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Chapter 1


The yellow sun beat down upon the vast, arid landscape. Stunted trees provided little shade, their olive-green leaves limp against dark, gnarled branches. Whirls of wind whipped up small tornadoes of dust that skittered erratically across the valley.
Suddenly, a hawk broke from the cover of a thorn bush, shrieking out a warning as he took to the azure blue sky. The cause of his alarm soon became apparent as a herd of goats broke over the crest of the ancient mountain range. Without hesitation, the sure-footed animals tipped head-long down the steep, rugged slope.
Breathless but undeterred, Mia reined in her silver white horse. Whisper slowed, but snorted through her aristocratic nostrils to express her displeasure. Her Arabian blood was up and she jiggled beneath Mia, keen to continue the chase.
"Damn it," said Mia, her vivid green eyes following the herd of goats that danced jauntily down the escarpment. Mia could have sworn they were laughing at her.
In the distance, the white towers of the city shimmered in the mid-morning sun, both fascinating and repellent. She was close. Too close. She knew that this valley carried traffic occasionally and the hour was late. Common sense dictated that she turn for home. Try her luck somewhere else.
But then she remembered the strained expression on her mother's face, and the stick-like legs of her younger brother.
She knew that her mother would have given her a thick ear, at the very least, for venturing this far to the east. It had been drummed into her since forever that the city was taboo, no matter how great the hunger of the people. She bit her lip and stared longingly at the white backs of the fast-disappearing goats.
Her emerald eyes narrowed as she scanned the surrounding landscape. All seemed still, blanketed beneath the weight of the heat. Then she grinned to herself. After all, she'd only be in trouble if she got found out.
Almost without realizing she had come to a decision, she released her tight hold on the reins and leaned back a little. Whisper needed no more encouragement. Ears pricked and hard hooves dancing, she launched them over the edge.
Such was their momentum that Mia could only grip on with her long, strong legs, and trust to Whisper. Stones struck sparks under the mare's shod hooves, and several small landslides sent shale skittering ahead. Blood thundered through Mia's arteries and her lips opened wide in a savage grin of fear and exaltation. She was entirely unaware that she emitted small squeals of excitement. Somehow they made it to the bottom intact.
Inevitably the goats were on the move again, but Mia, ever the optimist, already had her plan of attack in order. Even as they reached the sandy track of the dried up riverbed she had untied a soft leather thong from around her waist. Impatiently she pushed back the white cowl of her hood to better see her quarry, mahogany hair glossy in the harsh daylight. In one fluid motion she dropped the reins and plucked a small smooth stone from a pouch attached to her belt.
Steadily, the fleet mare gained on the panicking herd, guided only by the subtle signals sent from her rider. As they flanked the first goat, Whisper slowed a little, and in one motion Mia placed a pebble into the supple strip of leather and whirled it in a dizzying circle. Her sharp eyes had already picked out her target, a large nanny goat.
She released the stone and it travelled true, the goat dropping abruptly to the ground. Mia secured the slingshot carefully before picking up the reins, but Whisper had already begun to slow. They made a small circle back around to the dead animal.
Relief and happiness flooded through her. There would be smiling faces around the fire that night. Her mouth watered as she began to conjure up the delicious dishes that would soon be baking, boiling and bubbling at the camp. Beneath the billowing fall of the robes that she wore her tummy tightened in anticipation.
But life's realities soon dispelled this small indulgence. She slid to the ground, drew out her long, curved knife and slit the goat's throat with one sure cut. In no time she had neatly gutted the animal, removing all the organs, except for the heart and liver.
She unwound a sturdy vine rope from around the base of Whisper's neck and trussed the goat firmly. For a moment she paused to mentally prepare for the hard part. Then, after a little thought, she navigated Whisper onto what she judged to be the lowest bit of ground. The mare stood stock still, as she had been trained to do.
Mia began to haul the heavy carcass laboriously up onto the mare's strong back. Although reasonably tall for her fourteen years, Mia's slender, muscled arms had to work overtime.
Soon her back and arms began to protest under the strain, but she pushed on, sweat trickling down her forehead. With gritted teeth she inched the goat higher. There was one horrible moment when she feared the task was beyond her. But then, buoyed up by the use of vocabulary she really shouldn't have known, she tensed and with one almighty heave the goat was home.
For a minute Mia sagged against the smooth flank of her horse, waiting until her laboured breath steadied a little. Recovered, she secured the carcass behind the saddle. Jelly-legged but victorious, she cleaned her knife and stowed it carefully away.
Pleased to be done, Mia patted the mare's elegant neck and began to gather up the reins. She grasped the front of the saddle in her right hand but before she could mount, a sudden tension built in Whisper's body. Then the mare's sculpted head came abruptly up as she peered suspiciously through a curtain of silver mane with wide black eyes.
Mia froze. Inside her chest, her heart beat like a caged bird's wings as the terrible truth hit her. She was not alone.




Chapter 2


Inside the cramped confines of the tank Volta jostled for position, trying to insinuate himself close to Captain Tomlin and thereby gain access to the small viewing screen. Excitement coursed through him as he anticipated his very first sighting of an Overlander. But the broad back of Jenson, second in command, blocked him out.
Irritated, and holding back a sudden surge of temper, Volta paused to assess the situation. After several seconds of contemplation, he concluded that his position wasn't a strong one. Any demands would be quickly counter-weighted by the commander's knowledge that Volta simply shouldn't have been
there in the first place. A threat to tell Volta's mother would effectively put him in his place.
Still, as heir apparent to the Western Water Company, he was used to getting his own way. As the voices of the tank's company began to rise in agitation, Volta's curiosity swelled uncomfortably in his chest. He wanted to see. Frustrated, his mind skittered around trying to find some lever. Then he grinned to himself.
"Commander Tomlin, please may I take a look?" he said calmly. He was pleased that the cadence of his voice camouflaged the wild cogitations of his mind.
The commander barely glanced at him. "I don't think so."
"Well, Commander," said Volta, "I think that you would be wise to let me take a minute up
at the
front." This appeared to get the commander's attention.
"And why would that be, young Volta?"
Again a flush of anger stirred in his chest. YOUNG Volta. Was he ever sick of hearing that phrase? But, swallowing his pride for the greater good, he smiled softly, well aware of the pleasing effect this gesture created on his angelic face. "How old am I, Commander?"
Tomlin grinned, obviously amused. "Sixteen, today."
Volta smiled, allowing the irresistible dimples in his plump cheeks to deepen. "Exactly! And how old will I be in two years time?"
Tomlin's smile faded and he shook his head ruefully.
Volta could guess at the soldier's inner angst. The man was probably regretting his decision to let him illicitly join the crew. He'd be weighing up the odds on which player to lay his bets. The mother. Or the son. The mother was in the lead, being president of the all-powerful Western Water Company. But the son was hot on her heels. In two years time Volta would be sat at her right hand. A man of considerable power and means. Also, whilst Volta's mother could cause considerable grief, she was four hundred years old. Volta, on the other hand, was a young man. A very young man. He waited breathlessly for the commander to decide.
Finally the soldier, muttering something under his breath, jerked his chin at the viewing screen. He did not look amused but Volta couldn't have cared less.
With a questioning look at his superior, the co-pilot stood aside.
Volta positioned himself in front of the screen and bent close so as not to miss even the smallest detail. He could scarcely believe his luck, a real, live Overlander right under his very nose. After all he'd heard, here it was, in the flesh. A tremor of excitement rippled through him as the small figure began to take shape. Strands of dark brown hair caught in the breeze making the heart shaped face seem pale by comparison. White billowing robes hid the body, but the feet were small and leather shod.
