight fibrous armour like his soldiers, and his features were hidden behind a beaked mask. The whole get-up was polished black, and put Jason in mind of a villaxx. But the gleaming amber eyes behind the mask hinted at a cruel intelligence that made the Arch Predicant a lot more terrifying than the beasts of the jungle.
 
   He sat almost motionless on his throne. In his lap were two items: a sword and a small bundle wrapped in white cloth.
 
   Jason starting running scenarios through his head. The Arch Predicant was alone and unarmed. Okay, so he had a sword, but Jason guessed that it was Catron’s Claw—the bionoids—and that there was no way that Brandon would allow that to be raised in anger. The Arch Predicant had a pretty funky suit of armour, but Jason had his bionic arm … so he reckoned the chances of a win if he attacked right now were …
 
   He struggled with his thoughts. Maths was never his strong point …
 
   Well, he was either going to win or he was going to lose …
 
   So it was about fifty-fifty! He prepared himself for an attack. It was probably the only chance he was going to get.
 
   But then the bundle of cloth made a gurgling noise.
 
   Doo stepped forward. ‘Grok!’ she exclaimed.
 
   Grok? Jason was rooted to the spot in confusion. The little bundle shifted, and a grey-green face peeped out. It was Doo’s brother. The king of the balaks was a baby.
 
   ‘Don’t you worry,’ the Arch Predicant said to Doo. ‘He’s safe with me. He’s a little sleepy now. We were playing earlier. Grok has a favourite toy: a stuffed catron he calls Mumpty.’
 
   The Arch Predicant spoke in hollow emotionless tones. The yellow eyes stared out of the mask without expression. It was the creepiest thing Jason had seen since … No, it was the creepiest thing he had ever seen.
 
   He took a deep breath. ‘If you hurt the baby, I’ll kill you. I swear it. Brandon may have surrendered, but I never will. I will die fighting.’
 
   Doo moved a touch closer to Jason. ‘What he said,’ she added.
 
   The Arch Predicant gave a sinister chuckle. ‘Nobody is going to die. I have no wish to hurt innocent infants.’ He passed a slow gaze across the three of them. ‘Or indeed children.’
 
   Jason prickled at the implication that he wasn’t a threat. He clenched his bionic fist.
 
   ‘Listen to him,’ Brandon said to Jason and Doo. ‘I surrendered so that nobody else would get hurt. Ever!’
 
   Jason didn’t care for Brandon’s new allegiances. And what was wrong with somebody getting hurt? Sometimes, somebody had to get hurt to make things right.
 
   ‘So what do you want from us?’ he asked the Arch Predicant. ‘You’re just going to let us all go? Except for Brandon here, who’s going to stay and be your loyal pet?’
 
   Doo was already approaching the throne. ‘Come on, Grok. It’s time to go home.’
 
   But the Arch Predicant held up a hand. ‘Grok is staying with me. All of you are staying in Perazim.’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon began. ‘Leave them out of this. The deal is simple. I stay here and use the bionoids for the good of the city, and you end hostilities with the balaks.’
 
   ‘Right,’ Jason agreed. ‘We’re not here to do any negotiating or diplo … diplomating. We’re not good at that!’
 
   ‘Let me take Grok back to his people,’ Doo said. ‘Once they have their king back, they will accept that the war is over, and we can all live in peace.’
 
   The Arch Predicant sat in silence, gently stroking Grok’s head. Jason found himself holding his breath. They were just seconds away from a resolution to all of this. Brandon would stay here, but would hopefully enjoy a comfortable life as a VIP prisoner. Jason would go back to the jungle to live with Doo and Grok and Kat. Maybe they could just forget about all that wedding business and take things slowly for a few years …
 
   There was a splat as blood dripped from Jason’s nose and hit the temple stones. It brought to mind an image of a gory sacrifice under a stormy sky. Jason had a horrible premonition that things weren’t going to go easy. This weird temple wasn’t the kind of place where things went easy.
 
   The Arch Predicant stood up. He was tall—over two metres—and as he walked around the temple, cradling Grok in one arm and swinging his sword in the other, Jason recognised the supple, confident movements of a warrior.
 
   ‘I could not let you all go even if I wanted to,’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘When we captured Grok and brought him here to the city, we had no idea that we were fulfilling a destiny laid out for the child by Zaal himself. But having spent that past weeks personally caring for the boy, his importance to both the future of the zelfs and balaks has become clear.’
 
   Jason closed his eyes. He feared the worst for poor little Grok. Please don’t say he will make a nice sacrifice!
 
   ‘Do you know how I became Arch Predicant? Of course you don’t. It was not through bloodline, election or war, but through the will of Zaal. I was just a lowly temple guard when the previous Arch Predicant received a message from Zaal that I would be his successor.’
 
   Jason opened his eyes and looked at Doo. She looked back at him with anger and disbelief in her face. They both knew what was coming …
 
   ‘Zaal spoke to me last night,’ the Arch Predicant continued. ‘I heard his words in the storm that raged and shook the stones of this temple. Zaal told me that the boy was mine to care for and raise as my own son; to educate and train in the ways of ruling and of war. Grok will be the one who unites the zelfs and the balaks and ends the centuries-long war between us.
 
   ‘Grok will be the next Arch Predicant.’
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   ‘No,’ Jason said. ‘That’s just ridiculous. Grok can’t be Arch Predicant. For a start, how do you know he even believes in Zaal? Have you asked him? What did he say? Goo goo, ga ga?’
 
   The Arch Predicant stared incomprehensibly at Jason at the thought of anyone, let alone Grok, not believing in Zaal.
 
   ‘I mean, look at him,’ Jason went on in a rage, ‘he’s just a baby. Babies don’t care about your stupid religion.’ (The Arch Predicant’s masked stare seemed to suddenly get even colder) ‘What if he doesn’t want to be your apprentice? What if he want to become, oh I don’t know, a ballet dancer when he grows up? Or a lumberjack?’
 
   There was a few moments of silence. Nobody seemed to have an immediate answers to this. Wind howled through the temple, splattering everyone with cold drops of rain. Lightning flashed, turning the grey stone bright white.
 
   ‘There is no greater honour that being chosen by Zaal to be his voice and servant on Corroza,’ the Arch Predicant said in a tone that brooked no argument.
 
   ‘Yes, but Zaal didn’t choose him,’ Jason went on, in a seemingly desperate attempt to antagonise the Arch Predicant as much as possible. ‘You chose him. You want control over him just as you want control over all the balaks.’
 
   ‘Grok can’t be Arch Predicant, anyway,’ Doo said. ‘He is the king of the balaks. He must return to his people.’
 
   The Arch Predicant turned his cold stare to Doo. ‘He will never leave this city. He will never leave this temple, just as I have never left these last thirty years. Zaal recognises no kings. He recognises no princesses either. You will remain here, too, Doogla, and serve as one of my temple guards. I hear that you are a fierce warrior. I am sure you will protect your brother with your utmost zeal.’
 
   ‘You got that part right at least,’ Doo snapped.
 
   As if to seal the deal, the Arch Predicant walked to Doo and deposited her baby brother in her arms. Then he came up and stood in front of Jason.
 
   ‘And as for you, Jason Brown, I have an extremely important role for you to fill. Since my trusted general Dravid Karkor left Perazim twenty years ago, my armies have not seen a leader with his courage, skill and authority. It was you who killed Karkor; it will be you who ultimately takes his place. My warriors will respect the man who defeated one of our greatest heroes.’
 
   Jason felt a disorienting surge of pride. The Arch Predicant certainly knew how to flatter and push people’s buttons. He knew his name, for a start! Jason didn’t think that it was good time to tell the Arch Predicant that Dravid Karkor had planned to steal the bionoids for himself and then return to Corroza and take power. He turned to catch Brandon’s eye, but his friend was looking down at the ground, lost in thought. 
 
   ‘You will work alongside Brandon,’ the Arch Predicant continued, ‘just as Karkor worked alongside Talem Tarsus, in developing and testing nanobot technology. Although, this time, the partnership will be strong and will not sour. You will both be rewarded with money, privilege and status, and answer to no human, zelf or balak.’ 
 
   Brandon looked up. ‘We answer to no one?’
 
   It was a good question.
 
   The expressionless masked face turned from Jason to Brandon. ‘You know you cannot deny Zaal.’
 
   Jason was just inches from the Arch Predicant, and he could see a gap in the man’s armour, where his mask met his collar. There was a sliver of pale skin and a pulsing vein. One fast jab would be enough …
 
   ‘Nobody commands the bionoids except me,’ Brandon said.
 
   ‘But who commands you?’ the Arch Predicant growled. ‘Do you consider yourself above a god?’
 
   ‘I consider myself free from gods,’ Brandon said tactfully.
 
   ‘And I’m considering bending over,’ Jason added, ‘and letting Zaal kiss my ass!’
 
   What the hell did I say that for!? Oh well, no turning back now …
 
   The Arch Predicant swivelled furiously back to Jason, but only succeeded in running into Jason’s bionic fist, which punched upwards, taking him in the chin right under his mask. The mask cracked and twisted around the Arch Predicant’s head. Blinded, the alien high priest dropped to one knee to steady himself.
 
   Jason delivered a crushing jab to the Arch Predicant’s stomach that sent him flying backwards, smashing into one of the stone pillars that held up the temple roof. The pillar actually cracked, and stone dust drifted down in a cloud.
 
   Brandon looked stunned.
 
   Doo looked awestruck.
 
   Grok started to cry.
 
   Nobody moved for several long seconds. The Arch Predicant lay still, too, and blood dribbled down the stone column from a rent in his mask.
 
   ‘What,’ Brandon stammered, ‘did you just do?’
 
   ‘Ended a war,’ Jason said, although he couldn’t quite believe what had just happened either. He turned to Doo and Grok. ‘Your Majesties, I humbly decline your offer of a knighthood. It’s just not my style, really.’
 
   ‘You actually killed him,’ Doo said. ‘Just as promised. Brandon surrendering and us getting captured must have been all part of Zaal’s plan.’
 
   ‘Can we just forget about Zaal for a minute,’ Jason said. ‘It was more luck really, even if I so say so myself. But when you are at war you have to take opportunities as they come—’
 
   ‘We weren’t at war,’ Brandon snapped. ‘I got us a ceasefire! Now what do you think is going to happen? As soon as they find out what you did here, the zelfs are going to resume their attacks … and this time they won’t stop until they’ve driven the balaks to extinction.’
 
   Jason was momentarily stuck for words. Maybe he had been a bit too hasty and impulsive. But then his brain started to kick into gear. ‘Your stupid ceasefire was about to run out anyway,’ he told Brandon. ‘The Arch Predicant wasn’t going to settle for anything less than complete control over us all, including the bionoids. All I did was save us wasting another minute of pointless discussion!’
 
   Brandon sighed and looked over at their fallen enemy. ‘Maybe,’ he conceded. ‘What are we going to do about him, anyway?’
 
   Doo handed Grok to Brandon and went up to the Arch Predicant’s body. ‘I have a plan,’ she said, tugging at the cracked mask. ‘Jason is almost as tall as this guy. Let’s dress him up in the armour and get him to pretend to be the Arch Predicant!’
 
   Jason actually laughed. The world had gone crazy. This was the most ridiculous situation he had ever gotten himself into, ever. He looked at the Arch Predicant’s tall, but thin, body. ‘I might need to go on a diet first,’ he said.
 
   Then the world turned from ridiculous to terrifying.
 
   As Doo twisted the fearsome beaked mask back the right way round, the Arch Predicant’s body jerked back into life. He reached out an armoured fist and grabbed Doo around the neck. She had to kick hard at his face and arm before he let go and she was able to scrabble free.
 
   The Arch Predicant slowly stood up. He turned his glowering yellow eyes on Jason and walked towards him, haltingly at first, but then faster as he seemed to shake off his injuries.
 
   Jason stood his ground, readied his right fist, and as the Arch Predicant approached, he delivered a fast jab to his opponent’s ribs. This time though, he didn’t have the advantage of catching the Arch Predicant unawares; the blow was absorbed by the body armour, which seemed to soak up the damage, glowing a weird purple colour at the point of impact.
 
   The Arch Predicant still wielded Catron’s Claw. He slashed out at Jason, catching him with a glancing blow across the cheek which drew blood.
 
   ‘Brandon!’ Jason yelled. Brandon had the power to dissolve the bionoid sword, if nothing else.
 
   But Brandon seemed unwilling to do so. ‘Just stop!’ he pleaded, apparently to both combatants. ‘We can still rescue the ceasefire and talk!’
 
   ‘We will resume talking,’ the Arch Predicant agreed, kicking Jason to the floor. ‘Once this blasphemer is dead!’
 
   Jason jumped back to his feet. So Brandon was going to sit this one out again, was he? Well, at least in the hands of the Arch Predicant, Catron’s Claw was simply just a sword. Jason held out his arm and took the next blow directly on his metal elbow. He then jerked his elbow right into the Arch Predicant’ solar plexus, stopping him in his tracks.
 
   He noticed Doo was coming up behind the Arch Predicant, too. Between them, they should have no trouble putting him down for good this time.
 
   But them Doo stopped in her tracks and fell over, clutching her head in pain. Jason suddenly felt it too—a massive headache that made him feel like his head was about to explode. There was only thing in the world that could deal out such trauma …
 
   ‘Brandon,’ he gasped, as the Arch Predicant rose once more. ‘What the hell are you doing?’
 
   Brandon was holding Grok tightly. ‘Nothing!’ he said. ‘I’m not … oh no!’
 
   Through tears of pain, Jason realised that the Arch Predicant was pointing Catron’s Claw directly at him.
 
   ‘Oh yes. Yes, yes, yes!’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘I can feel its power! I can control it!’
 
   Jason tried to lash out as his opponent closed in once more, but he found his limbs were heavy and numb. His throat felt tight and his muscles spasmed as the bionoids ran riot throughout his body. The Arch Predicant’s control over them was chaotic and heavy-handed: the nanobots just seemed to have been let loose in his body unguided, to blindly trash his insides. As Brandon had once said, it was easier to use the bionoids to destroy than it was to heal. 
 
   Kat always used to tell me it took her hours to build the sandcastles that I used to have fun kicking down! Now I know what she meant!
 
   Through the pain, he felt armoured fingers wrap themselves around his face. The Arch Predicant’s mask loomed closer. ‘You fool,’ the voice hissed from the unseen mouth. ‘You could have had it all. But now I’ll give you a fate worse than death. It is fitting that you should remain alive, at least for a while, so that you truly appreciate what you have lost.’
 
   And with that, the Arch Predicant pressed his index finger harder into Jason’s flesh, breaking through the skin and scoring up his cheekbone towards his eyeball.
 
   ‘No,’ he moaned, but there was no escape. As the sharp armoured point entered his eye socket he tried to scream, but the sound caught in his throat.
 
   Then suddenly the Arch Predicant stepped away. Through his one good eye, Jason could see him holding Catron’s Claw out in front of him. For a moment, he thought the Arch Predicant was going to take off his head, but then the sword started to glow: first orange, then white, and then in a blinding flash it disintegrated in a flashing rain of stars.
 
   Jason regained control of his body. Doo had found her feet too, and she ran over to hold him as he staggered about, blood pouring from his eye socket. The Arch Predicant, meanwhile, had turned on Brandon.
 
   ‘What have you done?’ he raged.
 
   ‘I destroyed them,’ Brandon said. ‘Every single last one of them. I made a promise once that the bionoids would never be used as a weapon. So Catron’s Claw … my father’s terrible legacy … is no more.’
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   Jason had no fight left in him. He sat on the cold, hard, wet stones of the temple, his head in his hands, listening to the commotion around him. A whole platoon of temple guards had appeared from down below. By the time they arrived, the Arch Predicant was calm, collected and in control again. If his soldiers wondered why a column was smashed, their leader’s mask cracked, and why there was blood everywhere, they didn’t ask.
 
   ‘Sergeant, open a console and scan for density of Tarsus particles,’ the Arch Predicant ordered.
 
   The sergeant went to a nearby column and revealed a hidden touchscreen monitor. He prodded it a few times, then turned to his master to deliver his report: ‘Particle density at zero point zero zero zero zero percent, Your Holiness. There was a positive reading just five minutes ago, but it just … vanished.’
 
   ‘I told you. It’s no trick,’ Brandon said. ‘I should have destroyed the bionoids a long time ago.’
 
   ‘Let us hope it is not something you come to regret,’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘Sergeant, how many balaks do we have working in the city?’
 
   The guard turned back to the console. ‘Two thousand balaks, most of them working in the factory ring.’
 
   ‘Slave labour!’ Doo hissed to Jason.
 
   ‘Deliver two hundred of them to the temple tomorrow night,’ the Arch Predicant dictated. ‘Have them draw lots to determine who is chosen. Tell them that Zaal is punishing them after thwarting an attempted uprising. They should accept that explanation, and fear will make the survivors should work that little bit harder. Production levels shouldn’t suffer.’
 
   Jason’s anger gave him the energy to rise to his feet. He staggered towards the Arch Predicant, stopping only as several guards moved to block his path.’
 
   ‘If you’re trying to make us feel guilty, it won’t work,’ he shouted. ‘Making out it’s our fault that you have to punish the balaks is emotional blackmail.’
 
   The Arch Predicant took Grok from Brandon’s hands and walked back to his throne. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said to Jason as he passed by. ‘You won’t feel anything—guilt, rage or sorrow—after tomorrow. All you will feel is a great deal of pain followed by endless oblivion. I won’t even make you watch the balaks die—you three will be first to put your backs to the altar. Guards, take them away!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The dungeons in the Tower of the Moons were a kilometre below ground. There were thousands and thousands of cells, and although few were occupied, the effect was to make you feel small and alone. Jason had been there for an hour, but it had felt like a day. There was no day and no night in the dim cell. Time played cruel games with his mind.
 
   He wore a scrap of cloth, ripped from Brandon’s black T-shirt, over his ruined right eye. Now that the bionoids were gone, that was all Brandon could do to help. He was now lying in the corner of the cell, fast asleep and snoring.
 
   ‘Look at him,’ Jason said to Doo. ‘Sleeping like a baby. Free from all worry and responsibility, I guess, now that he’s thrown away the one thing that could have won this war for us.’
 
   ‘Soon he’ll be free of a number of his important internal organs, too,’ Doo said, ‘if the stories I’ve heard about zelf sacrifices are true. But maybe he did the right thing. Maybe it was the only way to keep the bionoids out of the hands of the Arch Predicant.’
 
   Jason sighed. ‘I guess. Maybe Brandon should have given me the power of the bionoids. I would have happily used them to kill the Arch Predicant, and save Brandon the guilt.’
 
   He shook off his thoughts and jumped to his feet. Jason wasn’t one to dwell on the past. ‘Alright then,’ he said. ‘So how are we going to escape this place?’ Three of the cell walls were metal; the fourth was made up of red vertical laser bars. They were only about a millimetre thick … surely they couldn’t do much damage.
 
   Doo stayed put. ‘There’s no escape, Jason. It’s over.’
 
   ‘It is not over!’ Jason said, putting the finger of his bionic hand to a laser. The tip melted away, and Jason quickly withdrew his hand. ‘Brandon’s father escaped from one of these cells once. He had outside help, though … Maybe some of your people will be able to infiltrate this place and free us. You are their princess, after all.’
 
   ‘And I will face my fate with the courage that befits a princess,’ Doo said. ‘I hope my people don’t risk any more lives trying to rescue me. It will be safer for them now to flee into the deeper, darker unexplored parts of the jungle, and try and build a new life.’
 
   Jason turned to look at her. ‘Why aren’t you queen, Doo?’
 
   She smiled wryly. Jason was getting to the point where he could see past the ugly alien face and fangs, and see the almost human expressions on her face.
 
   ‘I told you already,’ she said. ‘Grok is king.’
 
   ‘But he’s just a baby! You’re the oldest. You should have been in charge. Should be in charge, I mean. We’re not dead yet!’
 
   ‘That’s just the way it is,’ Doo said. ‘Male balaks have always taken precedence. Oh, you think I’m big and strong, but wait until Grok is my age—he’ll be twice as big as you are, Jason Brown. Our family are the biggest, baddest balaks there are.’
 
   ‘Well, that’s still hardly fair,’ Jason said. ‘Size matters not, remember! Back on Earth, we had a queen, and the poor guy she married didn’t even get to be a king. And our queen was just some little old lady—not some bad ass chick like you!’
 
   ‘If you wanted fair,’ Brandon said, ‘you should scrap the monarchy altogether, and elect a leader instead. No point in complaining about the rules of who gets to be king when the whole game is broken from the start.’
 
   Jason turned to Brandon. ‘So, you’re awake,’ he said. ‘How are you feeling? Oh, that’s right—you weren’t the one who got beat up, mutilated and tortured with the galaxy’s deadliest weapon.’
 
   Brandon sat up and rubbed sleep from his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry how it all went down. But I didn’t have much choice. There are some things that happened out in the jungle that I haven’t told you about yet. Something about the bionoids.’
 
   Jason was suspicious. ‘Is this going to be technological? I hate it when people try to bamboozle me with science.’
 
   ‘Not too technical,’ Brandon said. ‘But basically, I had to destroy the bionoids because I wasn’t sure I could control them anymore.’
 
   ‘What?’ Jason said. ‘You mean they were damaged? Glitched?’
 
   ‘No. More like … that they had a mind of their own.’
 
   ‘Well, how the hell did that happen? I thought the bionoids were programmed to your brainwaves or something; to take orders only from you.’
 
   ‘Do you remember at the balaks’ party after the funeral, I said I had been using the bionoids to scan the President’s brain?’
 
   ‘Vaguely,’ Jason said. ‘I was sloshed on jungle juice that night.’
 
   ‘I thought I could use the bionoids a bit like cloud storage: after all, if you convert neurons into bits, then the human brain only takes up about a terabyte: a thousand gigabytes. Imagine the benefits to the survival to the human race if I could preserve the brain of the last ever President!’
 
   Jason frowned and started slowly shaking his head. Even he could see where this was going. ‘So you gave the bionoids a brain. And now they decided they didn’t need yours to tell them what to do anymore?’
 
   Brandon nodded. ‘Sort of. When the zelfs attacked at the wedding, I ordered the bionoids to seek out and help the wounded balaks. But they had other ideas. They must have been scanning the President’s mind for strategy and risk analysis. I could actually hear them quoting the President’s words back at me: this is a just war—a war waged proportionally, in last resort, and in self-defence. They decided to overrule my orders and attack the zelfs instead.’
 
