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    10 Stories. 10 Dangerous Situations. 10 Brave Kids. 40 Minutes to Escape.


    Brad has fallen into the lion enclosure, and the big cats are hungry.


    Charith takes the wheel of an out-of control bus after an explosion, to find there are no brakes.


    Tak’s class is on an excursion to an army base when an experimental military robot begins hunting them …
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    For all the wonderful teachers I’ve had–thank you for your patience.
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    GLACIER


    40:00 The lump of ice slipped from beneath Nika’s fingers, and suddenly she was falling.


    The climbing rope wouldn’t save her. The nearest anchor point was too far below. She would fall until the rope went taut, and then she would slam sideways into the wall of ice. Even if she survived the impact, she wouldn’t be able to clamber back down with broken arms and legs.


    She flung out a desperate hand—


    39:50 And caught a narrow crack in the glacier.


    ‘Oomph!’ Her shoulder jerked painfully, but her grip held. She dangled from one hand, hundreds of metres above the ground.


    Nika grabbed the crevice with her other hand and exhaled. Her breath came out in a thin fog.


    She had been careless. She had climbed too far between anchor points. It wouldn’t happen again.


    Pulling another anchor off her carabiner, she pushed it into the crack and released the catch. Three prongs sprang out, digging into the ice. Nika tugged on the anchor to test its stability, then hooked her climbing rope on. She tightened it, then let go.


    The rope and anchor held. She didn’t fall to her death. She stood with both feet planted against the glacier, stretching her arms as she looked out at the landscape beyond.


    38:00 She was in northern Pakistan. The village below was tiny—there were more goats than people. She had expected to meet other tourists, other climbers, but there had been no-one. The nearest town was almost a hundred kilometres away. Her parents were stationed there. They worked for Doctors Without Borders, trying to control a nasty bacterial epidemic.


    The village was about an hour’s walk from the base of the enormous wall of ice, which was moving at a rate of about three centimetres per year. In a million years the glacier would roll right over it.


    At first she had been unnerved by the village, which didn’t even have a name. There were too many rickety structures and missing teeth. But after a few nights, she had grown to like the silence and the tasteless air—no petrol fumes, no garbage bags, no disinfectant. She thought the city might feel crowded and stifling when she returned.


    37:45 Her toes were cold. Looking down, she saw that her shoes were damp. Had it started to rain?


    No. She touched the glacier and rubbed her gloved fingers together. The ice was wet.


    That made no sense. It was a cold cloudy day in early winter. Why should the ice be melting?


    37:30 Nika touched the ice above the crack, and found it powdery and dry. The ice wasn’t melting. Water was trickling from inside the fissure.


    She gasped. If the ice inside the glacier had thawed, and the crust was thin enough to let it through …


    Nika was climbing a gigantic eggshell. At any moment the ice could crack under the pressure, and then shatter. She would fall to her death, and her body would be washed away by millions of litres of water.


    And it was even worse than that. The village was downhill from the base of the glacier. If the ice broke, the water would smash into the village, washing the ramshackle buildings away. The kids she’d played soccer with, the sun-hardened parents who had welcomed her into their homes—they would all die.


    37:20 Don’t panic, Nika told herself. This glacier had stood strong for eons. What were the odds that it would collapse today?


    37:00 But now that she was listening for it, she could hear a creaking behind the ice. She had to get back down. Right now.


    She peered down at the ground. She was a long way up. Her original plan had been to climb to the top of the glacier and then BASE-jump back down—there was a parachute in her backpack. But it would take another couple of hours to reach the top.


    It would be faster to abseil down. Abseiling meant walking backwards down the glacier, holding the rope. It was easier and quicker than climbing.


    But her rope was still anchored near the bottom of the glacier. If Nika abseiled down from here, she would run out of rope before she reached the ground. She would have to climb down the slippery ice to the next anchor before she started abseiling.


    She should have brought more rope. She should have brought someone from the village with her, for safety. ‘Stupid,’ she muttered.


    36:45 Nika unhooked her rope from the anchor point wedged into the crack. Usually she would take the anchor with her—she didn’t like wasting equipment, nor leaving traces of her presence in nature. But what if detaching it destabilised the ice even more? She didn’t want to risk it.


    36:30 Nika reached down with one leg, searching for a foothold. Climbing down the glacier was actually harder than climbing up, because she couldn’t see where she was going. And there were places on the way up where she’d had to leap from a platform to a handhold. Dropping down was much more dangerous than jumping up, but she hadn’t worried about it.


    ‘Just stay focused,’ she said to herself.


    35:30 The ice creaked again.


    She found a foothold, settled into it, and started working her way down the glacier. Several times her hands and feet slipped, and she had to spend a few moments clinging to the ice, heart racing. The trickle of water made the grippy soles of her shoes slide on the ice, and it felt like her gloves were covered in oil.


    31:20 By the time she reached the second anchor point, she had plenty of rope. She pulled it through the carabiner until it was taut, and planted her feet against the ice. She was ready to abseil.


    Nika started walking backwards down the slick surface of the glacier, holding the rope with both hands. She kept one hand in front of her and one behind her back, which made her stable.


    29:10 She was still a few hundred metres up, but she wasn’t scared. She knew there wasn’t much difference between falling off a glacier and falling down a long flight of stairs. She would probably die either way, and she wasn’t frightened of stairs. So why be frightened of glaciers?


    Her friends didn’t get it. ‘Why do you do this?’ they asked. ‘Why take up a hobby that could kill you?’


    ‘I’m a thousand times more likely to be killed in a car crash,’ she said. ‘And riding in cars isn’t as much fun as climbing mountains.’


    Water frightened her, though. She sometimes had nightmares about drowning—sinking to the bottom of a deep, dark ocean, cold seawater filling her lungs.


    She sometimes thought she liked mountains because they were so far from the sea. Now the water had come to her.


    29:00 The trickle had become a flow. She could hear the drips splashing against the ice. The glacier was becoming more unstable. She had to move faster.


    Instead of walking backwards she jumped, launching herself away from the ice wall and letting the rope slide through her fingers. She grunted as she landed a couple of metres down.


    She kicked off again. The rope whizzed through her grip. Cold wind tore at her hair and stung her cheeks.


    28:45 The ground was still at least a hundred metres below. But the grinding within the glacier was getting louder. The ice might shatter at any second. Could she really abseil to the bottom, run all the way to the village and get it evacuated before the water broke through and swept the village away?


    28:30 A droning filled the air. Nika scanned the horizon, looking for the source.


    A dented ute puttered along a narrow road in the distance. Nika recognised the vehicle—it was the only one in the village. The driver was probably Adnan, a thirteen-year-old boy who shared the car with his two brothers and who did most of the supply runs.


    28:10 If she could get his attention, he could drive her to the village. That might give them just enough time to evacuate.


    She waved her arms. ‘Hey!’ she screamed. ‘Adnan!’


    The ute didn’t slow down. It was driving perpendicular to the glacier, heading for the village. Adnan probably wasn’t looking out his side windows, and there was no way he would hear her.


    He would be long gone by the time she abseiled all the way to the ground. Nika looked around for something she could use to get his attention. But there was nothing. She was too far away.


    So she had to get closer.


    27:40 She pulled the knife off her belt. All climbers carried one, in case their ropes got snagged on something. Holding the rope still with one hand, she sawed through it with the other.


    The rope was strengthened by several layers. She hacked each one away, wondering if she was insane.


    Soon it was too late to change her mind. The last of the fibres unravelled. She held the frayed end with one hand and let the rest fall. The rope puddled on the distant ground below.


    Nika looked back at the ute. It was still trundling along towards the village. If she didn’t act now it would be too late.


    27:15 She kicked off the wall and let go of the rope, launching herself into the void.


    For a terrifying second she hovered in the air, far above the deadly rocks at the bottom, not attached to anything.


    Then, as she started to fall, she pulled the ripcord of her parachute.


    The flaps in her pack pulled open, but nothing came out. She started to plummet towards the earth, faster and faster.


    27:05 As her speed increased, the wind resistance tugged the chute out of her pack. It snapped into shape above her. The shoulder and chest straps cut into her as the chute slowed her descent.


    There was no sign that Adnan had seen her, but the breeze was flowing in the right direction. Nika tugged on the nylon ropes, steering herself towards the ute as she sailed on the wind, heart pounding.


    26:55 She was still about ten metres above the ground when Adnan saw her through the dirty glass. His eyes almost popped out of his head.


    Too late she realised that she was about to fly right into his path.


    ‘Stop!’ she yelled.


    Adnan slammed on the brakes. The tyres slid across the dirt road and the ute skidded to a halt as Nika landed on the bonnet.


    26:40 Adnan wound down the window. ‘Nika,’ he yelled. ‘What happen?’


    Nika scrambled down off the ute and slashed through the straps on her parachute. It was a relief to be standing on solid ground again.


    ‘The ice is going to break,’ she yelled. ‘We have to evacuate the village!’


    Adnan looked at her blankly. English was one of the official languages of Pakistan, but like most of the villagers, he only knew a few words.


    ‘Water!’ Nika said in a dialect of Punjabi, the language spoken by the villagers. She didn’t know the word for flood. She pointed at the glacier.


    26:20 Adnan stared at her, confused.


    ‘Ice break,’ Nika insisted. ‘Water village!’ She made a sweeping motion with her hands.


    Now Adnan got it. He looked up at the glacier fearfully.


    Nika jumped into the passenger seat and put on her seatbelt. ‘People leave village,’ she said.


    ‘Sick!’ Adnan said, in English.


    Nika wasn’t sure what he meant.


    ‘Sunny sick,’ Adnan said. ‘Ammad sick. Many sick.’


    26:00 He pulled a couple of bottles of pills out of the glove box. Nika checked the label. Penicillin.


    When Nika left to climb the glacier, one of the villagers had been bedridden with flu-like symptoms. Several of the others had been coughing.


    If Adnan had been sent to town for medicine, the symptoms must have gotten worse. And if the doctors had given Adnan penicillin to take to the village, they must not think it was the flu. It could be the same bacterial outbreak Nika’s parents had been sent to treat.


    Several of the villagers would be in no condition to leave their huts, let alone walk a hundred kilometres to the nearest town. That would kill them just as surely as a flood.


    Nika couldn’t make the glove box close. The latch seemed to be broken. She stuffed the pill bottles into her climbing pouch instead. Adnan turned the car around and started driving back the other way.


    25:05 ‘Where?’ Nika asked.


    Adnan said the name of the nearby town, which Nika had never managed to pronounce. ‘Get help,’ he explained. ‘More car.’ Enough cars to transport all the sick people out of harm’s way. It made sense.


    24:20 Nika looked back up at the glacier. The flow of water had become stronger. Even at this distance she could see it pouring from a crack near the top.


    ‘Time,’ Nika said urgently. It would take Adnan at least three hours to come back with help. At the rate the water was wearing the ice away, the glacier wouldn’t last that long.


    Adnan shrugged helplessly. He didn’t know what else to do.


    Nor did Nika. Soon the ice would break and the water would come. There was nothing they could do to stop it—


    23:55 But maybe they could redirect it.


    There was a dried-up river further along from the glacier mouth. It had left a deep channel which curved past the village and led to an empty valley, that could once have been a lake, hundreds of years ago. If the glacier broke near the dry river instead of where Nika had been climbing, maybe the water would flow into the channel and miss the village completely.


    Nika’s heart raced. Would it work? Was there enough time?


    23:30 ‘Turn,’ she said in Adnan’s language. She pointed at a goat trail that came off the main road. ‘Turn!’


    Adnan looked baffled, but he swung the wheel. The ute bumped off the road and onto the narrow trail, heading towards the glacier.


    ‘What?’ Adnan asked.


    Nika tried to work out how to explain her plan, but there were too many words she didn’t know. Instead, she pointed at the dried-out river in front of them.


    ‘Drive,’ she said.


    22:55 Adnan drove down the riverbank and then across the hard dirt. Nika leaned over and checked the petrol gauge—now would be a terrible time to run out of fuel. But no, the tank was still two-thirds full.


    They jolted up the dry river towards the glacier. Adnan clung to the wheel as desperately as she had ever held a climbing rope. She was leading him closer and closer to the ice, and he didn’t know what she was trying to do.


    20:50 Poor kid. He was only thirteen. The fate of his village shouldn’t rest on his shoulders. But there was no-one else to do it. They were in this together.


    The village wasn’t visible any more. They were around the other side of the glacier, where there was nothing but desert and dead, frozen plants.


    The glacier was right up ahead. Nika started rummaging around the cabin for something heavy. She had hoped for a brick, or even a phone book, but there was nothing except a roll of duct tape.


    Her water bottle! That would do. Nika grabbed it out of her backpack and held it up. ‘Car crash ice,’ she said.


    19:35 Adnan stopped the car, confused and alarmed.


    Nika switched to English, hoping he would be able to figure out what she was saying. ‘The water bottle will hold down the accelerator,’ she said, with lots of gesturing. ‘We can jump out of the car. The car will ram the glacier. Hopefully that will break the ice. Then the water will flow this way, towards the valley and away from the village. Crash car, break ice, save village.’


    Adnan’s eyes widened. He understood, but he thought she had lost her mind.


    ‘Help Sunny,’ Nika said in Punjabi. ‘Help Ammad.’


    19:20 Adnan pointed at himself. ‘No swim,’ he said.


    It was a good point. Nika hadn’t given any thought to what would happen after the ute hit the glacier. If they didn’t break the ice, the village would be washed away—but if they did, the flood could kill them both.


    ‘We run,’ she said.


    19:00 Adnan took a deep breath, and nodded.


    They both scrambled out of the car. Nika balanced her bottle on top of the accelerator, and secured it in place with the duct tape. Then she pushed the pedal down.


    The car lurched forward like a bird with a broken wing, the driver’s door flapping, and then trundled towards the glacier.


    ‘Go, go!’ Nika shouted. She and Adnan sprinted up the dry river away from the car. Nika’s feet pounded the hard dirt. They were scrambling up the edge of the channel when the ute smashed into the glacier.


    16:25 The bonnet crumpled against the ice. The horn blared unstoppably.


    The ice didn’t break.


    Nika and Adnan were poised on the edge of the bank, watching the car. Nothing happened. The horn kept blasting.


    ‘Ice not break,’ Adnan said. A nervous laugh escaped his lips. Nika almost felt like joining him. There did seem to be something funny about driving directly into a wall of ice, without the wall even seeming to notice.


    15:50 Steam was pouring out from under the crushed bonnet. The horn was still going. Nika wondered if they could hear it at the village.


    ‘Again,’ she said.


    ‘Again?’ Adnan asked incredulously.


    ‘Again.’ She scrambled down the riverbank and jogged towards the ute. Adnan followed. They would have to reverse it and ram the glacier again, possibly with a longer run-up. Hopefully it was still intact enough to drive.


    12:20 When they reached the ute, Nika heard something gurgling. At first she thought it might be her stomach. But it was louder. Deeper.


    She looked at the steam emerging from the bonnet, wafting against the ice. The glacier made a crackling sound like distant fireworks.


    ‘Adnan,’ she said. ‘The engine is melting the ice.’


    11:45 He looked blankly at her. She switched to Punjabi. ‘Hot!’ she said, pointing at the bonnet. ‘Hot ice!’


    The impact might not have been enough to fracture the glacier, but the heat from the wrecked car would be. They had maybe only seconds before the ice gave way. And they were standing right next to it.


    Adnan gasped and started to back away. ‘Run!’ he yelled, in English.


    Nika’s paralysis broke, and she dashed after him—


    11:10 But it was too late.


    Snap! Nika heard a crack split in the glacier behind her. When she turned to look, she saw a colossal sheet of ice fall to the ground and shatter into thousands of pieces—


    10:50 And then the water was free.


    It poured out of the glacier in a black mass, foaming as it crashed down to the ground. The ute vanished immediately, swallowed up by the flow. Sharp fragments of ice shot outwards, riding the gigantic wave.


    10:30 Nika barely heard herself shrieking. The mighty torrent of water was deafening—roaring and splashing and gurgling, getting louder and louder as it approached. She sprinted across the dry channel towards safety.


    But she wasn’t going to make it. The wave loomed right behind her.


    08:20 Adnan was already climbing frantically up the riverbank, where a row of withered trees grew. Maybe he would survive. Maybe he’d be able to reach the village and tell them what had happened.


    But he didn’t have the medicine. Nika had it in her climbing pouch. If the villagers didn’t get it, the sickness could kill them.


    ‘Adnan!’ Nika screamed.


    He turned and saw her sprinting across the riverbed with the tremendous wall of water gaining on her.


    07:50 She dug the penicillin bottles out of her pouch as she ran, and flung them as hard as she could. They sailed over Adnan’s head and landed somewhere in the desert beyond.


    Adnan shouted something, but Nika couldn’t hear it. The water was too close, too loud. She could feel it sucking all the warmth from the air behind her, like a black hole. Cold spray dotted her back.


    The wave hit her feet first. After millions of years sealed under a shell of ice, it was unbelievably cold. The contact made Nika gasp.


    07:10 But she had almost reached the embankment. If she could just climb out of the way—


    Then the water hit her shoulders.


    06:40 It was like getting hit by a bus. Nika yelped as the weight of the water slammed her down onto the riverbed and crushed her. The water swallowed her up, stinging her skin. The sun went out.


    05:45 Nika tried to get her head above the water, but it was impossible. The current dragged her face-first across the bottom of the new river as more and more water crashed down on top of her. Rocks scraped her cheeks and chin. Her palms and knees stung. The pain was unbearable. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t see, and her limbs were already numb from the cold. She was going to drown.


    The terror rising up her throat gave her a surge of energy. She fought the current, limbs flailing desperately as she tried to swim upwards—or the direction she thought was up. The icy water trickled into her ears towards her brain. There was more up her nose, and she struggled not to sneeze.


    She forced her eyes open. It was like pressing ice cubes against her eyeballs. She couldn’t see any light.


    Her lungs burned. She couldn’t feel her outer extremities, and she was dizzy. She had run out of air. She was drowning. Fading.


    05:05 And then someone gripped her hand.


    Nika clung to the outstretched arm as it dragged her up. She sucked in a greedy gasp of air as soon as her head breached the surface. Her lips and tongue were stiff.


    04:40 Adnan was in the water beside her, clinging to the longest branch of a withered tree. Shivering, he hauled her to the edge. Nika tried to help him, but her legs wouldn’t co-operate.


    Adnan dragged her and himself up out of the water before he collapsed, wheezing. Nika tried to thank him, but all that came out was a grinding cough.


    01:50 The water gushed down the channel. The sound which had been a roar became a gurgle. It would have been peaceful if she hadn’t been so cold. Nika couldn’t see how far the river ran for now—she wondered what they would call this new waterway.


    ‘Village,’ Adnan said through chattering teeth.


    Nika sat up, wincing at her sore neck. There it was, on the horizon—the village, intact. The water hadn’t gone anywhere near it.


    Adnan was grinning. He said something in Punjabi.


    Nika didn’t recognise the words, but she knew what he was saying. ‘We saved it,’ she said.


    00:45 Adnan held up his hand for a high-five. Nika slapped it.


    She stood up, pins and needles flooding her limbs as the feeling returned. ‘You got the medicine?’ she asked. ‘Pills? Doctor?’


    Adnan pointed to the pill bottles, which lay nearby.


    00:00 ‘All right,’ Nika said. ‘Village.’ Then she helped him to his feet.
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    TERMINAL VELOCITY


    40:00 Charith saw the gun before he saw the man.


    The man was camouflaged in green-and-brown hiking gear that matched the leafy trees around him. A bandanna covered his mouth, and mirrored sunglasses shielded his eyes. But the gun was black and shiny, with a laser pointer fixed under the barrel.


    They noticed each other at the same time. For a moment they were both perfectly still. Charith exhaled. His breath appeared as a cloud of mist in front of his face.


    39:15 The man didn’t point the gun at Charith. Instead he raised a finger to his lips.


    ‘Charith.’


    39:00 Charith jumped at the sound of his name, and whirled around. His teacher was looking down at the notebook clenched in his hand. Charith quickly looked back to the spot where the man had been, but the forest was empty once again. There was no evidence that anyone had ever been there.


    38:35 ‘You’re supposed to be working out how tall this mountain is compared to the others,’ Ms Wagner said, peering over her glasses. ‘I doubt you’ll be able to do that surrounded by trees.’


    Charith had no idea how to calculate that, so he’d been writing random numbers next to mathematical terms like ‘hypotenuse’, ‘elevation’ and ‘sine’. He’d figured that if anyone was watching him, they would assume he knew what he was doing.


    Ms Wagner was a good teacher—she was patient, she made jokes, she didn’t rely too much on textbooks. She would believe him.


    ‘I saw a man in the forest,’ he said. ‘With a gun.’


    Ms Wagner raised her eyebrows. ‘Pardon me?’


    Charith gestured helplessly at the trees. ‘He was dressed in army gear. When I saw him, he went like this.’ Charith held a finger to his lips. ‘Now he’s gone.’


    Ms Wagner looked to where Charith had pointed. There was no sign of the man with the gun.


    38:05 Charith could feel her doubting him. ‘I’m serious,’ he said.


    ‘This is a national park, home to many endangered species,’ Ms Wagner told him. ‘A lot of hikers come looking for—’


    ‘He wasn’t a hiker,’ Charith insisted. ‘He had a gun, and he was sneaking around.’


    Ms Wagner took one last look at the forest. ‘OK,’ she said finally. ‘I’m going to get everyone back on the bus and call the police. Will you be able to tell them what you saw?’


    He knew what she was really asking. Are you making this up?


    37:30 ‘I will,’ he said, zipping up his jacket and pulling his beanie lower over his ears.


    ‘Right. Let’s go then.’


    Charith followed Ms Wagner towards the bus. The other students were huddled in groups on the open part of the mountaintop. He could feel them staring at him, wondering if he was in trouble.


    The bus driver was seated on a park bench next to an information sign, munching on a sandwich. Charith envied him. He didn’t have to know trigonometry. He only needed to know how a steering wheel, a brake pedal and an accelerator worked.


    36:55 ‘Wrap it up, people,’ Ms Wagner called. ‘Time to get back on the bus.’


    The students looked over in surprise. ‘I’m not finished,’ someone complained.


    ‘You have your measurements. You can do the calculations on the way back.’


    The bus driver glanced at his watch and frowned.


    ‘Potential emergency,’ Ms Wagner murmured to him. ‘We have to go, right away.’


    36:20 The bus driver glared suspiciously at Charith. Then he threw his sandwich in the bin and got on the bus.


    ‘Come on, everybody,’ Ms Wagner said. ‘Move it.’


    Charith joined the queue forming beside the bus. Some kids were still writing frantically in their notebooks. He looked back at the forest, but couldn’t see any sign of the man with the gun.


    The engine started rumbling. Ms Wagner was patting shoulders and counting heads as the students got on the bus. Charith was last. He took one more breath of the fresh mountain air and climbed onboard.


    33:10 ‘Twenty-eight,’ Ms Wagner said. ‘OK, that’s everyone.’


    The bus driver nodded, his face inscrutable under his sun visor.


    32:00 Charith flopped into an empty seat right up the front. Ms Wagner sat on the other side of the aisle, rummaging through her bag. The bus driver pressed a button and the door whooshed closed. The brakes squeaked, and the bus grumbled out of the car park and onto the road that led to the bottom.


    Charith stared out the window as the side of the mountain rolled by—rocks worn smooth by rain and strangled by creeping vines. Some parts of the road had chicken-wire fences and warning signs that said CAUTION: ROCKFALL.


    The other students were laughing about something and snapping pictures of one another.


    31:15 ‘You OK, Charith?’ Ms Wagner asked. She had her phone in her hand.


    Charith turned to look at her and forced a smile. ‘I’m fine. Just a little shaken up.’


    ‘OK. I’m calling the police now.’


    Something caught Charith’s eye up ahead. A black object about the size of a shoe box, placed in the middle of the winding road. In a couple of seconds the bus would drive right over it.


    The camouflaged man was crouched in the bushes beside the road, with what looked like a TV remote in his hand.


    ‘Watch out!’ Charith yelled, although he wasn’t sure exactly what kind of problem the box might cause.


    30:20 The man pressed a button on the remote, and the black box exploded.


    Charith was looking at the man rather than the box, but the bright flash was still painful. It was like unexpectedly seeing the midday sun reflected in the windscreen of a passing car. There was a loud crack, and flames spilled out over the road. The wheels rolled right over the fire. Screams filled the bus.


    29:50 Charith didn’t remember leaping out of his seat. He just found himself in the aisle, hanging onto a pole and scanning the road ahead for more threats. He was often like that. He would sometimes catch a glass before he even realised it was falling. It wasn’t like thinking quickly—it was like not thinking at all.


    ‘What was that?’ someone shrieked.


    29:20 The bus wasn’t staying within the lines. It was veering into the wrong lane. Perhaps the explosion had damaged the wheels. Or—


    ‘I can’t see!’ the driver screamed, patting his face. ‘Help! I’m blind!’


    Charith lunged towards the driver, leaned over him and grabbed the steering wheel. He pulled, trying to get the bus back on track.


    28:40 It worked. It wasn’t like driving the dodgem cars at the carnival, or the racing car simulator he loved to play—but the bus crept back over to the correct lane.


    They weren’t out of danger. The bus was headed downhill at a dangerous speed. There was the mountain to their left, and a sheer drop to their right. Charith knew from the drive up that there were a series of sharp bends ahead.


    ‘Hit the brake!’ Charith shouted.


    ‘I am!’ the driver cried desperately.


    28:00 The bus wasn’t slowing down. Maybe the blinded driver was pushing the accelerator instead.


    ‘Get out of the seat!’ Charith yelled. ‘Quick!’


    The driver scrambled out of the way. Charith jumped in his place and slammed his foot on the brake.


    There was a weak hissing sound, but the bus didn’t slow down at all. In fact, gravity was still speeding it up. They were hurtling towards the first bend at a deadly speed.


    27:25 Ms Wagner appeared by Charith’s side. ‘Slow down!’ she yelled.


    ‘I can’t!’ Charith said. ‘The brakes aren’t working!’


    ‘Use the gears!’ the driver bellowed. ‘Put it in a low gear!’


    Charith grabbed the gear stick and tried to push it down. The engine made a hacking, grinding noise. ‘It won’t go in!’