Volta took in a sudden deep intake of breath. "It's a female!" he exclaimed. Beside him he felt Tully's muscular frame stiffen. Surprised, Volta glanced at his man. For one micro-second he thought he saw something akin to fear in his bodyguard's usually set expression. But then, eager to return to the entertainment, he dismissed it.
"What's she doing?" he said, mostly to himself. Then he noticed a dead goat tied to the horse. "Ah, she's poaching!"
She didn't move. She stood beside the white horse as if turned to stone. Only the gentle billowing of her robes and the rippling hair gave any impression of life. Even the horse stood stock still. The tank must have been only two hundred meters away before the riveted crew, Volta and Tully, could finally make out the details of her face.
To Volta's amazement the girl, for that was all she was, seemed actually quite pretty. Somehow he'd expected her to be disgustingly ugly or deformed in some way. The little he knew about the infamous tribes had not prepared him for this apparent contradiction. A ripple of conversation caught his attention. It took half a minute for him to catch the gist of the crew's consternation.
"Look at the eyes, sir," said Jenson.
The commander leaned a little closer to the screen over Volta's shoulder. "I'll be damned," the soldier said softly.
Immediately Volta honed in on the girl's face, keen to see what the excitement was all about. He gasped as if he'd been doused in cold water, for what the crew muttered was true. This girl, with her wide mouth, aquiline nose and dark hair, had brilliant green eyes.
Before he could react, he was shoved unceremoniously away, Commander Tomlin swiftly on top of the situation.
"Right," Tomlin said, "we'll have to take her alive."
Volta gaped open mouthed at the crew. What did that mean? Take her alive? Did it mean that they had been prepared to kill her? Surely not? She was younger than he was. He looked to Tully for reassurance but found his bodyguard standing stiffly to attention, the width of his heavily muscled chest beaded with perspiration. Beneath his left eye a small muscle ticked rapidly.
Volta was shaken. He signalled to his bodyguard, a tiny flicker of his forefinger that no one else would have noticed. "What's wrong?"
But the mute man did not respond. He stood rigidly, staring at the screen.
Volta didn't know what to make of this, and was reluctant to draw attention to Tully, lest one of the crew noticed his agitated state. Young and protected though he was, Volta understood that something was amiss. For a moment he felt completely at a loss. The day wasn't panning out to be the lark he'd anticipated. Then he forgot Tully as Jenson spoke.
"We'd do well to take out the horse, cut off any chance of escape."
The commander nodded. "Sounds like a plan."
Illogical though it was, Volta found the prospect of the horse's destruction as unsavoury as the girl's. He'd been rapt with the equine, fascinated with its black hooves, silver mane and brilliant white coat. It seemed to him to be something out of a computer game, unworldly and truly beautiful.
He felt vaguely sick in the stomach as the first gunner flicked over the safety switches enabling the gun periscope to slide silently up through its lubricated funnel. Every pair of eyes in the tank were riveted on the target. Sweat popped up on Volta's brow and he could hear his heart hammering in his chest.
"Target locked on, sir," said the gunner.
Volta watched in horror as a violet dot appeared directly between the black eyes of the horse.
A silence stretched out in the warm interior of the tank, ratcheting nerves to breaking. Volta held his breath, wanting to look away, but somehow unable to. But, seconds later, the commander remained silent and Volta dared a fleeting glance at him.
The commander's close-shaven face was pale, and a frown creased the skin between his brown eyes. Realization rolled over Volta like a shock wave. The commander didn't want to do it! A smile of relief broke out on Volta's face, but at the sound of the commander's voice his heart began skipping again.
"On three and countdown," said the commander, softly but firmly, a small muscle flickering in his jaw. He continued, "three, two —" but he never finished.
Beside Volta, Tully finally stirred. Volta turned just in time to see the man reach for his laser sword. Without thinking Volta slammed himself backward, and, taken completely off guard, Tully tripped over his own feet, crashing to the ground.
Not unexpectedly, general pandemonium ensued. Volta tried to think of a good cover story, but then, to his amazement, he saw that it would not be necessary.
The yelling and general disruption that Volta had assumed to be aimed at himself and Tully was — incredibly —
directed elsewhere.
Grouped tightly around the screen the whole crew seemed to be oblivious of the drama in their midst, as they tried to talk over each other. Volta regarded Tully, but the man sat unmoving where he had landed, his head buried in his massive arms. Forgetting his dignity, Volta dropped to all fours and wormed his way through the tangle of the crew's feet to get a look.
What he saw filled him with awe. It appeared that the Overlander girl had stepped forward and stopped directly in front of the horse's head. The violet dot now stood out aggressively upon the pale skin of her brow.




Chapter 3
Silently, Mia offered up a prayer to Sol, the great sun goddess, giver and taker of life. Mia was an Overlander, therefore her horse was like a child. And with the fierce protectiveness of the mountain lioness, all her maternal instinct surged up to protect. Beside her, she could hear the soft whispering of breath through the mare's delicate nasal membranes, hence her name. Whisper.
It was not that Mia wanted to die, merely that she wanted Whisper to live. She knew the violence of her death would send the horse into a panicked flight. Besides, she was realist enough to understand that it was not the mare they were interested in.
If they caught her…
But she pushed the thought firmly aside, forcing away the terrifying vision of four walls closing in around her. Suddenly she had a new insight into that ancient saying, "there are worse things than death." To die free was better than living several lifetimes shut away from the light. She tried to picture all her loved ones. She hoped they would forgive her foolishness.
Time seemed to stop. She became intensely aware of the world around her. Of the brilliant sky above, the gentle caress of the breeze, the lonely call of a kestrel and the softness of the sand beneath her feet. Then her stomach rumbled loudly. It seemed most unfair to have to die with an empty stomach.
Then, for the first time, she wondered why it was she was still alive. Certainly the violet light would be trained somewhere on her face. So what was the hold up? She narrowed her eyes and glared at the tank hunkered down in the sand like a glittering toad. She frowned. Were they playing with her? Fear gripped her. She'd heard of this. The way they teased and tormented, sometimes for days.
Fear galvanized her brain into action. To hell with that! If she were going to die she was going to do it on her own terms. Adrenaline burst into her arteries, roaring around her tense body. She flicked up her hood, lifted her head to ululate an eerie challenge. The wild call echoed around the valley.
Then she vaulted into her saddle and kicked Whisper urgently in the sides. The game mare took off like a pocket rocket, straight up the steep pitch of the mountain. Using the rock formations as cover Mia threaded up and away, half expecting her head or back to explode any second.
She knew that the solar powered tank could follow, but only slowly. If she could make it to the top of the escarpment, escape seemed possible. From that point the desert spread away, undulating softly as far as the eye could see. In her mind she could picture the distant mountain where she lived. Centuries of relentless wind had whittled the sandstone into a series of fantastic towers, with elaborately carved fissures and swirling patterns that changed shape according to the position of the sun. Carved into fantastical shapes by the elements it was, she felt, beautiful in its way. The thought of never seeing it again was unbearable.
Her introspection was broken by the sound of Whisper's laboured breath. Mia considered cutting the carcass free. She glanced back, trying to assess the situation. To her vast relief the tank remained stationary. A sudden blinding flash of light made her cry out in surprise and fear, her hand covering her eyes briefly. But then she saw that it was just the sun's reflection off the gun's periscope.
As she guided Whisper behind a small rocky outcrop an idea popped into her brain. For a moment, the proposition hung tantalizingly, teetering between fantasy and possibility. Unconsciously she checked Whisper, who obediently dropped back to a walk.