   Jason considered all this. ‘Well, I don’t see what would have been the problem in having the President around in bionoid form. He would probably have made better decisions than any of us could.’
 
   ‘It wasn’t him though,’ Brandon said. ‘In the temple I could sense the bionoids scanning the Arch Predicant’s mind too. They have the potential to see this war from the perspective of everyone involved, and make decisions that none of us would ever choose. They might have attacked balaks and zelfs if they thought it might help them take control.’
 
   Brandon slumped back against the cold hard prison wall. ‘The reason the bionoids were so easy for me to control in the first place was because they could extrapolate what I wanted them to do from just my thoughts. They are more powerful and knowledgeable than anyone supposedly controlling them could ever be. They can scan and manipulate biological organisms and mechanical systems, including themselves: they even have the potential to self-replicate! I had to destroy them: it was possible that the most dangerous thing in the universe isn’t the Arch Predicant, but the bionoids themselves.’
 
   They all sat in glum silence for a while after that pronouncement. Jason got up after a while and went to the food dispensing unit on the wall. He pressed a button (the only button there was) and was rewarded with a small crumbly cube that looked a bit like an OXO cube. It looked disgusting, but he ate it anyway. It tasted of nothing, which was somehow worse than if it had tasted of poo. Jason could see some kind of deep metaphor in the food cube: just like their whole adventure, whatever journey, processes and ingredients had gone into making it, the end result was just a big fat nothing.
 
   Jason pressed the button again. ‘Want one?’ he said to Doo.
 
   ‘Yes please,’ she said. ‘Those things are full of vitamins and nutrients. Balak prisoners sometimes manage to smuggle some out of here, then they would present them to me as a gift.’
 
   Jason threw the food cube at her, then he banged on the button several times, filling up the plastic tray with more and more cubes. When the dispenser finally broke with a loud crack, he scooped up all the food cubes and flung them at Brandon.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ Brandon said.
 
   While they chewed on what was likely their last ever meal, they watched the goings on through the red laser bars of the cell. The prison was slowly filling up: armed and armoured zelfs were prodding dungaree-clad balaks into the surrounding cells. The slaves were quiet and downtrodden, but when they saw Doo they became more animated, and called out to her once the guards had gone.
 
   ‘Be brave, my people!’ she said to them. ‘Go to your deaths with the strength of … with strength in your hearts.’
 
   The balaks seemed to accept these words, expecting nothing more from their princess. They set about singing tribal songs in low voices. It was even almost enough to break Jason’s stony heart.
 
   ‘You were going to say go with the strength of Zaal, weren’t you?’ he said to Doo.
 
   ‘Our god has truly deserted us,’ Doo said sadly. ‘If he was ever here at all.’
 
   Jason gave her an awkward embrace. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘That’s like the complete opposite of a deathbed conversion.’
 
   Doo’s face was an expressionless mask. Jason had the sense that she was preparing herself mentally for her fate. In the corner, Brandon was slumped with his head between his knees. Jason didn’t know what to say to either of them, so he went and stood an inch from the bars, staring out across the prison into nothingness.
 
   What would happen if I leaned forward into the lasers? he wondered. Would I get sliced like bread, or fry like on a grill? Either way, it couldn’t be any more painful than getting taken apart piece by piece on a bloody altar.
 
   He closed his eyes and started to rock back and forth on his heels.
 
   The suddenly he was snapped out of his reverie by a familiar voice.
 
   ‘Hey, you guys! We’re here. Oh no, I forgot to bring the cake with a file in it!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13—GOODBYES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Kat. She appeared out of the shadows on the other side of the laser bars, dressed all in black: black DMs, black jeans, black hoodie and black plastic specs.
 
   Jason almost fell forward into the lasers trying to reach out and hug her. ‘Sis! You’re just in time! We were just thinking of breaking out of here!’
 
   ‘Oh really!’ she said. ‘That’s good then! Better hurry though—I can’t stay long!’
 
   There was a pause … and then Jason finally admitted defeat. ‘Alright! We need rescuing, of course! Just tell me you have a plan for getting us out of here!’
 
   Kat shook her head. ‘Are you crazy? Break you out of here? The most secure prison in the galaxy? This isn’t Guardians of the Galaxy, Jase; there’s no battery for the lasers up on the wall just out of reach. Getting out of this place is impossible. I just came to say goodbye!’
 
   Jason’s jaw dropped. ‘Goodbye? I’m sorry … what?’
 
   Brandon had raised his head when he heard the conversation. He came over now, the happiest that Jason had ever seen him since … well, since the last time Kat had been around.
 
   They held hands through the bars and talked in hushed whispers. Watching them, Jason wondered if he had been wrong about their relationship; he had thought it was doomed, but maybe there was something special between them after all. But either way, what difference did it make now? If what Kat said was true, Jason was watching their last moments together.
 
   ‘I brought you something to remember me by,’ Kat said to her boyfriend. She reached inside her top and pulled out a necklace: a small curved piece of bone on a twisted, fraying string.
 
   ‘A real catron’s claw,’ Kat said. ‘The very tip of one, anyway. I heard you destroyed the bionoid version. Well, that’s too bad, but you did what you had to do, I guess.’
 
   ‘I did,’ Brandon said, absent-mindedly rubbing his thumb over the curve of the claw.
 
   ‘The real things are a lot harder to damage than your nanobots,’ Kat went on. ‘You can cut diamonds with this. It will last a lot longer that we will. I thought that maybe it could symbolise eternal friendship or something. Well, maybe more than friendship, if you know what I mean, but I don’t know how to say … I’m not very good with …’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ Brandon said simply.
 
   ‘Yeah, thanks,’ Jason said sarcastically. ‘Maybe we can use it to scratch out a tunnel all the way back up to the surface.’
 
   Doo came over next. ‘Kat!’ she exclaimed. ‘How did you get in here? Are you alone? Are you with any of my people?’
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ Kat said. ‘The balaks are safe. Everyone’s gone deep into the jungle, to a secret, ancient place a hundred miles north of here called Brightroot Cave. Your uncle Bung is leading them now. I guess he will be the next king after you … well, you know.’
 
   ‘But how did you get in here, Kat?’ Jason asked impatiently. ‘And where’s Hewson and the other survivors?’
 
   Kat took a deep breath. ‘The others are with the balaks. They’re safe. Me and Hewson and two of Doo’s other cousins managed to get inside the city. Ha, you’ll love this—we cut strips of rubber off the lighting trees and wrapped ourselves up in them to get through the force field!’
 
   ‘That was my idea!’ Jason protested.
 
   ‘We’re twins, we think the same!’ Kat said. ‘Anyway, the cousins tracked down one of their friends here inside the city: a balak slave whose job it is to refill the food dispensers in the prison. He let us in here. Oh, you guys—I’m so glad I got to see you one last time.  If you want me to carry messages back … your last words, if you know what I mean …’
 
   Kat had tears in her eyes, and Doo looked like she was about to crack, too. Brandon looked calm and sad at the same time. But Jason was incredulous, furious, bewildered … he couldn’t honestly believe what he was hearing.
 
   ‘Kat, are you crazy? You came all this way, got all this far, just to say goodbye? You have to go find a way of deactivating the laser beams! There has to be a control room with a switch nearby. Go and have a look!’
 
   Kat turned to her brother with a pained expression. ‘Jason, I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do. I can only go where the food dispenser guy can go, and they’re hardly likely to give him any access to the lasers.’
 
   She sighed. ‘When we heard the guards saying that Bran had destroyed the bionoids, all our hopes of a rescue died. But look on the bright side: the zelfs will never ever be able to turn the bionoids against the balaks again. We’ll try and escape tonight with as many slaves as we can, and then disappear into the jungle for good. There will be no more war between the zelfs and the balaks, and you three will be remembered forever … immortal heroes! Oh, Jase … are you crying?’
 
   ‘No!’ Jason sniffed. He reverse-snorted hard, dragging a big glob of snot down his throat. ‘I was laughing of course. Laughing at the whole stupid big mess that we managed to get ourselves into. Now go, Kat! Scram, before they catch you and stick you in here with us. And tomorrow night, be ready, because I’m going to come back and haunt you real good!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The prison was silent for hours after Kat left. Jason and Doo sat shoulder-to-shoulder, not speaking. There was nothing left to discuss: no crazy plans, battles or escapades to dream up. In the other corner, Brandon sat in silence, too, endlessly turning the bony catron’s claw in his fingers, no doubt thinking of Kat, and how he had lost her as well as the bionoids.
 
   Then, when it seemed that time couldn’t drag on any longer, the laser bars flicked off.
 
   Jason jumped to his feet. There was a squad of ten armed zelfs outside the cell. They all wore the colourful advanced body armour that followed the contours of their muscles, making them look like a team of superheroes from a Marvel or DC movie.
 
   They were, of course, anything but. Their leader touched a finger to his helmet, and his visor slid up, revealing a cruel grin. Jason recognised the captain who had captured them inside the city wall earlier.
 
   ‘Hello again, alien scum,’ the captain uttered, his voice dripping with exquisite contempt. ‘Ready to take your last ever trip up to the temple?’
 
   Jason surged forward, but Doo held him back. ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘It’s not worth it.’
 
   ‘It most definitely is worth it,’ he said, closing in on the captain with his bionic fist clenched.
 
   The captain stood perfectly still, an amused smirk on his face. When Jason was halfway through a potentially devastating uppercut, the surrounding guards quickly jerked up their laser rifles and all fired on Jason simultaneously.
 
   He was struck by heavy jolts of electricity that sent him sprawling to the ground. The pain was excruciating, and it didn’t go away for a long, long time. When he could finally open his clenched lips to speak, the only words he could muster were, ‘Argh agh.’
 
   ‘Sorry about that,’ the captain drawled. ‘I would have loved to have put you down permanently, but the Arch Predicant gave strict orders to bring you all to him alive.’
 
   ‘Ugh,’ Jason moaned.
 
   Doo spoke up on his behalf. ‘You’re monsters,’ she accused the zelf. ‘At least the Arch Predicant only hurts people because he thinks Zaal tells him to. What’s your excuse?’
 
   The captain laughed. ‘Zaal is just a word that keeps the city and the slaves in line. No god whispers in my ear, telling me what I can and can’t do, so I do what I like. Now get moving!’
 
   They were ushered out of the cell and down a long series of corridors. There were armoured zelfs everywhere, standing by the cells holding the two hundred balaks, ready to oversee their transfer to the temple. The slaves gave Doo silent salutes as she passed. She acknowledged every one of them with a grim nod.
 
   After walking down endless corridors, past endless cells, they entered a hangar where another black insect-like prisoner transport lurked beneath a wide shaft that led up to the surface. This one was a large ship, designed to carry hundreds of prisoners: the holding compartments filled the undercarriage like a spider’s swollen egg sac.
 
   On their knees in the shadow of the ship, surrounded by guards, were three balaks: one small and thin, and dressed in denim dungarees; the other two big and powerful, and clad in leather and metal armour.
 
   ‘Brug! Bunk!’ Doo shouted. Jason figured they were her cousins. He vaguely remembered dancing with them at the party the night they arrived on Corroza. The other guy must be the prison worker who had let them in.
 
   ‘You caught them,’ the zelf captain said. ‘Good. The punishment for entering the city, and for sheltering those who enter the city, is death.’
 
   He gestured to the guards. ‘Execute them immediately.’
 
   The guards put their laser rifles to the back of the balaks’ necks.
 
   ‘Wait.’ The captain held up a hand. ‘A swift death is no fun. Process them with the rest of the slaves and take them up to the temple. I doubt that the Arch Predicant will mind a few extras. You know what he’s like: when the sacrifices are done, you almost have to prise the knife out of his hand.’
 
   The captain turned back to Jason, Doo and Brandon. ‘I wonder where the other two got to. Oh, we knew all about your friends’ little raid. The city guard have eyes and ears everywhere. Nothing gets past us. We thought we would watch and see what they tried to do first, though; the very idea that they could break you out of here was most amusing.’
 
   A single zelf guard came running over from the far side of the hangar. He skidded to a halt in front of the captain and saluted.
 
   ‘Report!’ the captain snapped.
 
   ‘We cornered the humans on a maintenance gantry in the reactor ring, sir,’ the guard said, his voice coming out electronic and raspy from under his helmet. ‘But we ran into some, er, problems.’
 
   A flicker of annoyance passed over the captain’s face. ‘What kind of problems?’
 
   ‘The male human took out almost our entire squad, sir. He had booby trapped the gantry with explosives.’
 
   Jason couldn’t hide his grin. Hewson!
 
   ‘In the confusion, the girl managed to escape the city,’ the soldier continued. ‘I took out the male, however. His body fell into a laser crusher. Confirmed kill, sir.’
 
   Jason’s grin was wiped off his face.
 
   The captain seemed pleased with the report, all told. ‘It is of little consequence that the girl escaped,’ he mused. ‘After all, we heard every word of your conversation in the cells. We know where she, and all the remaining rebels, are heading for. I will lead an attack on this Brightroot Cave myself. Perhaps I can do the one thing that my old general, Dravid Karkor, failed to do twenty years ago. Perhaps I can finally wipe out the balaks for good!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14—REVERSAL
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason, Brandon, Doo and her cousins, Brug and Bunk, ended up crammed in one of the prison transport’s compartments. The cousins took up most of the room—they were big, muscly, sweaty and smelly. They were all squashed in so tight that Jason was face-to-face with one of them, almost touching noses.
 
   ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Hey, thanks for coming here for us. Sorry it didn’t work out.’
 
   Brug (or was it Bunk?) leered at him.
 
   ‘The rubber cloak thing,’ Jason said. ‘Pretty cool, huh? That was my idea, you know.’
 
   Brug and Bunk shrugged and looked at each other.
 
   ‘What’s wrong with you guys?’ Doo said to them.
 
   ‘Nothin’, coz,’ one of them said. ‘We just real scared about getting sacrificed.’
 
   ‘Uh huh. Real scared,’ the other echoed. He didn’t sound like he meant it, though. The balaks were brave, Jason had to admit, or they were good at acting brave.
 
   He thought of Kat, alone in the jungle, destined for a life of constant struggle and fear, trying to keep one step ahead of the zelf forces. She would have to be brave, too. He thought of Hewson, who had already given up his life to allow Kat to escape. Hewson, who had been the last adult left in the galaxy keeping an eye on them. Now they had no one; they were just a bunch of kids at the mercy of an uncaring god and an uncaring universe. It all made Jason want to scream in frustration. 
 
   He turned to Brandon, who he was jammed shoulder to shoulder with. ‘Come on, I’m not giving up yet. Hand me that claw thing Kat gave you. I’ll try and pick the lock with it.
 
   Brandon shrugged and lifted the claw from around his neck. Jason took it and started scratching around the door about halfway up its edge. He wasn’t really sure what he was doing—there wasn’t actually any sign of a lock, let alone a keyhole.
 
   ‘The catron’s claw is an amazing thing,’ Brandon said as Jason worked on their escape. ‘Not only is it harder than diamonds, but it’s almost perfectly resistant to heat, electricity and X-rays. It’s a perfect weapon, and would make even better armour if you could synthesise it somehow.’
 
   ‘Yeah, well maybe if you get some free time after being beheaded on the altar,’ Jason growled. He gave up on his escape plan. All he had succeeded in doing was make a nice pattern of scratches in the door. He briefly considered signing off the work with a four letter word.
 
   The compartment jolted and rocked as the prison transport lifted off the hangar floor. To reach ground level, it would have to fly vertically half a kilometre up a wide shaft. After that, it was another two kilometres up to the temple: the last trip they would ever make.
 
   ‘I’ve got a plan!’ Jason said. He squeezed past Brandon and Doo to the opposite side of the compartment, where there was a door to the inside of the prison container. He banged on it with his metal fist.
 
   A narrow slot in the door opened. There was a visored helmet on the other side. ‘What?’ the zelf soldier said.
 
   ‘I need the bog,’ Jason said. ‘Real bad.’
 
   The soldier considered this request for several long moments.
 
   ‘Can’t it wait?’
 
   ‘No,’ Jason said, trying to add a note of panic into his voice. ‘I need a number two!’
 
   The soldier looked up and down the corridor that ran between all the compartment doors. ‘Hold it in,’ he said. But for some reason he didn’t immediately slam the slot shut. Jason kept up the pressure:
 
   ‘Look, if you don’t let me go right this minute, I’m going to fill my pants in the middle of my execution. Do you want to be the one responsible for clearing up that mess?’
 
   The slot slammed shut.
 
   Jason turned to the others. ‘Well I had to try, right? I think this means we are officially out of options.’
 
   Brandon actually cracked a weak smile. ‘I can’t believe you sometimes,’ he said to Jason.
 
   Then, with a soft click, the compartment door opened.
 
   ‘Down the end of the corridor and turn left,’ the soldier said. ‘Don’t be long.’
 
   Jason couldn’t quite believe it. Was this a trick? And what was his play now? Attack the soldier? Or do what he was told, then try and spring a surprise later? The soldier had his laser rifle trained at Jason, so he decided to play it cool and walk slowly down the narrow walkway.
 
   ‘Don’t fall in!’ Brandon shouted from back inside the compartment, and Jason had a flashback to an earlier time and place: a train ride out of a meteor-stricken London.
 
   That trip to the public conveniences had been interrupted by a mass shootout involving Hewson and some alien enemies, followed by a massive explosion and crash.
 
   Jason had a horrible feeling that this was going to end with a five minute sit down and a last chance to wash his hands before meeting the Arch Predicant for the final time …
 
   A second guard rounded the corridor. When he saw Jason loose and walking about, he stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   ‘What the hell?’ he said, reaching for his laser rifle.
 
   Those were his last words, however, because a laser bolt flew over Jason’s shoulder and hit the guard straight in the chest, burning away the top layer of his amour. A second direct hit burned away his heart.
 
   Jason spun around on the spot. The soldier who had let him loose reached up and pulled off his helmet. The face beneath didn’t have the pale, elegant features of a zelf, but rather the dark, craggy features of—
 
   ‘Hewson!’ Jason exclaimed.
 
   ‘Take that guy’s gun, Jason,’ the lieutenant ordered. ‘All hell is about to break loose.’
 
   ‘About damn time!’ Jason said, as two more zelf soldiers arrived on the scene to see what all the commotion was about. Jason and Hewson fired as one. Then they fired again, and again. Thanks to the zelf’s advanced armour, just because they were down, it didn’t mean that they were dead.
 
   Brandon stepped out of the compartment. ‘Nice job,’ he said, looking at all the bodies. ‘Remember you have to get the second—killing—shot in before the armour reforms around the breach. My father designed those suits, remember?’
 
   ‘I remember,’ Jason said. Brandon didn’t seem too surprised about Hewson’s sudden reappearance. Come to think of it, he had been pretty unflustered by a lot of recent events, including their imminent death sentence.
 
   Suddenly, it dawned on Jason.
 
   ‘You knew!’ he said. ‘You’ve got some kind of plan!’
 
   Brandon grinned. ‘Of course there’s a plan! You didn’t think I was going to let us get this far from home only to wind up on the altar of an alien god, did you?’
 
   ‘I did, actually. But … if you had a plan, then why didn’t you say?’
 
   ‘Couldn’t,’ Brandon said. ‘There’s not a word spoken in this city doesn’t get reported back to the Arch Predicant. And besides, you not knowing and getting mad every five minutes made it easier to hide what we were really up to.’
 
   ‘Which is what?’ Jason said, picking up the laser rifles from the fallen zelfs and handing them to Brug and Bunk.
 
   ‘We can explain everything later,’ Hewson said. ‘Right now, you all have to get Brandon to the cockpit of this ship if we’re going to stand any chance of escape.’
 
   Doo had frisked the bodies of the guards and come up with a couple of long combat knives. ‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘Jason doesn’t need a complicated explanation. He’s better when he doesn’t need to think, and just acts on instinct.’
 
   Was that a compliment? ‘Thanks, I think,’ Jason said, following her up the corridor, around the corner and up the ladder that connected the prisoner container to the ship that lifted it.
 
   A zelf soldier looked down the shaft. Doo let one of her knives fly. The zelf had thought it safe to remove his helmet; it was an oversight he must have regretted as he tumbled down the ladder with a blade stuck between his eyes.
 
   The next guard made exactly the same mistake, and Jason had to dodge a second body as it crashed down past him, almost knocking him off the ladder. At that point, the zelfs must have figured out that something bad was going on, because a hatch started to close at the top of the shaft …
 
   But not before Hewson had lobbed something up and into the deck beyond. There was a loud bang and a flash of light before the hatch had chance to fully shut. Doo managed to scramble up and put her hand to it before it locked them out.
 
   She pushed it back open and climbed aboard the zelf ship. The others followed, and on the main deck they found half a dozen soldiers rolling about on the floor. Another three zelfs had managed to get their helmets on and avoid the effects of Hewson’s flashbang grenade. They hadn’t quite had time to bring their weapons to bear, though, and had to resort to fighting Brug and Bunk hand to hand.
 
   The two balak brothers had obviously never handled a laser rifle before. They gripped the weapons by the barrel and beat their opponents to death as if the guns were clubs. Jason winced as he heard bones breaking inside the zelfs’ flexible suits.
 
   Doo collected a couple more knives and went around finishing off the others. ‘Bastards,’ she hissed at the corpses when she was done.
 
   Brandon was at the cockpit door. ‘Get this open!’ he said urgently.
 
   There was no way they were going to blow their way through. Jason banged on the door. ‘Open up!’ he shouted. ‘Or we will blow this ship up and take us all out.’
 
   Silence from beyond.
 
   ‘You think we’re bluffing? Just remember where you’re taking us. This will be a good way to die! Open up and we’ll let you live.’
 
   The cockpit door opened. Jason stepped in and shot the pilot and co-pilot dead.
 
   ‘That was a bit harsh,’ Brandon said, slipping into the newly vacated pilot’s seat.
 
   ‘I do it so you don’t have to,’ Jason said, taking the co-pilot’s seat. He watched Brandon play with the controls. After a brief few seconds of wild swinging, Brandon was as comfortable as if he had owned the ship for years. They continued their ascent up the shaft to the surface. Lightning flashed and rain splattered the windscreen; they were almost out.
 
   ‘You think this escape plan’s still a secret?’ Jason asked his friend. ‘How are we going to get past the force field around the city?’
 
   Brandon flashed Jason another wicked grin. He was clearly enjoying the mystery and surprise. ‘What force field?’ he said.
 
   They rose out of the shaft and emerged over a rain-soaked concourse at the foot of the Tower of the Moons. Dark buildings loomed all around them. It was almost impossible to see anything but shadows and shapes. Had there been a power cut? When lighting flashed, Jason could see the jungle beyond the furthest buildings.
 