    The first corner—a sharp right-hand turn—was coming up fast. If they hit it at this speed, the bus would slam directly into the mountain.


    26:50 Ms Wagner grabbed the gear stick. ‘Stomp the pedal on the far left! The clutch! Hold it down!’


    Charith did as she asked. The engine noise changed, became looser somehow.


    26:30 Ms Wagner shifted the stick into a different slot. ‘Now release the pedal slowly.’


    Charith eased up on the clutch. The motor whined as the gear box fought to keep the speed down. The bus slowed, but only a little. Would it be enough?


    ‘Hang on to something!’ Charith yelled.


    25:55 The bend was almost upon them. Charith spun the wheel clockwise. The bus swerved, throwing everyone sideways. Charith fought to stay in the driver’s chair. He wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.


    One of the wheels crept onto the gravel at the edge of the road. Charith twisted the wheel further. The bus didn’t handle like his beloved simulated racing cars. It was heavy and the downward slope forced Charith to lean forward, which made it harder to steer.


    The tyre drifted onto the gravel even more, scrabbling noisily against the tiny stones. Charith turned the steering wheel as far as it would go. The bus tilted. For a moment Charith thought it was going to overbalance, but no—it lurched back onto the road and rounded the bend without crashing into the mountain or rolling over.


    25:10 ‘Let me drive,’ Ms Wagner said.


    ‘No time,’ Charith said. Switching places would take too long. Another bend was coming up; a left-hand one this time. If the bus turned too quickly, it would roll over. If it turned too slowly, it could smash through the barrier and hurtle off a cliff.


    Charith could feel his terrified classmates behind him. All their lives were in his hands.


    He started to turn the wheel, easing the bus into the bend. He tried to block out the screaming, but it was hard to ignore.


    Ms Wagner and the driver each grabbed the nearest pole with both hands. Everyone else held onto their seats as the bus swept around the corner, terrifyingly fast, motor howling.


    24:00 It didn’t go over the cliff edge. But Charith could already see several more bends coming up. There would be no chance to swap drivers—he was stuck in this seat.


    An uphill ramp zoomed past on the left. Too late, Charith realised that he could have swerved into it, which would have slowed the bus down and maybe even stopped it. If only he’d seen it sooner.


    ‘Is there another way to slow this thing down?’ he asked the driver.


    23:40 The driver was rubbing his eyes furiously. ‘There’s an emergency ramp every five kilometres. You can pull into one of those, and we’ll stop.’


    ‘Yeah, we just passed one. Any other ideas?’


    ‘Whatever we drove over, it must have melted the brake lines or burst the brake fluid tank. Other than using the gears, there’s no way to slow down.’


    ‘Can you see any better?’ Ms Wagner asked.


    ‘Just shadows,’ the driver said. ‘Everything’s blurry.’


    22:10 Charith stopped listening. The bus was headed for another right-hand turn—a sharper one this time. The mountain would be close on his left, and the deadly drop on his right.


    He started to direct the steering wheel. The bus drifted over into the wrong lane again. That would make the bend less tight—but if someone came around the corner going the other way, it could be disastrous. He would smash into them head-on, and then everyone would die.


    21:45 No time to second-guess his choice. As the turn rushed up to meet them, he spun the wheel.


    The bus swerved, throwing everyone to the left. Kids screamed as elbows and heads thumped against the laminated-glass windows. Drink bottles hit the ceiling. Bags tumbled out of laps and slid down the aisle. The bus came off the road and rounded the corner so tightly that the mountain scraped off the left wing mirror and most of the paint from that side.


    21:05 But Charith clung to the wheel, and soon they were back on the road. He hadn’t found a way to slow down, but against all odds, he hadn’t yet crashed either.


    He tried to remember how many more turns there would be before the road reached the bottom of the mountain. Three, he thought. Maybe four. Then there was a long, straight bridge over a river. Long enough to slow the bus down until it stopped, hopefully.


    ‘You need to put the headlights on,’ the driver said. ‘And the hazard lights. And hit the horn. If you can’t slow this thing down, you have to warn people that we’re coming.’


    ‘Where are the lights?’ Charith asked.


    ‘On the left.’


    20:10 ‘I see them,’ Ms Wagner said. She twisted a dial and pushed two buttons. The displays in front of Charith went dark, probably because headlights were usually used at night.


    He pressed the centre of the steering wheel. The horn blared, startling everyone, including him.


    Ms Wagner turned to the students. ‘Any of you who can reach your phones without getting up, I need you to call emergency services. We need police, fire and ambulance.’


    She thinks I’m going to crash, Charith realised.


    19:30 ‘There’s a flare launcher above the door,’ the driver said. ‘Someone should fire it through the hatch in the roof. We need to warn people who are too far down the mountain to hear the horn.’


    Ms Wagner reached for the box marked EMERGENCY FLARE.


    ‘No!’ Charith cried. ‘Not yet. Grab hold of something.’ Another left-hand bend was coming up. If Ms Wagner was on her feet when the bus turned, she could fly forward and hit the windscreen.


    18:40 As they approached the corner, Charith blasted the horn again. If anyone was on the other side, they needed to know he was coming.


    The motor screamed. The gears were strong, but gravity was stronger. The bus was rocketing downhill at sixty kilometres per hour and was still gaining speed. If Charith didn’t make this turn there would be no survivors.


    He spun the wheel.


    17:25 The bus careened around the corner. It hit the steel barrier and scraped along it, shooting sparks. The shriek of metal on metal was piercing. But the bus didn’t break through the barrier, or roll over. They made it around the corner, still on the road.


    Charith looked at the intact wing mirror to check that the tyres on the right side hadn’t been damaged—


    And then he saw something that sent tingles of terror down his spine.


    ‘Guys,’ he said. ‘We have a problem.’


    The driver snorted. ‘You think?’


    16:30 ‘The man who put the bomb on the road. The man with the gun. He’s chasing us.’


    Ms Wagner looked out the window. ‘Are you sure?’


    ‘I’m sure.’ Charith could see a black four-wheel drive zooming around the bend behind the bus. The camouflaged man was at the wheel, his face inscrutable behind the mirrored sunglasses.


    The black car was more nimble than the bus. It could take corners faster, and thanks to its working brakes, it could accelerate down the straights. It was catching up.


    Charith didn’t know what the man would do when he caught up to them, and he didn’t want to find out.


    ‘What man?’ the driver demanded. ‘What gun?’


    15:40 Charith could see that Ms Wagner was thinking hard. She didn’t look like she had a solution.


    This was an obscure road—not much traffic on a day like today. No witnesses. The gunman could attack the bus and easily escape without being seen.


    But once they crossed the bridge, they would reach some busy roads. There were shops, and a police station. Surely he wouldn’t try anything there.


    ‘We outrun him,’ Charith said. Then he slammed his foot down on the accelerator.


    ‘What are you doing?!’ the driver screamed.


    Charith could hardly hear him over the roaring of the engine. He put his foot on the clutch, grabbed the gear stick and reversed what Ms Wagner had done before, putting the bus in a higher gear.


    14:35 The bus zoomed down the slope, tyres humming on the asphalt. Seventy kilometres per hour. Eighty. The four-wheel drive shrank in the mirror.


    13:10 The next bend was coming up. It wasn’t as sharp as some of the others, but Charith was going to hit it fast. ‘Brace yourselves!’ he shouted.


    Everyone screamed as he spun the wheel. The bus took the corner at ninety kilometres per hour. The wheels on the right lifted completely off the ground. Before the bus could tip all the way over, Charith turned the wheel back. The wheels crashed down onto the road. Everyone bounced in their seats.


    There was one more bend to go. A little further down the mountain, Charith could see the indigo water of the river and the bridge cutting a thin concrete line across it.


    12:30 ‘Slow down!’ Ms Wagner yelled.


    Charith checked the wing mirror. The black car was catching up again.


    12:20 ‘I can’t,’ he said. He pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The engine snarled. Behind him, the passengers gibbered with fear.


    The bus streaked towards the last bend. Charith held onto the wheel for dear life. As the turn approached, he pressed his foot against the brake—not because he expected it to work, but just because he needed a way to brace his body in the chair.


    He hauled the wheel sideways. The bus screamed around the corner like a roller-coaster. The mountain swept past, centimetres from the windscreen. The wheels lifted off the ground once again—


    10:25 And then came back down. The bus hadn’t rolled.


    A cheer erupted behind him. His classmates were howling, not with terror but with delight. It wasn’t far to the bridge now, and there were no more tight turns. The curve of the road was gentle. Once they were on the bridge, Charith could put the gear stick in neutral and it would just roll to a stop. He thought that was how gears worked, anyway.


    But there was a problem. The black car was still behind them, taking the last bend at speed. If they stopped on the bridge it would catch up. Then what?


    09:35 The noise from the tyres changed as the bus rolled onto the bridge. Charith could just make out the busy shops on the other side. Another minute or two and they would reach civilisation—but Charith couldn’t drive through traffic at this speed. They would have to slow down first. And if they did, they would be at the mercy of the camouflaged man.


    The black car had reached the bridge behind them. The man was leaning out the window. His black gun gleamed in his hand.


    If he shot out the tyres, the bus could swerve off the bridge and smash down into the river.


    09:00 ‘Take the wheel,’ Charith told Ms Wagner, and jumped up.


    Ms Wagner sat down in the driver’s seat, put the gear stick into neutral and held the steering wheel with much more confidence than Charith had. He wondered if she’d driven a bus before.


    08:40 Without Charith pushing the accelerator, or the gravity from the slope of the mountain, the bus was slowing down. It would stop before they reached the far end of the bridge.


    ‘What about the guy chasing us?’ Ms Wagner asked.


    ‘I’m working on it.’ Charith reached up and grabbed the box above the door. The one marked EMERGENCY FLARE.


    He carried it down the aisle to the back of the bus. The other students, who didn’t know about the car behind them, cheered him on and slapped him on the back. One boy said ‘You’re crazy,’ but it sounded like a compliment.


    Charith ignored them. Above the seats at the back there was a panel designed to pop out in an emergency. If the front of the bus was under water or on fire, passengers were supposed to be able to get out that way.


    07:25 Charith kicked the panel. It shuddered but didn’t come out.


    He kicked it again, harder. Other kids joined in, pounding the panel with their fists and feet.


    It popped out so suddenly that Charith almost fell onto the road. The bus was still moving at a speed of at least sixty. The panel hit the asphalt right in front of the black car.


    06:20 The camouflaged man was quick. He swerved into the wrong lane, avoiding the fallen panel, and veered back again a moment later. But it slowed him down, and forced him to put both hands on the wheel instead of readying his gun.


    Charith opened the box. The flare launcher was a simple device made of orange plastic. It had a tube, a handle and a trigger. There were no flares in the box. Charith guessed one—and probably only one—was already loaded into the launcher. If he missed, he wouldn’t get another chance.


    05:30 The man pursuing them was leaning out the window again. The gun looked steady in his grip. His finger was on the trigger. Looking down, Charith saw a red dot trembling on his own chest. The man was going to shoot him in the heart.


    Charith aimed the flare launcher at the windscreen of the black car and pulled the trigger.


    04:55 The flare shot out like a rocket, trailing red smoke behind the sparkling core as it hurtled towards the car. The light was so bright Charith had to shield his eyes.


    The flare hit the windscreen and exploded into a shower of liquid flames. The windscreen didn’t break, but the car swerved—perhaps the man had tried to avoid the flare and been too slow, or maybe he’d simply panicked.


    02:25 The four-wheel drive smashed through the railing and flew off the bridge. It plummeted down, the flare trailing a mist of sparks and smoke, until it hit the water. The bonnet crumpled as the car began to sink.


    The bus trundled along a few more metres and then finally stopped.


    The other students were saying something to Charith, but he wasn’t listening. He scrambled through the emergency exit and hopped down onto the road.


    Staggering as though he’d just reached land after months at sea, he stumbled over to the edge of the bridge and peered over the broken railing.


    00:00 The black car was filling up with water and sinking deeper and deeper. But before it disappeared into the darkness, Charith saw that the driver’s seat was empty.
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    SINKING


    40:00 Nancy stood on the heaving deck of the ship, her knuckles white around the railing. Waves smashed against the hull, sending shockwaves up her arms and coating her face with salty mist. She had hoped that leaving her cabin would make her feel less seasick. But up on deck, the ocean seemed even rougher.


    She tried not to look down. Beneath the choppy waves, the dark water would be kilometres deep. She felt like she was standing atop a swaying skyscraper.


    The sunset stained the clouds an angry pink. She hoped the weather would clear up before the ship arrived. The whole point of this trip was to go scuba diving with her parents—they were waiting for her at the Bull Islands—but if it stayed like this, the water would be too choppy to see. She would have to spend her time walking along the rock pools with Sid, her terrier cross.


    39:15 Poor Sid. He was even sicker than she was, but dogs weren’t allowed up on deck. Maybe he would have preferred the plane after all.


    39:00 ‘You all right, young lady?’


    She turned to see a man hovering at the top of the stairs. He was dressed in the blue polo shirt and white shorts of all the cruise-ship staff, apparently oblivious to the freezing wind. His dark eyes showed genuine concern.


    ‘I’m fine,’ she said.


    ‘All the other passengers are in their cabins or in the restaurant. You might want to join them.’


    ‘I’m a little seasick,’ Nancy admitted.


    38:20 ‘Ah.’ The man dug through his pockets and handed over a blister pack of pills. ‘Ginger tablets. They really helped me when I first started working on this boat.’


    ‘Thanks.’ She had heard ginger tablets didn’t work, but she didn’t want to be rude. She pocketed the packet.


    ‘Your inner ear says you’re rocking from side to side, but your eyes say you’re not,’ the man said. ‘Your body gets confused, so it puts the digestive system on pause. That’s what seasickness is—but if you watch the horizon for awhile, your eyes and ears sync up again.’


    37:15 Nancy tried to take his advice, but she couldn’t see the horizon through the mist. ‘How long have you been doing this?’


    ‘I joined this crew two years ago, but the cruise ship doesn’t run in winter. This is my first voyage of the season—it’s good to be back on the water.’ The man took a deep, happy breath, apparently oblivious to the ghastly weather. ‘I’m Malcolm, by the way.’


    ‘Nancy. How long until we reach land?’


    ‘Twelve hours, give or take.’


    ‘Twelve hours?! But it looks so close!’


    36:40 ‘It won’t be visible until …’ Malcolm trailed off, staring at the landmass materialising before them. ‘Huh. That does look like land.’


    The island was narrow but tall, with a mountain just barely visible through the mist. A ring of short trees concealed the base of what looked like a sports stadium with a domed roof. Nancy thought she could see people jogging along a stony beach towards a jetty.


    ‘We must be off course,’ Malcolm said. A plastic compass dangled from a cord around his neck. He peered at the needle.


    ‘Are we?’ Nancy asked, alarmed.


    Malcolm pulled out his phone and checked the GPS. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We’re exactly where we should be. I just must have missed that island on the map.’


    ‘You didn’t see it last season?’


    ‘No. But it’s not like an island can just appear.’


    35:10 Nancy squinted at the island, and had the inexplicable feeling that it was staring back at her. She shook her head. It was the seasickness making her uneasy, nothing more.


    The people on the small jetty wore grey uniforms, and were carrying bags of equipment. They moved quickly, urgently.


    34:35 ‘At the risk of looking dumb,’ Malcolm said, ‘I’m going to call the captain. Excuse me.’


    ‘Sure.’ Nancy watched as the island drew closer. On its current course, the ship would pass with perhaps a hundred metres to spare. Three of the people on shore clambered down into a speedboat and untied it.


    33:20 Malcolm was talking on his radio. ‘Yes, ma’am, I understand that. But if it’s not on the map, where did it come from?’


    The speedboat’s engine roared. It left the jetty, cutting a white foamy line through the ocean. Nancy couldn’t help but step back, away from the rail. It was heading towards the cruise ship, fast.


    ‘Have they tried to contact us, Captain?’ Malcolm was saying. He sounded increasingly alarmed.


    32:00 As the speedboat zoomed through the turbulent seas in their direction, Nancy saw one of the people inside—a stocky man with thick sideburns—stand up. He was holding what looked like a length of pipe on his shoulder.


    It continued to look like a pipe right up until the rocket shot out of it.


    Nancy screamed.


    31:40 The rocket left a trail of smoke in the air as it zoomed towards the hull of the cruise ship. Malcolm turned towards the sound of Nancy’s cry, but Nancy herself was already diving away from the railing. She hit the floor, her arms covering her face.


    There was a pause. Just long enough for her to wonder if she had been wrong. Maybe the rocket was actually something else. Maybe—


    31:05 Boom!


    The cruise ship lurched sideways. Nancy shrieked as she slid across the deck towards the stairs. She grabbed a post under the rail and hung on. The whole world was tipping under her. It felt like if she let go she would fall off the earth and tumble into space.


    The explosion from the missile made the ship rock, and now it was tilting back the other way. Nancy’s legs slid across the deck. She could hear someone yelling something, but she couldn’t understand the words. It was like she was so scared she had forgotten how language worked.


    30:00 The motor of the speedboat got her up. She heard the rumbling and scrambled to her feet. Were they about to attack again?


    The air was thick with smoke. Her nostrils burned and her lungs itched. Malcolm was face down on the deck, the radio a few metres away from his hand.


    Nancy peered over the rail. The rocket had left a massive hole in the hull. The metal around the edges was twisted and blackened. Jagged cracks had spread out across the rest of the ship. Water was surging around the bottom of the hole. Some was pouring in.


    28:50 The ship was going to sink.


    The speedboat pulled up alongside the breach. The uniformed men leaped across the gap and clambered into the cruise ship.


    Nancy ran over to Malcolm. ‘Hey! Are you OK?’


    Malcolm didn’t move.


    Nancy rolled him over. Malcolm’s eyelids fluttered. A pink bruise was forming next to one of his eyebrows.


    ‘Malcolm!’ Nancy shook his shoulders.


    27:10 ‘Ugh.’ Malcolm opened his eyes and looked at her. ‘What … ?’


    ‘I don’t know.’ She had never been good at talking under pressure. ‘Someone shot at the ship. Then they climbed into it—’


    A siren cut through the air that sounded like the fire alarm at school.


    ‘Emergency,’ a voice boomed. ‘Please assemble on the upper deck. Emergency. Please assemble …’


    26:45 ‘We’re sinking,’ Nancy cried.


    Malcolm sat up shakily. He reached for the radio on his belt and discovered it wasn’t there.


    ‘Head for the stern,’ he said, pointing. ‘That way. The crew will put you in one of the lifeboats.’


    ‘Where are you going?’


    26:10 Malcolm stood, bracing himself against the nearby stair rail. ‘I have to head downstairs and make sure all the rooms are clear of passengers. I’ll be fine.’


    He didn’t look well. He was pale, and seemed unsteady on his feet. Nancy didn’t want to leave him, but at the safety briefing, she’d been told to follow all crew instructions in the event of an emergency.


    ‘What about the people who boarded us?’ Nancy asked. ‘They’re on the lower decks.’


    ‘Let me worry about them,’ Malcolm said. ‘Go!’ Nancy nodded and ran up the deck towards the stern. She had seen Titanic. What if there weren’t enough lifeboats for everybody?


    25:20 When she rounded the corner she saw that the lifeboats were huge, with their own motors and roofs. Each looked big enough for twenty or thirty passengers. She counted fifteen lifeboats on this side alone. The captain must have seen Titanic, too.


    But those men in the speedboat had attacked the cruise liner deliberately. What would they do when the crane started lowering escape vessels into the ocean?


    24:30 Passengers were starting to appear on deck. Some were in their pyjamas, even though it was barely sunset. Others had shirts and dresses stained with food—they must have been eating when the rocket hit.


    A woman in a uniform like Malcolm’s was unhooking the first lifeboat from the wall. Another was directing everyone over to one side so they weren’t in the way when it swung free. Everyone looked as scared as Nancy felt. One woman was holding a quivering rabbit in a carry cage.


    23:20 Nancy felt the blood drain out of her face.


    Sid. He was still in her room. He must be terrified.


    Nancy pushed through the crowd towards the woman who was directing the passengers, karate chopping the air and pointing. Nancy had to yell to be heard over the siren.


    ‘My dog is in my cabin!’ she cried.


    The flustered woman didn’t listen to Nancy. ‘I need you to join the queue over there,’ she said.


    ‘I have to go back down to my room to get my dog.’


    ‘The staff are checking the rooms. You need to stay up here.’


    22:35 ‘But he’ll be hiding,’ Nancy said. ‘The noise will have scared him.’


    ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t let you risk your own life for a dog. I’m sure the staff will find him. Please stand over there with the others.’


    Nancy took her place in the line, feeling dizzy. The staff wouldn’t be checking under beds and in cupboards. They would just open each door, call out, glance inside and move on. And Sid would be hiding. He was a nervous dog. That was part of the reason she had decided not to put him on a plane.


    When the water entered the room, Sid wouldn’t know what was happening. He would wait for Nancy to save him. If she didn’t go, he would drown.


    21:25 The woman wasn’t looking her way. Nancy scanned her surroundings. It was pandemonium on deck. No-one would notice if she slipped away.


    She told herself there was enough time to run downstairs, grab Sid, get back up and jump in a lifeboat. It would take ten minutes at the most. A ship this big couldn’t sink in ten minutes, could it?


    Nancy turned and ran towards the stairs.


    19:45 No-one yelled out—at least, not specifically at her. Some people were clamouring around the lifeboats as the staff tried to convince them to make room. Others were leaning over the rail and gawking at the damage done to the ship. All the noise made it hard to think.


    Nancy reached the top of the spiral staircase. Without looking back, she trotted down towards the lower decks.


    19:00 Her seasickness returned immediately. The ship was starting to tilt, so the stairs weren’t at the right angle. Her feet kept landing a split second earlier than she expected them to. She held the handrail tightly. If she twisted an ankle, she might not be able to get back upstairs. She and Sid would both die.


    Some scuba holiday this is, she thought.


    Another passenger was dragging a suitcase up the stairs, his long hair all over his face.


    ‘What are you doing?’ he demanded. ‘We’re supposed to go up to the deck!’


    18:20 ‘I have to get my dog,’ Nancy said, and pushed past.


    He didn’t try to stop her. Maybe he understood—or perhaps he just didn’t want to risk his own life by trying to convince her to go with him.


    Her cabin was on a lower level, one of the cheaper ones. It had seemed like a smart move at the time. Now Nancy would have given anything to be higher up. She and Sid could have been in one of the lifeboats by now.


    17:10 She passed by a floor and saw a staff member checking the rooms. As she suspected, the man was just shouting into each room and then locking the door. Fortunately, he was facing away from the stairs. Nancy slipped further down without being seen.


    She stepped off the staircase two floors lower. The narrow corridor looked straight but felt crooked underfoot. No water was yet visible, but she could hear the hull moaning under the increasing pressure. The air felt different, too. There was a weird energy in it. She could somehow smell the danger.


    Nancy ran down the corridor, past a janitorial closet and a rack of scuba equipment for the onboard activities, keeping one hand on the wall so she didn’t fall over. Her room was just up ahead.


    16:30 ‘Sid,’ she yelled. ‘Don’t worry! I’m coming!’


    She slammed into the door. Locked. She didn’t remember locking it—one of the staff must have done it after checking that no-one was in the room.


    Nancy fumbled with her key card, swiped it and wrenched the door open.


    The thin bed was unmade, the cream curtains still closed over the porthole. Her stack of books had fallen over and her laptop had toppled off the mini-fridge, but other than that, the room was just how she’d left it.


    ‘Sid?’ she called.


    15:55 She couldn’t hear the dog. Maybe one of the staff had found him after all.


    Running into the room, she checked under the bed. No sign of him. She looked in the closet. Nothing.


    Nancy stumbled into the bathroom. Sid wasn’t in the shower recess or the nook next to the sink.


    She was about to leave when she heard a soft whimpering. She checked behind the bathroom door. There he was, cowering on a nest of fallen towels. He looked up at her with big wet eyes and licked his lips.


    15:05 ‘Sid!’ Nancy cried.


    Sid stood up and wagged his bristly black tail. Nancy scooped him up and he licked her ear. At his last trip to the vet he had weighed only nine kilograms. She should be able to carry him up the stairs easily enough.


    The bathroom lurched around her and the hull moaned again. The lights flickered and fizzled out. There were no windows in the bathroom—Nancy was surrounded by almost pure blackness. She heard the mini-fridge fall over with a thump as the ship tilted further and further. She had to get out of here.


    Clinging to Sid, Nancy ran back into the corridor, where the lights were okay—


    14:25 But she was too late.


    13:20 With a final lurch, the corridor swirled around her. Nancy hit the floor—or rather, someone’s door. The whole corridor had turned sideways. The ship must be lying on its starboard side. She stood, disoriented. The floor was to her left, the ceiling to her right. The corridor sloped down towards the stairs.


    Water started pouring out of the stairwell. There was so much, flowing so fast that Nancy wouldn’t have been surprised to see people white-water rafting on it. The sound was deafening. There was no way she would be able to push through the flow. Not while carrying Sid, anyway.


    13:00 Nancy turned to face the other end of the corridor. But there were no stairs in that direction, just more rooms. If she went that way, she would soon be trapped by the rising water.


    She knew Sid could swim, but she didn’t think he knew how to hold his breath. She had to keep his head above the water.


    The door to her cabin was now above her, hanging open. She could just reach the frame. With increasing desperation, she pushed Sid through and heaved herself up after him, just in time to avoid getting wet. The water washed along the corridor beneath her.


    Her room was totally trashed. Everything had moved. The mini-fridge had smashed a hole in the wall. The bed had fallen onto the closet. The curtains hung down from the porthole over her head, which faced the sky.


    12:10 It looked just wide enough to squeeze through. If she could climb up there and break the window, she and Sid could get outside and tread water until a lifeboat picked them up.


    The desk was bolted to the wall. Heart pounding, Nancy grabbed the legs and climbed up, carrying Sid under one arm. When she got to the top, she could just reach the porthole. But how would she break through?


    11:45 The water had entered the room below her and was slowly rising. It soaked the mattress and gushed into the closet. A jumble of plastic rubbish bobbed on the surface, getting closer and closer to Nancy’s feet. Sid snuffled nervously in her arms.


    Nancy spotted an empty glass bottle floating amongst the debris. She crouched down and grabbed it. Hopefully the base would be hard enough to break through the porthole.