Her brain went into overdrive as she examined the idea from every angle. Then, a little breathless at her own daring, with a tiny tightening of her tummy, she signalled Whisper to halt. They both rested, heads hanging, rib cages heaving. After a minute Mia recovered enough to slide off the mare. Then, with infinite care, she slowly scaled the outcrop, hood all but covering her face. She peered down at the tank and a small smile curved her lips.
Very slowly, she retrieved her sling and fished out a stone, her eyes never leaving her target. She nearly lost her nerve and had to take a few deep breaths to control the fine tremor that had developed in her hands. "Come on Mia, don't wimp out now," she told herself. In one fluid, graceful movement the sling whirled above her head, and the tiny white stone, invisible to the eye, cast away.
Breathlessly she waited. Then a sharp cracking sound carried on the breeze. A direct hit, she thought exultantly. With a grin she pulled herself up a little higher and peered cautiously down at the tank. The disabled periscope had disappeared. Pleased beyond measure she pushed back her hood and raised her voice, giving out her tribe's long, resonating battle cry.
Only too aware that she'd pushed her luck as far as she should, and then some, Mia slithered back down the rough surface and picked up Whisper's reins.
"Let's get out of here," she said softly to the mare.
Whisper tossed her head in agreement. No sooner had Mia's backside hit the saddle than Whisper took off, surging up the mountain side with every ounce of strength. Mia made no effort to restrain her, leaning as far forward over the mare's neck as she could to try and lighten the load. Finally, with a massive push of her muscular quarters, Whisper leapt up and over onto the crest.
Mia hugged the mare's neck fiercely. Without a backward glance, she calmly gave the mare a loose rein and they set off, galloping flat out over the hard-packed sand. When Whisper's coat turned from white to steel-grey with sweat, Mia looked back. Surely the blinded machine was still stranded in the valley. Her heart lifted when she saw the golden swathe of sand spreading out behind her, unblemished by any other visible presence. Confident of her success she reined Whisper back to a steady lope, which the mare could maintain for hours. With a sigh of satisfaction Mia checked to see that her precious cargo remained secure. Danger now behind her, she happily anticipated the enthusiastic reception that lay ahead.
Already she could visualize the admiring looks and hear the kind words her kin would extend when she rode triumphantly into the camp. People would stop and stare. Her Nonna would say nothing but would exude approval like juice from a guava. The men would acknowledge her brilliance and insist she take pride of place in the next hunt. Her little brother, Farro, would follow her around with worship in his big brown eyes. Mia laughed out loud. It was a great thing to be an Overlander.
A shadow flickered overhead. It was big. Bigger than any bird Mia had ever encountered. Then she noticed Whisper's ears prick up. Mia felt her stomach drop into her feet as an alien sound thrummed in her eardrums. Her eyes followed the shadow as it swooped away and then curled back toward her. The high-pitched noise resonated over the desert like war drums. Whisper skittered nervously as a willy-willy swirled a fine mist of sand into the air and blasted across their path.
Mia looked up. And what she saw turned her heart into a giant fist in her chest. The ugly toad-like vessel could fly! Panic gripped her. It wasn't fair! No one had ever told her that they could fly. It wasn't natural. How could anything so big and heavy leave the earth? But in the end, it didn't matter. What mattered was it was there. Hunting her like a hawk. She had to get away. She had to get home.
The force of the wind created by the machine was fearsome. It threatened to blow her off Whisper's back. Mia stood in her stirrups and looked around, holding back her hair as the machine thundered overhead. Her eyes searched frantically over the terrain but there was nothing but sand and dunes and sky. She plucked her knife free and, turning awkwardly, sliced through the bonds that held the goat. It broke her heart to watch her beautiful prize slide away. And she hated them then. Hated the airborne predators that stole from her family, her friends and her kin. She wished she had a gun. If she had, she'd fill the tank with bullets and watch it crash and burn. But she knew it was just bravado.
And her heart hardened. They could have her but they weren't taking Whisper. Not while she had breath in her body. She cried out as the machine dropped. Whisper let out a scream of terror
and
bolted. Mia let her go. For a few strides she relished the strength and goodness of her friend. And then she dropped the reins. Kicked her feet free. And jumped.




Chapter 4
Volta was agog. Holy shit, this was a birthday to remember! It was a bit humiliating being the only person forced to sit strapped in a safety harness but he was willing to let it go. The day was exceeding all his expectations. And some. His brain felt like it was going to pour red hot lava out of his ears any second. Seriously — this was living. Beyond cosmic.
As his eyes drank in the unfolding drama below, Volta tried to get a handle on his emotions. He was deeply conflicted. Whilst he didn't want anyone to die, now the girl was within their grasp, he wasn't sure he wanted her captured either. True, she was a thief. And stealing was abhorrent. He knew he should disapprove of her actions but, hard as he tried, he couldn't. His heart just wasn't in it. Nothing was how he had imagined.
And then, she was a girl. A young girl. Just the fact that she was a girl was fascinating. Volta's experience of girls was zero. And at thirty, Tully was the youngest person he'd ever met. There had never been anyone of his own age to associate with. Indeed, it was such a foreign concept Volta wasn't sure what young people did together. The one thing he was sure of though, was that they didn't race around the desert on the back of white horses, killing other people's goats and shooting at people with slingshots.
He lost his train of thought as the white horse disappeared out of view. Volta felt a shaft of regret. And then envy. Not an emotion he indulged in often. It was mad, but what he wanted, more than anything he'd ever wanted in his life before, was to ride roughshod on the back of a horse. Not a virtual horse, but a real, live, living and breathing one.
Then the ship banked and went into a dive. Whilst wild horses wouldn't have dragged the admission out of him, Volta was glad for the restraints. And his discomfort was soon forgotten as the desert came to meet them. Volta leaned forward eagerly, craning his neck to get a good look. But the screen was just a blur of sand. For the love of water!
It seemed to take an eon for the ship to settle to a standstill. Volta, for want of anything better to do, cast a quick look at the crew. It occurred to him then, that they were every bit as wired as he was. In the cramped interior, the silence was so intense you could have heard a fly fart. All eyes watched the screen as if their lives depended on it.
When the screen finally focused, there was no sign of her. Her stone had damaged the camera's range. It was a miracle it worked at all. Volta wondered if she had gotten away. He wasn't sure how he felt about that. Curiosity waged war with compassion. Before the battle could be concluded the crew snapped into action. Fully armed, they headed to the door, opened it and began to decamp.
Volta leapt up, nearly strangling himself in his haste. They were going without him. How rude! He cursed and tried to undo the fastenings. Stupid darn things. Must have been invented by an alien. His temper did not improve when Tully loomed and unclipped him with embarrassing ease. Without waiting to thank him, Volta sped off. He leapt straight out of the door. And landed in a tangle, face down in the sand. Which was hot. Very hot. It hurt. It actually hurt. Weird.
A hand hauled him back onto his feet. Volta spat half a desert out of his mouth and wiggled out of Tully's grasp. He was missing everything! Seconds later he puffed around the corner of the tank. His heart missed a beat. There she was!
He took a few steps forward and stalled. It was not the fierce rays of the sun that stopped him. Nor the commander's choice words. It was the girl. Her brilliant green eyes stared across the void and pinned him like a moth to a board. Her face was pale as paper. But her chin jutted arrogantly and there was fury carved into every nuance of her form. Then her lips curled into a sneer. And suddenly, Volta felt very small. Almost… contemptible. Which was ridiculous because he hadn't done anything wrong.
The commander and his crew did not seem to share his emotions. They formed a semi-circle around her and closed in. It looked a little ridiculous. Five grown men, armed to the teeth, creeping cautiously up on a slip of a girl. Especially a girl armed with nothing but a strap of hide and a handful of stones. On second thoughts, Volta took a step back, suddenly wary. Did they know something he didn't? Just how dangerous was she?