   ‘The force field’s down! But how—’
 
   When lighting flashed again, he saw a small figure standing on the concrete below them, frantically waving. Brandon angled the ship so that the figure was caught in the beam of the headlights.
 
   ‘It’s Kat! Why is she still in the city? Let’s pick her up!’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘We’ll put down the prisoner container and let Kat lead the balaks to safety. But we’re not leaving just yet …’
 
   A swarm of zelf fighters suddenly zoomed into view from around the Tower of the Moons. They were small ships—just a tiny cockpit flanked by two laser cannons. The designer had obviously favoured firepower over looks.
 
   ‘We have dorsal gun turrets left and right,’ Hewson said. ‘Jason, come on!’
 
   ‘I’ll go with the balaks,’ Doo said. ‘Keep those zelfs off our backs!’
 
   She kissed Jason before she left. ‘Kill them all for me,’ she said sweetly.
 
   With Doo’s words ringing in his ears, Jason hopped up to the portside gun turret. Right now, he didn’t care how Brandon, Hewson and Kat had engineered their escape; he just wanted to let off some steam and shoot things.
 
   He fell into the turret’s bucket seat, grabbed the joystick with one hand and pulled down the targeting visor with the other. The layout and operation was intuitive: Jason pounded the trigger, taking out several of the swarming enemy fighters with bolts of red hot laser, until the overheat bar started flashing. He eased up on the trigger and waited for the chance to make a more considered shot.
 
   Brandon had set down the prisoner container, and was now banking away in order to present a moving target. A single zelf ship was hurtling towards them down the canyon formed by nearby buildings. Jason could predict the point its dive would turn into a zoom climb, and his finger hovered on the trigger, waiting …
 
   For a brief moment, before its kinetic energy carried it up to safety, the zelf was a sitting duck. Jason pulled the trigger …
 
   … and missed.
 
   He swore in frustration as the ship passed overhead, raking them with a hail of laserfire.
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ Brandon’s voice sounded in the earpiece connected to his visor.
 
   ‘I can’t shoot with only one eye! I can only see 2D, not 3D!’
 
   ‘Of course,’ Brandon agreed. ‘You must be stereoblind, with no depth perception.’
 
   ‘That’s what I said, dumbass!’
 
   ‘Alright, well let’s try a different tactic. Let’s find some help.’
 
   Brandon took the ship down, until they were hurtling through the maze of buildings almost at ground level. To Jason, it looked like a dark blur; but Brandon had the sharp eyesight and reflexes of the zelfs: he was more than a match for the best of their pilots.
 
   Still, there were at least twenty enemy ships on their tail. The occasional laser blast hit home, battering their already weakened armour plating. ‘They’re getting closer,’ Jason said, letting loose a few ineffectual blasts of his own.
 
   ‘We just have to keep them busy long enough for Kat, Doo and the balaks to escape,’ Hewson said over the comm.
 
   ‘Oh great,’ Jason moaned. ‘So not only am I going to die anyway today, I’m not going to have time to hear how you all cooked up this secret plan!’
 
   ‘Nobody’s going to die today,’ Brandon said, cutting a sharp left down an alleyway. ‘Now hold your fire, both of you.’
 
   Jason let go of the sweaty joystick and flopped back in the comfy gunner’s seat. There was silence in the turret as Brandon cut the engines and they drifted slowly down the dark corridor between buildings. Through the targeting visor, Jason could see a web of strange silvery cables criss-crossing across the alley. Brandon put the ship through some extremely careful manoeuvres to avoid them.
 
   Their pursuers had no time to avoid the trap, though. Jason watched incredulously as all twenty zelf fighters hit and got snagged in the cables, which bent like they were elastic, and held their catch as if they were sticky.
 
   Like a spider web! Jason thought, looking around for proof of his theory.
 
   It came from above, scuttling down the side of one of the skyscrapers: a giant black and blue tarantula-like monster that, from spiny leg to spiny leg, was large enough to span twenty floors of the building it was crawling on.  Jason saw one of the zelf pilots on top of his stuck ship, looking for a way down to the ground. The spider was on him in an instant, stabbing him in the back with one of its spear-like fangs, injecting him with a venom that would presumably turn his insides almost instantly to jelly.
 
   ‘Where did that thing come from?’ Jason whispered, scared that he might draw its attention.
 
   ‘The force field does more than keep the balaks out of the city,’ Brandon said. ‘It keeps out the jungle too. There will be a lot of predators in Perazim tonight, looking for a fresh meal.’
 
   Jason shuddered as they drifted around the next corner, leaving the gory spectacle behind. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘Let’s get out of this crazy city while we still can.’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘There’s one more thing we need to do. Come back to the cockpit, and I’ll tell you everything about the plan.’
 
   Jason flung off the visor and extricated himself from the turret. He met Hewson on the return journey, and together they entered the cockpit. Brandon was stood facing them, a satisfied smile on his face. In his hand he held up the bone necklace Kat had given him.
 
   Behind him, something moved outside the front windscreen.
 
   ‘Brandon! Get down!’ Jason shouted, rushing forward and pushing Brandon to the floor. Outside the glass, he caught a glimpse of the evil smirk on the face of the zelf captain, who was sitting at the controls of his own massive gunship hovering just a few metres across from them. Jason found himself staring down the barrels of a massive battery of laser cannons.
 
   There was a blinding flash, a booming crash … then darkness.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When Jason came around, he was lying on his back in a smoking pile of twisted wreckage. He was in pain—incredible pain. More pain than when the Arch Predicant had set the bionoids on him. When he opened his eyes, he saw why: a great shard of glass was sticking out of his stomach. His legs were crushed beneath a twisted fold of metal, and one of his feet was sticking out at an angle that it definitely shouldn’t be able to reach.
 
   Brandon, looking almost as worse for wear, crawled up alongside. ‘Are…you … alright?’ he gasped.
 
   ‘No,’ Jason said, his throat burning as he spoke. ‘I’m … bloody dying. Are you … happy you destroyed … the bionoids now?’
 
   Brandon reached out and grabbed Jason’s hand. ‘Hang in there,’ he said. ‘It’s … it’s …’
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Jason sighed. ‘I forgive you, alright? Kat and Doo and the others are safe. Now just … just let me die in peace.’
 
   ‘No I won’t,’ Brandon said. ‘Because it’s not …  it’s not over yet!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15—RESISTANCE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days earlier. The sacred grounds of Zaal, near the equator of the planet Corroza.
 
   Brandon crashed through the jungle. It was dark, noisy and dangerous. The wedding had gone to hell; balaks and humans were falling over themselves to get to safety. A dragon roared nearby, and the trees shook and split as it smashed through them. The ground was wet, muddy and slippery, and when lighting flashed it was more disorienting than helpful.
 
   Brandon closed his eyes.
 
   Seeing the world through the bionoids was a lot less confusing. It was almost like a kind of augmented reality—as the nanoscopic robots spread out and delineated the environment, Brandon could see the world with stark clarity. In his mind’s eye, nearby lifeforms were picked out in vivid colour, obstacles such as oncoming low branches flashed as he approached, and the ground was patterned with textured overlays that guided his feet.
 
   The bionoids alerted him to a secure hiding place—an empty cave in a nearby riverbank. He wriggled down a narrow, twisting entrance tunnel, ending up in a small chamber. It was dry, safe and quiet, but there was no time to rest: Brandon sent the bionoids back into the jungle, spreading out wider in a search for his friends.
 
   First, though, he came across two balaks lying face down in the mud. They had been trampled by a dragon, and had terrible claw wounds gouged into their backs. One was dead—and there was nothing Brandon could do about that—but the other was still alive, barely.  He directed the bionoids inside the balak’s body, funnelling them in through the nose, ears and mouth. Each tiny robot was equipped with an array of surgical tools—scalpels, needles and drills— that enabled them to cauterise internal bleeding and repair wounds. Brandon let them get on with their work, and continued scanning the jungle for more victims.
 
   ‘You are wasting your time, kid.’
 
   Brandon almost jumped out of his skin. The voice was right next to him in the cave. He called up a visual in his head, but what the bionoids showed him made no sense at all. So he had them coalesce and produce light: a miniature lamp floating just over his head.
 
   He still didn’t believe what he was seeing.
 
   ‘You … you’re dead!’ he said.
 
   The President of the United States of America was sitting cross legged on the cave floor, his shirtsleeves rolled up and his collar open.
 
   ‘I’m alive,’ the President said. ‘And you saved me. You scanned my brain and stored it in the bionoids. I constructed this new body myself.’
 
   Brandon was stunned. ‘You made it?’
 
   The President nodded. And then, to demonstrate, he spread his palms …
 
   … and dissolved into a dark cloud of bionoids.
 
   ‘You can’t do that!’ Brandon gasped. ‘I’ve accounted for all the bionoids … they’re mostly all out in the jungle …’
 
   ‘The bionoids are more powerful than you think, Brandon,’ the President said, reforming again. ‘They have the power to replicate themselves. It’s a built-in safeguard against damage, and your father placed limits on exponential growth, but in time I might be able to circumvent—’
 
   ‘Wait!’ Brandon said. He couldn’t quite believe any of this, but one question begged to be asked: ‘You still take orders from me, right?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ the President said. ‘Of course. You have ultimate authority.’
 
   ‘Then let’s stop talking and go help the injured. Get out there and find my friends!’
 
   The President stood up. ‘Alright, but like I said: you are wasting your time. There are hundreds of injured balaks and humans out there. We—the bionoids—are stretched too thin. But there are only twenty zelfs here, flying the ships that are driving the dragons towards the stronghold. Kill them, Brandon, and you end this massacre instantly and save lives!’
 
   ‘I can’t,’ Brandon said. ‘I promised—’
 
   ‘You can break a promise!’ the President snapped. ‘There’s no shame in it. I made hundreds of promises during my time in office—promises that I meant wholeheartedly when I made them—but I had to break them … no, I had to compromise in order to move forward. You don’t want to let a promise or a principle hold you back to the point where it hurts you and your friends more.’
 
   He had a point. Brandon was forced to question his standpoint for the first time. It was agonising. Things were so much simpler when he was safely ensconced on the moral high ground.
 
   ‘Using the bionoids to take out the zelfs would be as quick and clean a kill as a drone strike,’ the President said. ‘I had many sleepless nights when drones killed innocent civilians, but in the end I concluded that on balance, we were saving American lives by targeting those who would not hesitate to destroy us. It was self defence!’
 
   ‘But you’re not him!’ Brandon said. ‘You’re not the President. You’re a copy.’
 
   ‘A bit-perfect copy,’ the President argued. ‘And a bit-perfect copy is, to all intents and purposes, indistinguishable from the original. You can trust my advice. I’m the same person you knew when I was alive.’
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Brandon said. ‘I can’t decide!’
 
   ‘Then let me,’ the President said, then dissolved and disappeared.
 
   Brandon sat paralysed with indecision as the bionoids carried out their attack. He watched through their sensors as they took to the skies above the jungle. He felt them enter the hearts of the zelf pilots; he felt the electric jolt as twenty hearts were simultaneously stopped. He could have done something, and called the bionoids off, but he didn’t.
 
   He just let it happen.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After the storm passed, a cool fresh breeze brought a strange sense of peace to the jungle. Brandon trudged wearily among the moonlit trees until he arrived at the stronghold. On the open ground around the balaks’ home, a great pile of twisted spacecraft wreckage sent a column of black smoke into the sky.
 
   Hewson was there, giving orders: ‘Let the fires keep burning. Anyone looking this way from the city might guess that the stronghold itself is burning. Let them guess!’
 
   Brandon scanned the crowds. He could have used the bionoids to search, but they were busy helping the injured. And right now, he wasn’t sure if he even wanted anything to do with them.
 
   But Kat found him first. She came up behind him and put her hands over his eyes. ‘Guess who!’ she said.
 
   ‘I dunno,’ Brandon said. ‘I could probably guess though—there aren’t that many people left alive to choose from.’
 
   Kat came around in front of him and gave him a hug and a kiss. ‘Don’t be so grumpy,’ she said. ‘Is Jason with you?’
 
   ‘No. Didn’t he come back?’
 
   ‘Nope. Well, hopefully he’s still with Doo; I saw them running off together. The balaks are getting ready to pile on over to the city for this big showdown with the zelfs that Jason promised them, so I guess we will all meet up there. Hey, was it you who brought down the zelf ships?’
 
   ‘Yep,’ Brandon said. He had to take ultimate responsibility, despite what had happened. ‘That was me.’
 
   ‘So you’re going to join us in the battle then? No more trying to be as neutral as Switzerland?’
 
   ‘I’m not neutral, Kat! I’ve never been neutral. I want to win this war as much as anyone. I just wish there was a way to do that without using the bionoids as a weapon, but …’
 
   He left it there. The bionoids might join in this war whether I like it or not! he thought, but he didn’t want to reveal his fears to Kat just yet. If it comes to it, he thought, I’ll destroy them first.
 
   Hewson approached, dragging behind him a body pulled from the wreck. Brandon averted his eyes as the lieutenant proceeded to strip the zelf of his armour.
 
   ‘If this guy hadn’t just keeled over and died,’ Hewson said, ‘his armour might have saved him. It appears to be made of some kind of regenerating material. I tested armour back on Earth made out of polymers that can reform over bullet holes, but this is something else.’
 
   Self-replicating material, Brandon thought. Designed by his father for his friend, Dravid Karkor. A technology that, if combined with the bionoids and allowed to spiral out of control, could spell disaster for humans, balaks and zelfs alike.
 
   A massive shadow fell across Brandon, snapping him out of his thoughts. It was a giant grizzled balak, with one arm and one leg. He was supported across the shoulders of two younger balaks.
 
   ‘Hello,’ Brandon said.
 
   ‘Well met, shaman!’ the old balak said.
 
   ‘Shaman?’
 
   ‘Oh yes indeed,’ the big balak said. ‘Your powerful magic healed my wounds and saved my life tonight. Our old shaman got eaten by a dragon while trying to cast a spell that would turn it into a pebble. Like it or not, you are his successor!’
 
   Brandon smiled. ‘I’ll try and do a good job.’
 
   ‘I know you will. I am Bung, uncle to the king, and heir to the throne if Doo and the king do not return from the city. I’m too old and useless to join the fight myself, so I’ll be leading our young and elderly to the safety of the sacred Firebath Caves, a hundred miles south of here.’
 
   He indicated the two balaks holding him up. ‘But my sons, Brug and Bunk, will accompany you. They will fight to the death to protect you!’
 
   Brug and Bunk exchanged a worried look, then both burst out laughing.
 
   ‘Yes,’ one of them said. ‘But hopefully not our deaths!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They walked along the highways formed by the interlocking branches of the lightning trees. Three hundred warrior balaks, the handful of surviving humans who were able to fight, and Brandon: the one zelf among their midst. He walked side by side with Kat; sometimes they held hands, sometimes he shook her grasp off and walked alone, thinking. As they walked, they munched from bags of blue seeds that the balaks had brought with them: some kind of superfood that apparently had been the staple of the balak armies for centuries.
 
   Brandon probed it with the bionoids. The seeds were packed with lysine, calcium, phosphorus, protein and iron. The closest match to Earth food was quinoa.
 
   The food that fuelled the Aztec armies, the President said, speaking in Brandon’s head. Early civilisations had to fight to flourish. If humanity wants to rebuild—
 
   Yes, I get the point! Brandon thought back.
 
   ‘—cloak made of strips of bark!’ Kat was saying to him, oblivious to his inner conversation.
 
   He looked up. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Brug and Bunk say that there’s a force field around the city. But what if we made cloaks from the bark from the lighting trees? They would stop us getting a nasty shock, right? Rubber is an insulator, and these trees are made out some pretty rubbery stuff.’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon laughed. ‘It’s the conductive cores of these trees channelling the lightning down to the roots that stops us from getting hurt when it strikes. Simply wearing rubbery clothes isn’t going to help—after all, lightning has travelled through miles and miles of air—which is also a great insulator, by the way—to get here. Your rubber cloak isn’t going to make much difference.’
 
   Kat looked disappointed. ‘Oh well. We’d better think of something, though. I doubt that Jason will have had any better ideas. The balaks are counting on him, so we don’t want to get to the city and find him waiting for us without a plan for getting in.’
 
   ‘We need more than just a plan for getting in,’ Brandon said. ‘We need to figure out how to get to, and take down, the Arch Predicant. He sounds like one hell of a scary dude, and apparently he never leaves the temple on top of the highest tower.’
 
   In front of them, one of the balak cousins held up a hand. ‘Hold up. There are zelfs ahead.’
 
   They had just started across one of the branches that connected the trunks of two lightning trees. Across the branch, near the opposite trunk, stood a small group of zelfs. They weren’t soldiers wearing armour and carrying weapons, however. They seemed to be a mix of men and women, including a lot of younger zelfs that looked like teenagers or students.
 
   ‘Well, they look friendly,’ Kat said.
 
   ‘Could be religious fanatics, all wired up to explosive belts,’ Hewson warned.
 
   ‘That’s a nice thought,’ Brandon said. ‘Well, let’s find out.’ He sent the bionoids over to briefly touch the zelfs’ minds. Since the incident at the wedding, the nanobots hadn’t exerted their independence again. He was sure, though, that it was only a matter of time.
 
   The bionoids had barely touched the thoughts of the lead zelf when Brandon pulled them back in surprise.
 
   ‘Oh wow,’ he said out loud.
 
   ‘What is it?’ Kat said, but Brandon was already running along the branch to meet the zelfs. Hewson and Kat followed on his heels.
 
   The leader of the band of zelfs was a middle-aged woman dressed in plain outdoor clothing and leather boots. Like all zelfs, though, she was tall and beautiful, and made the clothes look a lot more stylish than they actually were. She had a familiar look in her eyes.
 
   ‘Hello Brandon,’ she said.
 
   ‘Who are you?’ he said, knowing the answer, but needing to hear it spoken out loud.
 
   ‘We are the Perazim Resistance. We are your friends.’
 
   Well, that was encouraging news, but it wasn’t what Brandon had sensed when he briefly invaded her thoughts. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean, who are you?’
 
   The woman smiled at him affectionately. ‘I’m the leader of the resistance. It’s an organisation I founded over twenty years ago with my sister when we both worked as lawyers fighting for zelf freedom from religious authority. My sister was Paran Karkor.
 
   ‘My name is Rana, Brandon; I am your aunt.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16—INCURSION
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Brandon didn’t know what to say or do. He stood, mouth agape, for a moment before decided that the best course of action right now would be to hug his aunt.
 
   Kat decided to hug Hewson, who in turn tried to ignore her and clap Brandon on the shoulder instead. Brug and Bunk, who had now caught up, scratched their heads at what was going on, then decided to hug each other.
 
   Brandon’s aunt held him close. She had a tear in her eye despite her cool exterior.
 
   ‘You … knew my parents,’ Brandon said. ‘I never did. Not properly. There’s so much I need to know about them … and about you, of course!’
 
   ‘And you will,’ Rana said. ‘In time. But first, let us get out of this jungle. We are extremely glad we ran into you guys. We’re idealists, not fighters, not even survivalists. And we are pretty sure that there are some creatures prowling around.’
 
   ‘Catrons,’ Brug confirmed, sniffing the air. ‘Not to worry now, though, now you are with us. They won’t attack a big group of balaks.’
 
   ‘How did you even get this far into the jungle?’ Brandon asked his aunt. ‘Not even the zelf soldiers dare leave the city.’
 
   One of Rana’s young accomplices stepped forward and showed Brandon a tablet displaying something that looked like a map of the London Underground.
 
   Except it was, of course, a map of the Perazim Underground.
 
   ‘There are tunnels under the city?’ Brandon said. ‘That spread out into the jungle?’
 
   ‘That’s right,’ Rana said. ‘They once were connected to the old temple, long before the city was built. The temple is now raised on top of the Tower of the Moons, and the tunnels were filled in. Well, they were supposed to have been filled in. But even thousands of years ago, there was a resistance movement!’
 
   Rana’s group led the way, down the trunk of the lightning tree, and then into a thicket of dense undergrowth. They were following what looked suspiciously like a game trail; Brandon almost stepped in a large steaming pile of catron crap at one point. Eventually, they stopped at a rocky tor that jutted out of the ground. A dark cave entrance loomed in front of them, and the ground all around was scattered with bones.
 
   ‘I’ve been here before,’ Brug said. ‘We call it Fat Rock. And that cave is a catron lair. Me and Bunk raided it last year, looking for catron teeth. Pretty sure there’s no tunnel to Perazim back there.’
 
   ‘Maybe you just didn’t look hard enough,’ Rana said. ‘Come on in.’
 
   Brug ordered the rest of the balak army to wait outside with Bunk, while he and the humans and zelfs had a look inside the cave. Everyone was on edge, fearing a trap, but Brandon was calm. He had confirmed, through the bionoids, that Rana was indeed a blood relation, and he could sense that the rest of her crew were as apprehensive as they were—the zelfs were frightened of the balaks, the jungle and the creepy cave full of bones.
 
   He bent down and picked up a small curved bone. It was the tip of a catron’s claw; Brandon could see the channel where the deadly poison once ran. The claw was viciously sharp, and it bit into his skin like a hot needle into a ripe zit. He cursed under his breath, healed himself with the bionoids, then carefully tucked the claw away in his jeans pocket.
 
   Rana had reached the back of the cave. She waved a hand and the rocky surface flickered like a fluorescent strip light, the cave wall changing from natural rock to machine-tooled metal. They were now all looking at a pair of double doors.
 
   ‘Adaptive texture camouflage,’ Brandon said. He had seen this technology before, when they first discovered his father’s spaceship, Discord, back on Earth.  ‘The surface molecules reconfigure to match the crystalline structure of surrounding natural elements. The bionoids do the same thing when taking on a solid shape.’
 
   ‘Your father actually developed this technology at the behest of the Arch Predicant, to use in his spy network,’ Brandon’s aunt told him. ‘But the resistance managed to acquire some prototypes to use down here.’
 
   She pushed the doors open and led everyone into a dark corridor that sloped downwards until it was about fifty metres underground. The walls were bare rock, but carved with geometric, tribal designs.
 
   ‘The balak temple had similar carvings,’ Kat noticed. ‘But this is part of a zelf temple, isn’t it?’
 
   ‘The zelfs and the balaks weren’t that different thousands of years ago,’ Rana said was they walked. ‘They even looked fairly similar. Centuries of easy living have softened the zelfs, whereas the hard jungle continues to toughen the balaks.’
 