    11:10 She stood up and rammed the bottle against the centre of the window. To her horror, the bottle bounced right off the thick glass without leaving a mark.


    She hit it again, harder. Same result. The window was too solid. It was designed to withstand several tons of pressure. She and Sid were doomed.


    Then she spotted a small handle beside the porthole. Perhaps it was designed to open?


    10:00 She twisted the handle and felt something shift inside the brass frame. She pulled. No result. But when she pushed, the porthole swung open, letting in a blast of fresh air. It opened outwards to prevent leaks.


    The water lapped at Nancy’s ankles. She gasped at the cold, and held Sid up. He squirmed in her grip. ‘Just trust me, buddy,’ she said, and pushed him through the porthole.


    Sid yapped and trotted away over the side of the ship, thrilled to be outside.


    Nancy was about to climb out after him when—


    Kablam!


    09:05 She lost her grip on the window and tumbled backwards into the room as another blast rocked the ship. Another missile! The porthole slammed itself shut, separating Nancy from the outside world. The wall buckled around the porthole as Nancy splashed down into the icy water filling the room.


    She flailed around until her head breached the surface. The ship was sinking faster. There was less than a metre of air between her and the warped wall.


    08:25 Looking up through the now-shut porthole, Nancy was horrified to see that it was underwater. She could see the surface—Sid’s kicking legs and the keel of a lifeboat were visible high above. But they were growing more and more distant. The ship was sinking, and she was trapped inside.


    She grabbed the handle and shoved the porthole with all her strength. But it was like pushing on a concrete wall. The shockwave from the rocket had wrecked the hinges.


    ‘No!’ she screamed. She rattled the handle and punched the glass. It wouldn’t budge.


    07:40 The seawater sloshed around her shoulders. The top of her head was pressed against the glass. The water reached her neck. Her chin. She gagged as it battered her face. Fighting to keep her nose above it, she took a last desperate sniff of air before the ocean swallowed her.


    06:50 The room was full of water now. It rumbled in her ears like a strong wind. How long could she hold her breath? A minute? Two?


    Nancy had no choice. She was going to have to go back out into the corridor and try to swim through the ship before it got too deep, and then get to the surface before she ran out of air.


    She swam down past the fridge, which was floating open like a casket at a funeral. She grabbed the waterlogged bed by its legs, pulled herself beyond it and emerged into the corridor.


    06:20 Possessions floated everywhere—towels, books, bottles. Somebody’s watch. A broad-brimmed hat. A bedside clock. Nancy could hardly see, and it was getting darker by the minute as the ship sank deeper.


    She pushed the debris aside and swam towards the stairs. Her lungs were already burning. Her eardrums ached from the sudden increase in pressure. She told herself not to panic—her racing heart was using up too much oxygen—but it was impossible to shut out the terror.


    Soon the stairs were visible through the darkness. They were wrecked—just a twisted maze of jagged metal. The walls had crumpled inward around them.


    This was where the second rocket had hit. Now there was no way through. She was trapped.


    Boom! Cracks spread across the floor and ceiling. The light fittings burst, sending shards of plastic floating through the black water. The ship must have hit the ocean floor. How deep was that? A hundred metres? A thousand?


    05:25 Nancy was almost out of air. Even if she found away out of the ship, she would never make it to the surface. She was going to drown, down here in the dark. There would be no scuba diving with her parents. No reading on the beach. No walks along the rock pools with Sid.


    She hoped one of the lifeboats had picked Sid up. Then she wondered if her parents would be angry at her for saving Sid instead of herself.


    05:15 A metal canister rolled slowly past along the wall beneath her, dragging a tangle of tubes. It looked a bit like a fire extinguisher. Maybe she could use it to break through the porthole. Except that wouldn’t help—she was already dizzy. Her lungs felt like they were going to explode. She would black out any second now …


    Then she realised it wasn’t a fire extinguisher. It was a scuba tank.


    04:55 She scrabbled at the tubes with sudden hope. Following one of the lines, she found a regulator attached and pressed it to her mouth. She twisted the valve on top of the tank, and exhaled to clear the water from the mouthpiece.


    04:35 With a beautiful hiss, sweet air flowed into her mouth. She sucked it in greedily, feeling the oxygen cool the fire in her lungs and replenish her aching muscles. The giddiness subsided. She fought the urge to laugh hysterically with relief.


    Nancy located a mask hooked onto the tank and quickly pushed it to her face. She pulled the rubber strap over her head so the mask stayed on and dragged the air canister back down the corridor. Now that she could breathe, she could think. Most of the room doors had burst open when the corridor filled up. Looking through, she saw that all the portholes were closed—but that didn’t mean they were jammed like hers.


    02:45 She hauled herself and the scuba tank through the first open door she found. Discarded clothes drifted around her like seaweed. She swam over to the porthole and tried the handle.


    Finally some luck! The handle turned. The porthole opened. She tried to clamber through the opening, but her hips got stuck. Terror clawing at her heart, she wrenched herself past the window frame into the open water, losing some skin in the process. Then she reached back and dragged the air canister after her.


    The infinite ocean surrounded her. Dirt swirled around the seabed, stirred up by the crash-landing ship. Schools of fish flitted left and right. Anemones danced among towers of coral.


    01:10 Nancy looked upward. She could just make out the surface of the ocean, a shimmering curtain high above, dotted with lifeboats—and amongst them, Sid’s kicking feet. He was OK. She had saved him.


    Nancy could swim up and join him—but she would have to do it slowly, stopping often. Divers who ascended too fast often got decompression sickness.


    00:00 Holding the air tank with one hand, Nancy swam slowly towards the light.
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    MOSOUITO


    40:00 ‘Don’t move,’ Dr Volchek whispered. ‘And be quiet.’ Sally fell silent. She’d been told that this jungle was full of deadly creatures. Snakes swirling through the dead leaves underfoot. Razor-clawed birds defending their nests with vicious force. Vines bristling with poisoned thorns.


    And of course, there was the thing they were actually looking for. Vampirus Colossi. The giant mosquito. The drawings, based on terrified eyewitness descriptions, made the creature look as big as a lobster, with gleaming armour and mighty wings. It looked like something out of a robot invasion—or a nightmare.


    Dr Volchek had claimed he’d found bodies of wild pigs in this area which had been sucked dry through enormous puncture wounds. He said that nearby cave paintings depicted people fleeing from a giant insect and defending themselves with spears. Sally was starting to wonder if he was crazy. But her main concern was that it would take all day for Dr Volchek to give up searching for his blood-sucking obsession.


    ‘OK,’ Volchek said finally. ‘We’re clear.’


    39:15 ‘What was it?’ Sally asked.


    ‘I thought I saw a driver ant.’


    ‘Surely one ant is no big deal.’


    ‘They have a nasty sting, and powerful shearing jaws. They could easily chew through the soles of those shoes you’re wearing. I once saw a swarm consume a live rat. It was like watching it sink into quicksand.’


    Sally shivered and followed him deeper into the tangle of trees and bushes.


    39:00 When she had heard about this student program it had sounded like a fun adventure. A billionaire was paying for some kids to spend a few days surrounded by nature, learning about practical applications of science. Sally wasn’t the best student and really needed the extra school credit. But now, after six hours on a bumpy plane, she was stranded in the wilderness with a madman. Sally wasn’t even sure what country she was in, although she hadn’t had to show her passport to anybody. At first she’d been ecstatic that the plane had landed at a deserted airstrip on an idyllic beach.


    Then a second plane landed, carrying Volchek and another bunch of teenage recruits. Wild-eyed and sniffing, Volchek wore camouflage hiking gear with an equipment belt that jingled as he walked. He had told everyone to pair up, handed them their sample cages and sent them off in different directions. There were an odd number of people, leaving Sally with no partner except the doctor. As she approached she had heard him muttering: ‘Don’t disappoint Mr List. Just grab it and go, nice and quick.’


    38:45 Why did I have to get stuck with this guy? she wondered, looking wistfully over to where the other students had disappeared into the jungle.


    Mr List was their mysterious benefactor. Sally had never met him, but apparently he collected animals. Not in the way her uncle took in stray cats—rare animals. Weird ones.


    Now, walking along the dense jungle path, she noticed the ground was getting marshy. The mud made a sucking sound as Sally pulled her boot free.


    ‘What does Mr List do with the animals?’ she heard herself ask.


    Volchek glared at her. ‘That’s not our concern.’


    38:10 ‘I mean, is he doing medical research?’ Sally persisted. ‘Studying their genes? Looking for a cure for cancer or something?’


    ‘He could be eating them, for all I know,’ Volchek said. ‘Hush. I need to listen out for the nest.’


    Eating them? Sally tried to picture a crazy rich guy on a mission to sample all the world’s rarest animals. She wished it seemed more unlikely.


    37:55 They were passing a waterfall when Volchek stopped so suddenly that Sally bumped into him. ‘You hear that?’ he murmured.


    At first Sally could only hear the splashing of the water below them. But then she noticed a faint drone, like that of a distant lawnmower.


    ‘That sound means we must be near the breeding ground,’ he said. ‘Keep your eyes peeled.’


    Sally scanned the trees. She couldn’t see anything, but the humming was definitely real. And it was getting louder. Unease clawed at her chest.


    37:20 ‘Get the sample cage ready,’ Volchek whispered.


    It resembled a cat’s carry cage, with a gate at the front and a handle on top. Sally tried to picture a mosquito too big to escape from between the bars. It seemed unlikely, but she opened the gate and held the cage up with one hand. A butterfly net was clenched in her other one.


    The humming got even louder. The sound made Sally’s skin crawl. An ancient, unevolved part of her brain screamed at her to get out, get away—run!


    36:30 Volchek parted the ferns ahead of them, revealing a small lake. A skin of slime covered the stagnant water. The smell was repulsive.


    ‘Look,’ Volchek whispered.


    He pointed at a cluster of what looked like brown billiard balls floating near the water’s edge. Something squirmed under the semi-transparent skin.


    35:40 Eggs, Sally realised. Big ones.


    ‘Larvae.’ Volchek was digging through his satchel. ‘They would be easier to capture and transport than a full-grown specimen. If we can scoop some out …’


    Sally didn’t hear the rest of his sentence—because she saw something moving on Volchek’s back. Something she had thought impossible.


    35:20 She shrieked and scrambled away.


    Volchek glared at her. ‘What is the matter with you?’


    ‘On your back!’ she squeaked.


    Volchek stiffened. His eyes went wide with terror.


    The creature on his back was even bigger than a lobster. Its spindly legs looked like unfolded coat-hangers, stiff and metallic. Its membranous wings were as long as short swords, and shimmered with a rainbow tremor. Its proboscis was a cruel spike, poised over Volchek’s shoulder blade.


    ‘Get it off me!’ he hissed. ‘Get it off!’


    34:50 Sally lifted the butterfly net. Would the creature even fit inside it? What if she swung and the mosquito came after her?


    She hesitated too long.


    The mega-mosquito stabbed its proboscis into Volchek’s back.


    34:05 He screamed in agony and horror. The mosquito’s eyes glittered as it sucked his blood through the tube. Volchek slapped at his shoulder, but couldn’t reach the giant insect. His arms started to flail slower and slower. He was going pale.


    Sally swung the butterfly net. It struck the mosquito, but wasn’t enough to dislodge it. The creature clung to Volchek’s back, draining the life from him.


    33:10 Sally abandoned the butterfly net and hurled the carry cage instead. It crashed into Volchek, knocking him off his feet—and crushing one of the mosquito’s legs. The giant insect leaped off him, wings buzzing, and turned to face Sally.


    Without the carry cage, she was defenceless. The butterfly net was clearly no help. She backed away as the huge mosquito hummed through the air towards her, a nightmare come to life.


    She tripped over a half-buried root and hit the dirt. The mosquito floated down towards her, as graceful as a dandelion.


    Desperate for something—anything—she could use to protect herself, she grabbed a fallen branch and swung it.


    32:30 31:45 The leaves smashed into the insect, unleashing a cloud of pollen. The creature squeaked like a speaker with a failing battery, and buzzed back. Sally expected it to come at her for another try, and brandished the branch threateningly. But the mosquito didn’t seem to want to get near her makeshift weapon. It drifted away across the lake.


    A sour smell lingered in the air. She sniffed the branch. It smelled a bit like insect repellent. Could it have discouraged the creature from attacking again?


    ‘Doctor Volchek,’ she whispered. ‘Are you OK?’


    Volchek moaned. His eyes had rolled back into his skull. His lips were blue.


    31:25 ‘We have to get out of here,’ she hissed. ‘Before it comes back.’


    No response. He must have lost too much blood. She thought of the pigs he had described—dry husks rotting away. She wished she had believed him.


    29:50 Sally jammed the insect-repelling branch into the back of her jeans, grabbed Volchek’s hands and tried to pull him to his feet, but he couldn’t support his own weight. Instead she held him by his armpits and dragged him back up the trail. His heels left twin tracks in the mud.


    Volchek was heavy, and it was slow going. Sally would be exhausted by the time she got to the plane. But she had no choice—it was her fault he was like this. If she hadn’t panicked, if she had swung the butterfly net earlier, he might have been OK.


    ‘Stay awake, OK?’ she told him. ‘Don’t die. Please don’t die.’


    She scanned the surrounding forest as she hauled him along. There was no sign of the mosquito. Maybe it was reluctant to stray too far from its nest. Or maybe the smell of the branch was putting it off.


    29:00 A strange noise echoed through the forest. A low hum, like a passing plane. Sally looked up, but the sky was barely visible through the canopy.


    She knew the rest of the path was mostly uphill. She didn’t like her chances of dragging Volchek up the steepest bits, but she didn’t want to leave him behind and go on ahead.


    They were somewhere remote. Mr List probably owned any planes flying through here. If she could flag it down …


    There was no time to waste. She dropped Volchek and scrambled up the nearest tree. The branches were thick and the leaves were thin—it was perfect for climbing. In no time at all she was pushing her head through the canopy.


    27:55 Sally squinted in the harsh daylight. She hadn’t realised how dark it was down there in the jungle. Eyes watering, she scanned the cloudless blue sky.


    She couldn’t see a plane—and that meant it couldn’t see her. It must be too high.


    But the droning was getting louder.


    27:30 Movement caught her eye in the treetops, back near the lake. She turned to look.


    At first she couldn’t make sense of what she saw. Her brain refused to accept it. Then the thing came closer, and it became impossible to deny.


    It was another mosquito—but it was huge, almost as big as a car. It was too large to fly. Instead it hopped, gigantic wings keeping it aloft for just long enough to glide from one treetop to the next. The sun glinted off its segmented black skin. Its clawed feet tore holes in the canopy. It looked like something out of a Greek myth. A monster that had escaped from the underworld.


    26:50 The mosquito Sally had seen before must have been a baby. This was an adult—possibly the mother of the eggs. It looked angry. It was almost a hundred metres away, but already she could see that its alien eyes were fixed on her.


    25:40 She let go of the branch she had been holding and fell down to the jungle floor, twigs scraping her arms. The ground was soft but she hit it hard, jarring all her joints. Swallowing the pain, she grabbed Volchek by his wrists and tugged him up the track. The adrenaline made him seem no heavier than a bowling ball.


    The droning of the mother mosquito’s wings got louder. Surely it couldn’t see her through the trees. Would it be able to smell her over the repellent branch? Maybe it could sense the hot blood under her skin.


    The plane was still at least a kilometre away, and the monster was getting closer. What could she do?


    No-one knew where they were. She was going to die in a remote forest, her body sucked dry and left to rot amongst the dead leaves—


    A bush next to the trail had the same leaves and the same insect-repellent scent as the branch sticking out of her pocket. Perhaps it would offer some protection. She hauled Volchek towards it.


    25:05 She was almost there when the mega-mosquito exploded through the foliage above, wings buzzing as it plummeted down like a falling chandelier. Its claws stretched out on long legs.


    Sally scrambled into the bushes and lay still beside Volchek, heart thudding. Had the mosquito seen her?


    24:20 There was silence for a moment. Then she heard the clicking of the leviathan’s joints as it walked up and down the path.


    Sally held her breath, hoping it couldn’t smell her through the sour odour of the flowers on the bush.


    23:50 A shadow crossed the leaves. The clicks came closer and closer. Then they stopped.


    23:40 Sally had never been so terrified in her life. She desperately wanted to cover her eyes and pretend this wasn’t happening.


    She screamed as the proboscis plunged through the leaves, stabbing the air right beside her head. A wicked barb bristled on the tip, ready to tear her flesh open and draw out the blood inside.


    23:25 The proboscis withdrew. Sally scrabbled backwards, trying to get deeper into the bush. She grabbed Volchek by the collar and hauled him in, just in time—the proboscis punched through the leaves again, eager and quivering. It missed Volchek’s leg by inches.


    She grabbed the deadly tube, hoping to break it off. But the shaft was covered with sharp hairs which stung her palm like thorns. She let go, and it disappeared.


    The mosquito clearly didn’t want to come into the bushes, but she couldn’t keep dodging it forever. Sooner or later, that terrifying mouth would get her or Volchek. There was no way they could survive.


    Maybe she could leave Volchek here and draw the monster away. If she was on her own, she might be able to outrun it.


    23:00 Click, click, click. The mosquito was edging its way around the shrubbery for another try.


    Sally took a deep breath. Then she leaped out of her hiding place.


    She’d jumped out the far side, so the bush was between her and the mosquito—but it saw her immediately. Dozens of eyes rolled to face her, and the creature charged like an angry bull.


    22:40 Sally dodged around the tree trunks until she reached the trail, and then broke into a sprint. She could hear it chasing her, legs clicking, wings droning.


    It was faster than she had thought. She was in deep, deep trouble.


    The track was getting steeper, giving the mega-mosquito the advantage. It could jump from one rocky outcrop to the next, while Sally had to scramble around the tight turns. The huge wings buzzed like a chainsaw.


    She could feel it getting closer. She was going to die.


    21:35 The rushing of a waterfall ahead almost drowned out the humming wings. Through the trees she could see the white foam disappearing over the rocks.


    The drop was at least ten metres, and Sally had no idea how deep the water was below.


    If she kept running along this path, the mosquito would catch her. But if she jumped over the waterfall, she might be pulverised by sharp rocks at the bottom.


    That was better than being eaten alive by a giant mosquito. She ran towards the top of the waterfall.


    The creature gave chase, but the densely packed trees benefited Sally now. She could slip between them, while the mosquito’s wingspan forced it to go around.


    20:40 All too soon she was standing in ankle-deep water at the brink of the falls, realising that she’d made a terrible mistake. Just looking at the river below made her dizzy. It was too far. She couldn’t possibly survive the drop.


    The mega-mosquito buzzed menacingly behind her. It had made it through the trees. It scuttled closer, shoving ferns and branches aside and then launched itself into the air, blocking out the sun. Its claws unfolded as it descended towards Sally.


    20:20 Sally stepped off the edge of the waterfall.


    Gravity took her immediately. Her stomach tried to crawl up her throat. The spray from the waterfall painted the whole world white. The wind roared in her ears as she plummeted towards the river.


    19:35 Smash! Sally hit the water feet first. The impact sent painful shocks up her legs. She was immediately sucked under the cold torrent. Too late, she realised there was no air in her lungs.


    She panicked, thrashing around as the current pulled her down the river. Her clothes were dragging her down. She couldn’t find the surface. The water was thick with dirt. She couldn’t see.


    One foot bounced against the riverbed. She tried to stand, but the turbulent currents knocked her over. She did an involuntary somersault, and water flooded up her nose. She was dizzy. Her chest ached. Her feet hit the ground again and she kicked, pushing herself upwards.


    18:20 Sally’s head breached the surface, and she gasped. The air put out the fire in her lungs, but she still couldn’t see. The sunlight dazzled her.


    She shaded her face with one hand and looked around. The river hadn’t carried her too far. She could still see the waterfall. She looked at the top of the cliff, but there was no sign of the mega-mosquito.


    17:55 Sally swam to the shore and pulled herself out of the water. She lay there for a moment, exhausted and unsure what to do next. She could go back for Volchek, but the mosquito might still be hanging around the area, and she might not be able to escape a second time.


    Or maybe it had gone back to the breeding ground. Sally shuddered, thinking of those pulsating egg sacs, and the squirming larvae within. Every single one could become a mosquito as big as a horse.


    She needed backup. Someone wearing body armour too thick for the mosquito to penetrate. Somebody with a rifle to subdue it.


    17:10 A man had stayed behind with the pilot to guard the planes. Guard them against what, Sally wasn’t sure—but maybe he would be able to help.


    She quickly realised she couldn’t find the trail she and Volchek had used, so Sally followed the river instead. It would flow downhill towards the ocean, and therefore to the airfield. Her wet shoes squelched along the dirt.


    15:15 She would have given anything to go home. If someone showed up right now with a helicopter she would give them all the money in her savings account and every single one of her possessions to use it.


    The worst part was knowing that even if she made it to the safety of the plane, she would have to go back into the jungle. Volchek was well hidden. Someone had to lead rescuers to him.


    She just hoped it wouldn’t be too late. He had lost a lot of blood.


    12:20 Soon the trees thinned out and she found herself at the airfield. It was just a narrow runway adjacent to a deserted beach. The ocean roiled in the distance.


    The guard had arms like tree trunks and a hat which mostly covered his wrinkled face. The gun on his hip made Sally wonder if he had known how dangerous this trip would be. Suddenly she was furious that Mr List’s mission had put her in harm’s way with no warning.


    ‘Hey!’ she yelled as she approached the guard. ‘Dr Volchek’s in trouble!’


    11:45 The guard looked over at her suspiciously. ‘You’re back already?’


    ‘Volchek’s in trouble,’ Sally repeated. ‘One of the giant mosquitoes got him. He’s unconscious—you need to help me carry him.’


    The guard looked back at the plane. ‘I’m not supposed to leave my post,’ he grunted.


    ‘Are you kidding me? Volchek is dying!’ She didn’t think this was an exaggeration.


    The guard touched the radio on his shoulder. ‘Natasha, do you copy?’


    ‘I read you. What’s up?’ Sally recognised the pilot’s voice.


    ‘I have an unconfirmed report’—the guard glared at Sally, as though she was making this up—’that the doctor is down. I’m leaving my post to investigate.’


    11:05 ‘Roger that.’


    The guard clicked off his radio and gestured at the jungle. ‘Lead the way, kid.’


    10:30 Sally ran back down the trail, the guard following. She couldn’t hear the humming of the mosquito, but that didn’t mean it had gone—just that it wasn’t in flight. Every shifting shadow and silhouetted branch looked like the monster.


    ‘You might want to get your gun ready,’ she panted.


    06:35 ‘You think I can shoot a mosquito?’ the guard grunted. ‘My aim is good, but not that good.’


    ‘It doesn’t have to be. This thing is way bigger than we were told. It’s like a hippopotamus.’


    ‘Uh-huh. Sure.’


    Sally wanted to scream. If he didn’t believe her, he was going to get them both killed.


    05:10 They reached the bush where Volchek was hidden. Sally pulled the leaves aside and grabbed his wrist. ‘Help me get him out.’


    The guard looked at Volchek’s pale skin and the ragged wound on his shoulder blade. ‘Wow, you weren’t kidding,’ he said. He gripped Volchek’s other wrist and they dragged him out onto the path.


    ‘Doctor Volchek?’ the guard said. ‘Can you hear me?’


    Volchek didn’t respond.


    ‘Is he …’ Sally didn’t even want to say the word. She had never seen a dead body before.


    04:30 ‘No,’ the guard said. ‘He’s breathing. But we have to get him out of here.’


    ‘I am so on board with that plan. Can you help me carry him?’


    Ignoring her, the guard hefted Volchek over his shoulder like a big sports bag.


    ‘Come on,’ he said. Then his eyes widened as he stared over Sally’s shoulder. ‘What is that?’


    04:05 Click, click, click.


    Sally turned in time to see the mega-mosquito racing up the trail towards them, proboscis swaying, eyes glistening. Its massive wings twitched as though it was a broken robot.


    ‘Run!’ the guard screamed. He sprinted back towards the airfield, Volchek bouncing on his shoulder.


    03:40 Sally hurried after him, but couldn’t keep up. After carrying Volchek, climbing that tree, fleeing from the monster and swimming for her life, she was completely exhausted. She knew if she slowed down she would be killed—but her legs had nothing more to give.


    Tears streamed down her face. This was it.


    02:35 Something caught her ankle, and she fell. At first she thought she had stumbled over another root, but then something grabbed her shoe and she realised the mosquito had tripped her up with a long leg.


    She hit the ground and rolled over. The monster pinned her down with two clawed feet. Sally could see her terrified reflection in its compound eyes. The proboscis was right in her face, ready to plunge into her eyeball and suck out her brains—


    And then the mosquito froze.


    It clicked, turning its strange head to look back at its rear legs.


    01:50 Sally followed its gaze. An ant was climbing up one of the mosquito’s shins.


    The mosquito stabbed at the ant with its proboscis, but it missed—and then there was another ant climbing up behind it. And another. And another.


    The mosquito was distracted. Sally scrambled out from under it. The creature didn’t chase her. It kept nipping at its legs as more and more ants climbed towards its thorax.


    Looking past the creature, Sally saw a carpet of ants. The ground was seething with them. It was an army, marching for the mosquito. Sally backed away, getting out of their path.


    01:15 The mosquito launched itself into the air, but it couldn’t stay up for long, and the ants were already chewing holes in its wings. It landed back on the ground, collecting more ants.


    Sally stood frozen in place, unable to look away. The giant mosquito was thrashing in silent pain as the ants tore it apart, piece by tiny piece. Its legs got shorter and shorter. The blood of other animals dribbled from its swollen belly as the ants dug through it. The mosquito’s wings became stumps. Its eyes went dark as the ants took them.


    And then, so quickly Sally almost couldn’t believe it, the mosquito was gone. It dissolved into the writhing mass of ants, leaving nothing behind. A minute ago it had been the biggest, fiercest creature in this forest, and now it was like it had never existed.


    00:25 The column of ants marched closer to Sally. They clambered over one another, layered so thickly that the jungle floor was completely covered. Beetles were consumed. A small bird pecked optimistically at the ants, and then disappeared into the flood.


    Sally’s paralysis broke and she stumbled back, just in time to avoid getting any ants on her shoes. She turned and ran up the trail. Towards daylight. Towards the beach. Towards the plane.


    With the mosquito dead, she might be one of the biggest things in the jungle.