He nearly peed himself when she turned her gaze on the men and lifted her voice. Her voice ululated away into the blue sky. As sweet and pure as a piccolo. And every bit as sad. Perhaps the soldiers were moved in some way too, for they slowed and stopped.
And she exploded into action. Her sandalled feet swept the ground kicking up a geyser of sand. Three of the men cried out and put their hands up to their eyes. Volta watched in growing dismay as the two remaining men rushed in.
There was a brief skirmish. A horrible, hideous clash of bodies. A knife flew through the air and disappeared into the sand. Volta didn't want to see. But he couldn't tear his eyes away. Overwhelmed by numbers the Overlander girl fought for her freedom with all the ferocity of a feral cat. Volta found himself willing her on. She used her nails and teeth and knees with equal measure. Not a single sound did she utter. For one brief second she surged out of the fight. Volta silently cheered. But the commander was on her. He grasped her wrist, yanking her violently. Her body whirled around and they collided with a sickening thud. Then she folded up like a house of cards. A rivulet of red running down her face.
And it was over.
Volta turned around and threw up. Twice. The sun seemed to burn a hole in his back and he felt dizzy. He watched them pick her up like a bag of rubbish and manhandle her away. Somehow he managed to totter after them on spaghetti legs. He didn't even
care when Tully shoved him unceremoniously on board. In a state of shock he slumped in his seat. His bodyguard fastened him like a baby. But Volta didn't have the strength to be mad. He averted his eyes from the corner where they'd dumped the girl. He began to shake.
Tully sat down next to him and Volta discovered a whole new level of discomfort. His belly squirmed as if he'd swallowed a dozen eels. An alien emotion gripped him in its powerful pincers. Shame. He could barely bring himself to look into his bodyguard's eyes. For as long as he could remember, Tully had been his protector, mentor and friend. How could he have forgotten that the battered body on the ground was not the first Overlander that he had met? For of course, he had always been aware, at least at some level, that Tully was, or had once been, an Overlander. Yet he'd never before given a second's thought to how the deeply held prejudice that society held toward the Overlanders' might
affect his man.
Tully patted his shoulder. Volta wanted to cry. But he didn't. He didn't deserve it. The ship shuddered and lifted off. No one spoke. It was like they'd been blighted. At least, that's how Volta felt. Like life had smeared him with something ugly. Something he wasn't sure he'd ever be able to wash off.
He forced himself to look at her. It was awful. Truly dreadful. Her white robes were torn and bloody. One slender leg lay exposed to the thigh. A vivid blue bruise blossomed on the tender skin. One hand unfurled like a flower revealing a set of torn, bleeding fingernails. One of the soldiers came to her and bent over her limp body. Seconds later she was trussed up like an oven-ready bird. Volta looked away. Sickened. It was hard to connect her to the wild, untamed girl out in the desert. It was harder still to justify the brutality she had suffered. She was an alien. And everyone knew that they couldn't be trusted. And she had poached a goat. But still. It didn't seem right.
For a second Volta contemplated asking his mother to let him have her. After all, she'd given him Tully. But then he dismissed the idea. These days his parent was pathologically anti-Overlander. Why was that, exactly? Because they stole goats?
Volta's eyes drifted back to her. He inwardly cringed. She looked terribly small. And vulnerable. Not the least bit dangerous. Why was it that Tully was acceptable and this girl not? Was it because his bodyguard was mute? Frustration engulfed him. He felt that he should know the answers. How come he didn't? And, for the first time in his pampered life, Volta began to question. It was an experience that both thrilled and scared him.




Chapter 5


Beneath his hand, Tully's young charge shook like a sapling in a storm. It had been quite a morning. What had started as an innocent escapade had turned nasty. Very nasty. The grim look on the commander's face told its own tale. Whilst the soldiers did their duty, it was clear that they took little joy in it. Tully guessed that perhaps, if Volta hadn't been present, things might have gone differently. The matriarch of the Western Water Company was not a woman to be crossed. And her son therefore, by proxy. Which was a shame. They misjudged the boy. But they had no way of knowing that. And so, here they were.
Tully looked down at the girl and grimaced. If only she'd just come easy. She could have spared herself the pain. Why did she do it? He thought of her then, astride the white horse, green eyes blazing like emeralds in the stark sunshine. His head began to pound. Partly as a result of the egg blowing up just above his ear. He touched it tenderly and winced. What had he been thinking? Almost did for himself. But his emotions had raged out of control. For one, tantalizing moment a vision had burst into his brain. For the first time that he could remember the heavy fog that veiled his mind lifted. And he had seen a man. A man dressed in white robes, with dark hair and green eyes. And he had been sure he was on the verge of discovering something huge. And then it had slipped away. Leaving him empty and confused inside. For the millionth time he wished he had words. For the first time, he wondered why he didn't.
He looked at Volta, half expecting to see some change in his ward's appearance. Some kind of mark. But of course, there wasn't any. The boy still looked like a cherub. Big blue eyes, hair like spun gold and perfectly formed features. He'd had a growth spurt and lost a bit of puppy fat. His pale adolescent skin was utterly unblemished. There was a slight widening to his shoulders and the rest of him was well proportioned. Pretty much perfect. The living proof that water bonds could (and did) buy anything. Mind you, looks could be deceiving. No one knew better than Tully that the young heir apparent was not so angelic by nature. Which was only as it should be. He was young.
The ship droned on. Volta stopped shaking. But it was a subdued trip home. There was not a pair of eyes that did not flicker restlessly back and forth to the prisoner. Because of course, that was precisely what she was. Tully hoped she didn't regain consciousness. It was selfish, he knew, but he didn't want to witness the look in her eyes when they opened. And he didn't want Volta to see either. He'd always been fond of the boy. After all, he'd lived as his shadow for thirteen years. It was only natural to have a strong bond. But now things were different. Today, the tables had turned. Today, Volta had been the protector. Today the boy had shown his true mettle.
A fire flickered in Tully's chest. A warmth. And he realized that his sense of duty and loyalty toward Volta was now fuelled by love. He was not the lad's father, but he was as close as it could get. He was a lonely man in many ways. An outsider. An alien. Suffered only by the legacy of his silence. Some of his sense of isolation dissolved. He felt a renewed sense of purpose. A sense of belonging. But perhaps most importantly, for the first time in his life he felt that his feelings were reciprocated. After all, why else would Volta take such a risk? For him? Yes, he decided, the boy had had enough to deal with for one day.
She called out. Tully felt Volta stiffen in his seat beside him. Everyone stopped, staring anxiously.
Her head thrashed from side to side. She called out once more. This time the words were clearer. "Da! Nonna! Where are you?"
Volta sucked in a slice of air and his hand closed over Tully's wrist. The boy's distress was palpable. Tully willed her not to wake. This time his motives weren't purely self-motivated. Wherever she was, it was better than where she was going. She moaned softly and went limp. The crew collectively sighed and went back to their work. Clearly, they couldn't get back to base quick enough. Tully didn't blame them. The whole situation stank.
Volta sat stiff as petrified wood. Tully patted his shoulder occasionally and wished they were home. To try and distract himself he looked at the screen. They were flying ponderously over the salt pans, which twinkled and shimmered in the sunlight. Nearly home. For a while he pondered what that meant. He sensed that there was going to be fallout from this day's work. For Volta. For himself. And — of course — for the Overlander girl.
On the screen the city of Isbane rose up to dominate. Soon Tully could see the white marble towers of the palace soaring above all the other buildings. The ship slowed and landed smoothly on the rough grey road. They crawled toward the dirty red fortress that housed the armed forces. In the shadow of the city they finally came to the ramp and started the last lap of the journey. Never had the tall grey gates looked so welcoming as they gaped open to engulf them.