   ‘And I’ll bet before that, thousands more years ago, the zelfs and the balaks were all one tribe,’ Brandon said. ‘Some great cataclysm might have torn them apart, forcing them to evolve independently.’
 
   Bunk was scratching his head. ‘Wait a minute. Are you saying that Zaal created balaks and zelfs at the same time?’
 
   ‘No!’ Brandon laughed. ‘I’m saying that Zaal didn’t—’
 
   Kat put a hand over his mouth. ‘Let’s not go there right now,’ she said sweetly.
 
   Brandon shut up. There was no point in starting an argument when, for the first time in years, zelfs and balaks were engaged in a joint enterprise. He decided instead, since they were still some distance from Perazim, to ask his aunt about their family.
 
   ‘Did you know my parents well?’
 
   ‘No,’ she said, as they walked side by side at the head of the column. ‘I barely knew your father. I knew Dravid better. He and my sister were very happy together for the first years of their marriage. Neither of them cared much about religion at first, but as he rose in rank Dravid discovered that his power and status were dependent on the whims of the Arch Predicant. Paran hated the things he had to do—hunt balaks, enforce religious law—but Dravid’s ambition and violent streak outweighed his conscience.’
 
    ‘So my mother turned to Talem Tarsus,’ Brandon said. ‘My father.’
 
   ‘Yes. They became close when Talem approached Paran with some secret documents relating to the Thanamorph project. Between them, they tried to get it shut down. The Arch Predicant wanted to create an army of monsters he could unleash in the jungle to destroy the balaks. Legally, it was immoral, and scientifically it was dangerous and untested. Between them, Paran and Talem fought to shut down the project.’
 
   ‘They failed,’ Brandon said, thinking of his home planet that was overrun with the lab-created biological horrors.
 
   ‘They found each other, though,’ Rana said. She clapped Brandon on the shoulder. ‘So something good came out of it, at least. They never wanted to hurt Dravid; if she could, Paran would have divorced her first husband. But in Perazim, marriage is for life. Zaal doesn’t approve of those who break his ancient laws.’
 
   ‘Was that when you and my parents rebooted the resistance?’ Brandon asked.
 
   ‘Not your father. Just us. Talem was a university professor and an influential scientist. Paran didn’t want to involve him and put his life in danger. Well, as it turned out, danger found him anyway; he wound up in the dungeons awaiting execution after his bionoid weapon went horribly wrong. But before Paran fled Corroza with him, all those years ago, she promised me one thing: that the resistance wouldn’t die, and that the bionoids would one day return to us.’
 
   The tunnel ended in another double door. Rana tapped out a message on her handheld communicator, and they waited.
 
   ‘In the last twenty years, the resistance has grown. We have agents in many prominent positions now. One of us spent a decade infiltrating the city guard, and now has responsibility for operating the defensive force field. And since the balaks have been taken into slavery, we have been able to recruit a great many of them, to work against their zelf masters right under their noses!’
 
   The door opened, and a balak in shabby dungarees beckoned them inside.
 
   ‘This is Bugga,’ Rana said. ‘As far as anyone else is concerned, his only responsibility is refilling the food cube dispensers in the dungeons underneath the Tower of the Moons. But we gave him the all-important task of being gatekeeper of the secret tunnels.’
 
   Bugga gave Brandon a typical twisted balak grin.
 
   ‘So come on in,’ Rana said. ‘This is your hometown, after all. The resistance has been building to this day for twenty years. Tonight, the Arch Predicant will fall. Everything is in place, and all we are waiting for, Brandon, is you.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The resistance headquarters was an old abandoned factory in the city’s manufacturing ring, about half a kilometre above ground level. The city’s rings were a cross-sectional levels, dividing Perazim from top to bottom. The residential and leisure rings were higher up, with the government and temple rings at the very top of the city.
 
   Rana showed Brandon and the others around their base. Young freedom fighters, most of them not that much older than Brandon, were checking and cleaning guns and rifles. A group of older, academic-looking men and women were poring over blueprints of the city, discussing strategy and tactics.
 
   ‘They used to build robots here,’ Rana said, pointing out a conveyor belt loaded with artificial pelvises. ‘Another of the Arch Predicant’s crazy schemes: to build an artificial army bound to his will. Unfortunately for him, the plans went awry. The artificial intelligence proved unpredictable, and some of the robots decided they didn’t want to be ordered around, and went rogue.’
 
   ‘Saorise!’ Kat said. Rana looked at her in confusion.
 
   ‘One of the robots made it to Earth,’ Brandon explained. ‘We dealt with it … eventually. Let’s not talk about that now though; it was a dark time. I want to hear your plans for this revolution.’
 
   Rana introduced Brandon, Kat, Hewson and the balak brothers to the group gathered around the maps. An elderly zelf with a long white beard introduced himself as Doctor Wisto, a former philosophy professor at the university.
 
   ‘They fired me, though,’ he lamented, ‘when word reached the Arch Predicant that I was teaching my students to question the meaning of free will.’
 
   The professor droned on, but Brandon ignored him and examined the map of the city. It was rolled out on paper, but drawn from an isometric perspective, so he could visualise the layout of the city on all levels. Some chunks of scrap metal had been placed on the map, like counters, at twelve different points, and one large rusted piston was positioned one the temple atop the Tower of the Moons. Brandon could guess who that one represented. ‘What are all these?’ he asked, pointing at the others.
 
   Doctor Wisto cut his waffle short, and cleared his throat. ‘The twelve predicants,’ he said. ‘They rank directly below the Arch Predicant. And they are our targets tonight!’
 
   ‘We have people in place to capture them all at the same time,’ Rana explained. ‘Once we have them, we will force the Arch Predicant to step down. Then, our man who infiltrated the guard will shut down the force field for long enough for the balak slaves in the city to escape. It will be a swift, and bloodless, coup! If anyone does get injured, you will be on hand to help them, Brandon.’
 
   Everyone at the table looked to him, for a reaction. Brandon himself looked to Hewson. The lieutenant gave a very slight shake of his head.
 
   Brandon sighed and looked around the table of zelfs. ‘Do you think this is all a game?’ he asked them. ‘Do you think this is like chess, where you win if you checkmate the king, or the Arch Predicant in this case? Are you so sure that he will play by your rules?’
 
   Doctor Wisto held up his hands. ‘He will have no choice. We will have his entire church held hostage.’
 
   Brandon shook his head. ‘No. The Arch Predicant ordered my father to be sacrificed to his bloody god, in order to negotiate a peace with the balaks. A peace he then shattered after the death of the balak king, by turning the balaks into slaves. You can’t predict what someone like that will do if you simply capture his priests. He might happily make martyrs of them all. We need to scrub your plan and make a new one.’
 
   Taking this as his cue, Brug leaned in and swept all the scrap off the table, leaving only the largest standing. ‘When Princess Doo and Human Jason get here, we are going after the Arch Predicant. No messing around with silly plans and games.’
 
   The zelfs shrank back from the table in fear and awe. Brandon put his hand on Brug’s massive forearm and tried to give the zelfs an apologetic smile.
 
   ‘You’ve been waiting for me for twenty years,’ he said, ‘but the balaks have been waiting for a hero like my friend Jason to save them. If we want to help them, we have to do things their way.’
 
   Rana shook her head. ‘The Arch Predicant has a whole army protecting him. Even if we join forces and fight, we are still just a few zelfs and a gang of balaks armed with big sticks.’
 
   She glanced at Brug and Bunk. ‘No offence.’
 
   Brug shrugged. His brother Bunk smiled, stroking his big stick. 
 
   ‘We can combine our skills,’ Brandon said. ‘We can use your knowledge of the city to put things in motion; to put the Arch Predicant off his guard and lay the groundwork for a surprise attack. Yes, it will be dangerous and violent, and there’s a pretty good chance people will get hurt and killed on both sides, but this is the only way to make sure we stop the Arch Predicant for good. If we want to build a safe future for zelfs, humans and balaks, we have to tear down the old system first and start anew.’
 
   ‘Brandon’s right,’ Kat said, putting her arms around him. ‘You know what they say—you can’t make a pancake without breaking a few eggs!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A couple of hours later, Brandon stepped back out of the cave and into the jungle. It was starting to get dark. The eternal storm rumbled overhead. In the shadows under the trees, Brandon could see a figure sitting on a rock waiting for him.
 
   ‘I thought you had forgotten about me,’ the President said. ‘I was about to launch a rescue attempt.’
 
   Brandon had ordered the bionoids to wait outside the city, just in case there was a chance their presence would be detected. He wasn’t sure if the President really could have overruled his orders and broken in, but even if he couldn’t, Brandon sensed that the time was fast approaching when he would no longer be able control the bionoids.
 
   ‘Did you find Jason and Doo?’ he asked.
 
   ‘I sure did,’ the President said. ‘They are about an hour away from the city right now.’
 
   Well, that was good news. Brandon thought for a few minutes. The plan he had hammered out with the resistance was flexible: mainly, it hanged on Brandon giving everyone time to get in position for a surprise attack.
 
   ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We can bring those two into the plan later. It might work best if they don’t know too much. Let’s go.’
 
   They started off through the jungle, taking whatever was the easiest route around the dense undergrowth, but keeping the blue glow of the city in front of them. Brandon moved fast, using the bionoids to draw energy from the surrounding flora to power his limbs. And as he did so, he could sense in the back of his mind that the President was claiming maybe half of the total number to bionoids to form his own physical body. Brandon was worried; right now, the President seemed happy to follow Brandon’s orders, but when would the balance of power start to shift?
 
   They came out at the top of a deep ravine, with an angry river blasting its way hundreds of metres below. Brandon summoned the bionoids to lift him up and over, turning what would have been a bunny hop into a leap of Olympic proportions.
 
   ‘So, what is the plan?’ the President asked as they both landed on the other side. ‘Why are we taking the hard road to the city? What was wrong with that tunnel you found?’
 
   ‘It’s part of the plan,’ Brandon said. ‘You were right all along: attack is the best form of defence. Jason, Doo and the others are going to strike at the very heart of Perazim—at the Arch Predicant himself—and you and I are going to help them.’
 
   The President used the super strength of his bionoids body to tear back a twisted growth of thorny branches. ‘I can take out the entire zelf army in less than a minute,’ he boasted, ‘but I can’t pass through the force field. The electric charge will short circuit every one of the nanobots.’
 
   ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Brandon said. ‘They will hopefully let us in when I tell them I’m surrendering.’
 
   They were approaching the edge of the jungle. The second they stepped out onto the concrete dead zone that surrounded the city, they would be spotted.
 
   ‘Surrender, huh?’ the President said. ‘A ruse, I take it.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ll offer the Arch Predicant my services—tell him he can use the bionoids for the good of the city, so long as he doesn’t see them as a weapon. I don’t expect him to agree to that condition, though!’
 
   The President laughed. ‘At which point we kill him?’
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘At which point I destroy the bionoids for good.’
 
   The President grabbed Brandon by the arm as he went to step out of the jungle. ‘Wait! You want to destroy us?’
 
   Brandon tried to stay calm. He had expected this reaction, but he needed to deal with the President now, before he upset the plan inside the city. ‘I said you were right about fighting,’ Brandon told him. ‘But we have to fight without the bionoids.’
 
   ‘And risk your lives?’ the President said.
 
   ‘Risking your life is the price of freedom,’ Brandon said glibly. ‘It’s too easy with drones or bionoids.’
 
   That was it. That was the moment that forced the President’s hand. ‘I can’t let you destroy us,’ he said ominously.
 
   ‘So try and stop me,’ Brandon said, drawing the bionoids still at his command into his fist, and delivering a lethal right hook which sent the President flying back into the jungle. He hit the thick rubbery trunk of one of the lightning trees hard, and bounced back to the jungle floor, disappearing into the undergrowth.
 
   But Brandon knew that one punch wasn’t going to be enough. He reached out with his mind and tried to force his will onto the bionoids that made up the President’s body, but as he expected he was quickly rebuffed.
 
   The President emerged from the foliage, spitting leaves from his mouth. Brandon felt sudden pain prickling at the ends of his nerves as the President attempted to invade his body. He mustered his own army of bionoids to repel the assault.
 
   A hard rain had begun to fall, and was now making its way down through the canopy and was gushing in torrents off the lips of the giant flat leaves of the surrounding trees. Water was getting in Brandon’s eyes, making the glow of the strange luminous jungle plants smear and blur. In the disorienting environment, Brandon lost sight of his opponent.
 
   Then suddenly the President appeared at Brandon’s side, knocking him to the ground with a solid punch to the ribs. Brandon fell into the mud and slid across the clearing, only coming to a halt when he knocked his head on a rocky outcrop. Only the bionoids, wrapping his body in a protective shell, saved him from a broken skull.
 
   ‘I have a new plan,’ the President said, advancing on where Brandon lay in a painful heap. ‘I’ll assimilate your brain and knowledge, then destroy you and assume your form. Then I can do what you could never do, and kill the Arch Predicant myself, and anyone who dares stand against me.’
 
   Brandon jumped to his feet and hurled himself at the President. Together they flew through the air, this time stopping only when the President was impaled on a giant poisonous thorn. It was a move that would have killed off any number of run-of-the-mill video game bosses.
 
   But the wound only made the President laugh. ‘Poison, pain and violence may have killed me once, but this body is impervious to human frailties.’ He pulled himself off the thorn, and the wound in his belly closed up as if it was never there. ‘You should be happy to give up your mind to me, Brandon; you could be immortal!’
 
   ‘I’d be the living dead,’ Brandon said, mentally fighting off the President’s attempts to scan his brain. ‘A ghost in the machine. I’d rather be just dead.’
 
   ‘Then just die,’ the President said, launching himself off the ground, grabbing Brandon by the neck and shooting upwards until Brandon’s back was smashed against the hard trunk of a tree. Holding onto the branches with one hand, and Brandon’s neck with the other, the President smashed Brandon again and again against the truck. Brandon could feel his bionoid shield falling away with each smash, as his mind tired of the mental effort.
 
   ‘Just remember,’ the President said, ‘that I’m only doing this in self-defence. I can’t let you destroy me. And don’t say that I didn’t give you a choice: you could have lived a thousand lives if you joined yourself to the bionoids. You could have lived forever!’
 
   ‘Who wants …’ Brandon said between blows ‘… to live forever?’
 
   The President’s words caused his mind to flash back to a book he had read recently—an exciting spy thriller he had found in the library of the Proteus, when they had been sailing across the Atlantic. ‘There’s a saying,’ he said, marking time as he waited for the chance to make his next move. ‘You only live twice, anyway: once when you are born … and once when you look death in the face …’
 
   ‘And do you see your death now?’ the President sneered as lighting flashed and thunder rolled overhead.
 
   ‘No,’ Brandon said, bracing his feet back against the tree. ‘I see yours!’
 
   And with that he pushed forward, using the remaining power of his mind to propel himself and his opponent into the air. They flew towards the lightning tree three hundred metres away—more specifically, to an open knothole high up on its trunk, a hole large enough to swallow the two antagonists.
 
   There was a metallic clang as the President’s back hit the hard core of the lightning tree’s inner trunk. Brandon held him there with all his strength, until the moment when the hairs on the back his neck rose up, and the air lasted like aluminium in his mouth.
 
   Then he sprang backwards, just at the moment when lightning struck the top of the tree and sent a billion volts racing down the trunk. The President was not so much short-circuited as obliterated as the nanoscopic robots that made up his body were scorched away.
 
   Brandon floated down to the ground on his own cushion of bionoids. He looked back up to where smoke was billowing out of the knot hole.
 
   ‘That was the end of your second term,’ Brandon said. ‘Presidents don’t get any more.’
 
   Then he turned his back on the scene and headed for the city.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17—ASCENT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason lay dying, in the wreck of the zelf prison ship they had commandeered just ten minutes ago. So much for their revolution. Brandon had crawled up beside him, promising that it wasn’t over yet. He had grabbed Jason’s hand, but had then collapsed and fallen silent. Over the sound of groaning metal and crackling flames, Jason could hear the whine of engines, as the zelf captain who had shot them down landed nearby.
 
   He was coming to finish the job.
 
   Jason tried to turn his head as something moved behind him.
 
   ‘Don’t try to move.’ Hewson said. ‘I’ll hold off the zelfs.’
 
   ‘Why aren’t you dead too?’ Jason coughed.
 
   ‘Zelf armour,’ Hewson said, making a rapping sound like he was striking his chest. ‘Now don’t try to move or talk.’
 
   ‘Oh, just get the hell out of here, Hewson,’ Jason said, hacking up blood as he tried to breathe. ‘Get to the tunnels and escape, while you still can!’
 
   A shadow fell over his face. ‘We’re not leaving you,’ another voice said; a rough, gravelly voice, but one that made Jason’s heart surge.
 
   ‘Doo!’ he spluttered. ‘You’re alive!’
 
   ‘Before we crashed, my seat suddenly popped up and shot out of the ship,’ she said.
 
   What was she talking about? ‘Ejector seat!’ Jason suddenly realised. ‘Lucky you! But don’t hang around waiting for me to make a miraculous recovery—run, Doo. Go back home and be queen of the balaks! Come back and rescue Grok another time.’
 
   ‘No,’ she said, fingering one of her long knives. ‘If you die, then I’ll die avenging you. We are fated to be together, Jason, in life or death.’
 
   What could he say to that? He lay back, barely conscious, listening to Hewson and Doo as they prepared for their last stand. Hewson was giving the princess some in-the-field training with a laser rifle. Sparks flew as their position came under fire from the approaching zelf soldiers. Jason could feel waves and undertows of pain washing over and dragging back through his body. His final thought was a memory of Doo—her face, as it had looked the moment she stepped smiling out in the aisle on the their wedding day … the moment before all hell had broken loose and postponed their happiness forever …
 
   Then there was nothing.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Absolute silence. No pain. No sense of danger or terror.
 
   It was quite nice. Being dead wasn’t too bad, all things considered.
 
   Jason!
 
   Oh what now? Hell, Brandon, leave me alone, alright? How can you even get inside my head anyway? Firstly, I’m dead. Secondly, you destroyed the bionoids. And thirdly, I’m dead. I know that’s only two points really, but the first one was so important, I thought I’d mention it twice.
 
   Well, Brandon’s voice echoed in Jason’s skull. You’re wrong about being dead. You’re right about the bionoids though. I did destroy all of them … well, almost all of them …
 
   Jason was finding it tough to work out what Brandon was going on about. The pain in his body was intensifying; it was like being poked with a thousand needles all at once, while being simultaneously tickled and roasted over a hot barbeque. You weren’t supposed to still feel pain when you were dead!
 
   The Arch Predicant scanned for bionoids after your destroyed them, Brandon! Don’t tell me you managed to hide some from him.
 
   No, Brandon said. Not some …
 
   Then how are you talking to me now?
 
   We entered the city though secret tunnels under the force field, Brandon said. Me, Kat, Hewson and the balaks. I ordered the bionoids to wait outside, but I found a place where I could hide one single bionoid … safe from any scanners, safe even from the other bionoids.
 
   Jason was confused. One bionoid? One tiny robot, smaller than a speck of nothing? What was the point of that?
 
   The point, Brandon said, was to reboot the entire bionoid program—to start from scratch. When I went back out into the jungle, I had to destroy half of the bionoids because they had become independent—they had harnessed the power of the President’s mind and had become stronger than me. Then I had to destroy the rest in the temple, when the Arch Predicant almost managed to gain control of them and kill you!
 
   Yeah, thanks for that, Jason said. Then suddenly he twigged. The catron’s claw! That’s where you hid the last bionoid! You gave it to Kat to look after, and she brought it back to you in the prison. I remember now—you said the claw was like the toughest shield ever.
 
   Yep, Brandon said, with maybe the faintest trace of pride in his thoughts. And the claw is not only the best place to hide a bionoid, but it’s also the best material to build new ones out of, too. The bionoids are self-replicating, and the new generation are shielded with catron bone: impossible to detect, and impossible for anyone to steal control!
 
   And then Jason realised that while they had been talking, the pain that had been torturing his body had been ebbing away. He opened his eyes—both eyes, because his wrecked eye had now been rebuilt and repaired. Brandon was kneeling next to him, his wounds also healed, and with a crazy grin on his face.
 
   ‘Wait a minute!’ Jason said. ‘You said you all got into the city through tunnels?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ Brandon said. ‘Come on, get up and I’ll fill you in later.’
 
   ‘So you didn’t use rubber sheets to get through the force field?’
 
   ‘What? No, of course not. That would have been a ridiculous idea!’
 
   ‘Ah hell!’ Jason said. ‘I was so proud of that plan! Did you have to resurrect me just to tell me what an idiot I am?’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The dark streets of Perazim were wet with rain. With no force field to burn away the storm, the city was like a bare forest of trees without a canopy. The drains were already overflowing, and the approaching zelf soldiers were wading through water that came up to their knees.
 
   Doo was taking pot shots at the soldiers from the cover of the wreckage. When she saw Jason get to his feet, she didn’t waste words. ‘Take this,’ she said, handing him the gun. ‘I’ve not managed to hit one of them yet.’
 
   Jason poked his head above the wreckage and was greeted by a volley of laser fire. He ducked back down again. ‘I didn’t rise from the dead to get a laser bolt between my eyes,’ he said. ‘We need to think of another way out of here.’
 
   Hewson crawled over to them from where he had been laying down defensive fire. ‘There are eight of them and the captain. They’re all grouped together, in the middle of the road where the water is shallowest. If we had a grenade, or some way of taking them out all at once …’
 
   Jason turned to Brandon. ‘Power me up,’ he said.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘You’ve used the bionoids before to increase our strength, give us energy, make us jump further and move faster. Power me up, and I’ll go deal with them.’
 
   ‘You’ll kill them?’
 
   ‘I’ll show them a world of pain,’ Jason said. ‘But with my fists, not the bionoids. Trust me, Brandon—let me do the things that you can’t. My conscience isn’t as delicate as yours. I’m not a puss—’
 
   Brandon raised an eyebrow.
 
   ‘Just hit me up, would you!’ Jason urged.
 
   Brandon smiled. ‘You think I saved the bionoids not to use them? Go do your worst!’
 
   Jason returned the grin, then leaped up onto the smashed hull of the prison transport ship. Lasers flews towards him almost as densely as the rain poured down, but as the bionoids flooded his mind and unlocked his senses, he could get a handle on the situation like he was using a slo-mo power-up in a video game.
 