    00:00 But that didn’t make her the scariest.
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    ENCLOSURE


    40:00 ‘Come on,’ Icky said. ‘Don’t be a wuss.’


    ‘I’m doing it, OK?’ Brad hissed.


    Icky wiggled his elbows and clucked like a chicken.


    ‘Shut up! Someone will hear us.’


    39:20 Icky snickered. Brad cursed as he tried another key in the lock. The moonlight was pitiful. He could hardly see what he was doing.


    Privately Brad hoped they wouldn’t be able to get the gate open. The wrought-iron fence was four metres tall with cruel spikes at the top and no handholds anywhere. They’d never be able to climb it. If Icky’s keys didn’t work, Brad could go home, where it was warm and safe. Right now the wind was chilling him all the way down to his skeleton.


    Sneaking into the zoo at night. Whose dumb idea was this again?


    The lock clicked.


    38:40 ‘Finally!’ Icky said, as the massive gate creaked open. ‘Come on.’


    He pushed past Brad and disappeared into the darkness of the zoo, grabbing the keys on the way in. Brad followed.


    38:30 It sounded like the trees were breathing, although Brad knew it was just the leaves brushing against one another high overhead. The darkness made ominous black rectangles out of the signs that lined the path. As they passed a mesh enclosure, Brad jumped—a pair of luminous eyes were watching him from the shadows. His cat, Pat, had eyes which glowed like that when it crouched on the back fence at night. What was it that made animal eyes shine in the dark? And what animal did these eyes belong to? An owl? A sloth?


    ‘How far are the lockers?’ Brad whispered.


    37:25 ‘Why are you whispering?’ Icky asked. ‘There’s no-one here. Helloooo!’


    His voice bounced around the dark enclosures and then faded away to nothing. Brad waited for signs that someone—or something—had heard them. But there was only silence.


    36:50 Glad Icky couldn’t see his hands trembling in the dark, he said, ‘Let’s just do this and get out of here.’


    Icky—or Ichabod, when his parents were around—was a volunteer at the zoo. He said his job was ten per cent feeding animals and ninety per cent cleaning up poo. One of the other volunteers, Nancy, was leaving for a job at the aquarium. As a going-away prank, Icky had dared Brad to fill her locker with water balloons. The next day, Icky was going to come in early with his camera. He would be ready to film it as Nancy opened her locker and was buried in a landslide of balloons.


    ‘Water balloons,’ Icky had told Brad, snickering. ‘Because she’s going to an aquarium. Get it?’


    Brad got it, but he wasn’t sure it was funny. Kind of mean, actually. Were going-away pranks even a thing?


    But he had been friends with Icky for a long time. He couldn’t say no. Brad hitched his backpack a little higher on his shoulders. The water balloons inside were heavy. He told himself that if this went horribly wrong, it was Icky who would get in trouble, not him.


    34:25 Splash.


    Brad turned his head sharply towards the sound. But he couldn’t even see the water, let alone the animal that had made the noise.


    ‘Crocodile,’ Icky said. ‘Don’t worry.’


    Those two statements didn’t seem to go together.


    ‘It’s in a cage, right?’ Brad said.


    34:10 ‘Glass enclosure. We’ll be fine as long as the zookeepers remembered to close the door.’


    Brad couldn’t tell if Icky was kidding. He scurried through the darkness, trying to ignore the feeling of being watched. The sooner they did this, the sooner he could go home.


    There was something weird about the silence. Brad looked around. In the dim moonlight he could see a litter bin, a park bench and an ice-cream hut with shutters over the windows. Nothing out of the ordinary.


    33:10 Finally he realised what it was. ‘I can’t hear any insects,’ he whispered. ‘Like, no mosquitoes, no crickets, nothing.’


    ‘We’re near the aviary,’ Icky said. ‘The birds eat all the bugs. Worms, too.’


    32:50 Icky approached a low concrete building with a heavy door marked STAFF ONLY. He started fiddling with his keys.


    ‘You should have brought a torch,’ Brad said.


    ‘It’s fine. I got it.’


    ‘It doesn’t look like you do.’


    Will you just—’


    Icky froze. Brad looked around. The zoo was dark and quiet. Bats fluttered in the treetops.


    What is it?’ Brad whispered.


    ‘Look.’


    31:45 Brad followed Icky’s gaze. He was looking at the nearest fence—a green-painted wall of metal sheeting. There was a hole in it, perfectly circular, a little larger than a beach ball.


    ‘That hole wasn’t there yesterday,’ Icky said.


    ‘Could one of the animals have made it?’ Brad asked.


    ‘Are you kidding? That’s steel. And anyway, that fence separates the zoo from the outside world. There are no enclosures anywhere near it.’


    31:00 Brad walked closer to the fence. A chemical smell lingered in the air, like bleach. The edges of the opening were smooth. He reached out to touch them.


    ‘Ow!’ He snatched his hand back. The metal was hot. Someone had cut through the fence with a blowtorch or laser.


    ‘We don’t have time for this,’ Icky hissed. ‘Get back over here.’


    ‘Shouldn’t we call your boss? Or the cops?’


    30:15 And say what? We broke into the zoo at night and it looks like someone has vandalised a fence, but it totally wasn’t us? They’ll find it in the morning. Come on.’


    Icky had found the key to the locker-room door. He twisted the handle and pulled the door open. Brad followed him into the darkness.


    He heard Icky flick a light switch, but nothing happened.


    ‘No power after hours?’ Brad guessed.


    29:30 ‘That’s just great.’


    Brad squinted. A little light came through the window, glancing off the tiled floor and the rows of lockers. Coat hooks were mounted on the far wall, where there was another door.


    ‘Nancy’s locker is number 123,’ Icky said. ‘It’s on the right.’


    Brad walked along the right-hand row of lockers, leaning in close to peer at the numbers. There was 93, there was 103, there was—


    29:05 ‘Here it is,’ Icky said. He dug a small padlock and a pair of rubber-handled boltcutters out of his bag. The padlock was the same brand as Nancy’s. Icky was going to cut her padlock off, fill the locker with water balloons and put the new padlock on so she wouldn’t know anyone had messed with it. He would leave the new padlock open—hopefully Nancy would assume she had just forgotten to close it.


    Brad was getting more and more uncomfortable with this plan. The water balloons were harmless, but going through a stranger’s locker felt very wrong.


    28:20 ‘I don’t know about this,’ he said.


    Icky heaved on the boltcutters. Splink. Nancy’s padlock snapped.


    ‘You don’t know about what?’ he asked.


    Brad was about to reply when he heard something. Footsteps, crunching on the path outside.


    He and Icky looked at each other.


    27:40 ‘Hide!’ Icky hissed.


    Brad looked at the back door. He might make it out in time, but opening it could be noisy. Instead he squeezed himself into a gap between two rows of lockers, heart pounding. Icky did the same in another gap on the opposite side of the room.


    ‘Look,’ a voice outside said. ‘The fence.’


    ‘I see it,’ someone replied. The thieves are back.’


    27:05 ‘We’ll get them this time. You call for backup and start checking the rare animal enclosures. I’ll grab an inventory sheet from the locker room.’


    Brad and Icky looked at each other. Icky’s eyes were wide with terror.


    The front door of the locker room creaked open. Then there was silence.


    26:35 Brad stayed perfectly still, holding his breath.


    Click. An electric hum filled the room and a row of lights flickered on overhead. Icky must have hit the wrong switch before. Brad squinted in the sudden light. He felt frighteningly exposed.


    He heard a slow, cautious footfall. Then another.


    26:10 A security guard came into view. A radio on his lapel was connected to a transmitter on his hip. He was holding a tranquilliser rifle—the type keepers used to knock out dangerous animals so the vet could examine them safely.


    Brad desperately hoped that the guard would walk past the gap without looking over.


    The guard took one more step—and saw Brad.


    ‘Hey!’ he yelled.


    25:45 Brad jumped out from the gap between the lockers. The guard tried to grab him, but Brad dodged out of reach and sprinted to the back door.


    ‘Stop right there!’ the guard roared.


    Brad hit the door at a run, shoving it open and tumbling through into the darkness. He slammed the door shut behind him and hoped it would slow the man down.


    Icky hadn’t told him that security guards patrolled the zoo at night. Maybe he hadn’t known. Now they were going to get caught. Brad could get arrested. Even put in jail.


    25:20 He ran up a twisting path between two enclosures. He didn’t know the layout of the zoo, and had no idea which way the front gates were. Because he’d come out the wrong side of the locker room, he didn’t even know how to get back to the hole in the fence.


    The locker-room door clanked open in the darkness behind him. The guard was yelling into his radio: ‘I’ve spotted one of the thieves. Seal all the exits!’


    24:00 Brad wasn’t stealing anything, but he didn’t expect the guard to believe that. Soon more guards would arrive to block the exits. If Brad wanted to get out of here, he had to hurry.


    The water balloons weighed him down. But trying to take off the backpack at this point would slow him down even more. He would have to find a hiding place before he could ditch it.


    22:50 The path forked up ahead. It was too dark to read the signs. The guard would probably assume Brad had gone downhill to the right, where a maze of enclosures provided plenty of cover. So he went left instead, up a wooden ramp. He slowed down a little so the guard wouldn’t hear his footsteps on the planks.


    At the top of the ramp Brad realised he had made a mistake. This was just a viewing platform—a dead end. There was a narrow bench and some coin-operated binoculars mounted on steel poles, but nothing to hide behind.


    Brad could only hope the guard would keep running down the path towards the other enclosures—


    But he was out of luck. He could hear the guard clomping up the ramp.


    21:40 Brad ran to the far end of the platform, hoping that he’d missed something. But he hadn’t. There was no cover at all. The guard would spot him immediately.


    A fence made of thick wooden planks surrounded the viewpoint. It was a little more than a metre high, so people could see over the top but wouldn’t fall over the edge. If Brad climbed over it and hung from the railing by his fingertips, maybe the guard wouldn’t see him.


    Ignoring the sense of growing dread and the voice in his head that told him this was a very bad idea, Brad vaulted over the fence and dangled there, feet kicking five or six metres above the shrubbery below. If he fell, he could break his legs—or his neck.


    19:50 He heard the guard reach the top of the ramp. Brad’s arms already ached. He wondered if his fingers were visible.


    A torch clicked on. Through the gaps in the fence, Brad watched the beam sweep across the boards.


    ‘I know you’re up here,’ the guard growled. ‘Come on out.’


    That sounded like a bluff. Brad stayed very still.


    The guard walked towards the fence. The torch beam swayed across the bench and the binoculars.


    Go away, Brad thought. I’m not here.


    The beam illuminated the fence, shining through the cracks and blinding Brad.


    18:45 ‘I got him!’ the guard yelled into his radio. He ran towards the fence.


    In a panic, Brad let go of the railing.


    He tumbled backwards through the air for just long enough to regret his decision—


    And landed on something springy.


    18:15 What he had thought were bushes was actually camouflage netting, stretched between two posts. Designed for small animals to climb across, perhaps, or find shade under.


    Brad rebounded off the net and crashed down to the ground. He landed on his back, and his backpack absorbed the force of the impact. A few of the water balloons inside burst with dull popping sounds, soaking his spine. But when he bounced sideways onto his arms and legs, they didn’t hit the dirt hard enough to break bones. Against all odds, he had survived the fall relatively unharmed.


    17:40 The torchlight flickered above him. Brad scrambled to his feet and ran, hoping the guard wouldn’t jump over the rail to chase him.


    16:55 There were no paths down here. The ground was littered with logs and big rocks. Brad leaped over them and dodged around spindly trees as he raced towards what looked like a moat. Beyond the moat was a chain-link fence, about five metres high, topped with razor wire.


    Even if he could cross the moat, how would Brad get over the fence? It wasn’t just a matter of the razor wire cutting up his hands. The top of the fence was bent inwards over his head. It would be all but impossible to climb.


    After a few seconds, the implications of this sank in. Brad was inside one of the enclosures. And whatever animal was in here with him, it needed a moat and a five-metre razor-wire fence to keep it in.


    16:20 Brad jogged along the moat, looking for a place to cross—and then he got the sudden sense that something was watching him.


    15:30 He turned, scanning his surroundings. The darkness was still and silent.


    It was hard to imagine that anything could have slept through the noise he had been making. Maybe there were no animals in here right now. Perhaps the enclosure was still being built, or perhaps the occupants—monkeys? pandas?—were in the vet’s building.


    Or perhaps something had seen him, and was keeping still. It might be more afraid of him than he was of it. Maybe.


    A narrow walkway crossed the moat in the distance. It led to two gates, one behind the other, like an airlock. They were both closed, but they could have been left unlocked. Brad didn’t see another way out. He ran towards it—


    15:05 Then he saw movement from the corner of his eye.


    He whirled around. The long grass swayed gently in the breeze. Looking about, it was easy to forget that he was in an enclosure. The flat-topped trees and broad rocks made it look like an African savanna. He was sure he had seen something, but whatever it had been, it wasn’t visible now.


    If the guard had jumped down into the enclosure after him, Brad would have heard him land. This must be someone … or something else.


    14:55 ‘Icky?’ he whispered. ‘Is that you?’


    14:30 There was no reply. But Brad saw movement again, ten or fifteen metres away. A slow shifting in the long grass, something easing up and down, left and right, like a pair of pistons.


    Brad recognised the movement. It was exactly like Pat’s shoulders, rising and falling when he was getting ready to pounce on a cockroach.


    But this was something much, much larger than a pet cat. And it was hunting him.


    14:10 The muscular shoulders disappeared into the grass. Once again, the night was still.


    Brad was paralysed with fear. Staying still wouldn’t save him—the animal already knew he was here. But running away probably wouldn’t help either. Pat could outrun Brad—he could only assume that this creature would be even faster.


    It hadn’t attacked yet, though. Maybe he could get to the walkway, cross the river and open one of the gates before it realised what he was doing.


    Heart pounding, Brad took a slow, careful step back.


    There was no movement in the long grass. Perhaps the animal wasn’t there any more. But if so, where did it go?


    13:45 He took another step towards the walkway.


    The creature burst out of the grass.


    It was a white lion.


    Brad shrieked in terror as the creature streaked towards him like a runaway train. It moved so fast that the wind slicked back its majestic mane. Golden eyes glowed. Massive paws thumped against the dirt. Muscles rippled under loose fur. The lion snarled, its dark lips tugging back to expose enormous fangs.


    13:20 Brad’s conscious mind completely shut down. The fear blocked out all thought. Operating entirely on instinct, he ripped off his backpack as he stumbled backwards and held it up in front of his body like a shield, desperate for any kind of protection.


    The lion slammed into him. Its paws hit his shoulders, knocking him down and pinning him. It weighed as much as a motorcycle. Brad screamed as the beast chomped down on his backpack—


    12:15 And several water balloons exploded inside.


    Water spattered Brad’s face. The lion sprang backwards as if it had been burned. It wiped its nose and eyes furiously with the backs of its paws, shaking its mane dry.


    Pat hated water. Big cats must be the same.


    11:00 The lion had recovered and was sprinting at him again. Brad dug another water balloon out of the backpack and hurled it at the animal. Without waiting to see if it connected, he dashed for the moat.


    He heard the lion roar—a guttural noise, like a V8 engine. It sounded like it was right behind him.


    Brad hit the murky water and didn’t stop running until he was in up to his neck. His wet shoes and clothes dragged him down, although the backpack in his hands was suddenly weightless. The water was freezing. He half ran, half swam across the channel to the other side, where he dragged himself out of the water, grabbing the chain-link fence to steady himself.


    09:40 When he turned to look, the lion was prowling back and forth near the edge of the waterway. It looked like it really, really wanted to eat him—but was struggling to figure out how to do so without getting wet.


    It wasn’t alone. The roar had summoned other lions. Several females—slightly smaller, no manes—were walking towards him. There were even a couple of cubs that might have looked cute under normal circumstances. They had big paws on skinny legs and round, curious eyes. But they were almost as big as Brad, and he could see them licking their chops as they prepared to devour him.


    09:15 He was safe on this side of the water, but not for long. The walkway was only five or so metres to his left. Soon the lions would realise that they could get to him by crossing it. This would also put them between him and his only escape route, the two gates—which were probably locked anyway.


    However he looked at it, he was going to be eaten.


    ‘Help!’ he screamed. ‘Somebody help me!’


    08:40 His voice echoed around the darkness of the zoo. If the guard with the tranquilliser rifle was within earshot, he gave no sign.


    The huge male lion—he must have been almost three metres long from nose to tail—was edging closer to the water. He sniffed it, perhaps wondering whether to take a dip.


    Brad threw another water balloon at him. The lion darted backwards, amazingly fast. When the balloon exploded, none of the droplets landed on the beast.


    08:10 He took his eyes off the lions just long enough for a quick peek into his backpack. He’d started with almost a hundred water balloons, but after the fall from the viewing platform and the lion’s teeth, only six or seven were left intact. He couldn’t hold off the animals for much longer.


    But maybe they were giving up. One of the females was walking away towards the long grass.


    Brad was finding it hard to breathe. He waited to see if any of the other lions would follow.


    07:50 They didn’t—and the female had turned around again. Her shoulders wiggled.


    She wasn’t leaving. She was taking a run up. She was going to try to jump over the moat.


    As the lioness broke into a sprint towards the water, Brad chucked a balloon at her. It exploded right in front of her paws, but she didn’t miss a step. She was braver than the male. If she managed to jump over the channel, Brad was dead.


    07:30 He dropped the backpack and dashed along the fence line to the gate. It was his only hope now.


    Pop! Pop! It sounded like gunshots. Brad was too panicked to work out what that might mean. He kept running towards the two gates, desperately hoping that at least the closest one was unlocked.


    He reached the gate and grabbed the steel handle.


    It wouldn’t turn.


    07:10 ‘No!’ Brad screamed, rattling the gate. He was trapped.


    He turned in time to see the lioness launch herself over the moat, soaring with paws outstretched and wicked claws extended. She crash-landed less than gracefully beside the fence, and immediately turned to run after Brad.


    He couldn’t open the gate, but maybe he could scramble up the fence out of reach. Brad grabbed the chain-link and started to climb—


    07:00 Too late. The lioness slammed into him and closed her jaws around his head.


    Brad found himself staring down a dark gullet and choking on hot, fetid breath. A sandpapery tongue was pressed against his cheek. An enormous tooth was lodged inside his ear. He couldn’t breathe. But the beast didn’t bite down. It just held him, breathing slowly and deeply.


    She was snoring.


    06:40 Strong hands gripped the lioness’s jaws and pulled them apart. Brad fell back, his head free. Something warm trickled down the sides of his neck. There was no pain, so it took him a moment to realise it was blood. In the moonlight he could see two tranquilliser darts sticking out of the lioness’s hind leg.


    ‘Come on!’ a woman’s voice yelled. Not the security guard. Someone else.


    06:25 Brad stumbled towards the gate—it was open now, the severed bolt glowing red. Something hot had sliced through it, just like with the fence.


    05:50 His rescuer—a tall woman in a balaclava—dragged him through both gates, out of the enclosure, and slammed them shut. She pulled a coil of climbing rope off her belt and tied it through the chain-link, holding the gate closed.


    The lions ran across the walkway, trampling their unconscious sister in their desperation to get to the gates. They pounded on the first gate with their paws, but it was designed to open into the enclosure. Even with the bolt sliced in two, they couldn’t push it open. And if they somehow broke through, Brad hoped the rope would stop them from getting through the second gate.


    04:40 The woman examined the scratches on the sides of Brad’s head. They were starting to sting now. He wondered if anyone would believe they were from a lion’s teeth.


    ‘You’ll live,’ the woman pronounced. ‘If I were you, I’d get out of here.’


    A curl of grey-blonde hair had escaped from her balaclava. She wore a dark-grey skivvy under a utility harness bristling with gadgetry. Her black boots had thick soles that made no sound as she moved. Brad noticed she was missing a ring finger on one hand.


    04:20 Was this one of the thieves the security guards had been talking about? Apparently she had cutting equipment, and an animal tranquilliser.


    ‘Who are you?’ Brad demanded.


    ‘I’m no-one,’ the mysterious woman said. ‘I never saved you, you never saw me, you don’t know anything about me. Got it?’


    ‘I don’t know anything about you,’ Brad said.


    ‘Correct,’ the woman said. Then she stepped backwards into the shadows and silently disappeared. It was like a magic trick—there was no apparent escape route, but she was gone nevertheless. Whoever she was, she was more than a common thief.


    03:45 Torches flitted between the trees in the distance. The security guards were coming. Brad ran up the winding path away from the lion enclosure, puffing.


    Soon he found himself back at the locker room. He opened the door and peered in.


    ‘Icky?’ he whispered.


    01:00 There was no response. The gap between lockers was empty. Icky had probably fled when Brad distracted the guard.


    Brad made his way to the circular hole in the fence. The metal had cooled now. He peered through. The backup for the security guards didn’t seem to have arrived yet. He scrambled through into the shrubbery and then stumbled onto the highway.


    He looked around at the flickering streetlights. He was out of the zoo. He didn’t know who that woman was, or why she had saved him, but he knew this:


    00:00 He and Icky were not friends any more.
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    IRON-WILLED


    40:00 ‘You have forty minutes of air,’ Tak Zobel said.


    ‘Starting now.’


    He attached the helmet to Iresha’s exoskeleton and activated the seals around the rim.


    ‘Depending on how fast and deep you breathe, of course,’ he added. ‘You also have fifty minutes of battery life.’


    ‘Great,’ Iresha said. ‘Those extra ten minutes when I have power but no air might come in handy.’


    39:20 She always made jokes when she was nervous. Zobel didn’t laugh. He was checking the helicopter’s flight path over the ocean on a wall screen.


    Iresha sat down. ‘I hate space suits,’ she grumbled.


    ‘It’s not a space suit,’ Zobel said, without looking away from the screen. ‘It keeps pressure out, not in. It’s the exact opposite of a space suit.’


    ‘You know what I mean.’ She gestured at the exoskeleton. ‘Boots, gloves, face plate. I feel like a walking tank.’


    She was exaggerating. The material was much lighter and more flexible than she had expected—which made her think it wouldn’t offer enough protection. She would be crushed by the massive forces below. Or she would freeze to death. Or run out of air.


    Zobel raised an eyebrow. ‘Would you rather go to the bottom of the ocean without the exoskeleton?’


    38:45 ‘I’d rather not go at all,’ Iresha said, and then immediately felt guilty. This was an important mission. People were counting on her.


    Fortunately, Zobel didn’t seem to hear her. ‘This very exoskeleton has been in service since 2040,’ he said. ‘Dozens of people have worn it, with no fatalities. It can take two hundred megapascals of pressure and temperatures of up to a thousand degrees Celsius.’ Iresha blinked. ‘You think it will be hot down on the seabed?’


    ‘I think you should focus on your mission.’


    38:20 Iresha stared out the window of the helicopter. Lightning flashed on the horizon. A small tornado was churning up the water in the distance.


    ‘What’s that island?’ she asked, pointing. It was a mountainous peak surrounded by forest. A coliseum-like ruin stood at the base, wreathed in mist.


    37:50 ‘Artificial landmass, built by a madman,’ Zobel said. ‘He’s long dead. The island has no bearing on your current mission.’


    37:25 Except as a rescue site if this all goes horribly wrong, Iresha thought. She prodded the screen wrapped around her wrist, marking the island’s location on her map.


    Zobel had a heavy brow and a tattoo on his sinewy upper arm—a faded picture of a church organ. She’d only met him twice before. The first time had been when he came to her school, reviewed her test scores and declared her a perfect candidate for the high-value minerals diving program. The second time had been in training, when he had taken her through the features of her wrist screen and her Heads Up Display, or HUD.


    In these two meetings, Iresha had decided that Zobel was humourless and very old-fashioned. He would not tolerate questions about the Government’s methods, and he was the only adult she had met who still shaved his chin.


    Iresha had been told that she was lucky to have been assigned such an experienced and hard-working handler. Her feeling was that if Zobel was so great, he should be the one doing the dive. But adults tended to do non-physically demanding jobs—maintaining vehicles, designing living spaces, training recruits. The dangerous work was done mostly by kids, who had better reflexes, healed more quickly and were less vulnerable to pressure sickness.


    No-one called it ‘dangerous’, of course. They called it ‘challenging’. Iresha was looking forward to her twentieth birthday, when she could apply for some of the safer jobs.


    ‘I don’t know what the visibility will be like down there,’ Zobel said, ‘but you should be able to find the shipwreck by its magnetic signature. Once you reach it, you’ll need to take scrapings from the hull at several different points, to see if it’s worth hauling up.’


    36:40 ‘Don’t we already know how much iron is in it?’


    ‘Yes, but we don’t know how hard it will be to separate it from the carbon.’ Zobel shrugged. ‘I’m not a chemist. I just do what I’m told. So should you.’


    Iresha sighed. ‘So I take the scrapings. Then what?’


    ‘You transmit the data to me. The computer will tell me whether or not the ship is worth salvaging. If so, I’ll lower the hooks down and you can fuse them to the hull. Then you can just disconnect the weights from your boots and swim back to the surface. I’ll pick you up. Job done.’


    36:10 Iresha ran through all the steps in her mind.


    ‘OΚ,’ she said finally. ‘When do we reach the drop point?’


    35:50 Zobel checked his phone. ‘In thirty-five seconds, if you trust the computer.’


    No-one but Zobel would say that. Everyone else, including Iresha, had total confidence in the algorithms that controlled every aspect of life. This helicopter had no pilot. The onboard computer was connected directly to the electric motor, keeping the aircraft’s speed, altitude and direction steady despite the wind. If the clock said they would arrive in thirty-five seconds, they would arrive in thirty-five seconds.


    But Zobel didn’t like machines. Iresha knew he used to fly planes in the air force. Maybe that was why he didn’t trust a computer to do the job properly.


    ‘Will it hurt?’ Iresha asked, trying to keep her voice as steady as she could.


    ‘The jump?’ Zobel asked. ‘No. You won’t feel a thing.’


    35:15 The helicopter stopped so suddenly it was as if it had hit a wall.


    The door beeped. Zobel pushed a button and turned a handle. The door slid open, letting in the fierce wind and the freezing cold—


    But Iresha couldn’t feel it. The exoskeleton kept it out. She couldn’t even hear the thunder or the helicopter’s whirling blades through her helmet. She could only hear Zobel because of the speaker built into the lining of the face plate.