The tank stopped at its bay, just one of hundreds of military vehicles, solar, wind, air and hydrogen powered. In silence the crew went through the safety checks. The engine died. The door swished open, letting in the familiar scents of the city. Tully pulled in a breath of hot, dry desert air. And let it out. Beside him Volta didn't stir.
The commander grunted at Tully. "You can go now."
Relieved, Tully got up. Volta however sat tight.
The commander looked at him. "You too, young Volta. Best be off."
Volta started to stand and then seemed to have a change of heart. He sat on the edge of his seat and pointed. "What's going to happen to her?"
The commander's face closed in. "That's not your concern. Army business," he said curtly.
Tully watched Volta expand like an enraged cane toad. He waited for the explosion. His young ward was not used to being thwarted.
The commander turned to two of the crew and jerked his chin at the girl. They got the hint and hastened forward. A minute later they carried her out. Volta leapt up and darted for the door. The commander blocked him.
Volta bristled. He stepped up into the soldier's face. "Let me pass!"
Tully was impressed. The commander was no hybrid pussycat. The boy had balls.
"Before you disembark," said the commander, "I wish to take the opportunity to remind you that all of today's events are secret under the Armed Force Divisional Secrets Act of 2998. In other words, keep your ears open and your mouth shut." He paused, eyes narrowing at Volta. "And when I say 'all', that's exactly what I mean."
Volta stepped back with an air of injured innocence. Tully laughed on the inside.
The commander saluted and stepped aside. Volta scurried out. Tully followed to find him staring wildly about. But there was neither sight nor sign of the Overlander girl.
"Scorpion scrotums!" said Volta.
Tully agreed but couldn't say so. Instead he moved into his ward's
range of vision and held up his hands, forming flying wings with his fingers. "Let it go," he signed.
Volta eyeballed him. But then he smiled, dimples playing in his cheeks like swirls of whipped cream. With a shrug of his shoulders he headed for the lift, the image of innocence.
Tully followed, smiling grimly to himself. He wasn't fooled. Not for a nanosecond. He'd seen it all before. Looked like his ward was cooking something up. Best be on his toes. He flexed his mental muscles. Forewarned was forearmed. Which was just as well. Volta was as bright as he was beautiful.




Chapter 6


Volta was outraged. On several levels. How dare the commander not tell him where the girl had gone! How dare he threaten him with Secrets Acts that his own mother had probably written! What was the point of being the heir apparent to the Western Water Company if everyone treated him like an imbecile. Or worse — a child.
It hit him then — the vast difference between himself and the desert girl. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to be out in the wilderness all alone. In fact, he couldn't even imagine being allowed to be. His mother would have a hissy fit. Crapping on about how much she'd invested in him and what little regard he had for her feelings. Blah. Blah. Blah. He wished he'd been born an Overlander. And then he remembered what had happened to her. Shame suffused him. Where was she? What was happening to her?
After a few minutes of steaming silently, Volta realized he'd missed the obvious. Today he had witnessed something that he shouldn't. Something that the army (and therefore the government) didn't want anyone to know about. His brain processed this quicker than a microchip. And came to a conclusion. The capture of the Overlander girl was a secret. Therefore, Volta had to discover why. At the same time, he had to be sure that his investigations proceeded undetected. Tricky. But not impossible. After all, his mother had bought him the finest brain that water bonds could buy. He had every faith in his own ability.
So engrossed was he, Volta barely registered the twists and turns of the catacombs as his feet navigated the massive underground base. Where to start? His inner eye conjured up his mother's state-of-the-art study and its sophisticated array of software. Without a doubt, everything that he wished to know, and probably more, would be there. But he reluctantly dismissed the idea. State-of-the-art software came with state-of-the-art security. He'd get caught for sure. No. What he needed was something more anonymous. Maybe the archives? But a visit there would be bound to spark a host of busybodies asking questions. It needed to be somewhere that his presence would be unquestioned. Then he had it. The library. No one would find anything odd about that. He was always in there researching for his studies.
Pleased to have made a firm decision, he practically skipped into the lift. Tully slipped in beside him. Volta gave his bodyguard the benefit of another of his devastatingly charming smiles.
The swarthy skin between Tully's eyes creased into a frown, and one eyebrow lifted in an arching question.
Hastily Volta looked away, the smile held in place by will power. It seemed his man was onto him. Well, he thought loftily, it wouldn't be the first time. It complicated matters a little, but it was not an insurmountable problem. He'd simply slip out in the early hours. By the time Tully awoke, he'd be back in bed sleeping like a baby.
As the lift swept swiftly upwards, Volta began planning. What he wanted was to get cracking straight away, but with Tully on his case and a sixteenth birthday dinner to endure he'd have to be patient. His spirits drooped at the prospect of the dinner party, filled with political claptrap and boring speeches. He sighed. Still, with a bit of luck he might manage to slip away early. He tried to ignore the little voice that told him that his parent would hardly miss him.
∆∆∆
 
When Mia awoke, she froze in terror. Her heart raced faster than a peregrine. Where was she? What had happened to her?
Initially she could see nothing, just a heavy black shroud. But she could hear and smell and feel. Beneath her the ground was hard and gritty. All around her were strange wailing moans, manic laughter and harsh cries, which filled her young soul with primitive terror.
Her head ached abysmally, as if several small insects were burrowing into her brain. And over all this horror lay a stench that rendered her senseless with disgust. The smell was so pungent that she opened her mouth to breathe, unwilling to voluntarily take the noxious fumes through her nostrils.
She closed her eyes tight, to try and hold in the tears as a feeling of helplessness threatened to overwhelm her. With trembling fingers she reached out tentatively. When her fingertips touched the crumbling cold stone of a wall, she whimpered softly.
She sat up and opened her eyes. Slowly they adjusted. She was in a small, bare room, with a large door to one side and opposite a high window, set with three bars. A cage. And then her memory came rushing back. The soldiers had captured her and taken her from her family, her tribe and her life. And it was all her own fault.
Everyone knew of the powers of the city. She knew that for all time soldiers had stolen her people away. Never to be seen again. But this had not happened since the time of her Nonna's Grandnonna. It was generally accepted that some unspoken truce had been found. The Overlanders avoided the city except in the relative anonymity of the place called the Poor Quarter, where trade was necessary for all. And now she had broken these unwritten laws. She had flouted the authority of the Isbane Army. Inside she felt hollow with fear. How bitterly she regretted killing that goat. She had broken the laws. And now she would pay. Terror surged through her, adrenaline pumping into her bloodstream. Crazy with grief she went to the barred window.
"Help me," she screamed, "please someone help me." Stood on tiptoe she could make out the mass of a huge mountain, nearly as tall as the range of her home. It took a second to see that it was a man-made monstrosity, a massive, reeking, pile of garbage.
Voice hoarse, she paused, listening intently. But she could neither hear nor see any sign of life outside.
Exhausted, she released her grip on the bars, turning to examine her prison once more. There must surely be a way out. She just had to find it. She began skittering around the room, fingers probing and testing the old walls.
After untold minutes she collapsed against the back wall, beneath the window. As the adrenaline wore off she began to shiver, despite the cloying heat. A great dread filled her, and she could no longer think sensibly.
Around her the soft moaning, muttering and shrieking of what must be other captives continued. The sound brought her no comfort. In minute detail she replayed the last precious moments of her freedom. Of Whisper surging like satin beneath her. Of the dry, pure air in her lungs. And then it turned to dust in her mouth as the bad things crowded in. The sound of Whisper's hoofbeats receding. The sight of that beastly water-bloated boy watching her downfall avidly. The violent encounter with the soldiers. The anguish and pain.