   He turned side on and tilted his head back. The lasers passed harmlessly by. Then he bent his legs slightly, straightened up …
 
   … and flew through the air in a massive arc, splashing down right in the centre of the gang of soldiers. Before they even had chance to wipe the water off their visors, he had smashed in the helmets of four of them with his bionic fist. He grabbed the rifle barrels of two others, and crossed them over each other. When the soldiers fired, they shot each other dead. Jason kicked out at the soldier behind him, sending him first crashing back into his squadmate, and then sending them both crashing back across the road until they were taken by the current raging down the  gutter.
 
   The zelf captain took one look at the carnage and fled back to his ship. Jason was still buzzing from the fight. He made to give chase, but suddenly collapsed, struggling to catch his breath.
 
   Brandon, Doo and Hewson were at his side. Brandon looked as exhausted as he was; it had been a huge mental effort supporting Jason during the fight.
 
   ‘Listen,’ Brandon said. ‘You have to pace yourself, or you’ll burn out. The bionoids are still replicating—there’s not as many of them as there once was. But I’m going to give you half now and link them to your mind. Then we can divide up: you go after the Arch Predicant; I’ll go find Kat and help her get all the slaves out of the city.’
 
   Jason nodded enthusiastically. But it hadn’t passed him by that something significant had just happened. ‘You trust me with the bionoids?’
 
   Brandon nodded. ‘Use them responsibly, but use them as you see fit. The universe doesn’t need people like me selfishly holding onto the bionoids; it needs people like you, too, who aren’t afraid to face up to the realities of the bionoids’ true nature. They are a medicine and a weapon, and if anyone’s going to take responsibility for that weapon, I want it to be you.’
 
   Jason put his hand on Brandon’s shoulder, almost crushing him. ‘Thanks, mate,’ he said.
 
   Their little moment was interrupted by some thunderous crashing and the sound of laser fire and explosions. Further down the long, wide street, an armoured tank swerved out from an intersection and headed their way. The turret on top, however, was facing backwards and firing at something pursuing it. Jason eye’s widened as three giant dragons rounded the corner and stomped down the street.
 
   ‘We should go,’ Hewson said, as calm as you like.
 
   ‘The jungle beasts will keep the zelf army busy,’ Brandon said, ‘and the Arch Predicant shouldn’t be able to detect the new catron-armoured bionoids. Think you can get to him, Jason?’
 
   Jason looked up at the imposing edifice that was the Tower of the Moons. ‘It’ll be easier to climb the outside than fight my up through every level,’ he said. ‘I logged plenty of time practicing on the climbing wall back at school, though.’
 
   ‘Yes, the one that was only twenty metres high,’ Brandon said.  ‘But I get your point. Good luck!’ They bumped fists, and Brandon and Hewson split. Only Doo remained at Jason’s side.
 
   ‘I’m not letting you take him on alone,’ she said.
 
   Jason shrugged. ‘I thought we didn’t have to do everything together until after we were married?’
 
   ‘I just want to make sure my brother Grok is alright before you go in there and start smashing things up,’ Doo said. ‘Then, when he is safely out of the way, I’ll help you smash things up!’
 
   ‘My kind of girl!’ Jason said. ‘Come on!’
 
   Doo wrapped her arms around Jason’s neck, and he jumped upwards. They landed on a ledge, fifty metres up, and watched the zelf tank rumble past beneath them, the dragons stomping and splashing after it.
 
   As he rested to regain his mental energy, Jason watched the giant bald chicken monsters disappear out of view. ‘I don’t blame them too much now for ruining our big day back in the jungle,’ he said.
 
   ‘This is our big day,’ Doo said. ‘The day the balaks regain their freedom. And anyone is welcome to join in: dragons, catrons, humans … just not zelfs!’
 
   ‘What about the friendly zelfs?’ Jason said, as he resumed the climb. ‘The resistance, the innocent civilians … Brandon?’
 
   Doo sniffed. ‘Well, maybe one day we might all live in harmony. Maybe.’
 
   Jason concentrated on the climb. The bionoids flowed through his body, down his arms and into his fingertips, giving him a Spider-man-style grip on even the tiniest cracks. He felt invincible, and soon they were halfway up the tower, passing through the city’s residential sector. Soldiers hurried along the bridges, walkways and suspended plazas that linked the buildings. Civilians were being ushered indoors. There were no jungle creatures to be seen this high up … although Jason did notice a squad of zelfs shooting at something that had just leaped away around a corner. The wildlife of Corroza, who were used to the maze of treetops, would love their new playground.
 
   ‘Look out!’ Doo shouted.
 
   Clinging to a window ledge, Jason twisted his head to see what she could see. The zelf captain’s big black spacecraft had swung into view from around the opposite side of the Tower of the Moons, and was now strafing past them with all guns blazing. On instinct, Jason willed up a protective bubble of bionoids, like he had seen Brandon do so many times before. Doo gasped in relief as the lasers bounced harmlessly away.
 
   Their attacker arced out of view around the other side of the tower, but Jason guessed that it wouldn’t be gone for long. ‘When he comes back around, I’m going to try and reach out with the bionoids and mess with his brain,’ Jason said. ‘Hopefully, he’ll spaz out and crash.’
 
   ‘Can you do that and keep up the shield at the same time?’ Doo asked.
 
   ‘Dunno. Let’s find out.’
 
   He didn’t need to find out. The spaceship came around for a second time, but this time it didn’t bombard them with lasers. The hull of the ship was crawling with shiny black humanoid creatures, with long limbs, beaks and claws. Villaxx! The zelf captain’s ship spun wildly out of control and then fell away, disappearing from view.
 
   ‘Alright!’ Jason said. ‘Now I even love those guys. I might just forgive them for biting off my arm.’
 
   ‘The zelfs never learned to live at peace with the jungle,’ Doo said portentously. ‘It will be their downfall.’
 
   They climbed higher and higher. Almost two kilometres up, and the rest of the city was now far below them. When he looked down, Jason could see explosions and fires breaking out everywhere. The rain continued to fall, sending up clouds of thick smoke. He hoped that Brandon and Kat had managed to escape. Jason tried sending them some thoughts via the bionoids, but it was too hard to reach out with his mind and also concentrate on climbing. He misplaced his fingers and almost fell.
 
   ‘Careful,’ Doo said cheerfully. They were almost at the temple.
 
   ‘Aren’t you scared?’ Jason asked.
 
   ‘No,’ Doo said. ‘I know you won’t let us fall. I know we’re going to defeat the Arch Predicant and rescue Grok.’
 
   ‘Because Zaal told you I was the chosen one?’
 
   ‘No,’ Doo said. ‘Because I trust you! It’s you I have my faith in now.’
 
   Doo’s words gave Jason the strength to make the final ascent. Soon they were climbing up the ancient stones that made up the very first zelf temple. They clambered over a ledge and collapsed on the cold, hard temple flagstones. Out of the rain, it was still and quiet up here. Lightning lit up the vast empty chamber, and only the occasional peal of thunder split the silence and sent echoes bouncing deep into the corridors. They were still several levels below the great pyramid, but there was no sign of any of the bare-chested temple guards, temple acolytes or servants.
 
   ‘With any luck,’ Jason said, ‘the Arch Pred dismissed his guards and turned in for an early night. He’s probably asleep right now, blissfully unaware of the carnage in the city.’
 
   Doo drew both her long knives from her belt. ‘I don’t want it to be that easy,’ she said viciously.
 
   And as if in answer, a hollow mocking laughter floated down through the temple, rising in volume until it was a hysterical cackle that could even be heard over the storm.
 
   ‘It’s never that easy,’ Jason groaned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18—RECKONING
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason looked around. From between a crack in the stones of a cylindrical stone column, a red spot of light glowed like an eye. Doo had seen it too; she took aim with her dagger and let fly. Her aim was perfect: the blade stuck between the stone blocks and extinguishing the light.
 
   ‘Well, he knows we’re here now,’ Jason said as the evil laughter died away. ‘And he doesn’t sound too worried about it.’
 
   ‘Oh, he’s worried,’ Doo said, pulling her dagger from the column. ‘You think he wouldn’t just keep quiet if he didn’t want to try and scare us off? Think about it: when we are out in the jungle, hunting zelfs, we don’t blow trumpets to announce our presence.’
 
   ‘Good point,’ Jason said, as they moved deeper into the temple. ‘So he knows we’ve as good as got him, and the only bargaining chip he has is your brother, King Grok.’
 
   ‘So we have to make sure Grok is safe before we start beating on the Arch Predicant,’ Doo said.
 
   Jason furrowed his brow. This was in danger of becoming one of those delicate situations—the kind he’d need to use wits and negotiating skills to deal with. Wits and negotiating skills he didn’t have.
 
   ‘Stuff it,’ he said loudly. ‘Grok will have to take care of himself. I’m going to go and sort out the Arch Predicant. You stay here where it’s safe until I come back.’
 
   Doo’s mouth gaped in disbelief. ‘What?! Are you serious?’
 
   ‘I’m going to call the Arch Predicant’s bluff. He won’t be able to threaten Grok if he sees that I don’t give a damn. If you’re around, things might get too emotional and girly, so stay put!’
 
   Jason could see disappointment and anger on Doo’s face. ‘That’s your plan?’ she spat. ‘You are heartless, Jason Brown.’
 
   He shrugged. ‘Someone has to be. Someone has to get on with the tough jobs that no one else is cut out for.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   And so it was that Jason came out on top of the Tower of the Moons alone. The pyramid rose before him: hundreds more steps that would sap the strength of most of the Arch Predicant’s visitors. The channels either side of the steps overflowed with rain water. Would they run with blood later on tonight?
 
   This high up, the thunder was deafening. Lightning turned the world black and white for brief, spine-tingling moments, and every now and then the entire tower shook as some explosion rocked the city below.
 
   Perazim was now possibly the most dangerous place in the entire universe, and Jason was in the eye of the storm, closing in on a reckoning with the universe’s most feared villain. Well, I asked for this, he told himself. I wanted to prove to everyone how tough I was. Now is the time to find out. 
 
   The Arch Predicant was sitting alone on his throne under the many-columned roof at the apex of the pyramid. He was dressed, as always, in his intimidating black armour, with the beaked helmet that made him resemble one the deadly jungle birds, the villaxx.
 
   He waited patiently as Jason approached. Then, when Jason had stopped, huffing and puffing from the climb, just metres in front of the throne, the Arch Predicant spoke:
 
   ‘Welcome back, General Brown. I am pleased you are here. You are just the man I need—the man the city needs—in this challenging hour.’
 
   Jason almost laughed. ‘Didn’t you have me lined up for execution earlier?’
 
   ‘Never let it be said that Zaal is not a merciful god,’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘He needs a strong, firm warrior like yourself to restore order to the planet before all zelfs and balaks are massacred battling each other. So I renew my offer to you, Jason: be my general!’
 
   Jason did actually laugh this time. ‘Oh, so it was fine when it was just the balaks that were getting killed, but now that everyone’s in danger then it’s a whole new story? You certainly are a piece of work. Here’s my counter offer: surrender to me, and only then will I take charge and sort this mess out!’
 
   The Arch Predicant stood up. ‘I can’t do that, I’m afraid. My position, high priest of Zaal, is a constant—a permanent role that is bigger than any petty war between zelfs and balaks. Even if Perazim falls tonight, I will seek refuge in a far off, hidden place, and continue my work. I will train Grok to take my place and raise a new city in the name of Zaal.’
 
   Jason understood completely: the Arch Predicant was not a man to be reasoned with. He was the worst of all religious zealots: someone whose position would not budge, even while the world was falling down around his ears.
 
   ‘I thought you might say that. So … where is Grok, anyway?’ Jason asked casually.
 
   ‘Never you mind,’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘If you want to help him, then help me, Jason. End this war, and take your place with Grok at my side.’
 
   ‘Never going to happen,’ Jason said. ‘I’m here to do what Brandon couldn’t do when he was last up here: finish you off!’
 
   The Arch Predicant stood firm in the face of this challenge. ‘Brandon was a fool,’ he said. ‘He could have submitted to me and been the second most powerful man in the universe. Instead he destroyed the bionoids and instantaneously became the most insignificant person in the universe.’ 
 
   Jason was pleased. The Arch Predicant still figured that the bionoids were destroyed. Jason stepped forward. The Arch Predicant didn’t even flinch. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said. ‘If you touch me, Grok dies.’
 
   Jason kept moving, stopping only when he was chest to chest with his foe. Still, the Arch Predicant held his ground. His supreme confidence was unsettling. ‘I know that even you wouldn’t hurt a baby,’ Jason said, flecks of spit spraying over the Arch Predicant’s glossy black helmet. 
 
   ‘No, I wouldn’t,’ the Arch Predicant said. ‘But Grok is hidden in a place where only I can retrieve him. If you kill me, then you kill Grok. So the question is, would you kill an innocent baby, Jason Brown? I think I know the answer to that.’
 
   Jason bared his teeth as he made a face that was half crazy grin, half scowl. ‘You know nothing about me at all,’ he said, jabbing the Arch Predicant in the chest with a finger. ‘Your evil schemes killed my family … my entire planet. Do you think I’d let one alien sprog stop me from killing you?’
 
   As Jason continued prodding, the Arch Predicant finally reacted, moving back half a step in revulsion. ‘Get your hands off me, you filthy human,’ he hissed.
 
   Jason was on the verge of striking the Arch Predicant down. He had put Grok’s fate to the back of his mind now, and was focused instead on the bigger picture: taking down the scourge of the universe.
 
   But then the Arch Predicant stepped away, breaking the tension between them. ‘Report, Captain,’ he said out loud.
 
   Jason looked around as suspended video screens suddenly flickered into life in the spaces between the columns. They blocked out the view of the sky and the storm, and turned the open-plan temple into a small, enclosed control room. Video feed showed aerial views of the jungle, and zelf gunships flying in formation. The zelf captain, the same man who had shot Jason down earlier as they escaped the prison, appeared on one of the screens.
 
   ‘We’re approaching Brightroot Cave now, sir,’ he said. ‘The entrance is wide enough to fly inside. We’ll bomb the place to oblivion before the balaks even realise we are here.’
 
   The Arch Predicant rubbed his hands gleefully. ‘Good work, Captain. Wipe them out. But don’t bother returning to the city afterwards. I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point in orbit.’
 
   He turned to Jason. ‘You arrived here just in time to witness the annihilation of the balak race. It will take no more than a few seconds. Then Grok and I will be leaving, and you can stay here and watch as the city falls around you. Two disasters for the price of one, and both of them your fault. If you hadn’t interfered, the balaks would still be alive, under my protection.’
 
   Under your control, you mean! Jason was furious. ‘You sent your entire army after the balaks, rather than have them protect your own people here in the city?’
 
   The Arch Predicant shrugged. ‘Like I said, we can rebuild. There are other primitive tribes out in the jungles on the other side of the planet we can enslave. A select few of my most useful and devout citizens have already left Perazim in priority escape craft. The rest of the population can be food for catrons, for all I care. It’s one way of purging this resistance, this corruption that has infected our once holy city.’
 
   The Arch Predicant turned back to the screens. ‘Now watch,’ he said, ‘as Zaal does his work.’
 
   Once more, Jason’s bionic fist twitched as he fought back the urge to smash the back of the Arch Predicant’s helmet in. He could do it, easily and swiftly. The Arch Predicant was confident that Jason wouldn’t risk Grok’s life—he wouldn’t expect or see the killing blow.
 
   And, in a way, the Arch Predicant was right …
 
   Jason would never do anything unless Grok was safe. But what the Arch Predicant didn’t know was that Jason had already implemented a plan to save the infant king of the balaks …
 
   ‘Brightroot Cave is a pretty dangerous place to be,’ a voice said from nearby.
 
   The Arch Predicant and Jason both looked around. They were alone in a small space at the centre of the temple, surrounded by video screens. But then one of the screens fizzled and dissolved as someone stepped through it.
 
   It was Doo, and in her arms was her baby brother.
 
   For the first time, the Arch Predicant looked surprised and unsettled. ‘What?’ he gasped. ‘Where did you find him?’
 
   ‘Under the twenty-seventh step from the left, on the west face of the pyramid,’ Doo said. ‘Forty-eight levels down. You should have chosen a better hiding place … and then cleared your own mind of the memory.’
 
   The Arch Predicant’s expression turned from surprise to confusion.
 
   ‘That’s right, idiot,’ Jason scoffed. ‘I read your mind. Did you really think I’d order Doo to stay put while I took you on alone? She’s just as tough as I am! While you thought she was cowering down below, she was getting tips from me on where to look for Grok.’
 
   ‘The bionoids?’ the Arch Predicant stammered.
 
   ‘Right here,’ Jason said, tapping his skull. ‘You were a fool to believe that Brandon would ever destroy them. Hell, I believed him—I was a fool, too!’
 
   ‘Just like your soldiers are fools,’ Doo said, ‘to believe that Brightroot Cave is where my people will be seeking sanctuary.’
 
   The Arch Predicant froze for a moment, then spun around to the screens. ‘Get out of there!’ he barked at his men. ‘Now!’
 
   But it was too late. ‘Just give us a minute, sir,’ the captain said from his cockpit. ‘I’m picking up large life readings in the cavern ahead. It must be the balaks … oh shi—’
 
   The captain’s cockpit video feed was plunged into darkness, but Jason, Doo and the Arch Predicant could see clearly what was happening on the other screens all around them. Hull-mounted cameras on the other zelf ships captured the moment in spectacular high-def clarity.
 
   An enormous glowing worm had hauled itself out of a crack in the cavern floor. No, enormous didn’t do its size justice—the creature was as thick as one of Perazim’s skyscrapers, and possibly about as long. It had lunged forward and swallowed the zelf captain’s ship whole.
 
   And now, all around Brightroot Cave, smaller worms were wriggling onto the scene. Smaller, but still big enough to bite down on the zelf gunships, or to wrap their bodies around them and crush them. All the worms glowed white, and sparks of electricity flickered along their bodies and arced between the bodywork of the zelf ships.
 
   ‘Zoboros,’ Doo breathed, watching the carnage with awed satisfaction. ‘The great white worm. She made her nest in Brightroot Cave three centuries ago: it’s the place where the roots of twelve lightning trees converge, and she feeds off the energy that flows down into her lair.’
 
   Jason could only laugh. ‘I knew Kat wouldn’t be so careless as to reveal where the balaks were really hiding out. She told us they were going there because she knew that your soldiers would fall for the trap!’
 
   The video feeds fizzled out one by one. The final screen was black, but abruptly flickered back to life as the zelf captain turned an emergency torch on in his cockpit. He looked desperately around as the hull of his ship buckled and cracked. Then the cramped space started to crumple inwards as his ship was devoured by the great worm. As the walls closed in, he turned to the camera and screamed:
 
   ‘Zaal! Zaal! ZAAL! ARRRRGGggggghhhh …’
 
   Then the final screen died. The Arch Predicant turned back to Jason and Doo, his masked face expressionless, but with a sad slump in his posture.
 
   ‘It’s over now,’ Jason said. ‘Surrender and get ready for your trip down to the dungeons.’
 
   The Arch Predicant straightened up, and Jason instantly sensed that this wasn’t going to end easily. So he was ready when the Arch Predicant made a sudden charge at Doo and Grok. He stepped between them and grabbed the Arch Predicant around the waist, then he boosted upwards and they both smashed through the stone roof of the temple.
 
   They landed in a heap on the flat stone square roof. The Arch Predicant should have broken a thousand bones, but his advanced armour had saved him. And so, on the very peak of the tallest structure in Perazim, under a storm-wracked sky, Jason and the Arch Predicant went toe to toe in a fight to the death.
 
   They had fought before, but now the odds were tipped in Jason’s favour. He absorbed the Arch Predicant’s blows with his field of bionoids, while pumping energy into his brain, heightening his senses and channelling his focus. But it was his bionic right arm that did the real damage, striking at the Arch Predicant’s armour again and again and again, right under the beak where the helmet was secured to the neck.
 
   Something had to eventually give, and Jason howled in triumph as the Arch Predicant’s helmet popped off, crashed to the stone tiles and rolled to the gutter at the edge of the roof.
 
   The Arch Predicant lay flat on his back. Jason stood astride his body and looked down at his vanquished opponent, ready to deliver the finishing blow.
 
   The Arch Predicant stared back at Jason with sad, defeated eyes. Ancient sad, defeated eyes.
 
   Jason sucked in a breath through his teeth, and held back his killing blow. The Arch Predicant was an old man!
 
   ‘Go on …’ the elderly zelf wheezed. ‘Finish me off.’
 
   Jason hesitated. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t kill this pathetic creature. ‘Can’t you just … die by yourself?’ he asked.
 
   ‘I’ll do my best,’ the Arch Predicant croaked, and closed his eyes.
 
   Jason kicked at the air in frustration, then turned back to the hole in the roof. Doo and Grok were looking up at him? ‘Everything alright?’ Doo asked. ‘Did you get him?’
 
   ‘Sort of,’ Jason said. ‘Come up and see.’
 
   Doo started clambering up the broken chunks of stonework to get to the roof. Jason turned back to his fallen opponent.
 
   But the Arch Predicant wasn’t there.
 
   Jason swore, then fell forward hard as something hit him in the back of the head. He cracked his skull on the stone roof as he landed. He had not been ready to soften either blow with the bionoids. As he looked up through blurred vision, he saw the Arch Predicant back on his feet, beaked helmet back on his head, stalking towards him.
 
   ‘You weak fool,’ the old man said. ‘I am the hand, voice and law of Zaal, and he is immutable and eternal. You cannot defeat me!’
 
   Jason felt sick and disoriented, but he prepared to throw himself back into the fight.
 
   But then he heard a noise: a weird chirruping noise.
 
   The Arch Predicant heard it too, and stopped to look around curiously. Doo was up on the roof, with Grok in her arms, and she was making the odd cheeping noise as she held the Arch Predicant’s gaze.
 
   Her eyes and smile were the last thing he saw. Behind him, a giant shape reared up over the edge of the temple roof. It was an enormous catron, surely the alpha of the pack. When it saw the Arch Predicant, tall, black and beaked like the villaxx chicks it loved to hunt, it fell upon him with greedy enthusiasm, tearing at his body with sharp, poisonous claws. Blood sprayed everywhere, faster than the rain could wash it away.
 
   Doo helped Jason up and led him away from the gory feast. ‘I guess the law of the jungle trumps the law of Zaal,’ she declared with grim satisfaction.
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   Finally, and for what would be the last time in its history, blood was running down the channels cut into the pyramid steps. Jason, Doo and Grok hurried down, racing the blood to the bottom.
 
   From up above them, they heard a chilling voice: ‘For Zaal!’
 
   Jason stopped dead on the steps and turned to Doo. ‘Surely he can’t be still alive?’
 