    34:55 ‘Good luck,’ Zobel said. ‘The whole world is counting on you.’


    That was an exaggeration. Plenty of other kids were searching the ocean for iron deposits. No-one was depending on Iresha specifically. But she knew the work was important. Without iron, there would be no more steel. No helicopters, no wind turbines, no railways, no tall buildings, no ambulances. It would be like going back to the eighteenth century.


    Iresha walked over to the open door. She wasn’t cold, but she could sense the wind tugging at her. The tornadoes on the horizon looked closer than before. The choppy ocean roiled far, far below. Plastic debris bobbed on the surface, the chunks too small and degraded to identify.


    34:25 ‘Go,’ Zobel told her.


    Iresha didn’t give herself time to overthink it. She jumped.


    For a moment she was weightless, and the exoskeleton really did feel like a space suit. Her stomach churned as she spun. She was wearing an anti-emetic patch on her shoulder—vomiting in her helmet could be fatal—but she was still nauseated by the fall.


    34:00 Wham! Zobel had lied to her. She did feel the landing. But it wasn’t painful. It was like jumping face first onto a firm mattress.


    33:25 She didn’t float at all. The weights in her shoes dragged her down immediately. Within seconds she was completely submerged in the black ocean. The layer of plastic rubbish on the surface blocked out most of the daylight.


    Iresha touched her wrist screen and the HUD lit up in her face plate. It listed her current elevation, the external temperature, the exoskeleton’s battery life and the amount of air she had, all falling. The only thing rising was the pressure. 50 mPA. 60 mPA. 70 mPA.


    32:30 The ocean floor was too far away to see with the naked eye, but her HUD drew lines across it that made it visible. She could see underwater hills, cliffs and deadly pits. When she reached the bottom she would have to move carefully. One tear in the suit could kill her. She would be crushed like a grape as the water flooded in.


    And there it was—the shipwreck. Detecting the magnetic metals in the hull, her HUD sketched out the buckled bow, the cracked deck and the smashed portholes. It lay on its side across a deep crack in the seabed. The crack was two or three metres wide. Hopefully Iresha wouldn’t have to cross it.


    But she had a bigger problem. The ship looked further away than she had expected. She checked the map. Yes—it was almost a kilometre from here.


    31:20 She landed on the ocean floor with an inaudible thud. Mud swirled around her boots.


    ‘Zobel,’ she said. ‘You must have dropped me in the wrong place.’


    ‘Say again?’ His voice was distorted. The seawater muffled the signal.


    ‘The wreck is more than nine hundred metres away from me.’


    ‘That’s impossible. The currents are slow today. There’s no way they should have carried you so far off course during your descent.’


    ‘I’m looking right at it,’ Iresha said. ‘I’m telling you, it’s almost a kilometre away.’


    30:30 ‘Well then, you’d better hurry. Only thirty minutes of air left.’


    Iresha had been hoping that he would tell her to abort the mission and head for the surface. But there was no point saying so. Heart rate increasing, she shuffled towards the shipwreck.


    Bones crunched underfoot. The ocean had once been full of life, but not now. It had absorbed too much carbon from the atmosphere, which had killed the small fish. Without small fish to eat, the large fish had died out. Now the seabed was a graveyard.


    29:25 Iresha paused, listening. She wasn’t imagining it—something was humming. A rumbling sound, so deep that it was almost beyond her range of hearing. It was like standing right next to a wind turbine.


    She kept walking, checking the readouts on her HUD. All the statistics looked OK. Her instruments were functioning normally. The sound must be coming from outside the suit. But where?


    26:00 She looked around. There was nothing down here. Just her, some old bones and a wrecked ship.


    Could a machine inside the ship still be running? Surely not. It had sunk in 2017. Even if some device inside had survived the water damage and the impact against the ocean floor, surely the power source would be completely drained by now.


    This thought made her glance at the battery life display on her HUD. Thirty-five minutes left. Enough, but not as much as Zobel had said.


    23:05 Soon she reached the wreck. It was huge up close—more like a fallen skyscraper than a sunken ship. She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be on board when it started to go down. The records said everyone had survived, but she didn’t see how that could possibly be true.


    22:45 The crack in the ocean floor beneath the ship was wider than she had guessed from her landing site. Five metres, perhaps six, with only darkness in between. She couldn’t jump across that. She would have to take all her sample scrapings from this side.


    She dug the testing kit out of her pouch. It wasn’t especially high-tech. Just two transparent panels, a simple laser and a metal device, like a curved cheese grater with a handle.


    Iresha touched the side of the cruise liner. She couldn’t feel anything through the glove. The ship was so big it demanded reverence. She could almost sense the soul of it.


    ‘Sorry about this,’ she said. Then she started scraping the grater thing across the hull.


    21:30 Flakes of ancient metal floated away and landed on one of the transparent panels. The magnet underneath held them in place. When she thought she had enough, Iresha placed the other panel on top, squashing the scrapings. Then she fired the laser through the panels.


    The laser analysed the content of the metal and transmitted it to the helicopter automatically.


    ‘First scraping’s done,’ Iresha said. ‘Did you get it?’


    ‘Yes,’ Zobel said. ‘Processing now.’


    Iresha waited. The computer wouldn’t take long.


    20:20 ‘Too much carbon,’ Zobel declared finally. ‘And the iron’s oxidised.’


    Iresha’s heart sank. ‘So the ship is useless?’


    ‘Just that part of it. Take another scraping from somewhere else.’


    19:00 Iresha walked around to the far side of the desolate ship. From this angle she could see through the window frames to the shadowed corridors inside. It was hard not to imagine people on board, pounding on these windows, screaming as the ship sank.


    She took some scrapings from a safety rail. The humming became louder.


    ‘Can you hear that?’ she asked Zobel.


    ‘Hear what?’


    ‘A vibration. Coming from the ship, I think.’


    ‘You’re mistaken,’ Zobel said after a pause. ‘There’s no electric field. Nothing’s running on board.’


    18:35 ‘Didn’t they use petrol engines in those days?’


    ‘That’s even more impossible. Petrol needs oxygen to burn. And even if any pockets of air had survived inside the ship, there would be no fuel left after all this time. Where’s my second scraping?’


    Iresha fired the laser through the two panels. ‘Sending it up now.’


    Please, she thought. Please let there be enough.


    18:10 ‘Same again,’ Zobel said. ‘The composition is wrong. Take some from the other end of the ship.’


    She would have to cross the chasm somehow. If she fell in, she might get trapped and never be seen again. Who knew how deep it was, or what lay at the bottom?


    ‘Why would the other end be different?’ she asked.


    ‘The magnetic signature is very strong,’ Zobel said. ‘I’m looking at the readouts right now. There’s iron down there—hundreds of tonnes of it.’


    ‘Could it be interference from the Earth’s core?’ There was lots of iron inside the planet, but it was thousands of kilometres down and as hot as the sun.


    ‘No, it’s closer than that. You just need to find a workable sample.’


    17:40 Iresha peered into the chasm. She thought she could see a faint light at the bottom, but perhaps her HUD had added it.


    She couldn’t jump the gap—but the ship lay across the chasm. If she went inside the ship she could walk from one end to the other, using it as a bridge.


    ‘I’m going inside the wreck,’ she said. ‘We may lose radio contact.’


    ‘Understood,’ Zobel said. ‘Be careful. You have less than twenty minutes of air left, and removing the weights from your shoes won’t do you any good if you get stuck in there.’


    17:00 ‘I’m all too aware of that,’ Iresha said. She clambered through one of the smashed windows into the darkness.


    It was like stepping into a dream. The corridor was sideways, with strange objects floating through it. No doubt they had looked ordinary in 2017, but to Iresha they were a complete mystery. Her exoskeleton made the corridor feel much smaller than it was.


    16:40 About halfway along the length of the ship she stopped to take another scraping. The walls were made of metal. Maybe this was where the iron reading was coming from.


    ‘Iresha,’ Zobel said, his voice even more muffled than before. ‘The ship is in the wrong place.’


    ‘I noticed. Cruise liners are supposed to go on top of the sea.’


    ‘This is serious. The helicopter didn’t drop you off at the wrong co-ordinates, and the currents didn’t take you off course. The ship has moved since we scanned it last month.’


    16:05 A chill ran up her spine. ‘How?’


    ‘I think the vibrations are …’ The signal was too garbled to hear the rest of what Zobel said.


    ‘I didn’t catch that,’ Iresha said. ‘Can you repeat?’


    Zobel kept talking as though he couldn’t hear her. Iresha strained to understand the muffled words, but it was hopeless.


    15:50 She was on her own.


    Iresha kept walking up the gloomy, lopsided corridor. The ship had moved, and Zobel thought this was somehow connected to the vibrations. What did that mean?


    The answer came to her as the hum grew to a deep rumble, like distant thunder.


    It wasn’t the boat that had moved. It was the ground beneath it—and that ground was still moving. The oceanic plates were diverging. She was in the middle of an undersea quake.


    15:00 The heart-rate monitor in Iresha’s HUD accelerated and turned red. She dropped the scraping equipment and tried to run through the water. This was why the chasm was wider than she had initially thought. It was opening. And if it opened far enough, it could swallow the ship whole!


    Iresha moved quickly up the corridor, looking for a way out. But all the doors had rusted shut. Her HUD was worse than useless, sketching outlines all over her face plate but not indicating which squares were doors or windows. The software had been designed for open water, not a ship’s interior.


    14:10 The rumbling became a terrible groan as the chasm widened under the ship, putting a strain on the hull. The walls buckled and cracked around her.


    Iresha turned a corner and saw a way out. There was an open door at the other end of the corridor. Beyond the doorway was another broken porthole. She could crawl out to safety—


    12:30 And then, with a ghastly shriek, the ship snapped in half.


    11:10 Iresha found herself tumbling backwards as the giant vessel tilted and fell, both halves plummeting into the chasm. She hit the wall behind her and clung to it dizzily as water blasted past her like a hurricane.


    The pressure gauge shot up as the elevation statistics dropped. If she was still inside the ship when it hit the bottom of the chasm, she would be squashed like a car in a compactor.


    Her suit registered 110 mPA of pressure. 120 mPA. 130 mPA. Warning lights flashed all over her HUD.


    09:55 Iresha crawled up the wall, grabbing every handhold she could find. She was moving towards the exit, but too slowly. The ship was sinking faster than she was climbing. She was going to be trapped inside, crushed …


    Her boots! She scrabbled at the catches, releasing the weights from the soles. Suddenly she was lighter than the water. She didn’t need to climb. She could swim up out of the ship.


    She kicked and kicked, pushing herself upwards towards the porthole, hoping a few seconds of stupidity hadn’t cost her her life—


    09:25 The porthole got closer and closer—


    And then she was out! She burst out of the ship and floated in the chasm. Looking down, she watched the cruise liner drift away, making its final journey into the darkness, never to be seen again.


    There was no way to recover the iron inside now. It was too deep. The mission was a failure.


    08:15 Iresha saw the strange glow reappear in the bottom of the chasm. It flared as the ship hit it. The ship vanished like butter on a hot pan. She stared stupidly at the light for a moment, hypnotised. Then she realised how much danger she was in.


    07:40 This wasn’t just an earthquake. This was an underwater volcano. It was about to erupt—and she was floating halfway down its mouth.


    The temperature gauge in her HUD was going up and up. Forty degrees Celsius. Fifty. Sixty. Soon the ocean would be boiling around her.


    Iresha swam upwards, desperate now. No wonder Zobel had detected a massive magnetic signature. Liquid iron was rushing up from the earth’s core, and it was about to roast her alive.


    Her arms and legs were tired, but she kept kicking and flailing at the water. The suit chafed against her armpits and thighs. She was breathing so heavily the face plate kept fogging up. Even when it cleared, the visibility wasn’t good. The water was full of bubbles and billowing white clouds. Her temperature gauge had reached ninety degrees now.


    05:20 She risked a look down—and shrieked in terror. The lava was right below her, flooding towards her kicking feet like a gigantic demon. Sizzling blobs of molten rock exploded out of the darkness and shot up at her. The seawater cooled and hardened the blobs into small pillow-shaped rocks which tumbled away to the sides of the chasm, but more white-hot liquid was right behind them. More and more rocks built up—it was as if a mountain was growing underneath her.


    Iresha reached the top of the chasm and kept swimming up. Everything hurt. Her muscles were screaming. Her lungs ached, and she was dizzy. But if she stopped, she was dead. The molten lava would burn right through her suit, or worse, harden around it, trapping her inside an underwater mountain.


    Zobel was yelling in her ear, but she couldn’t make out the words over the roaring volcano. Maybe he was apologising for sending her on such a deadly mission.


    04:10 Suddenly she realised she should be swimming sideways. The volcano was erupting straight up. If she could get out of the lava’s way, she would be safe.


    She changed her trajectory, paddling to the side—


    A bubble of hardened lava slammed into her.


    It didn’t connect with enough force to bruise, but Iresha felt the heat even through the suit. Another rock hit her helmet. With a faint crack, the face plate fractured.


    02:45 ‘No!’ Iresha screamed. Her HUD flickered and vanished. Hot water sprayed her face through the fracture, stinging her nose and lips. Her helmet filled with steam. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t breathe.


    Hot rocks were slamming into her constantly now, carrying her higher. It was no use trying to swim. The water was evaporating around her, and she couldn’t even tell which direction she should be swimming in.


    02:00 The pile of rocks carried her up and up until—


    Splash! She was out of the water. The eruption had breached the surface.


    Iresha found herself rolling down the side of a hill even as it rose out of the water. More pillow-shaped rocks cascaded past her as she tumbled and bounced down the growing slope and splashed back down into the water, which suddenly wasn’t very deep.


    01:25 Through her cracked face plate she saw that she was in the shallows of a stony beach. A beach attached to an island which hadn’t been there only minutes ago.


    An enormous black cloud billowed above the mountain of warm stone. It looked like a nuclear bomb had gone off here.


    Iresha still couldn’t breathe. She fumbled with the sides of her helmet until she found the release catches, and then tore it off her head.


    00:45 The air was scorching hot and smelled of sulphur. She breathed it gratefully. A fine mist of dirt rained down on her hair.


    She kicked a rock beside her foot. If she was remembering her geology classes correctly, that was basalt—an iron-rich igneous rock. This whole island was made of it. A grin spread across her face.


    00:15 Zobel’s helicopter hovered in the distance, just out of reach of the black cloud. She waved her arms to get his attention, and then held her helmet to her ear. The radio was still working. She could hear Zobel swearing in alarm.


    She momentarily felt sorry for him. An old man who got stuck with all the boring jobs. Whose life had no adventure. Maybe Iresha would keep diving, even after she turned twenty.


    00:00 ‘Hey,’ she said, pointing at the island. ‘Did someone order some iron?’
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    CRUSHER


    40:00 ‘Dan,’ Mrs Jeffords shouted. ‘You know where the crusher is?’


    Daniel looked up from his work. He had been down to the crusher, but it frightened him. The noise, the darkness, the movement of the blades …


    ‘Sort of,’ he said.


    Mrs Jeffords raised an eyebrow. ‘Sort of,’ she repeated. ‘Is that ayes?’


    ‘Yes,’ Daniel admitted.


    ‘Well, get out the back. We need someone to do a rubbish run.’


    39:40 Daniel turned back to the stack of books he had been putting price stickers on. ‘Sure thing,’ he said. ‘As soon as I finish this.’


    ‘The trolley’s full,’ Mrs Jeffords said. ‘It needs to go now. The repricing can wait.’


    Daniel nodded. This bookstore received resumes from hopeful teenagers every day. His job was in high demand—he didn’t want to look lazy.


    39:15 He put the roll of stickers down and walked through the rows of shelves into the back room, where the ordered cleanliness of the bookshop gave way to total chaos. Boxes of books were stacked haphazardly on top of one another. Customer orders were tucked in a corner with hastily scrawled names on them. Rubber bands were scattered across every flat surface.


    38:45 The rubbish cart was indeed full. There was so much flattened cardboard that Daniel would have to push it slowly or risk it spilling.


    ‘Thank goodness,’ Leela said. She was unpacking more boxes on a crowded workbench. ‘I was running out of space.’


    ‘So I see,’ Daniel said. He pushed the trolley to the back door that led directly outside. ‘I’ll be right back.’


    38:20 Out on the footpath he took a deep breath of the fresh air. Within the polished glamour of the shopping centre there were no windows. It was easy to forget that the outside world existed—but here it was, windy and bright, although clouds hid the sun from view.


    Daniel pushed the trolley around the corner and through a door marked STAFF ONLY. It was like entering another world. The floor was dirty concrete. Cracked bricks lined the walls. Neon tubes fizzed overhead. This was the side of the shopping centre customers were never supposed to see. Signs displayed pictures of security guards and cameras. THIS AREA IS MONITORED, they said. IF YOU SEE ANYONE LOITERING OR TAKING PICTURES, CONTACT SECURITY. Even the phone number was in a big, scary font.


    37:55 Daniel rode a gigantic cargo lift down to the loading dock on the bottom floor. It was like a big underground car park, where enormous boxes were delivered by even more enormous trucks. Coming down here always made Daniel feel tiny, like one of Santa’s elves.


    On weekdays the loading dock was full of people scurrying back and forth in hard hats and high-vis vests—people nothing like the polite, well-groomed staff who greeted customers upstairs. But today was Sunday, and there was only Daniel, his shuffling footsteps echoing around the cavernous space.


    36:25 Daniel pushed the rubbish cart past a row of huge locked doors painted with logos for electronics shops, supermarkets and toy stores. Soon the crusher came into view.


    The crusher was a steel box about six metres long and two metres high. There was a gate at one end and a small chute at the other. Usually there was an operator who would open the gate so Daniel could throw the cardboard inside. When the crusher was full, the operator would lock the gate, start the mechanism, and remove the crushed cardboard from the other end when the process was over. It came out looking like brown bales of hay.


    35:40 But today the operator was missing. Daniel looked around. A disposable coffee cup was balanced on a nearby rail. Daniel touched it. Still half full, and warm. The operator must have been called away.


    Daniel couldn’t stand around waiting for him to return. The bookshop was expecting him back. He supposed he could load the crusher himself while he waited.


    Daniel pulled back the bolt, opened the mesh gate and started throwing cardboard into the crusher. It landed piece by piece atop the rubbish from all the other stores in the shopping centre.


    33:30 Soon the trolley was empty. There was still no sign of the operator. Daniel closed the gate and locked it.


    Then he heard movement in side.


    Daniel peered through the mesh. It was dark inside the crusher. The scuffling sound had been so quiet that he might have imagined it, and it was gone now. The crusher was silent.


    Perhaps it was just the cardboard shifting. Maybe it was a rat. Perhaps it was nothing at all.


    32:50 But he could see a sign next to the gate: DO NOT CLIMB INTO THE CRUSHER. Why would there need to be a sign, unless someone was likely to try it?


    ‘Hello?’ Daniel called.


    His voice echoed around the inside of the crusher. There was no response.


    Daniel hesitated. He could almost hear his father telling him that he read too many gruesome books and that he should focus on his work. But he couldn’t go back to the bookshop. The steel walls of the crusher were thick and the frame was solid. There was no way anyone could escape once the door was closed. They would be flattened by the enormous metal plates. If someone was inside, Daniel had to warn the operator.


    32:20 Daniel looked around. There was still no-one else in the dock. He turned back to the crusher.


    ‘Hello?’ he called again.


    No answer. There was probably no-one inside.


    Probably.


    Daniel was still trying to decide what to do when he heard the rumbling of tyres behind him.


    He turned to see a big truck entering the loading dock. Daniel exhaled. Finally someone else was here—someone he could ask for help. He peered past the grubby windscreen to get a look at the driver.


    31:45 31:20 What he saw instead was a shapeless, convulsing mass, slumped over the steering wheel. White-knuckled hands twitched behind the glass. By the time Daniel realised what he was looking at—a driver having some kind of seizure—the truck was already speeding towards him at a deadly pace. The engine screamed even as the brakes shrieked, as if the driver was pushing one foot down on the accelerator and the other on the brake.


    Daniel bolted as the truck careened towards him. He could smell the diesel cooking in the engine.


    He dived out of the way just in time and hit the concrete as the truck sped beyond him. The vehicle ploughed through the empty rubbish cart, glanced off the crusher and smashed into the wall behind it with a deafening bang. Bricks shook loose from the ceiling and rained down around it. The truck overbalanced and came crashing down on its side.


    29:25 Daniel scrambled to his feet. He stood staring dazedly at the carnage for a moment, before running over to the truck. Through the cracked windscreen he could see the driver, unconscious and surrounded by deflating air bags. He was a young man with a stubbled chin and thick brown hair.


    ‘Hey!’ Daniel yelled. ‘Are you OK?’


    The man didn’t react. Blood trickled from his nose.


    28:15 Breathing heavily, Daniel reached for his phone to call emergency services, but he had left it in his pigeonhole upstairs.


    A siren started wailing. This whole area was monitored by cameras—someone must have seen what had happened. Hopefully the shopping centre’s security team had already called an ambulance.


    That didn’t mean they would get here in time, though. Daniel could smell petrol, and the truck was radiating heat. Neither he nor the driver was safe.


    Daniel tried to push the windscreen out of the frame so he could drag the driver out of the truck cab. But it was too solid. When he kicked the glass, he had expected it to shatter, but his foot just bounced off.


    26:50 He circled around to the underside of the truck. The heat was worse around here, but it was the only side he could climb. He stood on the inside of the driver’s side front wheel and stretched up to grab the one above. The rubber was still warm from the road, but at least it had stopped spinning. Daniel hauled himself up onto the passenger’s side of the cabin and reached for the door.


    25:30 Smash! Another brick splintered on the floor. Daniel looked up in time to see a crack grow along the mortar. Dust rained down on his head. The lights fizzled out, blanketing the loading dock in shadow.


    The truck crash had destabilised the loading dock. The ceiling was caving in. If one of those bricks hit him, he was dead.


    24:45 Wondering how his day had gone so wrong so quickly, Daniel climbed down into the truck’s cabin and closed the door above him. It smelled like air freshener and sweat. He put one foot on the gear stick, which wobbled but took his weight. He climbed down, using the passenger seat for handholds, and soon he was crouched on the inside of the driver’s door.


    Daniel wasn’t a doctor, but it didn’t look like the driver had broken anything, except possibly his nose. Once he recovered from the seizure, he would probably be OK—assuming Daniel could get him out of here before the ceiling collapsed on top of them.


    24:00 The seatbelt was stretched tight across the driver’s chest. Daniel fiddled around until he found the buckle and released it. The driver flopped down against the door.


    A brick hit the passenger window above Daniel’s head. The glass cracked but didn’t break. He doubted that he would be so lucky twice.


    23:30 Daniel tried to lift the driver, but he was too heavy. There was no way Daniel would be able to climb back up out of the cabin while carrying him. He popped open the glove compartment, looking for something he could use.


    A map, a GPS device and a notepad all tumbled onto his head. He ducked out of the way just in time to avoid a falling thermos. The metal lid chipped the driver’s window beneath Daniel’s feet, which gave him an idea.


    He picked up the flask and slammed it against the already splintered windscreen. The glass broke into two big chunks and popped out of the frame. Daniel crawled through the gap and heaved the unconscious driver out of the cabin.


    22:25 A huge chunk of the ceiling fell and smashed against the back of the truck. A wheel snapped off the axle and rolled away across the loading dock. The smell of petrol became thicker. The fumes were making Daniel dizzy. The heat was getting stronger. He couldn’t actually see any flames, but he was worried the fuel tank might explode.


    Daniel had thought he would be able to lift the driver onto his shoulders, but it was impossible. Even with the adrenaline flooding his system, the driver was too heavy.


    21:10 The ceiling was coming down all around them in huge blocks. The lifts and the stairwell were all the way over on the other side of the dock—too far. The back doors to all the shops were locked. There was nowhere to take shelter …


    Except maybe inside the crusher.


    Daniel stared at the steel walls and the massive door. They looked strong—the impact with the out-of-control truck had hardly left a dent—but would the crusher withstand all the falling concrete?


    20:20 He had to hope so. He was out of other options.


    19:15 Daniel grabbed the driver’s wrists and dragged him across the concrete floor to the crusher. He opened the gate and, with the last of his strength, lifted the man and pushed him through the gap. Then he scrambled up after the driver and landed on the soft bed of cardboard inside.


    Boom! The truck’s fuel tank exploded like a grenade. Daniel hauled the gate closed just in time—a cascade of flying bricks bounced off the steel, filling the crusher with dust and gravel. With a mighty crash, the last of the ceiling came down, leaving dents in the steel above Daniel’s head.


    Silence fell.


    18:10 Daniel sneezed some grit out of his lungs and peered out through the mesh of the gate. There was so much dust and smoke in the air that he couldn’t see anything.


    The inside of the crusher was almost pitch black. The only illumination came from a small power light next to the door, which gave everything a dim red glow.


    ‘I think we’re OK.’ He let out a shaky breath.


    The driver didn’t respond. Daniel pressed two fingers to the man’s throat. A pulse. He was alive, but still unconscious. As Daniel’s ears adjusted to the silence he could hear him breathing.


    This made him wonder about the smoke. Every breath put more deadly toxins into their lungs. How long before someone came to put out the fire?


    17:40 Nothing else seemed to be falling from the ceiling. Maybe they could leave. Daniel tried to push the gate open, but it wouldn’t budge. The flying bricks had moved the bolt.


    With growing panic, Daniel rattled the gate like an angry chimp. It wouldn’t move at all.


    How much time would it take for someone to dig them out? At least fifteen minutes, surely. Maybe twenty, or thirty. Would they last that long?


    17:05 Daniel had to get help, and quickly. He felt his trousers for his phone—and then remembered that he still didn’t have it.


    ‘Uunnhh.’ A groan.


    ‘You’re awake,’ Daniel said. He touched the driver’s shoulder. ‘Are you OK?’


    16:30 The driver didn’t respond.


    ‘Don’t panic,’ Daniel told him. ‘I’m sure someone’s coming for us. We’ll be fine.’


    Another groan. But there was no change in the driver’s expression. He looked unconscious. The sound had come from somewhere else.


    16:10 Daniel remembered the scuffling he’d heard before the truck showed up. Maybe someone was in here, buried under the rubbish. ‘Hello?’ Daniel called.


    Silence.