For a while her fury raged unabated. But then she finally allowed herself to think about her people. Grief gripped her. What would they think when Whisper arrived home without her? She felt no shame at the tears pouring down her face. She would never see Whisper again. She knew her mother and Nonna would hold out no hope. Like her father before her, Mia was lost to them. They would never know the truth. They would mourn her as if she were dead. And indeed, she may as well be. Mia knew that no one ever returned from the city. Ruthlessly, she forced those thoughts away, she could not bear to dwell on her loved ones' outpouring of despair. It was more than she deserved.
Then an odd thought occurred to her. What if her father hadn't been swallowed by the desert? What if, like Mia, he too had been taken by the soldiers? A tiny flame of hope flickered in her chest. Wasn't it just possible that her father may have found himself in a prison cell just like this? Just the thought of her Da gave her courage.
Mia could still remember him, although the moon had waxed and waned many, many times since he had gone to divine for water and never come home. He had been the most handsome man in all the universes. Tall, strong and always smiling beneath his full black beard. He had chosen Whisper for her. Broken the mare and taught Mia how to ride. How to divine. How to laugh. How she had loved him. How she loved him still.
Her eyes stared around the cell. What would Da have done?
She rocked slowly, pondering this. And then the answer, so obvious, so pure, came to her. Her Da would have done his best. How often had he told her, "All anyone can do is their best"? More times than she could count. And she decided then, that no matter what was to come, she was an Overlander. A proud and independent member of an ancient race. Like her father, she too would strive to always do her best, whatever that may prove to be.
She lay down then, instinctively pressing up against the wall, and began drawing out memories to hold. She remembered the soft whirls of hair down Whisper's neck. She recalled the splendour of the setting sun, a blazing ball of molten gold, falling behind the mountain. She pictured her mother laughing and her Nonna scolding. She pictured her father's eyes, emerald green like her own. She remembered their love, and eventually slipped into uneasy sleep.
.




Chapter 7
Trapped at the banquet table between his uncle, Wolfram, and the Western Water Company's president elect, Siros Bleak, Volta felt as if the evening would last forever. Behind him a vast array of gifts were spread over a glass table, everything imaginable and unimaginable, electronic gizmos, computer software, edible delicacies, electronic symphonies and fine clothes to name but a few. All equally as valuable as they were rare.
Volta, young but not foolish, wished that each carefully chosen gift was truly the gesture of good will and affection that they superficially represented. In reality they were an opportunity for the giver to show off his, or her, grotesquely fat purse and to curry favour. Bored, he drifted off into a fantastic fantasy of himself galloping like the wind across an endless plain on the back of a huge black horse.
"Volta, is there anything you would especially like for your birthday?"
He looked up. Across the table, at a politely safe distance, his mother watched him over the edge of an exquisite crystal glass. Volta, distinctly uncomfortable, felt like a fish in an aquarium being observed like some exotic but peculiar species of fish. He was a little surprised by his parent's directness, usually their conversations revolved around the weather and the rising price of water shares. Again, the vision flitted through his mind. Before he could stop himself the words just popped out. "What I'd really like, Mother, is a horse."
An eerie silence spread down the long table like an inverted Mexican wave. Volta cheered up. It appeared he'd hit just the right note to liven up the night. For several seconds no one spoke.
His mother's full lips pursed together as she observed her son.
Volta could guess what was whirring away in her brain. She'd be trying to understand how she had failed. How fourteen million sterls paid to geneticists sixteen years ago had failed to deliver the perfect child. Volta grinned to himself. Teenage rebellion should have been spliced right out. He watched her forcing her patrician face into pleasant lines.
"What a well-developed sense of humour you display," she said.
Sense of humour my backside, Volta thought to himself. He'd have as much chance of receiving a horse as he would of joining the Overlanders for afternoon tea. Still, it added a bit of zest to the bland diet of life. He smiled sweetly back. "I'm actually altogether serious."
Pavan's spine stiffened. "Do you think that I've invested millions of sterls simply to allow you to pursue some childish fantasy, guaranteed to do you permanent damage or —" she paused and leaned toward him to spit out the rest, "KILL you?"
Volta felt flattened. The breath rushed out of his body. Deep down he'd always suspected that his mother did not harbour strong maternal feelings towards him. But he'd excused her, rationalizing that for them it wasn't so much a generation gap as a giant generation chasm. To hear her talk as if he were nothing more than an expensive investment hurt. In fact, he was surprised at just how much it distressed him.
All around him he could hear the gentle current of amusement flowing from guest to guest. Suddenly he saw them clearly. They were nothing more than a group of the savage pigs that he had heard roamed the Poor Quarter, packing together to tear apart the weak or vulnerable. He became aware of mean, piggy eyes in fat faces. Greedy fingers held greasy morsels to spiteful mouths.
Volta dropped the chicken leg he'd been picking at dispiritedly. Out of the corner of his eye he could see his Uncle Wolfram's usually sour expression curling into a vulpine smile. This surprised Volta. His uncle rarely showed pleasure in anything. But his mother's displeasure appeared to have been diverted. She was now glaring across the table at her brother with an expression that would have soured milk.
To Volta's left, Siros Bleak, ever the diplomat, stirred. He stood up and clapped loudly, peering anxiously across the room at a huddle of musicians. At the sound of the president's abrupt summons they stood hastily and readied themselves.
The room began to dim and soon the pleasant melodies of synthesized music swelled. Glasses were refilled and eyes fixated on the 3D images floating like psychedelic clouds around them.
Volta watched as the waitresses worked efficiently around the table, discreetly doling out small blue tablets. Glasses clinked as the substance was eagerly swallowed. Ear pieces and dark glasses were taken from beneath chairs and plugged into portals tucked beneath the table. Everyone withdrew gratefully into a lone-zone. Social occasions were rare, people preferring the solitary pleasures provided by chemical and electronic technology. Interaction exhausted them, unless at the comfortable distance provided by a computer screen. Already he was forgotten.
Volta looked at the blue pill, picked it up and rolled it between his thumb and finger. For several minutes he sat wondering why it was that he couldn't find the same depth of satisfaction in the activity as everyone else. Was there something wrong with him? Or was it simply that he was young and they were all so old. Unable to find any satisfactory answers he gave up and put the pill down. Outside, night had fallen.
With a quick look around to make sure he wouldn't be missed, he pushed his chair back silently and slipped out, Tully at his heels. Back in his room he pushed back the heavy drapes and looked out across the landscape. A round moon lit the flat salt plain. Just dimly he could make out the pinprick reflection of stars on several tanks doing their rounds.
He checked the water clock, which took pride of place beside his bed. He would retire to bed for an hour and then visit the library. He jumped guiltily when Tully tapped him on the shoulder. On turning, he saw that his guard held something in his hand. A package simply, but beautifully wrapped in sky blue paper and bound in yellow raffia. There was something incredibly touching in the manner of its presentation. It showed an artistic flair and sensitivity, of which Volta had so far been ignorant.
Consumed with curiosity, for Tully had never seen fit to give him a gift before, Volta took the package and weighed it in his hand. It was lighter than he had anticipated. Swiftly, he pulled off the string and the paper fell apart. Volta gasped as his eyes fell upon the pale tan leather inside. Even as he lifted out the long strip of hide, he knew what it was. A sling shot. Not quite the horse he'd dreamed of, but pretty bloody brilliant anyway. Speechless, he looked at Tully.
Tully lifted a forefinger to his nose and tapped twice. "Our secret", he signalled.
Volta felt tears prick behind his eyelids. Why he felt so choked he couldn't say. He wished he knew how to express some of the emotion that welled up inside. But he couldn't. After a while he just nodded and returned the gesture.