   Doo hugged Grok closer and shook her head. ‘The catron’s poison is fatal within minutes. If he’s not dead by now, he will be before we can get back and check.’
 
   ‘I know a quicker way to find out,’ Jason said. He squeezed his eyes shut and waggled his fingers in the direction of the pyramid’s apex. Through the bionoids, he could sense the Arch Predicant’s life draining away to nothingness.
 
   ‘He’s definitely dead now,’ Jason confirmed.
 
   ‘But what did he just do?’ Doo said. ‘What did he mean, For Zaal?’
 
   As if in answer, there was a muffled boom as if the whole planet had been hit by an underground earthquake. The city shook, and the Tower of the Moons rocked alarmingly.
 
   ‘That didn’t sound good,’ Jason said. ‘Come on, let’s get down as fast as we can!’
 
   At the foot of the pyramid, Doo made for the next set of stairs that went down into the tower. ‘Not that way,’ Jason said, grabbing her arm. ‘We’ll jump down. Hold on tight to me, and don’t drop the baby!’
 
   And with that, he hopped off the temple and into thin air. It was a drop of over five hundred metres to the top of the next-highest skyscraper, but Jason wasn’t planning on spreading the three of them over the city like jam; he willed the bionoids to control their descent—each of the tiny robot’s motors powering away in a battle against gravity—and just before impact, he laid down a dense cloud of nanobots to cushion their fall.
 
   They hit the cloud like it was an inflatable castle, and spent the next minute or so bouncing up and down uncontrollably. Jason swore the whole time, while Grok chuckled and laughed.
 
   ‘Well, that was fun,’ Doo said, staggering clear. ‘Can we do it again?’
 
   ‘No need,’ Jason said, looking out over the city. ‘Here’s our ride.’
 
   Something big was making its way between the skyscrapers: a huge grey shape that Jason first thought was a parade float. But that was just his eyes showing him what his mind expected to see. In actual fact, it was a building that was moving through the city: a building turned on its side and floating down the streets.
 
   Jason stretched out his arms and slowly waved them up and down. ‘How on Earth did they get that thing moving again?’ he asked himself.
 
   ‘Is that the ship you came in on?’ Doo said. ‘The one you left crashed in the jungle?’
 
   Jason nodded. It was indeed the Majestic: battered, battle-scarred and smoking from several orifices, but airborne nevertheless. Once it had been one of New York’s most iconic structures; now it looked like a long, crumpled silver bullet … but at this moment it was the most beautiful thing Jason had ever seen.
 
   It pulled up alongside the building they were on, and a hatch opened up on the side. Doo’s cousin, Brug (or was it Bunk?) stood inside. ‘Get in!’ he yelled. ‘Hurry!’
 
   There was another series of rumbling tremors from deep underground. The entire city shook, and just a few blocks away a building swayed just a little too much, and fell ponderously over, taking out several of its neighbours as it crashed to the ground.
 
   ‘Give me Grok,’ Jason said to Doo.
 
   Doo was hesitant. ‘What, are you going to toss him across the gap and into the hatch?’
 
   ‘Yep,’ Jason said. ‘Come on, quick.’
 
   There was no time to argue. Doo hand over the baby and Jason flung him across the gap between the skyscraper and the Majestic. Grok wailed the whole way across, but Brug caught him safely.
 
   ‘You used your bionoid things to guide him in, right?’ Doo said.
 
   ‘Of course,’ Jason said, who had intended to, but in actual fact had pitched the baby perfectly with his bionic arm.
 
   ‘Alright then,’ Doo said. ‘Bionoid me in then!’ And with that, she raced up to the edge and leaped into the air.
 
   Jason gave her a mental shove when she was halfway across and sent her crashing into Brug. When he prepared to jump himself, he felt the building he was standing on start to shake wildly. The entire city was falling apart.
 
   ‘Come on!’ Doo and Brug shouted from the hatch. ‘Jump!’
 
   He panicked and misjudged his leap. As the skyscraper he had just left collapsed like a Jenga tower, Jason found himself hanging out of the Majestic’s hatch, clinging on by just his fingers. Before he had chance to summon his strength and pull himself up, his fingers slipped and he fell.
 
   Then a hand grabbed his; a tiny hand.
 
   ‘Grok!’ he spluttered. This was bad—now he was going to pull the king of the balaks down with him!
 
   But Doo and Brug had each grabbed one of Grok’s little legs, and Jason was able to use the bionoids (the last time he would ever use them, as it turned out) to strengthen the limbs and muscles of all four of them, and allow Doo and Brug to pull them all in to safety.
 
   They sprawled panting in the airlock. Brug crawled over to the hatch and pulled it shut.
 
   ‘As if the boss fight wasn’t hard enough,’ Jason gasped, ‘there’s always the frantic escape sequence to go through before you’re done with the game!’
 
   ‘Best get up then,’ Brug grunted. ‘You’re not done yet!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They ran down the corridors of the Majestic, towards the cockpit. Brug carried Grok, and Jason followed, hand in hand with Doo.
 
   ‘How did you get this thing flying again?’ he called after Brug.
 
   ‘We didn’t!’ Brug shouted back. ‘The Resistance found out that the zelfs had recovered the wreck from the jungle and started repairs and refuelling. So me and Bunk took a gang of lads over and asked them nicely if you could have it back!’
 
   ‘Well, we’re lucky that you did,’ Doo said. ‘When we get back home, I’ll make sure you and Bunk get a heap of treasure and honours for this!’
 
   ‘Not Bunk,’ Brug said casually. ‘He got killed in the fight. But I’ll happily take his share of the treasure and glory!’
 
   Jason was stunned. ‘Bunk died? How can you be so nonchalant about it? He was your brother!’
 
   ‘He died the way he wanted to!’ Brug said. ‘In the middle of a good scrap. I wish I had died at his side, but he told me I had to go see this girl he always fancied in the tribe.’
 
   ‘To pass on his dying words?’ Jason said. ‘Okay, that’s pretty cool, I admit.’
 
   ‘What? No! He always wanted to get off with her. He said that now that he wasn’t going to get the chance, I should try my luck! Apparently, she has really big—’
 
   The Majestic suddenly tilted violently and dropped several hundred metres towards street level, sending Jason and the others tumbling around the corridors. Loud bangs echoed around the hull outside.
 
   ‘Sounds like a building just fell on us,’ Jason said. ‘What the hell is happening to the city?’
 
   They made it to the cockpit—a small, cramped room full of machinery and navigation equipment that was situated just below (if the Majestic had been standing upright) the large control room that had taken up the top floor of the ship when it had been a building. Hewson was squeezed into the pilot’s chair, wrestling with the controls. Beside him was a zelf woman who was looking intently at readouts on a monitor.
 
   ‘Structural integrity at fifty-three percent,’ she was saying to Hewson. ‘We’ve got about half an hour until the whole thing blows apart.’
 
   ‘What, the ship?’ Jason said as he and the balaks entered the cockpit.
 
   ‘No,’ the woman said, looking up at him. ‘The planet.’ She gave him a weak smile. ‘Hello, Jason. I’m Rana—Brandon’s aunt.’
 
   He took her hand and shook it. He had so many questions, and his mouth flapped open and closed for a moment. ‘Where’s Bran and Kat?’ he said eventually.
 
   ‘They’re safe. They made it to the Firebath Caves, with the rest of the balaks and the Resistance. Don’t worry, we’re going to go and pick them up right now.’
 
   ‘The Arch Predicant set off some kind of self-destruct system before he died,’ Hewson said. ‘He reversed the flow of the geo-thermal energy pumps that power the city and … something about the core of the planet, right Rana?’
 
   ‘Right,’ she confirmed. ‘The core is being overloaded. It’s venting into chambers throughout the rest of the planet that can’t take the extra pressure. Corroza is going to tear itself apart.’
 
   Jason shook his head. ‘He can do that just by flipping a switch?’
 
   ‘He designed the whole system to do that,’ Rana said. ‘Zaal often threatened a worldwide apocalypse. The Arch Predicant wanted to make that threat a reality.’
 
   ‘Huh,’ Jason grunted. ‘Talk about a self-fulfilling prophecy.’
 
   ‘Look down there!’ Doo shouted. On one of the other monitor screens, they could see thousands of people all gathering in one of the wide public plazas that hung between the buildings in the residential sector.
 
   ‘Can we pick them up?’ Jason asked.
 
   ‘We haven’t got time and we haven’t got room,’ Hewson said from between clenched teeth as he concentrated on guiding the Majestic out of the city.
 
   Jason saw Doo and Rana exchange a concerned look. He realised that if the entire world was on the brink of destruction, then it didn’t matter if you were balak or zelf.
 
   He leaned over Hewson’s chair and put his hand on the man’s shoulder, in a firm vice-like grip. ‘If we don’t save at least some more of the zelfs, then the entire race will most likely go extinct. So take us down there, now!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They made it to the Firebath Caves almost twenty minutes later. This (and not Brightroot Cave) was the real balak sanctuary—the place where the tribe had fled after the wedding, and where Brandon and Kat had led the slaves after escaping the city.
 
   However, following recent events, the caves now looked just as dangerous a place to be as the lair of the glowing white worms had been. The Firebath Caves were overflowing with lava, which gushed out of cavern mouths and surged along valleys like rivers. Churning clouds of black smoke billowed out of fissures in the rock, and the surrounding jungle was on fire.
 
   ‘There!’ Jason said, pointing to where a crowd of people were gathered on the high ground of a flat plateau. Lava was sloshing around the edges and looked like it could spill across any moment. Hewson took the Majestic down as low as he could, then flipped a switch that opened one of the hangar doors.
 
   Doo and Brug rushed out of the cockpit to go help get everyone on board. Rana remained at her monitor. ‘Core integrity at eight percent,’ she reported, a trace of anxiety in her voice.’
 
   Hewson’s hand was hovering on the throttle. ‘We’ll have to go soon, whether everyone is on board or not.’
 
   ‘Nobody’s going anywhere until I say so,’ Jason said. ‘Seriously, Hewson; we already left too many people behind back in the city. I’ll smash the controls up if you try to leave before everyone is on board. Either we all escape, or we all go down in flames.’
 
   Hewson gave a tight grin. ‘I believe you,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve got a few more minutes. Hey, look at that—seems like we’re going to have some pets on board.’
 
   Jason looked at the monitors showing an outside feed. He could just about make out Kat running around organising the loading of several large cages. A pair of catrons prowled around in one, while a flock of villaxx shook the bars of another. The largest cage held two sleeping dragons.
 
   ‘Trust Kat to want to save the animals too,’ Jason said. ‘This is just like the ark.’
 
   Rana gave him a curious look.
 
   ‘It’s something biblical,’ he explained. ‘Just like a lot of things that have gone down today!’
 
   Brandon came rushing into the cockpit. ‘Let’s go,’ he snapped. ‘We’re ready; we’re just closing the doors. So let’s hit it … punch it … whatever!’
 
   Hewson nodded and calmly engaged the thrusters. The Majestic lifted away just as a nearby cave belched forth a fresh helping of lava, which sloshed over the plateau, covering it from view.
 
   Rana slumped back in her chair in relief. Jason punched a console in triumph. Brandon turned to him and, after an awkward moment, they embraced.
 
   ‘You did it, Jason. You did what I couldn’t, and defeated the Arch Predicant.’
 
   ‘It’ wasn’t all my doing,’ Jason said. ‘Wait til you hear the full story. But what about you? You masterminded the whole plan. I couldn’t have done it without you and the bionoids. Hey, cheer up—we’re safe now!’
 
   Brandon’s expression was bleak. ‘We’re far from safe. But let’s take one thing at a time and get as far away from Corroza as possible.’
 
   As they rose higher and higher into the stratosphere, they watched the jungle below transform: new fires were breaking out in patches all over the planet surface as explosions within the core made their presence felt at the crust. The Majestic pointed upwards, a towering skyscraper once more, and rocketed into space. By the time they were high enough that the full circle of the planet was visible, the jungle was more red than green.
 
   Kat entered the cockpit and stood beside Jason without a word. Doo returned, too, and took his hand. They all watched on the monitors, unable to take their eyes off the small round disc as it pulsed and flickered angrily.
 
   Corroza got smaller and smaller, until it was just a bright red dot. They stared at it in silence for a few more long minutes.
 
   ‘Come on,’ Brandon said, and led them all out into the main control room. This vast chamber was at the very top of the Majestic. It was here that, back on Earth, they had faced the Thanamorph Prime and the robot assassin known as Saoirse. Brandon went to a control panel and pressed a switch that rolled back the blast shields from the windows. Now, the vast emptiness of space surrounded them almost completely, and they could see the dying glow of Corroza with their own eyes.
 
   ‘I just needed to see it for real,’ Brandon said. ‘One last time. My home planet. ’
 
   ‘And mine,’ Doo said.
 
   ‘Well, we’re all homeless now,’ Jason said. ‘So much for the idea of starting a new life on Corroza.’
 
   ‘That place was rotten to the core like a bad apple,’ Kat said. ‘I’m not sad to leave.’
 
   And as if in answer, Corroza exploded, expanding to a ball almost as large as the nearby sun, swallowing whole its orbiting moons, and turning every corner of space blood red for a few brief seconds. There was no sound, and only a slight vibration from the shock waves, and then as quickly as it had blown up, Corroza winked out of existence.
 
   And the universe returned to normal as if the planet, and all of its life and struggles, had never existed.
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   Jason loaded two twenty kilogram plates onto either end of the bar, ducked underneath it and hefted it onto his shoulders. The total weight, including the bar, was one hundred kilograms. Jason took a deep breath and prepared to squat.
 
   He wasn’t even wearing his bionic arm; he had disposed of it now that its job was done. Just looking at it had brought back too many memories of its former owner, Saoirse; and of smashing an elderly villain several times in the face.
 
   He didn’t need it for this particular exercise anyway. The squat was all about the strength in your quadriceps (also known as your thighs) and the stability of your abdominals. Jason lowered himself until his bum almost touched the floor, then stood up again with an explosive exhalation of breath.
 
   He was in the Majestic’s gym. Through the mirror on the wall opposite, he could survey all the activity around him. Two massive balaks were alternating bench press sets. Across the other side of the big open space, a group of zelf girls were laughing at some hilarious joke as they pedalled side by side on the exercise bikes. The President’s two daughters were on the rowers; they had smiled and waved at Jason as they came in, seemingly having no bad blood for the fact that he had defeated their father in a fight to the death.
 
   The gym doors swung open and Kat came in, dressed in a leotard and luminous yellow sweatbands. She strolled over to her brother and helped him complete his fifth rep by adding the power of her little finger to the underside of the barbell.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ he grunted.
 
   ‘No problem,’ Kat said. ‘How’s it going, anyway?’
 
   ‘Pretty good,’ Jason said. ‘I think my arm is growing back.’ He waggled his shoulder stump in his sister’s face.
 
   ‘Hmm. Maybe by a millimetre,’ Kat said. ‘Here. I brought you some beef jerky from the stores.’
 
   ‘Yum. Protein,’ Jason said, grabbing the snack and scoffing half of it in one bite. ‘How are things with you, Deputy Captain?’
 
   Kat was in charge of the day to day running of the ship. ‘Not so great,’ she said. ‘Food supplies are getting low. Most of what’s left is beef jerky, and the balaks are not too happy, them being vegetarian and all.’
 
   ‘They’ll change their ways before this voyage it over,’ Jason said, lowering himself into another squat.
 
   ‘If this voyage is ever over,’ Kat said. ‘There’s still no sign of any habitable planets worth making for. Tensions are starting to run high: some zelfs and balaks got in a fight in a bar last night.’
 
   ‘Let me guess,’ Jason said. ‘Over religion?’
 
   ‘No. Over a game of monopoly. Hewson had to lock them all in the brig. Oh, and down in the zoo, one of the catrons—’
 
   Jason’s eyes widened. ‘Escaped?’
 
   ‘No,’ Kat said. ‘One of them’s got a splinter in her paw. But no one dares get too close because of those deadly claws. I’d get Brandon to go check it out, but he hardly ever leaves his room.’
 
   ‘How are things between you and Bran?’
 
   Kat’s expression darkened. ‘Nothing much going on there. The other day, when you and Doo went on that romantic picnic down in engineering, I suggested that me and Bran go on our own little adventure. He just wasn’t interested. He prefers to sit in his room all day and read his astronomy books.’
 
   She sighed. ‘I think it’s over, Jason, but neither of us has the guts to admit it.’
 
   ‘Do you want me to go and talk to him?’ Jason said, standing up and putting the weight back in the rack.
 
   ‘Not now,’ Kat said. ‘Well, not unless you want to tell him to man-up and break up with me properly!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Jason showered, then got dressed in his Adidas tracksuit and matching trainers. The top had the Chrysler logo over the left chest and across the back: the old nineteen sixties Forward Look logo, two intersecting chevrons that gave the impression of a rocket ship. The Majestic was stocked with hundreds of the tracksuits, but Jason didn’t care that every other person on board (especially the balaks) seems to be sporting one: he had the rarest colour. There was only one black tracksuit aboard the entire ship.
 
   He walked through the dark-wood-panelled corridors. It was funny, but all the art deco stylings made the Majestic seem more alien to him than the futuristic skyscrapers of Corroza. The fact that there were balaks and zelfs walking around, saluting him as they passed, made the ship seem even less human.
 
   Hewson collared him as he passed through the shopping lobby. ‘I need your help tonight at a zelfs versus balaks football game, Jason,’ he said as they walked.
 
   ‘Oh, come on!’ Jason said. ‘Can’t you and Brug handle that yourselves? Sign up a few more guys for security detail, if you need to. There’s this balak dude I met in the gym who was asking about joining up.’
 
   Hewson laughed. ‘I’ve got security covered. But we need a referee for the game, and Brandon told me that you’re probably the only person on board who knows the offside rule.’
 
   ‘So that’s why everyone voted me captain of this ship,’ Jason said. ‘Because of my specialist knowledge.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Hewson said. ‘But seriously, Jason, the more you can do to help keep everyone’s morale up, the better. At least until Brandon and his team of boffins figure out a destination for us. You have the respect of the zelfs and the balaks—that’s why we made you captain.’
 
   ‘I know, I know,’ Jason said. ‘But whoever wins the match tonight, nobody’s going to be very impressed by the party afterwards. We are going to have to seriously ration the food out.’
 
   They had arrived in the residential quarters. Jason walked up the Brandon’s door, but Hewson beat him to it and knocked.
 
   ‘How did you know I was going to see Bran?’ Jason asked.
 
   ‘I didn’t,’ Hewson said. The door opened and Brandon’s aunt, Rana, appeared.
 
   ‘Ah, here’s my date,’ she said. ‘Good afternoon, Lieutenant. I’m glad you’re here. My brain was about to explode from calculating galactic navigation. You need a map that’s turned inside out, and a clock that goes backwards.’
 
   ‘Bring her back as soon as the film finishes,’ Brandon shouted from within. ‘I reckon I’ve almost solved it.’
 
   Rana pulled the door shut behind her. ‘I don’t care if he’s solved the Theory of Everything. It can wait until the morning.’
 
   What film are you going to see?’ Jason asked.
 
   ‘They’re showing a matinee double bill of Alien and Aliens,’ Hewson said. ‘Go grab Doo, and we’ll double date.’
 
   Jason was tempted. ‘Next time,’ he said at last. ‘I need to catch up with Brandon.’
 
   Hewson clapped him on the shoulder and walked off with Rana. Jason pushed on the door and walked through.
 
   Brandon’s room was piled high with papers and books from the ship’s library. A big map of the galaxy was rolled out on the floor, covered with coloured marker-pen lines and squiggles. Brandon lay on a leather couch, his hands behind his head. A pen and notebook hovered in the air above him, and the pen was scribbling away.
 
   ‘What is this?’ Jason said. ‘Harry Potter?’
 
   Brandon let the pen and pad drop to his chest. ‘Oh, hi, Jason. What’s up?’
 
   Before waiting for an answer, Brandon leaped to his feet. ‘I think I’ve worked where we can go,’ he said. ‘Somewhere safe we can start a new colony and secure the future for the human race! For the human, zelf and balak races!’
 
   ‘Sounds great,’ Jason said. ‘But what about Kat?’
 
   Brandon blinked. ‘What about her?’
 
   ‘Exactly! You’ve been virtually ignoring her since we left Corroza. You’ve hardly left your room in two weeks.’
 
   ‘This is important, Jason.’
 
   ‘Yeah?’ Well so was fighting the Arch Predicant. And I did that with Doo by my side. You could let Kat be part of all this.’
 
   Brandon sighed. ‘She wouldn’t be interested in all this. We’re just too different, really. She said liked me cos I’m a geek, but I don’t think she realised the depths of my geekery.’
 
   ‘Whatever,’ Jason said. ‘So are you going to grow a pair and actually break up with her?’
 
   Brandon looked more scared than Jason had ever seen him. ‘I … I can’t,’ he stammered. ‘Can you do it for me?’
 
   ‘No!’ Jason said. ‘But I can make sure you’re more scared of me than you are of Kat.’ He had a grin on his face as he stomped forwards, but Brandon’s eyes widened with fright nevertheless.
 
   Jason stopped when he realised he was walking over the map and tearing it. He looked down to where his foot had ripped a hole in a cluster of space that looked familiar. Several of Brandon’s felt-tip lines and arrows were pointing to it.
 
   ‘Is that where we are going?’ he said.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Brandon said. ‘It’s the only place we can go. The only place in the entire galaxy.’
 
   Jason couldn’t believe it. He slumped down on the couch. ‘No,’ he moaned. ‘Not there. It will all kick off again if we go there. I’d rather just float about in space forever.’
 
   ‘But look,’ Brandon said, grabbing a page of calculations. ‘Remember what I said about travelling through the universe at close to light speed. The distances contract around the ship, and journeys seem shorter. If we engage the superluminal drive for as long as possible until the fuel runs out, we can cover five thousand light years—but for us on board, the distance will only seem a twentieth of that. It’s funny, ha ha—they call it a superluminal drive but it’s actually only pushing maybe ninety-five percent of the speed of light. True superluminal speeds are impossible, because duh—the laws of physics. It’s only the point of view of the travellers—us—that makes it seem superluminal: faster than the speed of light.’
 
   Jason’s brain was about to fold in on itself. He tried to concentrate on what Brandon had said about journeys being shorter. ‘So you’re saying that if we flog the superluminal drive for all it’s worth, we can cover five thousand light years in, what … one hundred minutes?’
 