    Daniel dug through the layers of cardboard. Dust tickled his nose and eyes. Scrunched up balls of paper bounced around him.


    15:45 And then he saw it, sticking out of the garbage—a finger.


    Daniel pushed some more rubbish aside. The finger was attached to a hand with a missing ring finger. The knuckle ended in a smooth stump. Daniel kept digging. Soon he had uncovered a body.


    15:15 The red glow from the power light was just bright enough for him to tell that the woman was tall, with slip-on shoes and a heavy overcoat. Her hair was grey, or perhaps blonde. She lay face down on the cardboard. Daniel took her hand. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


    She groaned again. Something stuck out of the back of her neck—a small metal cylinder with feathers sticking out the end. It looked to Daniel like a dart.


    Someone had shot this woman. Drugged her. Who was she? How had she ended up here?


    Daniel couldn’t roll her over with the poison dart in her neck. Very, very carefully, he plucked it out. It was surprisingly light—no heavier than a thick pencil. He stabbed it into a flattened box so there was no risk of pricking himself with it, and then rolled the woman over.


    14:40 ‘What happened?’ she whispered. Her voice was rough, as though she hadn’t spoken in a long time.


    ‘The ceiling fell down,’ Daniel said.


    ‘What ceiling? Where am I? Who are you?’


    Daniel ran his fingers through his hair, unsure where to begin.


    Her last question was the easiest to answer. ‘I’m Daniel,’ he began. ‘We’re, uh … stuck. In a rubbish compactor. Under a shopping centre.’


    14:20 The woman sat up, and sniffed. ‘Is something burning?’


    ‘A truck. The driver had a fit and crashed it.’ Daniel gestured at the driver. ‘Lucky he did, otherwise I wouldn’t have found you.’


    ‘So, we’re trapped in a compactor filled with flammable materials, with a burning truck right outside the door. Correct?’


    13:55 Daniel nodded.


    The woman didn’t look frightened. Whoever she was, she was no stranger to dangerous situations.


    ‘We need to get that gate open,’ she said. ‘Is it stuck?’


    ‘Locked, I think.’ Daniel scrambled back over to the gate. ‘There’s a bolt.’


    ‘And you can’t reach it?’


    13:15 Daniel jammed his fingers through the bars. He could feel various metallic shapes, but none that moved. ‘I can’t quite—’


    Something beeped.


    He and the woman looked at each other.


    ‘What was that?’ she asked.


    No, no, no, Daniel thought.


    12:50 There was a humming from beneath their feet.


    ‘I think I just switched it on,’ he whispered.


    The rubbish started to slide around him. The conveyor belt under the cardboard was dragging it away from the door. Hydraulic pistons whined. Paper rustled.


    ‘Grab onto something!’ the woman yelled.


    12:20 Daniel gripped the gate and held on tight. The woman did the same.


    The crusher was divided into two halves. One half was where the rubbish was loaded in. The other half was where the rubbish was flattened, turned into bales and removed. As long as they stayed in the loading half, they would be fine.


    This would be easy if it was just the two of them. But the unconscious driver was being dragged away with the rubbish. A massive steel plate was waiting to squash him.


    12:00 Daniel let go of the door and waded into the moving river of rubbish. Just as the driver’s ankles entered the danger, Daniel grabbed his wrists and pulled. The man slid easily over the cardboard.


    But walking back towards the door was like walking uphill during a landslide. The rubbish kept slipping away under Daniel’s feet.


    11:25 ‘Help me!’ he yelled.


    The woman let go of the door with one hand and reached out for Daniel with the other. He stumbled towards her and just managed to grab on. She squeezed so hard the bones in his fingers hurt, but she pulled him close enough to the door that he could grab it. She was incredibly strong.


    ‘Thanks,’ he puffed.


    ‘How long until emergency services get here?’


    ‘I don’t know. An alarm went off.’


    10:50 They each held onto the door with one hand and the driver’s wrists with the other, sharing his weight as his legs dragged along the rubbish. But Daniel’s arms were already tiring, and it was getting harder to hold on. The last of the cardboard had been sucked into the compactor, exposing the conveyor belt beneath them.


    10:25 Nasty metal spikes lined the rubber, designed to make sure all the rubbish was sucked in. The spikes kept catching on the driver’s boots and trousers. Soon they would pull him into the compactor.


    ‘He’s too heavy,’ the woman yelled. ‘We need to shut down that conveyor belt.’


    Daniel pictured the control panel for the crusher. There was an emergency stop button—but it was slightly further away from the gate than the other controls. They wouldn’t be able to reach it.


    ‘The button is too far away,’ he cried.


    ‘Then we need to cut the power somehow.’


    Daniel looked around frantically. ‘I don’t see any wires. Do you have a phone?’


    10:05 ‘No, they must have taken it.’ The woman didn’t say who ‘they’ were. ‘What about him?’


    Daniel felt a surge of hope. He hadn’t thought to check the driver’s pockets. But the man’s legs were dragging along the conveyor belt—Daniel couldn’t reach his pockets while he was up here clinging to the door.


    ‘I’ll check,’ he said. ‘You hold him.’


    09:30 The woman gritted her teeth, taking the driver’s weight by herself. ‘I can give you thirty seconds,’ she grunted.


    Daniel dropped down onto the conveyor belt. Crawling along it in order to stay in the same place, he rummaged through the driver’s pockets. He found nothing but lint in one of them.


    ‘Hurry,’ the woman gasped.


    Daniel checked the opposite pocket. Yes!


    09:05 ‘I have his phone,’ he yelled.


    ‘I can’t hold him much longer,’ the woman said.


    Daniel grabbed the driver’s floppy wrist, sharing the weight. Instead of holding onto the door he jogged along the conveyor belt so he had one hand free to use the phone.


    If it was locked with a PIN he would be able to call emergency services, but no-one else. Fortunately, there was no PIN.


    ‘Who are you calling?’ the woman asked.


    08:20 Daniel dialled the number he had seen on the antiterrorism poster. ‘Shopping centre security,’ he said.


    The phone rang and rang. He guessed they were getting a lot of calls. Running along the belt while half carrying the driver in almost total blackness was exhausting—he couldn’t keep this up much longer.


    07:15 ‘Security,’ a voice said finally.


    ‘Three people are trapped in the crusher in the loading dock,’ Daniel yelled. ‘You have to shut it down. Quickly!’


    ‘Slow down,’ the man said. ‘I can cut the power from here. Do you know which crusher they’re in?’


    Daniel hadn’t known there was more than one. ‘I don’t know. Shut them all down. Hurry!’


    ‘Hold on.’


    ‘Hold on?!’


    06:40 But the man had already gone.


    Daniel tripped over a spike on the conveyor belt. He cried out as he fell and slammed down onto the rubber alongside the driver. They both trundled backwards into the more dangerous half of the crusher. The massive steel plate loomed over Daniel’s head.


    05:45 He tried to climb to his feet, but the sliding rubbish and the erratic movement of the conveyor belt made it impossible. Soon he was pressed against the back wall of the crusher, getting buried in garbage.


    ‘I’ve got you!’ The woman dropped down onto the belt and ran over to him. She grabbed him with one hand and the driver with the other—


    And then the conveyor belt stopped moving. The red light turned green.


    05:00 It was so sudden that the woman fell over, landing alongside Daniel on the stack of cardboard. For a wonderful moment he thought someone had successfully shut down the crusher.


    Then the steel plate started to descend on top of him.


    ‘No!’ Daniel screamed. He tried to dig his way out, but the rubbish was already compressing around him. It was like trying to crawl through setting concrete. He couldn’t see the woman any more, but he could hear her screaming.


    04:35 The hydraulics whined as the plate began to crush the rubbish and the three people buried amongst it. Daniel managed to push a hand out of the debris and grab one of the spikes on the conveyor belt, but he couldn’t haul himself out of the danger zone. The plate was too low and the rubbish was too tight around him. It was like being squeezed in a giant pair of pliers.


    That’s all that will be left of me, he realised. One hand, holding on a spike. The rest will be gone.


    04:00 His ribs creaked. The plate was forcing the air out of his lungs. He was getting dizzy.


    This was the end—


    And then the plate stopped descending. The green light went out.


    Daniel could hear voices. Not the woman—someone else. Someone in the loading dock.


    03:15 He tried to call out to them, but his voice emerged as a pitiful croak.


    ‘In here!’ the woman called. Daniel couldn’t turn his head to see her, but she sounded like she was near the gate. She must have gotten out from under the plate. ‘We’re in here!’


    Daniel heard rubble shifting outside. Torchlight shone into the crusher.


    ‘Agent Reliot?’ a male voice called. ‘Is that you?’


    Daniel tried to speak, but he had no more air left. His mouth moved silently, like that of a fish.


    ‘About time,’ the woman said. ‘Quick—there’s a kid trapped under there.’


    02:35 ‘Let the fluid out of the hydraulics to release the pressure,’ the man told someone.


    There was a clank and hiss. The weight on Daniel’s back eased slightly. He took a gasp of air. His whole body ached.


    Slowly he turned his head. Two uniformed men stood by the crusher gate. One of them was cutting through the bolt with some kind of electric saw. The badges on their sleeves read SPII.


    ‘Who’s the kid?’ the other man asked.


    ‘He saved my life,’ the woman said.


    01:20 The man nodded slowly. ‘Hold tight,’ he told Daniel. ‘We’ll get you out.’


    Hold tight. Daniel tried to laugh, but he still couldn’t move.


    00:30 The bolt snapped. One of the men crawled into the crusher and started pulling compacted cardboard out from around Daniel. He felt the pressure around his ribs ease off.


    ‘How much do you know?’ he asked.


    Daniel was confused. ‘About what?’


    The man grinned, showing chipped teeth. ‘Excellent.’ He dragged Daniel out of the garbage. ‘We owe you a great debt. But in future, don’t climb into these things.’ He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘Didn’t you see the sign?’


    00:00 This time Daniel did laugh.
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    KILL ALL HUMANS


    40:00 ‘Some day,’ Major Griff said, ‘wars will be fought entirely by machines.’


    ‘You’ll be out of a job,’ Tak Zobel said.


    His teacher, Mr McNulty, tried to silence him with a sharp look.


    39:40 Major Griff was a blue-eyed woman with a regal nose. She wore a bulky camouflage uniform and her hair was concealed under a matching cap. Her boots were as shiny as the medals on her lapel. Unlike everyone else Tak had seen on the army base, she was smiling—but the smile looked practised and a little patronising.


    ‘More than two thousand unmanned aerial vehicles are already deployed in Syria,’ she continued. ‘Bomb disposal is almost always done by robots. Forty per cent of the boats in our navy have neither pilots, nor passengers. But this machine will change everything.’


    She adjusted the blinds, revealing the room behind the window. Tak had pictured white walls, white-coated workers and beakers atop Bunsen burners, but there was no-one around. The lab actually looked more like a bowling alley. There were a bunch of monitors and racks at one end and paper targets all the way up at the other, with a long space in between. The targets were shaped like people.


    Not a bowling alley, Tak realised. A shooting range.


    ‘Meet the ZX90,’ Major Griff said, ‘or as we like to call him, Zeus.’


    38:45 The robot sat motionless amongst the racks of drills and angle grinders. It looked like a tank, but smaller—about the size of a bathtub. The shell was painted yellow and grey, like a dusty bee. A long gun was mounted on the front, and a bubble camera was stuck to the top.


    The class oohed and aahed. Kids at the back of the antechamber stood on their tiptoes to get a better view.


    ‘Zeus can withstand a direct hit from any projectile short of a Hellfire missile,’ Griff said. ‘Thanks to the fine hairs on his treads he can climb almost vertically, and if he falls or tips over, he can right himself.’


    ‘Can he swim?’ someone asked.


    38:15 ‘No, but he’s waterproof, so he can cross rivers by crawling along the riverbed. This is the current model—the next version will contain a helium canister and a weather balloon. If Zeus needs to surface, he’ll be able to inflate the balloon and float upwards.’


    ‘Does it run on petrol?’ someone else asked.


    ‘Batteries,’ Griff said. ‘He can recharge by finding and consuming biomass—dead animals, rotting plants and so forth. Infra-red cameras help him identify enemy combatants, even in the dark, and he can shoot a met re-wide target from up to three kilometres away, which is better than the best human sniper.’


    37:55 ‘Cooooool,’ one kid said.


    Tak stared. He’d never seen a gun in real life, and it made him nervous. He wished the tour would move on to the planes.


    Tak hoped to be a pilot some day. His dad lived in Adelaide and his mum lived in Brisbane. Whenever he flew from one city to the other he made sure to get a window seat, ideally near the wing so he could watch the jets spin and the air brakes move. On weekends he used a flight simulator on his computer to take virtual flights all over Europe.


    37:20 Mr McNulty shushed the class. He was a long-legged man with swept-back hair and a striped necktie. ‘How can the ZX90 save human lives, Major?’ he prompted.


    ‘Every robot we send into the field is one more soldier who can stay home,’ Griff said. She didn’t elaborate.


    ‘Can Zeus also be used for search and rescue?’ McNulty asked after a pause.


    ‘That’s not his primary function,’ Griff said.


    No, Tak thought. It’s literally a killing machine.


    36:50 He stuck up his hand. McNulty looked nervous. Tak was not one of his star pupils.


    ‘Yes.’ Griff pointed at Tak.


    ‘Does the other side have robots, too?’ Tak asked.


    ‘Well, Mr …’


    ‘Zobel,’ Tak said. ‘Tak Zobel.’


    ‘Well, that’s an excellent question, Mr Zobel. We are fighting several wars on several fronts, and some of our enemies have started using primitive robots—remote control cars, for example—to deliver explosives. Fortunately, our technology is much more advanced than theirs. With continued research and development, we hope to keep it that way.’ Griff pointed to a girl up the back. ‘Yes.’


    36:25 ‘Surely the enemy doesn’t need to build more advanced robots,’ the girl said. ‘They can just steal yours.’


    Tak could tell that McNulty was starting to regret taking this particular group of students on this field trip. But Major Griff merely chuckled.


    ‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’ she asked.


    ‘Peggy,’ said the girl, who didn’t look like she appreciated being called sweetheart. Tak didn’t know her well, but she was the reason he had passed computer class—she had spent her lunchtime teaching him to use HTML tags. He still owed her a favour.


    35:45 ‘Well, Peggy,’ Griff said, ‘Zeus won’t just let himself get captured. He can aim and shoot so quickly that the chance of an enemy combatant getting close enough to take control of him is minuscule.’


    ‘But surely—’


    ‘Next question.’


    ‘But surely they wouldn’t need to get close,’ Peggy insisted. ‘If you guys are transmitting instructions to the robot, couldn’t they just hack in and send some instructions of their own?’


    35:20 Zeus swivelled slightly. Lenses glittered inside the bubble camera.


    Everyone turned to look at the robot. Tak hadn’t realised it was switched on.


    ‘He does that sometimes,’ Griff said, after a pause. ‘Adjusting so he can see or hear better.’


    ‘It can hear us?’ McNulty whispered.


    ‘Oh, absolutely. He can even understand simple instructions. For example—’


    Griff tapped on the window. The robot’s treads whirred as it turned to face her.


    34:45 ‘Zeus,’ she said. ‘Retreat.’


    Zeus zoomed back to the paper targets in a matter of seconds and stopped.


    ‘Hmm,’ Griff said. ‘I expected him to move away from the targets, but never mind. He’s still in the experimental stage, so he’s full of surprises.’


    34:15 Nervous laughter from the class.


    ‘How does he know the good guys from the bad guys?’ one boy asked.


    ‘Good question. All our soldiers wear ID bracelets which broadcast a radio signal to unmanned vehicles and aircraft. Basically it’s a way of saying “don’t shoot” without making any sound. And Zeus can scan for weapons in a split second. He’s programmed to never target people with tags or without weapons.’


    ‘Until someone messes with his programming,’ Peggy murmured.


    ‘Shh,’ McNulty said.


    Zeus slowly rolled back up the range towards them.


    ‘Any more questions before we move on to look at the fighter jets?’ Griff asked.


    33:30 Peggy raised her hand again.


    Several people in the class sighed audibly.


    ‘Yes, sweetheart,’ Griff said.


    ‘When you said “retreat”,’ Peggy said, ‘the robot moved away from us. Doesn’t that make us the targets?’


    At that point Zeus opened fire at the class.


    Tak didn’t even have time to duck. The gunshots were deafening as they slammed into the glass.


    Everyone screamed—


    But the shots didn’t break the window. The glass chipped, but the bullets didn’t come through. Zeus moved to the window and examined the chips with its camera. Tak backed away, his heart racing.


    32:45 ‘It’s been hacked!’ Peggy shrieked.


    ‘Stay calm,’ Griff bellowed. ‘That’s not glass—it’s aluminium oxynitride. Zeus can’t break it. I’ll ask everyone to quickly and quietly go back the way we came to leave the building.’


    Kids were already running for the exit.


    Turning away from the window, Zeus rolled towards the laboratory door. The robot had no hands, and the door had both a handle and a keypad. Could the machine get through?


    32:00 The hinges at the top of the door exploded outwards in pieces. Sparks rained down on Tak’s head. The robot was shooting its way to them.


    ‘Move, move, move!’ Griff yelled.


    Tak raced after the rest of the class, out of the antechamber and into a long corridor. Griff slammed a heavy steel door behind them and locked it. She reached over to a handle on the wall, which looked a bit like a fire alarm, and pulled. A warning siren blared through the facility.


    This building was devoted to research and development, but the rest of the army base was populated with soldiers. If the class could get out of the building, surely they would be safe.


    Tak was a good runner. He was ahead of most of the class. He looked back as he ran, checking that they hadn’t left anyone behind.


    30:25 They hadn’t—but half the hinges on the steel door were missing. Zeus was coming after them. And if that gun really had a range of three kilometres, there was no time to get to a safe distance. They had to hide, fast.


    30:05 The class ran through a set of double doors onto the airfield—a wide grassy field crisscrossed with tarmac. The doors swung shut behind them and the lock engaged automatically. The base had several buildings, but most were too far to run to in time. The closest cover was a huge aircraft hangar with a domed roof about two hundred metres away.


    The front gates—the only way out, as far as Tak knew—were much further away, and in the opposite direction. Which way should he go?


    Griff made the decision for him. ‘That way,’ she bellowed, pointing to the aircraft hangar. Everyone else ran, while she stayed behind to shut the door.


    28:55 Peggy was running alongside Tak.


    ‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ Tak puffed.


    Peggy was red with exertion. ‘Just run!’ she said.


    28:30 The closer Tak got to the aircraft hangar, the bigger it seemed. When they reached the main door he saw fighter jets lined up inside like bowling pins at the start of a game, and equipment crates stacked up against the walls. But there were no pilots or soldiers around.


    ‘Where is everybody?’ McNulty demanded. ‘Who’s going to stop the robot?’


    Griff had just arrived. She didn’t look puffed, despite the heavy uniform.


    ‘We’re prepared for scenarios like this,’ she said.


    She produced a mobile phone, punched in a number and started talking.


    27:10 ‘This is Major Griff, authorisation code Charlie, Charlie, Juliet, Echo. Activate the Atlantis protocol.’


    She hung up the phone. ‘I suggest you take cover,’ she said, jogging towards a row of crates. The group raced after her.


    The doors they’d just exited were visible through a narrow window near the crates. Tak watched another set of hinges burst in the distance. Would Zeus see them through the glass if it escaped? Was this window bulletproof?


    Tak asked, ‘What is the Atlantis—’


    26:15 Kaboom!


    A shockwave rippled out from the research and development building. The windows blew out on the bottom floor, then the first floor, then the second. Crash! Crash! Crash! A wreath of smoke swirled around the distant building.


    Then it fell in upon itself as though the concrete had turned to water. The walls crumbled away and hit the ground. In just a few seconds the building had completely disappeared. It was like a magic trick.


    24:40 The echoes died away.


    ‘The Atlantis protocol,’ Griff began gloomily, ‘is an extreme but effective way of preventing dangerous tech from leaving the base. Zeus is now buried under a thousand tonnes of concrete.’


    ‘Is anyone injured?’ Mr McNulty asked.


    Everyone in the class shook their heads. Some of the kids still looked terrified—others were merely dazed.


    ‘I’ll have to escort you all off the base now,’ Griff said. ‘The clean-up will be a huge operation. And expensive.’


    Tak wasn’t sure Griff had intended for them to hear that part. He turned to look at the rubble-filled pit which had once been a building. How many amazing inventions had been destroyed?


    23:55 A piece of concrete shifted.


    At first Tak thought the debris was still settling. Or perhaps another charge had gone off.


    But no, the piece of concrete had moved upwards.


    ‘Major,’ Tak said. ‘Something’s moving under the rubble.’


    Griff stared at the wreckage, eyes narrowed. ‘That’s impossible,’ she said finally.


    ‘I saw it,’ Tak insisted.


    23:15 Another block rolled over, unleashing a cloud of brick dust—


    And Zeus emerged from the gap.


    ‘Everybody down!’ Griff roared.


    22:45 Tak threw himself to the floor just in time. A row of holes punched through the window. The bullets pinged off the parked planes and left dents in the cargo crates. If Tak had been standing up he would have been shot in the head.


    When the echoes of the gunshots died away, Tak could hear the whirring of tank treads. Zeus was coming.


    Griff was still by the window—lying on her back in a growing pool of blood. She had been shot.


    ‘Major!’ Tak cried.


    A groan echoed through the hangar. She was alive. But maybe not for much longer.


    21:30 The equipment crates had labels stamped on them. One said: MEDICAL.


    Tak popped open the clasps. The crate was filled with med-kits. He could see bandages and disinfectant through the plastic lids, as well as syringes marked ANAESTHETIC and ADRENALINE. Tak grabbed one of the kits and sprinted to wards Griff.


    21:00 Dashing into the line of fire was a bad idea, but he did it anyway. He couldn’t just watch Griff die.


    He reached the major and dropped to his knees. The bullet had gone through her thigh. There was a lot of blood. The smell made him feel sick. Could a person survive after losing that much blood?


    ‘Major Griff,’ he said. ‘Can you hear me?’


    Griff’s eyes were shut, but her voice was clear. ‘I’ve been shot,’ she said.


    ‘Yes.’ Tak fumbled with the med-kit and dug out the bottle of disinfectant.


    20:40 ‘My leg hurts,’ Griff said. ‘That’s a good sign. It means my spine is intact, and I haven’t yet gone into shock.’ Tak could almost believe she was a robot.


    Tak upended the bottle of disinfectant onto the bullet wound. Griff hissed through clenched teeth as the fluid stung her skin.


    20:15 ‘You have some first-aid training, Mr Zobel?’ she grunted.


    He’d had one brief lesson at school, two years ago. Tak doubted that Griff would find that comforting. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Lots.’ He wound a bandage tightly around her leg. It bloomed red immediately.


    ‘You have to put more pressure on it.’ Peggy was right behind him. She had run over to help.


    19:50 Tak pressed down on the bandage, trying to hold the blood in. ‘She needs a hospital,’ he said.


    ‘Can’t get to the one on base,’ Griff mumbled. Her voice was getting faint. ‘Not with that thing out there.’


    ‘Why is it trying to kill us?’ Tak demanded.


    ‘It might be an accident,’ Peggy said.


    ‘An accident?’


    ‘Think about it. If I hacked that robot, I wouldn’t want it to go crazy while it was still on the base. I’d wait until it was on the battlefield.’


    19:25 ‘So?’ Tak didn’t understand.


    ‘So someone probably tried to take control of the robot in secret. But that’s the trouble with artificial intelligence. The more complex it is, the more unpredictable. The robot realised it was under attack, and reacted badly.’


    Reacted badly. Tak looked down. His hands were sticky with blood.


    18:45 ‘Infantry can’t hurt it,’ Griff grunted. ‘They’ll stay back. Need air support.’


    ‘I have an idea.’ Peggy pointed at a computer terminal in another corner of the hangar. It was mounted on wheels so it could move around and had some kind of cannon on it.


    ‘That looks like a laser-targeting system,’ she said. ‘If I can get it going, I can paint Zeus with a laser so a Hellfire missile can zero in on it.’


    Tak’s eyes widened. ‘Can it shoot Hellfire missiles?’


    18:15 ‘No,’ Peggy said. ‘You need a plane for that.’


    ‘But all the planes are in here with us and there’s no pilots,’ Tak said.


    Peggy pointed at the row of planes. ‘I know you’re into flight sims,’ she said. ‘You think you can fly one of those jets?’


    Clang! Another bullet came in through the hangar window. Zeus was getting closer.


    Tak stared at Peggy. ‘Are you crazy?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Am I?’


    ‘F-38 United Strike Fighters,’ Griff said. ‘Complicated machines. Not like playing video games.’


    17:55 Tak considered the idea. It seemed insane, but it might be their only chance.


    ‘Does it have an air speed indicator?’ he asked Griff. ‘Ground speed, altitude, throttle? All the usual stuff?’


    Griff didn’t reply. She had gone very pale.


    ‘She doesn’t have much time,’ Peggy said.


    ‘This is insane,’ Tak said. ‘Zeus will start shooting as soon as I drive the plane out of the hangar.’


    17:20 ‘Then you’d better go pretty fast.’


    Tak looked down at Griff. The veins were visible in her neck. Then he looked back at the other students, who were building a flimsy barricade out of equipment crates under McNulty’s direction.


    17:00 ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Let’s do this.’


    The bleeding seemed to be slowing down. Hopefully that was because the wound was healing, rather than because Griff’s heart was giving out. He and Peggy dragged her across the floor to McNulty.


    ‘Put pressure on the wound,’ Tak said to his teacher.


    McNulty did. Tak wrenched open an equipment crate marked FLIGHT SUITS.


    16:25 ‘What are you doing?’ McNulty asked.


    ‘Getting myself killed, probably,’ Tak muttered under his breath. He grabbed a helmet with a built-in mask. There was no time to put on a full flight suit.


    Peggy ran over to the laser-targeting system and started fiddling. Tak felt himself become invisible. When Peggy was working on anything with a screen, the rest of the world seemed to disappear for her.


    ‘Wait,’ Griff gasped. ‘Keys.’


    Tak looked back at her. She was pointing at a keyring on her belt.


    ‘Blue,’ she said.


    Tak grabbed the keyring and found the blue key.


    15:20 ‘Thanks,’ he said, and sprinted to a plane.


    The fighter jet was way bigger up close. He grabbed a nearby stepladder so he could climb up to the top.