The lines around Tully's eyes softened for a moment.
Volta thought that perhaps the man had some inkling of how he felt. Leastwise, he hoped so. How was it, he wondered, that he felt more at ease with Tully than he did with his own kind? He had always felt out of kilter with his own people. Up until now he had attributed this phenomenon as his own failing. After all, it seemed impossible to believe that everyone else was wrong and he alone was right.
A strange restlessness gripped him. It had been quite a day. It seemed that life had become uncomfortably complicated. So many questions seethed in his mind. Well, he decided, tonight he'd make a start. Find some answers. He'd stay in the library until he found out all there was to know about Overlanders in general, and about green eyed girls and their horses in particular.
Gently he stroked the soft leather of the slingshot. He made a mental note to find some suitable missiles the next day. He climbed into bed, closed his eyes and began to feign a genteel snoring, which he felt, was a touch of genius.
Sat crossed legged outside the open door, Tully watched his young ward. As performances went it was pretty impressive. Leastways it would have been but for the fact that Volta's perfectly proportioned nose never made any anti-social sounds, even in sleep. Tully lay down on his mat and began a polished performance of his own, his breathing slow and soft.
He didn't have long to wait. Twenty minutes later the soft sighing of satin sheets slithering to the ground gave Tully all the warning he needed. He wasn't a hundred percent sure what the lad had planned, but he had a hunch.
In his room, Volta smugly slipped on a pair of black leather pants, a black top (copied from his favourite martial arts game) and a pair of light joggers, then he climbed carefully through the window onto the balcony. With some effort he scaled the iron rails and pulled himself up onto the flat, smooth, tiled roof. He tiptoed across the broad expanse and then lowered himself onto a balcony on the other side. As he had anticipated, the polished cedar doors were open and he slipped into a sparsely, but tastefully furnished lounge room, and through into the main corridor.
By taking the stairs instead of the lift he ensured that he avoided any chance of detection, although he was puffing pretty hard when he finally reached the library entrance.
Volta marched confidently into the cavernous facility, his mind already focused on the task at hand. When someone stepped boldly in front of him he just about messed himself. It was several heart-stopping seconds before his brain registered the fact that it was Tully.
"Snakes alive, Tully," he hissed furiously, "you've just added ten years on my life." Tully merely gave a small satisfied smile, which was infuriating.
Volta looked at the man, unsure how to proceed. After all, he was about to research Tully's own people. He wasn't sure how the guard would feel. Perhaps he should just go back to bed. But the soft hum of computers seemed to call to him. He looked at Tully again. The man returned his stare steadily.
Then Volta decided that, whatever the outcome of the night's work, Tully could be trusted. "Come on," he said, "I want to find out about the Overlanders."
Tully nodded. He fell in behind Volta and followed.
They progressed down the corridor. Volta looked up at the ceiling where a detailed reproduction of all thirteen solar systems rotated endlessly. Earth and its system seemed very small and unimpressive, perched right on the edge of the known universes, several light years from its nearest neighbour, Florin.
He dragged his attention back to the software. Volta observed the blank screen for a few seconds. "Overlanders," he said firmly. The computer began to blink, indicating a search. Volta waited in a lather of impatience. He glanced at Tully and was shaken to see the intense expression on the man's face. Even though Tully gripped the edge of the workbench he could not quite hide the tremor that ran through his strong hands.
Volta felt an odd shiver ripple down his spine. He had a premonition of unspecified disaster. He almost reached out to shut the thing down, but then the machine spoke in her well-modulated tones.
"Overlanders," she said politely.
The violet screen rippled for a minute before a message began to take shape.
Volta took an involuntary step back. "I'll be damned," he said softly.




Chapter 8


Volta picked up a grubby rag and wiped his oily hands. Around him lay the dissected remains of a very old motorized automobile. The engine sat on a metal workbench, still waiting for attention, its old casing surprisingly shiny. Tully poked around the skeletal remains of an old bomber plane. Otherwise the museum workshop was empty. There was little interest from the museum staff in the clumsy, oily collection of antiquated machines, long defunct. A small group of passionate (and eccentric) enthusiasts kept the whole shebang alive.
Volta had initially wandered in there from sheer boredom. One of the old farts had taken pity on him and shown him how to strip down the tiny engine of a funny little machine that had been used to cut grass. This had tickled Volta's fancy. Nowadays grass was too well behaved by far to even consider growing, being genetically modified for eternal, green, tidy perfection. Mind you, the perfect lawns were, he conceded, a result of advanced science "donated" by some desperate refugee or other escaping war, famine or disease. There were some advantages (so said his history books) to being on the outer edge of the universe.
Still, primitive technology it might be, the fact remained that the exercise had him hooked. Every minute he could find, he slipped down below to the museum to immerse himself in the curious wonders of the past. It still amazed him that the machines had been run on the petroleum based products that had dictated the Earth's economy for a thousand years. Now the stuff was practically worthless. Which was marvellous. He could buy it entirely undetected with small change.
Absent-mindedly he tapped an alum key on the hard surface of the bench. He found that he could think constructively whilst wrestling with the intricacies of mechanics. And today he had a lot to dwell on. Nearly twenty-four hours had passed since his birthday jaunt but he was no closer to finding any answers. The Overlander file had been a bum steer. The words floated in his mind, haunting him. "Access denied. Authorized personnel only." Which was both frustrating and infuriating. Mind you, it made him even more determined to get to the bottom of it all. Usually time spent in the museum acted as a panacea to his problems. Today however, his concentration wavered. He sighed. How to progress?
Abandoning the engine, he went to the far wall and ran an eye over a row of keys hung on hooks. Volta loved keys. They were quirky little creatures. Each one unique. He'd never seen one before the museum. It was weird to think that once people had considered them to be a form of security. Bit mad really. Not that security was really the issue for these keys. He plucked one off and headed to a doorway on the far side of the room.
He slid the door open and, inside, his hand found the light switch. The cavernous, musty room lit up with white, cold light. Volta's eyes ran expectantly over the space until his eyes found what he was searching for. He wove his way around the antique vehicles. Some looked almost new but others were no more than skeletal remains. Everything was covered by dust and smelled of oil, decay and rust. Behind a huge yellow machine with a blade jutting out front, was a motorbike. Its black paint was faded and its tyres almost bald but the engine was shiny and the seat wiped free of grime. It was Volta's pride and joy.
Out of the corner of his eye, he marked Tully at the doorway. Volta felt an alien twinge of guilt. For the first time it occurred to him that if he had an accident and hurt himself, his mother would blame Tully. Which wasn't fair. Tully couldn't stop him. Leastways, he never interfered. In fact, it was Tully who procured the petrol and oil for him from the Poor Quarter. Which went way beyond the call of duty. Everyone knew the Poor Quarter was filled with deviants and freaks. All his young life he had heard tales of the dreadful fate that lay in store for anyone that entered that filthy, lawless portion of the city. For a moment he hesitated. Maybe he shouldn't do it. But the idea of giving up one of his few real joys was dismal. His bloody mother spoiled everything!
Tully's footsteps echoed over the stone floor. He paused next to the bike. He held out his hand and opened it flat. "What?" he signalled.
Volta decided to be honest. "I was just thinking, that if I fall off and hurt myself, my mother will carve your liver up for lunch."
Tully ran a hand thoughtfully through his dark beard. Then he reached for the keys and took them from Volta's hand, transferring them to the ignition. His strong hand patted the seat. A clear invitation.
Volta was moved. "Are you sure?" he said, anxiously. His bodyguard nodded and stepped back. Seconds later the room filled with the roar of the old engine. It sounded like a stampede of the huge buffalo he'd seen in historical documentaries. Volta revved it a little, sucking in the fumes. Then he kicked up the stand, freewheeled back, and weaved his way carefully through the maze. At the door he paused to look back over his shoulder.