   ‘One hundred years, actually,’ Brandon said. ‘In fact, once we got up to speed, we could travel for as far as we wanted. Fuel wouldn’t be an issue, since we can maintain a constant velocity in space. No friction, see?’
 
   Jason may as well have been having a conversation with a banana for all the sense Brandon was making. ‘One hundred years of flying through space? Why so long? It only took us a few minutes to get here in the first place. Well, I guess it will be our kids’ kids who we’re going to be sending into who knows what danger. I don’t like it, Bran.’
 
   But Brandon wouldn’t be discouraged. He was dancing around his map, pointing at the arrows and lines he had drawn. ‘No, don’t you see: it will take a hundred years because we will be taking the long way round. I can use the bionoids to put us in suspended animation the whole time, so it won’t even seem like a day has passed to us … but when we land, over five thousand years will have gone by.’
 
   Jason suddenly started to make sense of it all. ‘The thanamorphs will all be dead by then,’ he said, sitting up straight on the couch.
 
   ‘Right!’ Brandon said. ‘And not only that, but the planet will have had chance to recover from the devastation caused by the moon’s destruction. The atmosphere will be dust-free: plants and animals will have had a chance to return.’
 
   He flashed Jason a ridiculous cheesy grin. ‘We’re going back to Earth, Jase. We’re going home!’
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   Jason dreamed: crazy, frightening vivid dreams that seemed to last forever. He was running through London while buildings exploded all around him. To escape the chaos, he ran to Hyde Park and dived into the Serpentine, but the lake was stuffed with floating skeletons that grabbed at his feet as he kicked. He tried to surface, but a vast alien saucer splashed down on the lake, blocking his escape. He kept swimming, and found a tunnel. The water was getting hotter and hotter, and he had to dodge currents of boiling lava that spewed forth from underground vents.
 
   When he eventually made it back to dry land, he found himself in a dark jungle. But a thick layer of dust covered every tree and leaf, and an oppressive silence smothered all life. Then he heard a low growl; something was moving through the trees: a large creature … a catron! But this one’s flesh had fallen away, revealing a metallic monster underneath, with jaws like knives that clack-clack-clacked as they gnashed away …
 
   Jason felt a hand take his. Doo was standing next to him. ‘It’s going to be alright,’ she said.
 
   The jungle blurred and faded around them. The thanacatron was padding closer to them, but as it did so it seems to be slowing down, like it was moving through water. Jason had that curious sensation of realising he was waking up, but being unable to move his head or arms.
 
   He panicked slightly, and felt a cold sweat break out all over his body. Then the dream faded, and with a twist of his body he rolled out of bed and onto the floor.
 
   The room was pitch black, but a glow from the corridor filtered through under the door. The LCD numerals on the bedside clock said it was 04:21 …
 
   … 14th September 2065.
 
   Jason freaked out and ran to the light switch. Under the bright glow, he checked his reflection in the mirror. It was okay, he hadn’t aged fifty years. Brandon’s plan to put them all in a kind of hibernation for the duration of the journey must have worked.
 
   He looked back at the bed. Doo was sleeping peacefully, making cute grunting and gurgling sounds. The rolled up duvet she had put between them, to stop Jason groping her over the next ten decades, was still in place.
 
   He smiled at the memory of them all retiring to bed, and Brandon coming round with hot milk and cookies to tuck them all up.
 
   The smile froze on his face. He listened, and the smile gradually became a frown. They were supposed to all sleep for a hundred years. He had woken up too early!
 
   The panic started to return. Would he be able to get back into the deep sleep if he returned to bed now? Or was the spell broken? Was he now doomed to wander the ship on his own for fifty years until everyone else woke up? Until he really was sixty-five?!
 
   He took a few deep breaths and tried to think. Thinking wasn’t his best skill, though—he could have done with the help of some of his friends, but if he woke them up too, then he might be adding to everyone’s problems if they couldn’t find a way to get back to sleep again.
 
   He was snapped out of his thoughts by a nearby growl.
 
   Oh no! The catrons! I wasn’t dreaming! We should never have brought them aboard. Some species just don’t deserve to be saved from extinction, no matter how magnificent.
 
   He opened the door of his room and looked up and down the corridor. The service lights were on, casting a dim bluish glow, but there was nobody and nothing around.
 
   He heard the growl again, nearer this time. Then he realised …
 
   It was his stomach rumbling.
 
   ‘Well, that figures,’ he said to himself. ‘I haven’t eaten anything in half a century.’
 
   Jason put all of his worries behind him and concentrated on more immediate concerns: breaking his fast. He wandered down to the canteen, and discovered that it was occupied.
 
   Brandon and Kat were sitting at the end of one of the long Formica tables, eating cereal. Their heads were close in conversation. Kat looked up when Jason walked in. She wiped a tear out of her eye and put on a smile.
 
   ‘Hey, come and join us. We defrosted some milk.’
 
   Jason filled a bowl up with Lucky Charms. He would have preferred Frosties or Coco Pops, but the options were all American.
 
   ‘Good sleep?’ Brandon asked him.
 
   ‘Not bad,’ Jason said. ‘I could do with another few months lie in, though. I take it you woke us up. Everything alright?’
 
   ‘Um …’ Brandon began. ‘Well, no, to be honest.’
 
   ‘We broke up,’ Kat said, patting Brandon on the arm.
 
   ‘Good!’ Jason said. ‘Er, I mean, it’s good that you can both finally move on with your lives and everything. But … couldn’t all this wait until we got to back to Earth. I was enjoying hypersleep, or whatever you call it.’
 
   ‘There’s something else,’ Brandon said darkly. ‘Something I haven’t told Kat yet. In fact, when you hear what it is, you’ll realise why we had to break up.’
 
   Jason felt a sudden surge of apprehension. ‘Well, come on, man. What is it?’
 
   Brandon looked awkward. ‘The plan,’ he said, ‘to get back to Earth; I didn’t tell you the whole of it.’
 
   Jason held up a hand. ‘You don’t need to tell us all the technical details. We trust you to science your way out this mess we’ve got ourselves in. We get the gist of it, right, Kat? We zoom round the galaxy for five thousand years, and by the time we get home it will all be bird, bees and daisies.’
 
   ‘Right!’ Kat said.
 
   Brandon screwed up his face. ‘That’s the problem. Five thousand years won’t be long enough. Forever won’t be long enough. When the thanamorphs spread throughout Earth, they infected every living organism … from the largest mammals and trees, to the smallest insects and bacteria …’
 
   ‘So what you’re saying,’ Kat said after a pause, ‘is that there’s no life left to mount a comeback.’
 
   Brandon nodded. ‘Earth is sterile … inert … bereft of life. There’s a pretty good chance that the only living things in the entire universe right now are on this ship.’
 
   They all sat in silence for a few moments. Jason stirred his Lucky Charms with his spoon. He had left them too long and they had gone soggy. ‘Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?’ he asked Brandon.
 
   Brandon shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to worry everyone. If things don’t work out, then it’s probably best if everyone just …’
 
   ‘Just never wakes up,’ Jason stated flatly. ‘Hell, Brandon, this is some hole we’re in.’
 
   ‘You’ve got a plan, though. Right, Bran?’ Kat said, ever the optimist.
 
   ‘Yes. I think so. It’s … well, it’s probably best if I just show you. Come on!’
 
   They abandoned breakfast and followed Brandon to the elevator. The ship was eerie and quiet—like walking around school at night in the middle of the holidays. They rode the lift in silence. Jason couldn’t even begin to imagine what Brandon’s plan could be, so he didn’t waste any breath trying to guess.
 
   The control room at the top of the Majestic was lit only by the endless starfield outside the giant triangular windows. Brandon led them to one of the windows, and they all stood looking out.
 
   Stars, stars and more stars. Each one represented a solar system and a cluster of planets, but even Jason knew that the chances of any one of them being habitable was infinitesimally small.
 
   The stars seemed to blur as he stared out at them. Jason rubbed his eyes; he was still feeling sleepy.
 
   ‘Is that what I think it is?’ Kat said.
 
   ‘Is what what you think it is?’ Jason said, confused.
 
   ‘That depends,’ Brandon said to Kat, ‘on if what you think it is, is an Einstein-Rosen Bridge.’
 
   Jason could see it now: what he thought was a product of his sleep-befuddled brain was actually a rippling circle somewhere out in the blackness of space. Only the surrounding stars delineated its shape, softening and stretching slightly, as if they were being pulled into a—
 
   ‘Wormhole,’ Kat said. ‘That’s what I was thinking.’
 
   ‘Yeah, well that’s just the layman’s term for it,’ Brandon said. ‘The Einstein-Rosen Bridge is the, er 3D tube that connects two 2D locations in space. If this was a film we were in, I’d do the trick with the folded paper to demonstrate.’
 
   Jason gave his sister a perplexed look.
 
   ‘You know,’ she said. ‘Where you fold a sheet of paper in half and then jab a pen through it, to demonstrate the wormhole that joins two spots in space that are otherwise light years apart!’
 
   ‘She’s right,’ Brandon said. ‘Although it’s more like burning a hole through the paper with a blow torch. Wormholes are caused by massive surges of radiation—the deep space equivalent of forest fires.’
 
   ‘Alright,’ Jason said. ‘This is all very awe-inspiring and everything, but the question is: if I jumped down that wormtube, where would I end up?’
 
   ‘Earth,’ Brandon said.
 
   Jason almost fell over. ‘Earth?’
 
   ‘Earth, huh? Kat parroted. ‘Well, that’s … convenient.’
 
   ‘It’s not really that unlikely,’ Brandon explained. ‘There are countless wormholes opening up and closing naturally all over space. The starmap built into the superluminal drive has an exotic energy scanner that can detect them. I set it to wake me up when—’
 
   Jason slammed his palm hard against the window, cutting off Brandon mid-sentence.
 
   ‘Enough of the technobabble!’ Jason said. ‘It’s a beautiful wormhole, I’m sure, but what difference does it all make, anyway? If we wanted to go back to Earth, we could have just gone and flown there fifty years ago. And now it seems no matter when we go back, there’s going to be nothing for us when we get there except dust and bones.’
 
   ‘You’re not going back,’ Brandon said. ‘You’re going to go back to sleep in a bit and carry on trekking through space for another fifty years … for another two-thousand-five-hundred years in real time.’
 
   He gave Jason and Kat an apologetic look. ‘I’m going through the wormhole. I’m going to go and get things ready for when you arrive …
 
   ‘I’m going to use the bionoids to terraform the Earth.’
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   Brandon spread his arms out wide while Jason buckled up the straps on the oxygen tank of his IEVA spacesuit. Intra/extravehicular activity—Brandon wasn’t going to be taking any chances while entering the wormhole. The suit had to be able to withstand the unpredictable effects of exotic radiation—the kind of cosmic fairy dust that, in comic books, turned dweeby scientists into superheroes.
 
   ‘But in real life is more likely to mutate you, turn your body cells inside out, and then vaporise you,’ Brandon said as he pulled on his Spandex and Kevlar gloves.
 
   ‘This whole plan of yours is just crazy,’ Jason said. ‘Never mind jumping into wormholes, what about all the plot holes?’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Brandon laughed.
 
   ‘I mean, are you sure this is only option? It all seems a bit dramatic. What about just flying the Majestic to Earth, dropping you off, then the rest of us continue our round trip of the galaxy afterwards?’
 
   ‘Not enough fuel to fire up the superluminal drive more than once,’ Brandon shrugged, as if this was patently obvious.
 
   ‘Alright then,’ Jason said, ‘so why don’t we all go to Earth and just wait there in orbit while you’re fixing up the planet?’
 
   ‘Because then you’ll be waiting almost three thousand years, rather than fifty. I’m confident I can put you back to sleep for another fifty years before I leave, but I don’t know if I’d be able to do it for three thousand. I don’t know if I’ll be around that long for a start.’
 
   There was an awkward silence. ‘I’m going to try to terraform the Earth—seed new life with the bionoids, and try and accelerate its growth—and I’m going to try and keep myself alive by sustaining myself with the bionoids, too. Maybe after I’ve kick-started the regeneration I can build a little hut and sleep the years away myself until you guys arrive. Or maybe by the time you get there, I’ll be—’
 
   ‘Don’t say it,’ Jason said. ‘You’re crazy, do you know that? And brave. Alright, I admit it—so long as it doesn’t involve fighting, you’re the bravest person I know.’
 
   ‘And you,’ Brandon said, with a slight catch in his voice, ‘are the bravest person I know when it does involve fighting.’
 
   ‘Well, obviously,’ Jason said. ‘Alright, you’re all set. Ready to go where no one has gone before; to take one giant leap for humanity?’
 
   ‘Of course, I’m ready,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ve been waiting my whole life to do something like this.’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They met Kat in the elevator on the way down to the hangar. She had a trolley full of boxes of food from the stores. ‘Beef jerky, salami and cheese slices,’ she said. ‘Enough to last a few weeks, I think, but not thousands of years.’
 
   ‘I can use the bionoids to process some more,’ Brandon said. ‘Can’t be any less natural than this plasticy-looking junk.’
 
   Kat looked cross. Jason could tell Brandon was getting techy with nerves. ‘Do you want a gun?’ Jason asked him. ‘To shoot rabbits for food? When you eventually manage to breed a few rabbits of course.’
 
   ‘No guns,’ Brandon said firmly. ‘And, you know what—maybe no rabbits either. I have a whole database of DNA to work with, and most of the animals and plants I’ve scanned came from Corroza, not Earth.’
 
   The elevator doors opened and they rolled the trolley of supplies into the hanger. The wide open space as full of vehicles: armoured MTVs, tanks, zelf fighter ships (left behind from when the Arch Predicant’s men had briefly taken control of the Majestic), and in the far corner: a familiar sleek shape.
 
   ‘Did you wax her or something?’ Jason asked Brandon. ‘She looks amazing.’
 
   ‘I got up a week ago to get her ready,’ Brandon said, stopping Jason from running a finger along Discord’s hull. ‘But it’s not wax—I had to polarise the hull with protective gamma paint, so don’t touch.’
 
   Inside the ship there were stacks of books and comics, piles of clothing and boxes full of tools. ‘You got everything you need?’ Jason said, looking around the deck and thinking about all the adventures they had been on in this little rocket.
 
   ‘I think so,’ Brandon said. ‘I even found and XBOX and some games to take. The centuries will just fly by. I never did find all the bobbleheads in Fallout first time around.’
 
   ‘What do you need us to do?’ Kat said.
 
   ‘Nothing. When I’m gone, just go back to sleep and I’ll see you when you get to Earth.’
 
   ‘And if your plan doesn’t work?’ Jason said.
 
   ‘It will. Trust me.’
 
   ‘And if it doesn’t?’ Jason persisted.
 
   A sad look passed over Brandon’s face. ‘I’ve programmed the bionoids to wake you two first,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘If you get back to Earth and it’s still dead … then maybe you might not want to wake everyone else.’
 
   They all exchanged uncomfortable glances.
 
   ‘But it will work!’ Kat said. ‘It always turns out alright in the end.’ She paused for a moment, seemingly reflecting on the all the tragedy and destruction that they had battled through to get to this point. ‘Okay, almost always,’ she added.
 
   There was nothing more to say. Brandon and Kat hugged for a long time, until Brandon had to forcibly extricate himself from her embrace. He hugged Jason next for the minimum possible duration. Then he walked them silently back to the exit ramp.
 
   Jason and Kat had barely set foot back on the hanger floor before the ramp closed shut and Discord’s boosters fired up.
 
   ‘He really doesn’t need our help,’ Kat said regretfully.
 
   ‘He did, and he will,’ Jason said. ‘He needed me to destroy the Arch Predicant; he needed you to lead the balaks to safety. And you can bet that when we get back to Earth, he’ll have accidently created an infestation of those strange purple flying hedgehogs we saw in the jungle, and he’ll be too soft to do anything about it. Trust me, there will be chaos for us to sort out!’
 
   As Discord hovered into the airlock, Jason and Kat went to the viewport, a long wide strip of reinforced quartz glass that afforded a view out towards the wormhole. Discord hovered back into view again, this time on the other side of the glass, and accelerated towards the strange rippling space anomaly.
 
   ‘This is going to be as much fun as the water slides in Highgate Leisure Center,’ Brandon said, speaking over the hangar intercom.
 
   ‘Good luck, you crazy fool’ Jason said, not knowing if Brandon could hear him or not. Kat laughed and took her brother’s hand as they watched.
 
   Brandon appeared to be talking to himself. ‘Alright, I’m setting an insertion vector now … should be able to drop into the same angular velocity to match the … oh no, ouch—’
 
   Brandon’s last words coincided with Discord jerking violently, flipping over and settling into a slow roll.
 
   Jason and Kat watched as Brandon’s ship endlessly rotated over and over. It was just floating in space now, facing to one side, perpendicular to the wormhole.
 
   ‘What’s he doing now?’ Jason muttered. ‘Bran? Are you okay?’
 
   ‘Sounded like he banged into something in the cockpit,’ Kat said. ‘Or got hit …’
 
   There was just static over the intercom. Jason and Kat hesitated only a moment before turning and running for one of the zelf spaceships.
 
   Kat took to the controls. Jason spied one of the zelfs battle suits. He tore off his tracksuit and started pulling on the armour. Kat manoeuvred the ship to the airlock. They both worked without words, as if what they had to do was both obvious and obligatory.
 
   Out in space, Kat inched towards Discord with almost agonising care, tapping on the forward boosters and almost immediately compensating with reverse thrust. The last thing she wanted to do was overshoot Discord and fall down the wormhole instead.
 
   ‘That’s close enough,’ Jason said at last. ‘I’m going out the top hatch.’
 
   ‘Be careful!’
 
   Before he could even have second thoughts about what he was doing, Jason was flying through space between the two ships. He hit the hull of Discord with a thump, and hoped against hope that the automatic security would recognise him. Luckily, It did: he slammed his left palm against the door panel and grabbed the edge of the hatch with the same hand as it opened up. He swung his legs in and pulled the hatch shut behind him. The deck was in disarray after the sudden depressurisation and repressurisation of the ship, but the cabin up front had automatically sealed itself shut. Jason opened the door and stepped inside.
 
   Brandon was lying on the floor next to the pilot’s seat, an ugly bruise above his eye. There was blood on the inside of his helmet’s visor. Jason dropped to his knees and shook him awake.
 
   ‘Urgh!’ Brandon moaned.
 
   ‘Come on, wake up,’ Jason urged. ‘What happened, Bran?’ He pulled off his own helmet and looked around the cabin anxiously, half expecting a surprise assailant to appear from somewhere.
 
   ‘It’s alright,’ Brandon groaned. ‘I forgot to put on my seatbelt, and got thrown to the floor when the wormhole took hold. Where are we?’
 
   ‘You bounced back out. Hell, Brandon—only you could be so stupid! Your head’s so far in the clouds thinking up grand schemes, you don’t see immediate danger.’
 
   ‘Everything okay?’ Kat’s voice came out of the intercom.
 
   ‘Just Brandon being a tool,’ Jason said. ‘Head back to the Majestic, Kat. We’ll follow you in, give Brandon a cup of tea and a biscuit, then try this thing again!’
 
   Outside the cockpit window, the stars stopped spinning, and instead began to blur and shimmer.
 
   Brandon scrabbled to his feet and pulled himself up to the dashboard. ‘Oh no, here we go …’
 
   Jason watched in horror as the yawning void of the wormhole filled the view. ‘Turn us around, Brandon,’ he said as calmly as he could manage. ‘I’m not coming with you on this trip. I’m not leaving Kat and Doo behind.’
 
   ‘It’s too late,’ Brandon said, dropping back into the seat. ‘I’m sorry, Jason.’
 
   Jason stood numb with disbelief. He could hear Kat shouting over the intercom—
 
   ‘You can’t go! You can’t leave! You need me to look after you, Jason!’
 
   —but he couldn’t find the words to respond.
 
   And then it was too late. Discord was grabbed by the wormhole and sucked into the twisting, swirling tube. The stars stretched and blurred and they found themselves rushing down a tunnel of technicolour lights.
 
   ‘We’re both just a couple of worms now,’ Brandon said, risking a faint grin.
 
   Jason wasn’t so thrilled. ‘More like a couple of turds,’ he said. ‘Flushed down the toilet of the galaxy.’
 
   Brandon’s smile evaporated. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That would be more like it.’
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   There wasn’t any time for further recriminations: almost as soon as they had entered the wormhole, they were through the other side. Looming in front of Jason was a monochrome planet, with white land masses and black seas.
 
   It was only when he recognised the triangle of India, and the boot of Italy, that he realised they were home.
 
   But between them and Earth was a dense asteroid field.
 
   ‘Get to the lasers!’ Brandon shouted.
 
   Jason stopped gawping at the view and hurled himself into the passenger seat. Last time he had checked, Discord didn’t have any weapons, but in front of him was a joystick and targeting display.
 
   ‘When did we level up?’ Jason said, taking aim at a massive spinning rock and blasting it into a million pebbles.
 
   ‘I took the laser cannon from one of the zelf ships,’ Brandon said as he banked to avoid a collision. ‘I guessed they might come in handy.’
 
   ‘Well, you’re lucky I decided to come along for the ride,’ Jason said, his words dripping with sarcasm. ‘Or did you think you could fly and shoot at the same time?’
 
   ‘Um, well I didn’t think the moon debris would still be this bad,’ Brandon said as he rolled to avoid an impact. He failed: Discord’s starboard wingtip was smashed into oblivion.
 
   ‘Oh great. We’re going to crash again,’ Jason said. ‘Can we not go down in Kazakhstan this time? The food was terrible there!’
 
   ‘We’re not going to crash!’ Brandon insisted.
 
   ‘Or France,’ Jason said. ‘The food wasn’t particularly amazing there, either. Although I would rather eat frog’s legs than the vegetable slop Doo cooks up.’
 
   ‘We are not going to—’
 
   Discord slammed violently to the side as something punched hard into the hull.
 
   ‘What about America? Bet there’s loads of tinned Spam and cans of Pepsi lying around that’s still good to eat. Let’s crash there.’
 
   ‘Of course!’ Brandon said, snapping his fingers. ‘I forgot that the wormhole links two different points not only in space, but in time too. The reason there’s so much moon rock flying around is because we’ve gone back to nearer the time when the moon was destroyed. That’s good!’
 
   ‘How is that good?’ Jason said, flinching in his seat as they had another near miss.
 
   ‘It means that we’ll have a more time to work on terraforming Earth.’ Brandon tapped away at the computer. ‘An extra thousand years!’
 
   ‘Great,’ Jason muttered. ‘Well, I’ll help out a bit, but I think I’ll be sleeping away most of that bonus millennium.’
 