    When he crashed in the simulator—as he had done many, many times—he could just restart the flight. But if he made a mistake in this plane, he was dead and so were his friends. The robot would hunt them down and shoot them to pieces.


    14:40 Tak jammed the blue key into the lock and twisted. The glass casing hissed as the tension released, then it slid back, revealing the cockpit.


    Tak dropped down into the seat. The space was cramped—not a centimetre had been wasted in construction. Hundreds of switches and glowing dials surrounded him. Most were labelled—ARM, EJECT, FUEL DUMP—but many weren’t. Tak told himself that he wouldn’t need to know what most of them did. The important ones were the same on every plane.


    13:30 It was terrifying, but it was also thrilling. Tak was in the pilot’s seat of a real aircraft. It was exactly what he had always fantasised about.


    Well, not exactly. He hadn’t planned on taking out a killer robot.


    He could hear a faint voice coming from his helmet. He put the helmet on and tightened the straps.


    ‘Hello?’ he said.


    Peggy’s voice crackled in the speakers. She must have found a radio. ‘I’ve worked out how to switch on the laser-targeting system,’ she said. ‘Are you ready?’


    Tak looked around at the instruments. ‘I guess so.’


    12:55 ‘Well, do it! You’re cleared for take-off! Go, go!’


    Tak closed the hatch above him. There was another hiss as the pressure equalised. He tightened the five-point harness around his chest, flicked a switch and heard the jet engines roar to life. The seat vibrated under him.


    12:20 He eased the power up and up, but the plane didn’t move. What was wrong?


    Oh. The brakes were still engaged. He flicked another switch. The locks clanked and the plane lurched forwards, knocking over the stepladder and trundling towards the hangar door.


    The runway wasn’t very long. Tak would have to reach take-off speed quickly to get over the fence, but he couldn’t accelerate too fast without losing control of the aircraft. This would be tough.


    ‘Go!’ Peggy said again.


    11:15 Tak pushed the throttle and the jet shot out onto the runway.


    Clang! Something hit the side of the plane. Tak turned his head in time to see Zeus rolling towards him, rifle raised. The robot was about halfway between the collapsed building and the hangar. If the bullets hit the missile, his plane would turn into a fireball before he even got off the ground.


    ‘Zeus is shooting at me!’ he yelled.


    ‘Then hurry up!’


    10:45 Tak shoved at the throttle. The acceleration crushed him into the seat as the fighter jet rocketed up the runway. Tak fought with the pedals, trying to keep the jet from veering off.


    In seconds he was more than a kilometre away from Zeus. The fence line rushed towards him. The soldiers on the other side—who had evacuated when Griff sounded the alarm—scattered. The world outside the cockpit became a blur and a green light blinked on, telling Tak that he had reached take-off velocity.


    At the last minute, Tak pulled back on the control lever. The wings tilted and the plane lifted off the ground. It shot over the fence and the trees, leaving the airfield behind.


    It wasn’t at all like the simulator. His stomach was floating around as though he was on a trampoline. The plane was unimaginably fast.


    09:30 Tak tilted the stick, trying to turn the aircraft back around. The missile should steer itself towards the laser target, but he figured he had to be facing the right way before he fired it.


    The horizon sloped as the plane banked, circling back to the airfield.


    ‘Is the target ready?’ he asked Peggy.


    ‘I’ve drilled a hole in the hangar wall,’ she said. ‘I just have to line up the laser with Zeus.’


    08:50 Tak couldn’t wait. He was going so fast he would overshoot the base in a matter of seconds. ‘Hurry!’


    ‘Just give me a minute.’


    Tak wasn’t sure he had a minute, but he kept the nose of the plane pointed at the airfield.


    ‘Ok,’ Peggy said. ‘Locked on.’


    There was a switch near Tak’s right hand marked ARM. He flicked it.


    For a moment, there was no reaction.


    08:15 A shrill beep came from the instrument panel. Then a message flashed up on the screen: ARMED.


    Tak reached for the button marked FIRE—


    Then he saw a flash of gunfire down below.


    ‘No!’ Peggy screamed.


    ‘What’s happening?’ Tak demanded. His instrument panel beeped again: TARGET LOST.


    ‘Zeus is shooting at us!’ Peggy yelled. ‘It hit the targeting system!’


    ‘Is everyone OK?’


    07:40 ‘I can’t lock on. The laser is totally destroyed.’


    Tak hit the FIRE button. Nothing happened. He tried ARM and then FIRE. Still nothing. The missile wouldn’t launch without a target.


    Tak ground his teeth together. He was close enough to see Zeus now, rolling across the grass. It had almost reached the hangar. In another minute it would reach the door and open fire on his friends.


    ‘Get everyone behind the barricade,’ he said.


    ‘What are you doing?’ Peggy sounded worried.


    ‘Something I’ve done plenty of times in the simulator,’ he said. ‘Just stay down.’


    07:00 He aimed the nose of the plane at Zeus. An alarm filled the cabin as the artificial horizon wobbled. A light flashed—PULL UP.


    Tak didn’t.


    He kept the plane pointed at Zeus as he pushed the throttle as far as it could go. The jet engines screamed on either side of him.


    06:25 He didn’t know if the Hellfire missile would explode when the plane crashed into the ground. But it didn’t matter. Tak doubted that the robot could survive a tonne of steel and jet fuel slamming into it at almost two thousand kilometres per hour.


    He could see Zeus’s gun swivelling towards the oncoming fighter jet. It was going to try to shoot him out of the sky.


    Tak adjusted the angle one last time as the plane hurtled towards the ground, lining the nose up with the robot.


    05:50 Then he flicked the switch marked EJECT.


    Nothing happened.


    Tak screamed. He was about to hit the ground and die in a ball of fire—


    05:35 Then the hatch popped off the cockpit and was sucked away. Tak barely had time to lookup before the chair slammed into the underside of his legs.


    He shot up out of the fighter jet a split second before it hit the ground, right on top of Zeus. Sharp pieces of metal exploded in all directions. The Hellfire missile detonated in a pillar of flame. The heat cooked Tak’s feet as the ejector seat streaked up into the clear blue sky, crushing Tak’s spine and turning his insides to jelly. Shadows crawled in from the corners of his vision, and he fought to stay conscious. He was shooting upwards so fast that it took a while for the sound of the blast below to catch up.


    04:10 The ejector seat reached the top of its arc, and started to fall. Tak’s stomach lurched. He looked around in growing panic. Where was the button for the parachute?


    The buttons on the sides of the seat turned out to be just bolts. He thought one of the dangling straps might be a ripcord, but they were all connected to his harness. Tak twisted in the chair, looking for some way to launch the parachute—


    Whoosh! The parachute deployed above him. The sudden jolt nearly broke Tak’s neck. He clung to the sides of the seat as it slowly floated to the ground.


    01:45 By the time he thumped down on the airfield, an ambulance was tearing across the runway towards the hangar. Peggy must have called them on the radio and told them that Zeus had been destroyed. Soldiers were running in from the fence line. Afire truck zoomed for the burning grass.


    A man in a long coat was standing near the wreckage of the plane, staring curiously at the shattered remains of the robot. He wasn’t wearing military garb, but none of the soldiers seemed to notice him.


    He turned around as Tak unbuckled his harness. There were lines around his eyes and his hair was grey, but he didn’t move like an old man.


    00:55 ‘That plane cost ninety-one million dollars,’ he said mildly.


    Tak winced. Was he in big trouble?


    ‘Why did you crash it?’ the man in the coat asked.


    ‘The missiles wouldn’t fire,’ Tak said.


    ‘So this was a last-minute plan? Improvised?’


    ‘More like last-second.’


    00:45 The man nodded, smiling faintly. ‘You saved many lives today. You and your friend.’


    Who are you?’ Tak asked.


    The man looked like he was choosing his words carefully. ‘I’m trying to catch a hacker. I followed the signal here. That’s really all I can tell you … for now.’


    00:25 He handed a business card to Tak. ‘Call me sometime,’ he said. ‘It could be a great opportunity for you.’ He walked briskly away towards the hangar.


    Tak looked down at the business card. The name was R. Mercer. There was no business address, no email. Just a phone number.


    00:00 He turned it over, looking for more. There was just one word: SPII.
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    NIGHTMARE


    40:00 Harry first realised he was dreaming when he heard the knocking.


    The nightmare was the same every night. The closet would be closed, even though he remembered leaving it open. He would hear two slow taps from inside. Knock. Knock. When Harry opened the door he would see a man standing in the shadows, eyes closed. The man would be wearing Harry’s clothes, which were far too small on him. The cuffs of the sleeves would be halfway up his forearms and the trousers would leave his shins exposed.


    The man would grab Harry by the collar of his pyjamas. He would smile and open his eyes—


    But he didn’t have any eyeballs. Instead there were coins placed in his eye sockets, shining silver in the dark.


    39:15 Knock. Knock. There it was again. And there was another sound, too. A distant hissing, as though someone had left the hose on in the backyard.


    38:25 Harry cowered under his doona. His heartbeat was like thunder. This is a dream, he told himself. There’s no need to panic.


    He had experienced this nightmare almost every night since his school project about ancient Egypt. He had learned that coins were often placed upon the eyelids of the dead to pay for admittance to the afterlife. The nightmare would end with a realisation—that the dead man in his closet, the man wearing his clothes, was Harry. He was Harry’s future self.


    37:40 These midnight terrors were slowly draining the life out of Harry. He kept going to bed later and later because he knew the dream was waiting for him. At school he was a zombie, walking slowly, mumbling and losing the thread of conversations. His grades started to suffer.


    Predictably, that was the point at which his parents had gotten involved. His mother had banned him from watching scary movies. Harry had pointed out that it was a school project rather than a horror movie which had triggered the nightmares, and that maybe he should stop going to school instead. Mum hadn’t reacted well to that suggestion.


    His father had asked him to keep a journal beside his bed, and to write the content of his dreams as soon as he awoke. This didn’t seem useful, since the dream was the same every night. But Dad had told him that looking for differences wasn’t the point.


    ‘Keeping a dream journal can help you realise when you’re having a nightmare,’ he had said. ‘If you know that you’re asleep, you won’t be scared any more. You can even control what happens in the dream.’


    Harry knew he was dreaming now. He willed the dark, silent bedroom to transform into a tropical beach.


    36:25 Nothing happened.


    Harry got out of bed. His cotton pyjamas were soaked with sweat. His vision was blurred and his limbs were heavy. He felt half asleep, rather than completely asleep.


    Avoiding the closet, he walked over to his bedroom door. But the handle wouldn’t turn. The door was locked—even though there had never been a lock on his bedroom door.


    Dream logic. Harry willed the door to unlock itself. It didn’t.


    35:30 If he couldn’t get out of the room, perhaps he could wake himself up. He blinked several times, hard. Nothing happened. He pinched himself on the arm. It hurt, but he didn’t wake up.


    Someone had once told Harry—or maybe he had read it in a book—that bravery wasn’t about not being scared. It was about being scared and doing the right thing anyway.


    He turned to face the closet.


    ‘OΚ, Coin Man,’ he said. ‘Let’s get this over with.’


    He walked up to the closet door and put his hand on the handle.


    It’s just a dream, he told himself. It can’t hurt you.


    34:45 He yanked open the door.


    There was no-one in the closet. Just polo shirts on hangers, and running shoes on the floor. His socks were piled in a basket. There was a coiled black scarf he didn’t remember seeing before, but otherwise he found nothing unusual.


    33:50 Harry forced himself to paw through the clothes, looking for signs of the man with coins for eyes. But he wasn’t here. The dream was different this time.


    Harry turned to look at the rest of the room. He didn’t shut the closet door, for fear that the man would appear inside as soon as it was closed.


    He peered under the bed and behind the curtains. There was nowhere else to hide, but Harry was sure he had heard the knocking.


    Maybe the sound had been the air conditioner expanding or contracting. No, Harry had left it switched off. This was one of those summer nights when the air conditioner would make it too cold to sleep.


    33:00Click. His bedroom door swung slightly open. Just enough to reveal a sliver of the corridor beyond.


    Goosebumps crawled over Harry’s skin. The door hadn’t been locked—someone had been holding it closed. Now they had let go of the handle.


    32:40 ‘Wake up,’ he whispered. ‘Wake up!’


    It was no use. He was trapped in the nightmare.


    A police car drove past the house, slowly, the blue and red lights making strange shapes across his curtains. Then it was gone. That hadn’t happened in the dream before. He would have to put it in his journal.


    Harry walked up to the bedroom door and opened it all the way. The corridor stretched out before him, dark and still. No sign of the Coin Man.


    31:35 He stepped off the rough carpet of his bedroom and onto the cool floorboards. They squeaked, like always. It was impossible to move quietly in this house. Further proof that this was a dream—if someone had been standing outside his bedroom door a minute ago in real life, he would have heard them walk away.


    He thought about waking up his mum and dad. Then he realised they couldn’t help. They would be dream versions of themselves, powerless to stop the Coin Man.


    31:10 He opened their door anyway. Their bed was empty. Harry was alone and defenceless.


    Wiping his hands on his pyjamas, he walked further up the hallway. The back door was open, rocking back and forth on the gentle breeze. The moonlight illuminated the veggie patch and the compost bins outside. No sign of the Coin Man. Harry closed the door and locked it. After a moment’s thought, he locked the cat flap too.


    30:50 He looked into the bathroom as he passed. Empty. The shower curtain was open. There was nowhere else to hide. Harry kept moving.


    When he rounded the corner he saw the front door standing open. Mum and Dad were hovering on the porch in their pyjamas, looking anxious. They were talking to a police officer, a burly man with a notepad in his hand and a gun on his hip. His patrol car was parked on the street, lights flashing.


    Harry let the air out of his lungs. He wasn’t dreaming. The knocking had been the police officer at the door. Mum and Dad had gotten up to answer it. Everything was fine.


    A hand snaked out of the darkness behind him and clamped across Harry’s mouth.


    29:25 ‘Shhhhh,’ a voice said.


    Harry’s eyes went wide. He tried to cry out, but the palm across his mouth made it impossible. Fingers pinched his nose so he couldn’t breathe.


    The man dragged him backwards around the corner, out of sight of the door.


    ‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ the man whispered, in a voice that implied that he absolutely would hurt Harry if necessary. ‘I just want my snakes back.’


    28:50 The words made no sense to Harry. He struggled, but the arm across his chest was like an iron bar.


    This was not a dream. This was life or death. A maniac had sneaked into the house through the back door, and now he was holding Harry prisoner.


    He could faintly hear his parents talking to the police officer. ‘Why would someone break into the reptile house?’ Dad was asking.


    ‘We’re not sure,’ the cop said, ‘but CCTV shows him coming this way. Are you sure you haven’t noticed anything unusual?’


    ‘I’m sorry, Officer,’ Mum replied, ‘but we’ve been asleep. We haven’t seen anything.’


    ‘Well, if you do see anything …’


    28:10 That was all Harry heard before the man pulled him into the bathroom and closed the door.


    The faint light coming through the window didn’t reach the man’s face. It was like being menaced by a giant shadow. The man probably wasn’t all that big, but in the small, dark bathroom, he seemed enormous.


    ‘Speak quietly, or both you and your parents will be in deep trouble,’ the man said. ‘Where are the snakes?’


    Harry’s heart raced. ‘I don’t know anything about any snakes.’


    27:20 The man produced a knife from his pocket. The blade gleamed in the moonlight. It looked like a simple fruit knife, small but sharp. He held it up to Harry’s eye.


    ‘Don’t lie to me,’ he said. ‘After my snakes escaped, I saw them crawl through your cat flap. You were up and about—I watched you opening doors, searching.’


    Harry realised this man must have stolen the snakes from the zoo that the police officer was looking for. But how had they ended up here? It was so bizarre that Harry almost thought he was dreaming, after all.


    26:35 ‘I was sleepwalking,’ Harry said. It was almost the truth—he had believed he was asleep.


    The man toyed with the knife, spinning it in a gloved hand. ‘I once watched a dinosaur take a bite out of a man’s leg,’ he said. ‘The human body only has about five litres of blood, and it can come out very quickly.’


    26:15 That was when Harry realised that this man was completely insane. ‘Did you say “dinosaur”?’


    ‘Where’re the snakes, kid?’ The man touched the blade to Harry’s throat, with just enough pressure that Harry could tell how sharp it was. A doctor had once removed a suspicious mole from Harry’s shoulder. There had been no pain because of the anaesthetic, but he had felt the razor point of the scalpel. This sensation was similar.


    If he told the truth, the man would think he was lying. If he lied, the man might think he was telling the truth. But what would he do next?


    He opened his mouth to speak—


    25:45 And then the floorboards outside the bathroom squeaked. His parents were walking back towards their room.


    The man put a finger to his lips, warning Harry not to speak. Harry shut his mouth. If Mum and Dad came into the bathroom, what would the man with the knife do to them?


    ‘Do you think that was a prank?’ Dad was saying.


    ‘He looked like a real cop,’ Mum said.


    ‘I know, but who would break into the reptile house? And why would they try to hide on our street?’


    Harry could practically hear Mum shrugging. ‘I’m not a criminal mastermind. How would I know?’


    They walked past the bathroom without coming in. Harry let the air out of his lungs. He heard one of them open their bedroom door.


    24:15 ‘Just a second,’ Dad said. ‘I’m going to check on Harry.’


    Harry’s heart leaped into his throat.


    ‘You might want to wake him up,’ Mum said. ‘Interrupting the sleep cycle can help night terrors.’


    ‘He needs his sleep, Jude.’


    ‘That’s the point. He can’t keep going on like this much longer.’


    ‘I’ll just see how he looks. If he seems distressed, I’ll get him up.’


    23:50 Dad’s footsteps thumped towards Harry’s room.


    The man pressed the knife harder to Harry’s neck, warning him to stay quiet.


    Harry’s bedroom door creaked open.


    ‘Jude,’ Dad shouted. ‘He’s not here!’


    ‘What?’ Mum demanded.


    ‘Harry’s not in bed!’


    ‘Call out to them,’ the man whispered. ‘Tell them everything’s fine.’


    Harry hesitated.


    ‘Do it,’ the man insisted.


    ‘I’m in the bathroom,’ Harry yelled. ‘Don’t worry.’


    The man took the blade away from Harry’s neck. He walked over to the door and waited. If Mum or Dad opened it, he would be able to catch them by surprise.


    22:55 He heard Dad approach the bathroom door.


    ‘Is everything all right?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m fine.’ Harry said. He reached behind himself, fumbling for a weapon. ‘I woke up and needed to go to the toilet. Don’t come in.’


    ‘Why don’t you have the light on?’


    22:20 ‘I didn’t want to wake you.’


    ‘OK,’ Dad said. But he didn’t move away.


    ‘I’m fine,’ Harry said again. ‘Go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.’


    21:45 ‘All right,’ Dad said finally. He walked away and Harry heard his parents’ bedroom door close.


    Bravery is doing the right thing, he told himself, even when you’re scared.


    ‘Smart boy,’ the man whispered. ‘So, where are my—’


    Harry hit him in the face with the toilet brush.


    The man yelled and spluttered as the bristles scraped his nose and cheeks. He swung the knife at Harry, but the toilet brush was a longer weapon. Harry was able to keep out of reach as he blocked and parried like a fencing champion.


    20:30 ‘Mum! Dad!’ he yelled. ‘Run! The snake thief is in here!’


    He heard Mum and Dad coming towards the bathroom.


    ‘No!’ Harry cried, blocking another stab with the brush. ‘Don’t come in! Run away! Call the police!’


    His parents didn’t listen. Perhaps they thought he was having a nightmare. Dad pushed the bathroom door open.


    20:00 The man with the knife whirled around to face Harry’s father.


    Dad screamed. Seeing his father scared made Harry even more frightened, but he didn’t give up. He lunged forward and grabbed the thief’s arm, stopping him from swinging the knife at Dad.


    19:35 The man roared with rage and shook Harry off, but Dad had already darted back out of reach.


    ‘Jude!’ he yelled. ‘Call the police!’


    Harry ripped a towel off the nearest rail and tossed it over the thief’s head. As the thief tried to untangle himself, Harry slipped past him. He dragged Dad out the bathroom door and pulled it shut.


    A moment later he felt the thief wrenching at the handle from the other side.


    ‘Help!’ Harry yelled. ‘He’s too strong!’


    Dad grabbed the handle and held the door shut. ‘Go with your mother,’ he shouted. ‘Get out of the house!’


    ‘Where are my snakes?’ the man in the bathroom was screaming.


    ‘We can’t leave you,’ Harry told Dad.


    ‘Go!’ Dad roared.


    18:10 Mum grabbed Harry’s hand and pulled him down the corridor at a run. She had her mobile phone in one hand. The screen was glowing—she had already touched the emergency call button.


    They turned the corner and sprinted to the front door—


    ‘Wait!’ Harry cried, and grabbed Mum’s wrist.


    She tugged on his hand. ‘Harry, come on!’


    ‘Look!’ he insisted.


    The front porch, where the police officer had been, wasn’t empty. Something which looked like a stack of bicycle tyres lay on the concrete.


    Mum skidded to a stop. ‘What is that?’


    17:05 A coiled-up snake raised its fearsome head.


    They both screamed and scrabbled backwards. The snake’s golden eyes flickered as upside-down eyelids blinked. Its nostrils flared. A forked tongue probed the air like the stalked eyes of a snail. It unhinged its jaw, revealing enormous fangs backed by pink glands swollen with venom.


    They had found a stolen snake—and it was blocking their escape route.


    Snakes are cold-blooded, Harry told himself. Without sunlight to keep it warm, this one would be too sleepy to attack.


    16:40 The snake struck.


    Bang! It hit the screen door, which was still closed. The frame rattled. A mist of venom rained down around the snake. When it withdrew, Harry saw a tear in the flyscreen left by its teeth.


    The summer air must be warm enough to keep the snake awake. It examined the tear in the screen, and slipped its head through the hole. Centimetre by centimetre, the snake fed itself through the door into the house.


    15:50 ‘The back door,’ Mum whispered. ‘Quickly!’


    They ran in the other direction. Harry had locked the back door earlier—it took Mum a few seconds to unlock it when they got there.


    ‘Dad,’ Harry shouted as she worked.


    ‘What are you still doing here?’ Dad demanded.


    ‘There’s a snake coming into the house through the front door!’


    ‘A what?’


    ‘A snake!’


    14:55 Mum had gotten the door open. ‘Come on!’


    Harry hesitated. If the snake came up the corridor and found Dad, he would have a terrible choice: let go of the bathroom door and face the man with the knife, or stay where he was and hope the snake didn’t bite him. How could they leave him under those circumstances?


    ‘I’ll be fine,’ Dad yelled. ‘Just go!’


    14:00 Harry and Mum ran out the door into the balmy night. The shadows of the backyard were still. The dry grass scratched at the soles of Harry’s bare feet.


    There was no gate connecting the backyard to the front. To get away from the thief and the snake they would have to climb the neighbour’s fence.


    It was one of those things Harry had assumed would be easy, until he was actually faced with doing it. The fence was powder-coated steel in flat sheets, with nothing to hold onto. It was taller than him—Mum too. How would they get over?


    13:10 Mum was already grabbing a two-person garden seat. ‘Help me carry this,’ she grunted.


    Harry ran over, gripped one end of the chair and lifted. They dragged it over towards the fence—


    And then they heard smashing glass.


    Harry whirled around. The thief had broken the bathroom window. He must have given up on trying to get past Dad, who was still holding the bathroom door.


    11:30 The thief kicked off the last few shards of glass from the frame and pushed his legs out the window. It would only take him a few seconds to climb down—and then he would be in the backyard with them.


    He still had the knife. Harry could see it glittering on his belt.


    There was no time to get over the fence. ‘Quick!’ Harry hissed. ‘Back into the house!’


    10:40 ‘What about the snake?’ Mum demanded.


    ‘Just trust me!’


    Mum followed him to the back door. They slipped inside, closed the door and locked it. Once the thief was in the backyard, he wouldn’t be able to get into the house again. The bathroom window was too High.


    09:25 Harry scanned the darkness for signs of the snake. He couldn’t see it. As they tiptoed into the corridor, he peered around the corner. There it was, still feeding itself through the hole in the front door. The snake was so long that it would take it another minute at least to get all the way in.


    They ran to the bathroom and found Dad, still holding the bathroom door shut.


    ‘He’s climbed into the backyard,’ Mum whispered. ‘You can let go.’


    Dad’s face was pale in the gloom. ‘What about the snake?’


    ‘Snakes can’t open doors,’ Harry said. ‘We’ll shut ourselves in my bedroom. We’ll be safe there.’


    08:40 ‘Why not our bedroom?’ Mum asked.


    ‘Your window faces the backyard,’ Harry said. ‘Mine faces the street. It’s safer.’


    Mum nodded. She and Dad followed Harry to his room. When they were all inside, he closed the door.


    ‘Did you get through to the police?’ Dad asked.


    Mum got out her phone and sat down on the bed. ‘Calling now.’


    07:55 Harry took a deep breath. His family was safe. The police would be here soon to catch the thief and the snake. It was over.


    But something was bothering him. Half an hour ago when he had tried to open his bedroom door, the handle wouldn’t turn. But minutes later the door had opened on its own.


    At the time Harry had assumed he was dreaming. Later he guessed that the thief had been holding the handle for some reason and when he had released it, the door opened.


    But if that was the case, Harry would have heard the floorboards squeaking as the thief walked away down the corridor. So if it wasn’t the intruder, what had been keeping the door shut?


    07:00 Harry heard echoes of the thief’s voice in his head. I don’t want to hurt you. I just want my snakes back.


    He hadn’t said snake.


    He had said snakes.


    Harry turned to look at Mum, who was sitting on his bed, talking on the phone.


    ‘No, no-one’s hurt,’ Mum was saying, ‘but we need animal control as well as police. There’s a snake on the front porch … What kind? I have no idea. A big one.’


    06:20 ‘Mum,’ Harry said.


    ‘Come quickly,’ Mum continued. ‘The man’s getting away!’


    ‘Mum,’ Harry said. ‘Come here.’


    Mum looked at him. ‘What’s wrong?’


    ‘Don’t panic,’ Harry said. His back was pressed against the wall. ‘Just come towards me. Slowly.’


    Mum’s eyes widened. She stood up. ‘Why?’


    05:50 The snake under the bed watched her ankles. It was bigger than the one on the front porch was. The scales were as big as coins. The tongue flicked the air, seeking prey.


    ‘Come on,’ Harry said, holding out his hand.


    Mum walked over to his side of the room. The snake watched her go, yellow eyes shining in the dark.


    ‘Don’t scream,’ Harry said, when Mum turned around to look at where she’d been sitting.


    05:20 She didn’t, but she let out a shocked gasp as soon as she saw the coiled snake under the bed. The snake raised its head and looked from her, to Dad, to Harry.


    This was so much worse than his nightmares. Now there really was a monster under his bed.


    ‘What do we do?’ Mum cried.


    ‘We wait for animal control?’ Harry suggested. It was terrifying, staring down this alien creature in such a small room, but he didn’t think they had a choice. The other snake was loose in the rest of the house, and they already knew it was violent. It wasn’t safe to leave the room.


    04:35 But nor was it safe to stay. The big snake was emerging from under the bed. Its head crept across the carpet as its massive body uncoiled behind it.


    There was a hiss from the closet. Harry remembered the black object which he had thought was a scarf. Could there be a snake in the closet too?


    04:10 Mum and Dad whimpered. The giant snake had Harry hypnotised—he couldn’t take his eyes off it. He was in full fight-or-flight mode, ready to dive aside as soon as it struck.


    But the other snake had been so fast when it attacked the door. Harry had hardly seen it move. How could he hope to dodge such a quick, ruthless attack?


    The snake slithered closer and closer, hissing like a punctured car tyre. There was still no sign of animal control. They were doomed.


    03:25 Harry reached for the nearby desk, looking for something he could throw at the snake. But there was nothing substantial. Just a comic book, a plastic pen—


    And the remote for the air conditioner.


    The snake bared its jaundiced fangs.


    Harry hit a button on the remote.


    The air conditioner beeped above his head. The fan whirred to life. A blast of cold air swept out.


    02:35 The snake kept slithering towards Harry, licking its smooth lips …


    And then it hesitated.


    As the air in the room became colder, the snake looked confused, as if its prey had suddenly become something less interesting, like trees or furniture.


    Harry waited, sweating in his pyjamas.


    01:35 Finally the snake closed its mouth, lowered its head into its coils and shut its eyes.


    Mum, Dad and Harry stared at it for a long time.


    ‘Is it dead?’ Dad asked.


    ‘Asleep, I think,’ Harry said. ‘Or hibernating, maybe. They need warmth to move.’


    ‘I hope animal control gets here before it wakes up,’ Mum said shakily.


    Harry thought there was a good chance of that. He could already hear wailing police sirens. As long as the air conditioner kept the snake cool, he didn’t think they were in danger.


    00:20 Movement caught his eye through a gap in the curtains. The thief was standing under the streetlight, a black sack hanging from one hand. The shape made it look like something round and flat was inside—another snake, perhaps.


    This was the first time Harry had seen his face clearly. He had thin eyebrows, perfect teeth, and silver-grey eyes which shone in the glow from the street light. They almost looked like coins.


    The thief saw him looking. He stepped backwards into the shadows and disappeared.


    00:00 Harry never saw him again, in real life or dreams.
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    THE ISLAND


    40:00 One slip-up, and you’re dead. Mercer’s voice echoed through Kelsey’s head. Remember your training. List will seem nice, but it’s an act. The last person who went undercover in his organisation woke up in a rubbish compactor.


    ‘And how old are you, young lady?’ Jasper List asked.


    ‘Thirteen,’ Kelsey said. ‘I start Year Eight this year.’


    She was actually fifteen, and her school didn’t have years. It had ranks. Students started out as Recorders. Some passed enough tests to be upgraded to Analysts. The best Analysts were promoted to Field Observers. Kelsey was the only Field Observer under the age of seventeen. She spoke five languages and had developed an almost photographic memory.


    Technically, the training centre was called the School for Pupils of International Intelligence, but the students just called it ‘SPII school’.


    39:20 If List was suspicious, he didn’t show it. ‘Well, I appreciate you coming here on your holidays, Nika,’ he said. ‘Your parents were very keen to have you here.’


    They weren’t actually her parents. They were doctors—married to each other—who had become suspicious of List after he hired them as medical support. They thought he was stealing rare animals, hacking robots and committing other bizarre crimes.


    They had sent a coded message to the police. The police had called SPII, and SPII had sent Kelsey to List’s private island, posing as Nika—the real-life daughter of the two doctors.


    38:45 Kelsey wished they didn’t look so nervous. Dr Lenova had chewed off all her lipstick, and Dr Jessen had jammed his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket, stretching the zip. They were going to blow her cover. She had to get List away from them.


    ‘So,’ she said, looking around the quiet lobby. ‘How big is this place?’


    ‘I’ll give you the tour,’ List said. He pointed at Lenova and Jessen. ‘You two—get back to work!’


    38:05 He said it like a joke, but everyone in the room knew it wasn’t. The two doctors hurried off. Kelsey was alone with List. This was what she had wanted, but it still made her uneasy.


    List keyed in a code, opening steel sliding doors on one side of the lobby. Kelsey followed him through into a corridor beyond.


    She already knew the layout of the facility from the drone flyovers. It covered most of the artificial island and featured a wind farm, an airfield, a port and a fish-processing plant. There was also a training camp for the on-site security force. The island was completely self-sufficient.


    But the drones had never been able to see inside the stadium-sized dome in the middle of the facility. There were no windows. What was List doing in there? Finally Kelsey would be able to find out.


    37:30 She followed List up the long, straight corridor with curved walls and a rounded ceiling. It was like walking down the throat of a giant snake.


    List didn’t look rich, or crazy, or evil. He wore a T-shirt, jeans and tennis shoes. He had thin eyebrows, straight teeth, and grey eyes which shone like newly minted coins. According to the file, he was thirty-eight years old, a hundred and seventy centimetres tall and weighed eighty kilograms.


    But his smile frightened her. It never left his face, as though there was a joke he found endlessly clever but was never willing to share. Also, he never blinked. Even when she was facing the other way, Kelsey could feel his silver-grey eyes focused on her.


    36:50 She told herself she wasn’t in any danger. List’s employees often tried to murder witnesses—a bus full of schoolkids on a class trip had been sabotaged after one of the children had spotted List’s people lurking in a forest—but there was no way he could know that Kelsey was a spy.


    At the end of the corridor was another set of steel doors. List punched in a code—by the movement of his fingers, Kelsey could tell it was 277363, the same as before.


    36:00 The doors slid open, revealing—


    An exit?


    They were outside, surrounded by trees, with bits of sky visible through the canopy.


    Kelsey looked back to the doors. She had been sure the corridor would lead to the dome. Where was it?


    35:50 ‘Notice anything unusual?’ List asked.


    Suddenly, she did. There was no wind. And the sky, which had been grey when she arrived, was now a cheery blue. It was warmer than it had been on the airstrip, too.


    ‘What do you mean?’ she asked. A good spy often pretended to be a bit dim.


    ‘Look behind you,’ List said, his smile growing.


    Kelsey turned. The steel doors were surrounded by a blue wall, which stretched up to become the sky.


    35:15 ‘Ohhhhh,’ she said. ‘We’re still inside!’


    ‘Right.’ List gestured at the forest around them. ‘This is a state-of-the-art enclosed habitat, the largest of its kind in the world. The artificial sun helps the trees grow, the trees keep the air clean and drop fruit for the animals, the animals fertilise the trees, and so on. The dome is actually a sphere—it goes beneath the ground, as well.’


    ‘What’s it for?’ Kelsey asked.


    List’s smile slipped. Perhaps he had expected her to be more impressed.


    34:50 ‘There are more than a million species in here,’ he said, as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘That’s just the animals—it doesn’t include plants and bacteria. We have at least two of every family. Some parts of the landscape get artificial rainfall, some don’t. There’s a freshwater lake and a saltwater lake, hot areas and cold areas so every animal has a suitable place to live. Look!’


    He pointed to a tree branch. Kelsey was trained to spot people, cameras, weapons—but it took her a while to see the snake hanging among the vines.


    ‘That was one of the first animals I acquired,’ List said wistfully. ‘It gave me no end of trouble.’


    A family—currently in witness protection—had claimed that List broke into their house looking for stolen snakes. Kelsey wondered if this was one of them.


    34:05 ‘How do you stop the animals from, you know, eating each other?’ she asked.


    ‘Aha. An excellent question. Let me show you.’


    33:10 He led her deeper into the forest. Kelsey was soon lost. Her sense of direction usually relied upon the position of the sun and the angle of the shadows. Neither was useful in here.


    ‘Some creatures breed so fast it’s no problem if a few get eaten,’ List was saying. ‘And others feed so rarely that they do no harm. But several creatures need to be segregated, to protect them or to protect the prey.’


    32:45 He stopped walking. The forest was eerily silent. There wasn’t even any insect noise.


    ‘What kind of—’ Kelsey began. But she was interrupted by movement in the forest. Something was coming towards them. Fast.


    List watched her, smiling.


    Kelsey glimpsed the creature between the trees, and guessed it might be a gorilla. The way it moved made it seem muscular, and she could hear it huffing. It came closer and she revised her guess to a giant bird—it ran upright, a long tail balanced behind it. Even sprinting, it placed its clawed feet gracefully on the dirt.


    Then it came into full view, running right at her, and she screamed.


    31:00 It was a dinosaur!


    Its forked tongue tasted the air. The slitted pupils widened in its yellow eyes. It reached out for Kelsey with its talons—


    And then it froze.


    30:45 ‘What …’ Kelsey began. ‘How …’ Her training hadn’t prepared her for anything like this.


    ‘It’s not as hard as you might think,’ List said. ‘Birds evolved from dinosaurs, and the reptile DNA is still there. We took an emu embryo, switched off a few of the newer genes, and the old ones showed themselves.’


    ‘You made a raptor out of an emu?’


    ‘Of course not—velociraptors evolved in America. We made an australovenator out of an emu.’ He looked fondly at the creature. ‘This one’s quite young.’


    30:20 Kelsey boggled at the dinosaur. It glared back. She could feel how much it wanted to eat her.


    A few years ago a cruise ship had been sunk near here. Witnesses said they saw the attackers flee to this island, but they were never caught. List’s private navy had helped rescue the survivors from the wreckage and towed the lifeboats to safety. No-one could prove he had anything to do with the attack itself. But the secret cargo—frozen embryos of genetically modified creatures—was never recovered.


    Now, staring at the dinosaur, Kelsey thought she knew where that cargo had gone.


    29:50 ‘It’s quite safe,’ List said. ‘That’s what I wanted to show you.’


    He pointed upwards. Kelsey could faintly see a row of black dots on the underside of the dome.


    ‘Those are modified diode-pumped solid-state lasers,’ he said. ‘Very hot, extremely painful.’


    Kelsey looked for any sign of the lasers between her and the beast, but they were invisible.


    29:25 ‘Doesn’t that use a lot of power?’ she asked.


    ‘That’s the best part,’ List said. He pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped out a code.


    A faint humming was silenced. Kelsey hadn’t even noticed it was there until it had stopped.


    ‘The lasers are now switched off,’ List said. ‘There’s nothing between us and the venator.’


    Kelsey gasped. She turned to face the beast—


    But it didn’t attack.


    28:55 ‘Crossing the line is unbearably painful,’ List said, ‘so the venator has learned not to do it. The animals even train their offspring to avoid the lasers. I don’t need to keep them switched on all the time.’


    His phone rang. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, and walked into the forest to take the call—leaving Kelsey and the dinosaur face to face, with no lasers between them.


    She backed away.


    The creature snorted. With a final glare, it turned and walked away into the trees.


    This could be the proof Kelsey needed. The dinosaur connected List to the missing embryos, and therefore to the attack on the cruise ship. It might be enough to get a warrant to search the island.


    But she still didn’t know why List was doing this. He had collected millions of different species and put them in this giant bubble. Was he starting his own zoo?


    Kelsey followed List’s path. She could hear him talking on the phone. ‘Impossible,’ he said. ‘The plane arrived an hour ago.’


    28:15 Kelsey’s plane had landed at about that time. Was that the one he was talking about?


    ‘Text me a picture,’ List said, suddenly angry. ‘Now.’


    He took the phone away from his ear and glared down at the screen for a while.


    ‘OΚ,’ he said finally, back into the phone. ‘We’ll have to bring everything forward. Arm the explosives and start the countdown.’


    A shiver ran down Kelsey’s spine. She could hear faint protests at the other end of the line.


    ‘Just do it!’ List snarled, and ended the call.


    27:20 Kelsey needed to know what he had been looking at, but she couldn’t see it from here. She edged around, trying to get behind him.


    Too late. He turned and spotted her. ‘Ah, there you are,’ he said. ‘Shall we get you back to your parents?’


    He dropped his phone into his pocket.


    ‘Yeah, definitely,’ Kelsey said. ‘Shouldn’t you turn the lasers back on first though?’ It made her nervous, knowing that the dinosaur was loose.


    List smiled. ‘Like I said, the animals have learned to avoid them. This way.’


    26:35 Kelsey followed him towards a rocky area.


    ‘In 1815,’ List said, ‘a volcano erupted in Indonesia. It was the biggest eruption in recorded history. Dust and ash suffocated the crops. Sulphur dioxide blocked out the sun. This led to three years of global cooling—a miniature ice age.’


    ‘Don’t tell me there’s a volcano in here, too,’ Kelsey said uneasily.


    List laughed. ‘No. The volcano is outside the sphere.’


    25:40 Kelsey turned, but of course the horizon was fake. The mountain wasn’t visible.


    List kept walking. Kelsey jogged to catch up.


    ‘There’s a huge amount of magma trapped in the crust beneath our feet,’ List continued. ‘It erupts under the ocean floor every hundred years or so, which doesn’t do any harm. But if it were to erupt above sea level, it could poison the air and freeze the water. All life on Earth would be extinguished within a decade, except for the contents of this self-contained sphere.’


    24:10 He said this casually, as though the near-extinction of everything on the planet was no big deal.


    Kelsey stumbled on a tree root and crashed into him. He whirled around.


    23:55 ‘I’m sorry!’ she said, trying to look embarrassed. ‘I tripped on something. Are you OK?’


    List smoothed down his shirt. ‘Fine. Come on.’ He didn’t ask if Kelsey was hurt.


    Kelsey kept his phone hidden behind her hand. It was a trick she had excelled at in school. She would bump into a victim with enough force that they didn’t feel her hand dipping into their pocket, and then keep her hand facing away so they didn’t notice the stolen object cupped in her palm.


    She waited for him to turn before she started fiddling with his phone. It wasn’t locked. List was overconfident about his security. Kelsey scrolled past radio and note-taking apps before she found his messages.


    ‘But it’s not likely to erupt like that, right?’ she asked.


    22:30 ‘Not on its own,’ List told her. ‘The crust is quite stable. But if there were some kind of disruption beneath the surface—an explosion, say—then yes, an eruption is likely. The effects of human-made climate change would be reversed, and prevented from happening again.’


    ‘Prevented?’


    ‘Because humans would be dead. Just think—there will be no more plastic poisoning the Pacific Ocean. The glaciers will stop melting.’


    Kelsey thought of Noah, collecting two of every animal on his ark because he knew Armageddon was coming. She thought of List’s voice: Start the countdown. Just do it.


    He wasn’t just preparing for the end of the world. He was going to cause it. He had a volcano to eject magma into the atmosphere and a bomb to trigger it.


    21:40 There—the most recent message List had received. Kelsey opened the attached picture.


    It was a school photo of a girl, slightly younger than Kelsey. She had red hair and freckles. She was smiling. The caption read: NIKA JESSEN.


    Kelsey realised her cover had been blown, but it was too late. List was looking at her, his evil smile becoming ever wider—


    21:10 Until he saw the phone in her hand.


    ‘Give that to me!’ he screamed.


    He tried to snatch it from her grip, but Kelsey reacted quickly. She feinted in one direction and then ran in the other, leaving List swiping at empty air.


    19:35 Kelsey sprinted back into the forest. She was fast. All students at SPII were required to be able to run a hundred metres in less than fifteen seconds.


    But List was fit, and he knew the land. He probably planned to live in this bubble, hunting and killing his own food while the world ended outside. He was catching up to her.


    Kelsey needed to call headquarters. They needed to send a team to find and disarm the bomb before it triggered the volcano. There might not be much time.


    19:05 ‘Give me that phone!’ List screamed. He may not have sounded crazy before, but he certainly did now.


    He was right behind her. She couldn’t hide from him. He knew this forest intimately.


    But she could go where he was afraid to follow.


    She ran and ran, praying she had remembered the route correctly. The trees all looked different from this side. The phone was slippery with her sweat.


    18:00 There. Faint marks on the ground, where the laser beams had scorched the dirt.


    She sprinted towards the row of burns, hoping that the laser beams hadn’t been switched back on—


    They hadn’t. She crossed the threshold without feeling a thing. Then she ran into the trees beyond.


    17:20 List didn’t follow her, scared to go into the dinosaur’s territory. Kelsey kept running through the trees. As soon as she thought she was out of sight, she stopped running and ducked down behind some bushes.


    ‘Nika!’ List’s voice echoed through the jungle. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just want my phone.’


    16:40 Kelsey didn’t respond. She was already dialling the SPII rapid response team.


    ‘I’ll make you a deal,’ List called. ‘Bring the phone back, and you can stay in the sphere, with me.’


    Kelsey shuddered. Why would she want that?


    ‘In sixteen minutes the mountain will erupt,’ List continued. ‘There’s nothing you, or I, or anyone else can do to stop it. Anybody within a thousand kilometres will be killed instantly. Everyone else on Earth will be poisoned, or will slowly starve to death. Except whoever is in this sphere.’


    Sixteen minutes? Kelsey’s mind was racing. That was barely enough time for the SPII team to get onto the island, let alone locate the bomb.


    15:20 ‘I was going to make sure you were outside when it happened,’ List said. ‘But you can survive with me and my chosen team—if you give me the phone.’


    ‘Charnwood video rental,’ a voice said on the phone.


    ‘Do you have a copy of The Human Flytrap on Blu-ray?’ Kelsey whispered.


    ‘Stand by.’


    ‘I’m saving the world,’ List bellowed. ‘Don’t you get that? Climate change caused by humans could leave the planet uninhabitable for a million years. My ice age will be over in half a century. My robots will clean the world outside, ready for our glorious return.’


    Kelsey’s SPII handler came on the line. ‘Agent Mercer speaking,’ he said.


    ‘This is Kelsey. My cover’s blown.’


    14:10 Mercer swore. ‘I’ll send an extraction team. Where are you?’


    ‘Forget about me. The mountain is a volcano, and List has placed a bomb inside it. He thinks it’ll bring about the end of the world. Your team needs to find it and disarm it, or at least get it out of the volcano.’


    ‘Copy that.’ Mercer didn’t sound scared. Frightened people rarely do good work, he had often told her.


    Kelsey was terrified. She hadn’t learned to shut the fear out like Mercer.


    ‘Are you somewhere safe?’ Mercer asked.


    ‘Possibly the safest place on Earth,’ Kelsey said. ‘Call me back on this number when the team has disarmed the bomb.’


    13:30 ‘Copy that. You just stay safe, OK?’


    Kelsey hung up, and listened to the forest for a moment. She couldn’t hear List any more. Hopefully he was looking for her somewhere else.


    She dialled Dr Jessen.


    There was no answer.


    12:40 She dialled Dr Lenova, telling herself that there were thousands of possible reasons for Jessen’s silence.


    ‘Please, please, please,’ Kelsey breathed.


    Lenova finally picked up. ‘Mr List,’ she said. ‘What can I do for you?’


    11:55 Kelsey exhaled in relief. ‘Mum, it’s Nika,’ she said. ‘Are you alone?’


    ‘Dr Jessen is with me,’ Lenova said. ‘No-one else.’


    If anyone else had been within earshot, she would have said ‘your father’, so Kelsey dropped the act. Lenova’s phone might be tapped, but it was too late to worry about that.


    ‘Dr Lenova, you and your husband are in danger,’ she said. ‘List knows I’m not your daughter. His people are probably coming for you right now.’


    Lenova had none of Mercer’s calm. ‘Oh, no!’ she cried. ‘What do we do?’


    ‘Where are you?’


    10:45 ‘In our living quarters.’


    ‘OK,’ Kelsey said, picturing the doctors’ room she had briefly visited when she first arrived. ‘Lock the front door and drag the bed in front of it. Take your dresser into the bathroom and use it to barricade the bathroom door. Then climb out the bathroom window and run into the forest. By the time the guards break through both doors and realise you’ve already gone, you should be well ahead of them.’


    She heard a knock on the other end of the line.


    ‘What was that?’ she asked.


    ‘They’re already here,’ Lenova hissed.


    The line went dead.


    10:05 Kelsey stared at the phone. If she had called Lenova before calling Mercer, the doctors might have escaped.


    There was no time to dwell on this thought. A prickling on the back of Kelsey’s neck told her she was being watched.


    She looked around for List, and couldn’t see him. The leaves swayed in the breeze—


    09:20 But this was an enclosed sphere. There shouldn’t be a breeze.


    Then she saw the eyes. The reptilian eyes of the venator crouched between the trees.


    Every instinct screamed at her to flee. But she had seen the venator move. It was a hyper-agile predator, and it knew this jungle. There was no way she could escape before it ran her down and ripped her to shreds.


    No fear, she told herself. Be like Mercer.


    The venator burst out and sprinted towards her.


    Kelsey charged right at it.


    08:45 She had hoped the creature would hesitate when she attacked. But no. It dashed faster and faster, clawed feet kicking up clods of dirt, spiked jaws open wide.


    Gritting her teeth, Kelsey advanced on the creature. She was about ten metres away. Seven. Four.


    She launched herself into a spinning kick, throwing her entire weight into it. Her heel rocketed towards the dinosaur—


    07:40 And slammed right into the side of the monster’s head.


    As soon as she hit the ground she scrambled to get out of its range …


    But it didn’t try to stop her. It was unconscious.


    Kelsey stared at the collapsed dinosaur. Her foot was killing her, but her plan had worked. The creature had never hunted prey that knew kung-fu. She might have fractured its skull.


    06:30 It took her a moment to realise that List’s phone was ringing. She answered. ‘Lenova?’


    ‘No, it’s Mercer,’ her handler said. ‘The team can’t get to the bomb.’


    ‘What?!’


    ‘They scanned the volcano. The explosive charges are buried deep, and it’s too hot down there. They don’t have fire-proximity suits. They came prepared for bullets, not lava.’


    Terror rose in Kelsey’s chest. It had all been for nothing. The world was going to end.


    05:55 The venator stirred. Kelsey crept away.


    Mercer still didn’t sound frightened. ‘Given where the bomb is, List’s people can’t trigger it in person. So there must be a radio detonator somewhere. If you can find it, you can still prevent the explosion.’


    ‘What does it look like?’


    ‘It’s just a transmitter,’ Mercer said. ‘It could look like anything.’


    05:30 Kelsey’s hope flickered and died. She couldn’t search the whole island for something that looked like anything. Not in the next five minutes.


    ‘Can you blow up the island?’ she asked. ‘That would destroy the detonator, wherever it is.’ She would die, along with the doctors and all List’s staff—but seven billion other lives might be saved.


    ‘No,’ Mercer said. That could easily trigger the volcano. You have to find that transmitter.’


    05:10 ‘But it could be anywhere!’ Kelsey cried. ‘How am I supposed—’


    She stopped. There was at least one person on this island who knew where the detonator was.


    She hung up on Mercer. ‘List!’ she shouted. ‘I’m ready to make a deal!’


    There was no response. Kelsey started to run back to where she had last seen List.


    03:15 She found him standing on the other side of the laser trip-wires. She couldn’t hear the humming—they were still switched off.


    ‘So who are you really?’ List asked. ‘CIA? ASIO? Mossad?’


    He was stalling. She would have to trick him into trying to set the bomb off early. He would need the detonator to do that.


    02:05 ‘It’s over,’ she said. ‘My colleagues are inside the volcano. They’ll have the bomb disarmed inside of a minute. If you give yourself up, they won’t have to destroy the dome as well.’


    ‘Very well,’ List said. ‘I’ll call them right now and turn myself in.’


    He held out his hand for his phone.


    He hadn’t fallen for her ploy—but nor had she fallen for his. He was desperate for his phone …


    Because his phone was the detonator!


    Kelsey pulled out the phone and started scrolling through apps. ‘I’ll call my colleagues,’ she said. ‘To discuss the terms of your surrender.’


    Again, she saw the app marked RADIO. Mercer had said the detonator would be a radio transmitter.


    01:00 She opened it.


    List saw what she was doing. ‘No!’ he roared.


    He lunged at her, crossing the laser line. She darted backwards, still fiddling with the phone. The app had opened up. There was a countdown—forty-five seconds—and a button marked ABORT.


    She pushed the button.


    A password window popped open.


    ‘No!’ she cried. She didn’t know the password, and there was no way List would tell her.


    00:40 List tried to snatch the phone out of her hand—


    And the venator clamped its jaws around his head.


    Kelsey hadn’t heard it sneaking up on them. The beast ignored her completely as it dragged List into the jungle, his terrified screams muffled by the inside of its throat. After years of taunting from beyond the laser beams, the dinosaur finally had its prey.


    Kelsey dived back across the laser line to safety. But what did it matter? In eighteen seconds the bomb would go off and the world would end. List was dead. No-one else knew the password.


    Or did they?


    00:20 Kelsey remembered watching him punching the code into the keypad to gain entry to the dome. Six digits. Lots of people used the same password for everything—perhaps he was one of them. He was so overconfident he didn’t even lock his phone.


    Fingers shaking, Kelsey typed in the code: 277363.


    A new message popped up.


    Transmitting abort code … But the countdown kept going.


    00:04.


    00:03.


    00:02.


    The countdown stopped.


    00:10 Detonation aborted.


    Kelsey almost fainted with relief. She had done it.


    The phone buzzed in her hand. She dropped it and then caught it again before it hit the ground.


    She answered. ‘Hello?’


    ‘Kelsey.’ It was Mercer. ‘We rescued the doctors. Did you find the detonator?’


    She had outwitted a megalomaniac, saved the world and survived a kung-fu fight with a dinosaur. It was all in a day’s work at SPII school.


    00:00 ‘Found it, turned it off,’ Kelsey said. ‘What’s next?’
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