   Brandon didn’t answer. He continued to mess around on the computer.
 
   ‘Concentrate on avoiding those rocks!’ Jason shouted at him, blasting away at a storm of football-sized chunks that threatened to pebbledash Discord’s window.
 
   ‘Alright, alright,’ Brandon snapped back. ‘I’m just trying to find us a place to crash … er, I mean land.’
 
   They eventually made it through the asteroids, albeit with two broken wings and a ruined booster that belched out black smoke behind them. Brandon took them down into a cloud of dense dust. Visibility was non-existent.
 
   He slapped a button on the dash. ‘Autopilot on,’ he declared.  He swivelled in his seat to face Jason. ‘You know, I’m glad you’re here,’ he said. ‘It will be good to have some help. You always did say you wanted to fly through space, fight bad guys, meet alien princesses and save the world. Well, hanging out with me you got to do most of those things. Now you can cross the last one off your list.’
 
   Jason just grunted in response. Spending an eternity with Brandon, doing what sounded like gardening and zookeeping, wasn’t exactly what he had in mind.
 
   They hit the ground with a thump and skidded along at speed. Jason could still see nothing through the dust, but he fought back his rising wave of panic when he saw Brandon sitting calmly, following their location on an on-screen map. Jason couldn’t tell where it was, but it looked like they were shooting up a long city street. Brandon reached over and nudged the joystick to the left, and suddenly they were rattling over rough ground.
 
   And then they were slowing down, as Discord hit a slope and started to climb.
 
   Finally, the crazy journey that had begun halfway across the galaxy was over. Discord had come to a halt. Jason let out a massive sigh of relief.
 
   ‘Well, so far so good,’ Brandon said. ‘We made it. Do you know where we are?’
 
   ‘No idea,’ Jason said.
 
   ‘Go outside and see if you can guess!’ Brandon said, and turned back to the ship’s computer monitor.
 
   Jason strolled back out to Discord’s long tubular midsection and pulled on his zelf body armour and helmet. The right sleeve and glove hung loose from the stump of his shoulder. He hadn’t noticed in the rush to save Brandon earlier, but there was a handy laser pistol holstered on the suit’s belt. He drew it and hit the door release with the butt of the gun.
 
   He stepped out into a still world of white and grey.
 
   ‘Earthquakes have stopped, at least,’ he muttered to himself.
 
   The planet’s spin and orbit has settled down, Brandon explained, his words popping into Jason’s skull via the bionoids. Losing the moon was like losing a leg … or an arm, ha ha … but things soon adapt!
 
   ‘Tell me about it,’ Jason agreed. He was now slightly peeved. Was this how it was going to be now? Having Brandon constantly invade his thoughts over the next however many centuries?
 
   The dust will settle down eventually, allowing the sunlight in. That’s when we can start planting—
 
   Jason started humming to himself to tune Brandon out. He ambled down the ramp and found himself walking on dust-clogged grass. He bent down to examine it: the grass was knotted with weeds, had both grass and weeds had a silvery sheen to them.
 
   It was true: the thanamorphs had infected every living thing on the entire planet. And now that the biological nightmare had run its course, everything on the planet was dead.
 
   The dust shifted in a slight breeze. Discord was revealed to be parked at the top of a hill. Through the ever-changing clouds, Jason could see the ruins of a city below him. There were no recognisable landmarks anywhere, though: it could have been any apocalyptic city anywhere in the world.
 
   Then Jason saw the bench.
 
   He walked over to it, holstered his gun and sat down, taking in the view like he was on a Sunday morning stroll. Then after a few moments, he twisted in his seat and wiped the dust off the back of the bench, revealing words carved into the wood. Words he knew would be there, since he had written them himself when he was twelve years old:
 
    
 
   JB WOZ ERE
 
   ERE I WOZ
 
   WOZ I ERE?
 
   YES I WOZ!
 
    
 
   He changed the tune he was humming to something more appropriate: ‘London Calling dum dum dumdede dum …’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Forty years later …
 
   Jason stopped work, leaned on his hoe and wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was hot; the sun was shining down through a gap in the dust. One of the first things Brandon had done when they arrived was send an army of bionoids up there to clear the skies over London with an electrostatic field.
 
   There were even birds flying around in the sky now—strange alien birds that Brandon had created himself, using all the tricks in his scientific repertoire:  the bionoids’ DNA records, a freezer full of eggs and cell samples he had packed aboard Discord, and even chunks of living tissue he had surgically removed from Jason and himself.
 
   ‘It’s not playing god,’ Brandon had said as he had sent the bionoids to slice a sliver off Jason’s kidney and bring it out through his nostril. ‘God supposedly snapped his fingers and created life out of nothing. In the real world, you have to start with something!’
 
   And here he came now, stomping across Jason’s wheat field with his catron kitten bounding along at his side. Brandon was sporting a shaggy black beard these days, shaving being one of life’s pleasures he seemed to have no intention of ever experiencing.
 
   Jason, on the other hand, maintained a flawlessly shaved head and cheeks. He enjoyed the routine and discipline, and he also liked the fact that it hid the bald spot that he had first noticed in the mirror on his twenty-third birthday.
 
   Jason and Brandon were now both twenty-five years old. They worked for six hours every day, and spent the rest of the time in a bionoid-induced sleep. Forty years had passed, while they had aged only ten.
 
   Did it feel like forty years, though? Not really. The days were packed with farming and building, and partaking in Brandon’s scientific experiments; the years seemed to have just flown by. At the end of every day, they were exhausted. They would spend an hour playing chess while eating Corrozian purple pig burgers (Jason was responsible for breeding, and culling, the herd) and then turn in for the night. Home was a massive fortress, that Brandon had designed and Jason built, made out of salvage from the ruins of London. It was a large multi-coloured, multi-textured box, three stories high. They called it the Rubik’s Cube, and it stood on the site of Brandon’s old house in Highgate.
 
   Still leaning on his hoe, Jason watched as Brandon approached through the corn. At one point he picked a stalk and popped it in his mouth to chew. What with the beard and the faded jeans, all he needed now was a straw hat and the transformation would be complete.
 
   ‘Hello, Kang,’ Jason said, tickling the kitten under the chin. It was as big as an Alsatian already.
 
   He didn’t have kind words for the kitten’s owner, though. ‘Get orf my land,’ Jason said, doing a passable impression of a West Country farmer.
 
   ‘I wouldn’t have to come looking for you,’ Brandon said, ‘if you let me talk to you inside your head. Are you sure you won’t change your mind about that?’
 
   ‘We’ll discuss it at the next committee meeting,’ Jason grunted. ‘Then take a vote. I predict another tie, though. What do you want, Brandon?’
 
   ‘It’s finished!’ Brandon said, with a grin.
 
   Jason sighed. ‘What is finished?’ Brandon usually had about ten crazy projects on the go at once. Last week he had crashed a solar-powered car into the Thames. This week he had been trying to bio-engineer a chicken that provided milk as well as eggs. ‘If you’re going to insist on breeding animals for food,’ he had said, ‘you may as well just create one animal that provides everything!’
 
   Brandon nodded in the direction of the hill. ‘Come and see.’
 
   So they walked, in silence (an almost comfortable silence), through the fields and up Parliament Hill, the catron kitten bounding ahead of them. At the summit, they stood looking out over the city for a good few minutes before Jason realised what was different.
 
   ‘Oh, you put the dome on it.’
 
   One of Brandon’s projects had been to slowly rebuild, stone-by-stone, the vast edifice of St. Paul’s Cathedral. He had bionoids flying through the air in dense swarms, lifting small blocks and pieces into position. ‘This place survived the Blitz,’ Brandon had said. ‘So I’m going to make sure it survives a galactic war, too. All the bits are just lying around; it’s like one big real life Lego set.’
 
   ‘Well, it’s great,’ Jason said, trying to summon up some enthusiasm. ‘But I know you’re not the sort to want to go and use it for Sunday prayers. What are you going to do? Turn the inside into a science lab?’
 
   Brandon laughed. ‘Now that would be a good idea. But no—it’s going to stay original and unspoiled. After all, you and Doo are going to need somewhere to get married.’
 
   Jason’s face fell. ‘Don’t go there, Bran,’ he said. ‘You know as well as I do that we’re not going to be around when the others turn up in three thousand years’ time. You said yourself that our bodies wouldn’t survive that long a biosleep without getting up to exercise.’
 
   ‘Nothing’s certain,’ Brandon said. ‘There might be a way to survive that long that I just haven’t thought of yet. But that’s beside the point … I’ve discovered a way to get you back to Doo, Kat, Hewson and the others.’
 
   Jason felt a sudden surge of hope, tinged with the bittersweet knowledge that it was probably just another idea of Brandon’s that wouldn’t pan out.
 
   ‘Go on …’ he said cautiously.
 
   ‘Well, you know I’ve had Discord scanning for wormholes all this time. They pop up and disappear all over the galaxy, all the time, so it was just a matter of waiting for the right one to materialise. And this morning, one just did!’
 
   ‘Okay. So where does it go?’
 
   ‘Not where,’ Brandon said. ‘But when! This wormhole will take you thousands of years into the future, coming out just on the other side of Jupiter at around the same time as the Majestic turns up in this solar system.’
 
   Jason was now an expert at reading between the lines of Brandon’s grandiose statements. ‘Around the same time?’
 
   ‘Well, okay, within a few decades either side, but what’s a few decades when you can stride across the aeons?’
 
   Jason shook his head. It pained him to say it, but: ‘I can’t go. I can’t leave you here alone.’
 
   Brandon gave a wry smile. ‘And I can’t force you to stay. I don’t need you here anymore, Jase, but the rest of humanity does. You need to lead them through the tough years of starting over again here on Earth. You need to show them how to milk the chickens!’
 
   Jason laughed. Then he turned and wiped a tear from his eye.
 
   He was about to leave home to return home.
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   And that’s almost it. That’s my story, from when I left New York for Corroza, to when I came back to London. The last thing Brandon said to me as I boarded Discord was, ‘I’ll see you back on here on Earth; back where it all began.’
 
   I wanted to believe him, so I played it cool and blasted off without looking back. I left the black and white Earth behind me, threaded my way through the asteroids, swung around the dark side of Jupiter (passing through the wormhole there like it was just a bump on the road) and returned to find a completely different Earth in front of me.
 
   A green and blue Earth.
 
   My heart was racing as I set a course back for London. The asteroid field was no longer there. The dust layer was no longer there. Earth was rotating so that England was just coming out of the shadows and into the sun, and all I could see was green and orange fields and a cold blue sea.
 
   There were fish leaping out of the water as I skimmed across the English Channel—strange alien fish that Brandon must have created and left to breed. There were green sheep grazing on the South Downs, and flocks of brightly coloured birds in the skies over London.
 
   And there was the Majestic, lying on its side on the South Bank of the Thames. So I hadn’t arrived too early. The only question was, how late was I to the party?
 
   London was still a ruin, but most of the Westminster and Camden had been cleared of rubble, and I could see people walking and cycling up and down The Mall. Livestock was grazing in Hyde Park, greenhouses filled Regent’s Park, and new buildings had sprung up on the sites of old landmarks: Albert Hall was now sports stadium (I could see a five-a-side football match in progress—zelfs versus balaks, of course) and Camden Market was now home to lots of small, well-spaced-out canal-side cottages.
 
   People waved as I flew overhead, but I didn’t stop. It was almost too much to take in at once. I swooped over Regent’s park and over the fields beyond—fields that I had planted thousands of years ago, and which had now spread from Hampstead Heath as far as Muswell Hill.
 
   I landed Discord in the same spot I had blasted off from, less than an hour ago by my watch. The air was crisp and chill when I stepped outside, and there were rust-coloured leaves piled on the grass. It was autumn.
 
   Not knowing where to go first, I just meandered over to my bench and flopped down, pulling the zip of my spacesuit and letting the fresh breeze cool me.
 
   And then I waited.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long. Two people were coming up the hill. It looked like a woman and child. I didn’t recognise them from the human crew of the Majestic. That is, I didn’t recognise them until they got closer …
 
   The woman was about thirty; small and skinny, with long, wild hair. She was wearing a corduroy skirt and a black leather jacket.
 
   And black plastic-framed specs.
 
   ‘Hey, Bro,’ Kat said when she got to the top of the hill. She, too, plopped down on the bench, out of breath from the climb. ‘Well you sure took your time getting here!’
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I made some kind of honking choking sound and hugged my sister close. When I finally found my voice, all I could say was, ‘How long?’
 
   ‘Since we arrived? Twenty years! But I always knew you’d come. Brandon said you were on your way.’
 
   I could hardly believe it. ‘Brandon’s here?’
 
   Kat nodded. ‘I’ll take you to him. If you think you’re ready. Oh but first, here’s someone else I’d like you to meet.’
 
   The little kid had finally scrambled up the hill. He had Kat’s eyes and a cheeky smile.
 
   ‘Hi,’ I said. ‘So, what’s your name?’
 
   ‘Brandon Junior,’ the boy said.
 
   I gave Kat a look, but she just smiled. ‘Brandon Junior? Well, um, is your daddy around?’
 
   ‘Hey,’ someone said in an American accent, and I turned to see a tall guy with red hair and a bomber jacket come running up the hill. ‘I’m Vince.’
 
   He held out his right hand, while scooping Brandon Junior up in his left arm.
 
   ‘Vince?’ I stammered. ‘Do I know you?’
 
   ‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘I was only ten when we all went to Corroza. My parents were engineers on the Majestic. I think I said hi to you once when we passed in the corridor, just before we all went into suspended animation.’
 
   I was having a tough time processing this information. It was almost like listening to Brandon’s technobabble. Vince kept talking to fill the silence:
 
   ‘I’m an engineer now, too: I helped build the plumbing system we have in Camden Village. It was made with parts salvaged from the ship. It’s not like we’ll ever want to fly anywhere again in it. Oh, but I’m waffling. It’s good to meet you properly, Captain!’
 
   Kat stood up and took Vince’s arm, and suddenly I could see that the three of them were a happy family.
 
   ‘We’re getting married,’ Kat said. ‘Tomorrow, if possible. We promised to wait for you, Jason, and now you’re finally here we can’t wait any longer!’
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   By the time we had walked down the hill, I was talking to Kat as if I had never been away, and chatting happily with Vince like he was my best friend in the world. Kat was telling me about her role on the New Earth State, a job which involved mediating disputes between all the settlers. She was a confident woman now, and it wasn’t hard to imagine the respect she commanded in the community.
 
   ‘There’s an empty seat at the Round Table in St. Paul’s, Jason,’ she said. ‘It’s had your name on it since we arrived here.’
 
   A bright red tractor was rumbling up the muddy farm track at the bottom of the hill. If I was correct, the track was once the busy Highgate Road, and buried under the grass somewhere were the ruins of my favourite pizza takeaway, Al Porcinos.
 
   The tractor was being driven by an old black man with shaggy white hair. A zelf woman sat beside him. She was in her sixties too, but still elegant despite her faded shirt, jeans and rubber wellies. They both looked vaguely familiar.
 
   ‘Need a lift?’ Lieutenant Hewson said.
 
   I reached up to take his hand and he pulled me up into the tractor cab. Hewson and Rana, Brandon’s aunt, fussed over me like I was their long lost son … or maybe their dog. ‘Let’s go see Brandon,’ I managed to say eventually.
 
   ‘Well, Brandon will wait for you,’ Rana said. ‘But Doo will be keen to know you’re back, if she doesn’t already. We pass by her house on the way to Bran, though, so let’s go!’
 
   Kat and her family waved us off, and the tractor trundled up Highgate Road, past the site of Highgate Academy—our old school, that we had blown up shortly after the first meteor strikes hit London. A bunch of balaks had died that day, and I felt a bit guilty about it now. But that was when we were all at war, and the balaks were fighting under the orders of their vicious old king.
 
   ‘I guess there’s no Resistance anymore?’ I said to Rana.
 
   She shook her head. ‘And no MI Zero either. Me and Richard’—she patted Hewson’s arm—‘are farmers now.’
 
   ‘You should come meet our chickens,’ Hewson said. ‘You won’t believe what they can do.’
 
   ‘Oh I think I can,’ I said.
 
   The tractor had pulled up outside the Rubik’s Cube, me and Brandon’s old home-made house. It was still standing, then, except someone had planted flowers in the front garden, and painted the whole thing bright white, with blue window frames. I hopped down from the tractor and, after promising to visit Hewson and Rana later, walked up the path to the Cube’s front door.
 
   It opened before I had a chance to knock. I was greeted by a massive balak with a wide grin on his face. He picked me up and gave me a rib-cracking hug.
 
   ‘Put me down, Grok!’ I wailed. When he dropped me, I took a step back to get a good look at the grown-up king of the balaks. The last time I had seen him, he had been asleep in a cot, with a dummy in his mouth. ‘You look good, Your Majesty.’
 
   Grok waved away my words. ‘I’m not the king anymore,’ he said. ‘I abdicated as soon as I could. We have a republic here now!’
 
   ‘Oh really?’ I said, trying to recall how republics worked. ‘So does that mean we have a President now?’
 
   ‘Yep,’ Grok said. ‘Me!’
 
   I laughed, and Grok invited me in for a beer. I was halfway through the hall when I stopped dead in my tracks. This time I wasn’t surprised or shocked: as Doo came down the stairs, she looked exactly how I had imagined her. She was older, bigger, and more muscular, but her wave of green hair softened her features and sealed the deal for me.
 
   ‘Say hello to the new Mayor of London,’ Grok said to me.
 
   I dropped to my knees in front of her.
 
   ‘Marry me?’ I said.
 
   ‘I was going to ask you that,’ Doo replied.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We walked through the cast iron gates and strolled hand in hand down the quiet overgrown paths. Life had returned in abundance to the meteor crater, and everywhere we looked there were all different kinds of alien flowers, and also native plants like holly and … well, you’d have to ask a plant expert.
 
   In the far corner of the cemetery was a familiar sight: the marble mausoleum that concealed the entrance to Brandon’s mother’s secret laboratory. The tomb must have been rebuilt, probably by Brandon himself. It also stood a monument to Brandon’s real mother, Paran, whose name was inscribed on the door. Just to one side of the larger tomb was a smaller, newer grave that belonged to Gem.
 
   This was where it had all began, when the meteors started falling over London, and Kat had the bright idea of hiding in the secret chambers under the graveyard. Then Brandon had turned up … and life was never the same again.
 
   I picked some nice-looking flowers—dandelions or something—and placed them in front of Gem’s grave.
 
   ‘I never knew her,’ Doo said as she watched me brush away the leaves from around the headstone.
 
   ‘She would have liked you,’ I said. ‘She was smart like you, tough like you … and almost as good looking.’
 
   Doo kissed me and went to sit on the steps of the mausoleum, while I wandered around the leafy clearing. I was looking for something I didn’t want to find. I wasn’t even really looking that hard—just glancing at the names on the graves out of the corner of my eye. But I was looking, nevertheless.
 
   I strolled down a corridor of dark evergreen trees. There was only one person’s story I had yet to catch up with.
 
   ‘Brandon, where are you?’ I said under my breath.
 
   I’m here, said a voice on the wind.
 
   I stopped and looked around. A blue squirrel ran up a nearby tree. Some birds were eating berries in the branches above. But there was nobody else about.
 
   ‘Where?’ I said, as I kept on walking.
 
   Here. There. Everywhere. I’m in the trees, Jason. In the ground, and in the animals. I joined my mind with the bionoids when my body was too old to go on. I joined my mind with the Earth and everything in it. If you let me in, I can be part of you, too.
 
   I turned a corner and there it was: a small weathered stone tangled in ivy.
 
    
 
   Brandon Walker
 
   1998-3825
 
   “Back where it all began”
 
    
 
   I sat down and leaned against the grave. ‘Of course you can come in,’ I said to him. ‘Any time you want.’
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   Kalina Moonheart—adventurer, gambler and thief—makes a good living working for her patron, the wealthy senator Benedict Godsword. But a mysterious threat to Ben’s fortune puts Kal on a collision course with terrors she thought she had left buried in her past.
 
    
 
   Teaming up with a young guard captain, Rafe Firehand, she travels to a dragon-haunted island to hunt down a murderous beast. Once there, Kal soon discovers there are worse things in the world than dragons, and when an unexpected sequence of events leaves her in an impossible situation, she must summon every ounce of skill, cunning and strength in order to survive.
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   Lucy Jane Hardwick is yanked out of her slow student life by a mysterious man, and thrown into a world of spies, guns, fast cars and international terrorism.
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   A disinherited aristocrat, Halanya Thæc has been brought up in the confines of the imperial court, destined for a life of privilege and luxury. Yet Hal is happiest with a sword in her hand, and forsakes her status as ward to become a professional duellist, spending her days in training, her nights revelling, famed for her prowess in the capital’s duelling arena.
 
    
 
   All of that changes when Hal falls in love with Meracad Léac, the freedom-craving daughter of a wealthy merchant. Meracad’s father will stop at nothing to ensure his own wealth and position, and plans to marry Meracad to Bruno Nérac, a powerful northern lord. Hal’s world is about to be thrown into chaos when she sets out to save the woman she loves …
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   Bloody war had forged the land of Moyathair until finally a century of victory bought a fragile peace. Unfortunately, the memories of men are short, and complacency sits where vigilance once reigned. While her citizens prosper, her enemies simmer with anger and resentment. Now, unseen, the Witch of Eiras has gathered her hordes and is bent on bloody revenge.
 
    
 
   In a peaceful, isolated corner of Moyathair, Gialyn Re’adh knows nothing of witches, kings or dragons. However, what should have been a simple journey will see Gialyn and his friends caught up in the witch’s plans. Their path leads to adventure in an epic journey that threatens to change them as much as it changes their world.
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   2012 is coming to an end, with fears and hopes over the Mayan prophecy dominating the headlines. Many dismissed it as nonsense, but the entire world will be stunned to discover that the prophecy is real and it holds a dire warning from beyond the stars.
 
    
 
   The year is 2012, and the Mayan Prophecy has come to pass
 
    
 
   On the 21st of December 2012, Earth is contacted by a mysterious alien race. What’s stranger is that there is not one, but two alien vessels speeding towards the planet. Can the pleas for aid be trusted? Join Moses Jameson and his team as they race against time to unravel the ancient mysteries raised by the aliens’ arrival. It is a mystery that the potential of not just endangering Earth, but the entire galaxy.
 
    
 
   Terran Defenders: Genesis is the first novel set in a world where mankind is contacted by visitors from other worlds. Do they come in peace? Or do they herald the beginning of mankind’s destruction?
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