Tully grinned and held up a thumb.
Volta manoeuvred the motorbike through the door into the workshop. With practised ease he put the old Triumph through her paces. Well, most of them. There wasn't adequate room to get up enough speed for the fourth gear. But it was glorious all the same. It made him feel a little bit devilish. A bit daring. He slowed, circling, his thoughts back with the Overlander girl racing across the desert. Suddenly, he felt flattened. All his joy evaporated like dew on a desert flower. Who was he kidding? This wasn't even close to what he'd witnessed. The way his life was, he'd be stuck in third gear forever. What he wanted was the same kind of freedom that she'd shown him.
And then he inwardly cringed. Except — of course — her
freedom had gone. A sense of restlessness stole over him. A feeling of deep dissatisfaction. He wheeled the bike violently around, taking it back to its spot. The engine died and the place was unnaturally quiet. Volta kicked down the stand, dismounted and went back to the workshop. For a while he tried to get back into his work. But he couldn't. His mind wrestled and struggled with the weight of his worries. There had to be a way to find out what was in the high security files. There must be someone out there that had some answers.
For a fleeting moment he considered the commander. That man was certainly in the thick of things. And he would be
classified as 'authorized personnel'. But it would be risky. There was no way of knowing where the man's loyalty might lie. It would be disastrous to misjudge and end up having to explain himself to his parent.
He squeezed his brain for inspiration. Then the answer slapped him soundly in the face. What an idiot! It was obvious. His mother had already given him the answer. He'd do exactly what she did. He'd buy what he wanted. Without a doubt there would be someone willing to tell him what he wanted to know. For the right price. All he had to do was find them.
This conundrum consumed him for a while longer. Where to start? He picked up a spanner and pressed down on a large nut, reflecting that people must have been hellishly strong hundreds of years ago. Perspiration popped up on his brow, and the muscles in his forearms and shoulders began to ache abominably. He gritted his teeth. Normally he'd have called for Tully to do it but for some reason, today he didn't want to.
Perhaps it was the odd idea that the Overlander girl could probably have done it with one hand tied behind her back. Or maybe it was the memory of the disdainful, dismissive curl of her lip. Whatever the reason, Volta uncharacteristically persevered. Sweat collected on his forehead, meandering in a maddening manner down his eyes. His arm muscles felt like they were on fire. He could feel the metal biting into his skin.
Tully materialized at his side and looked at him questioningly.
Volta shook his head. He stood on tiptoes, and dug deep. The nut stubbornly resisted. He gritted his teeth and strained with every fibre of his body. The nut gave. Volta collapsed over the bench and gulped air. Then he stood up and swiftly finished the job. He whistled softly as he worked.
As he put the tool softly back on the bench top, he knew exactly the place to go to buy the information he so desperately wanted.
He turned to Tully. "I'm going to the Poor Quarter." Tully's head snapped around." And I need you to come with me." He felt light headed. A bit scared. But the words couldn't be unsaid. He waited, in a lather of anticipation.
Tully's swarthy, bearded face gave nothing away. But his massive chest swelled and a blood vessel began throbbing on his forehead. Then he nodded. Once. And went back to his work.
Volta followed suit. But his heart pounded and his fingers trembled. But he couldn't backtrack now. Somewhere out there, the Overlander girl was held captive. He had to know why. For her. And for himself.




Chapter 9
After a quick lunch, Volta headed back to the library. He scrolled feverishly through an old historical file, eyes peeled for any fragment of information that might fill in the gaps. It was all very well to head out to the Poor Quarter, but he needed some kind of direction. A plan. A name. Any name that looked promising. Someone… bribable. Someone shady.
The data was familiar, the telling of the pandemic
virus that scourged the systems a millennium ago. It reiterated the information of Earth's isolated position and how obsessively strict quarantine on the moon had created sanctuary for desperate refugees. Again the reference to the scientific bonanza paid by more advanced peoples for entry visas.
Volta had forgotten that even the chip implants that gave unnaturally long life were the spoils of others' misfortune. It was not a very comforting thought. Mind you, he noted, there was no mention of the serious scientific blunders that had resulted. Volta knew that the chips that gave longevity had coincided with a rapid decline in fertility. It was a subject that was politely ignored. Volta was reminded of whispers claiming that the deviants in the Poor Quarter were also products of failed research sourced from more advanced civilizations.
Volta sighed. As his eyes scanned the data he realized that only the very wealthy (who could pay their way in), or the very poor (who had been deemed potential pools of cheap labour), had qualified for entry onto the planet. Perhaps most shameful of all was the bragging and self-righteous tone of the data. The metaphoric back patting.
Utterly absorbed by the old documents, Volta jumped violently when a heavy hand gripped his right shoulder. Annoyed, he whipped around in protest. The angry words that formulated in his brain stopped short of his tongue when he recognized the sly countenance of his Uncle Wolfram.
"You scared me," said Volta.
"A new interest?" Wolfram said, peering at the screen.
Volta turned back and addressed the computer, "Quit."
"Do you really wish to exit?" asked the computer.
"Yes," said Volta. He turned to face his uncle. The man's appearance was as unpleasant as it was unexpected. "Can I help you, Uncle Wolfram?"
The man smiled. "I think it's time we dispensed with the 'uncle' bit, don't you? Wolfram will suffice."
"Can I help you… Wolfram?" Volta repeated in a studiously polite tone. What on earth did he want? It seemed too much of a coincidence that his mother's brother happened to bump into him in the library. Volta could not remember ever seeing him in there before. He didn't want anyone to know of his newfound interests. Instinctively he knew that the senior members of his acquaintance would not approve. And senior meant just about everybody that he knew.
Wolfram's piggy eyes observed him speculatively. "Help me?" he said. "No, I don't think so. I just happened to be passing by and thought I'd take an interest in my only nephew."
Volta's face showed none of the disbelief he felt. "Oh, how nice," he said. His uncle was definitely up to something. "How's business?"
For an instance the smile flickered. "Business is excellent. Thank you for asking." Said Wolfram cordially.
Not convinced for a moment, Volta waited, sure there was something more. He was not disappointed.
"Well, I'll see you later," said Wolfram, turning away. Then he stopped and turned back. "Oh, I just had a thought. There's an extraordinary meeting of the board this afternoon, you might consider coming along. After all, it won't be long before you are a voting member yourself."
And there it was, Volta thought. "I'll think about it," he said easily, "goodbye."
Wolfram waved an arm in a vague salute and set off, puffing slightly.
Volta watched until the broad expanse of his uncle's bottom had disappeared from view. Tully stepped out from behind the vast array of computers.
"What on earth was that all about?" said Volta.
Tully shrugged. Then he lifted a hand palm upwards. Be careful.
Volta nodded his agreement. "I'll say. Still, I think I'll take my good uncle's advice and make a show."
Tully frowned, and then nodded.
With a last glance over his shoulder, Volta returned to the computer, entered his passwords and requested the site. "The Poor Quarter — mutants."
Soon he was reabsorbed, utterly fascinated by the oddball collection of creatures, designed by barmy scientists. Scientists who seemed to have had no motivation other than the irresistible potential of the knowledge they had acquired. Unfortunately for the scientists, they had been exposed and a new political power had risen. The Mutant Liberation Front (MLF).
This society had managed to break into laboratories and release large numbers of the creatures. Unfortunately, they hadn't seen fit to plan any further, leaving the newly liberated beings to look after themselves.
From what Volta could see they'd succeeded very well. So well, in fact, that despite the vast sums of money that had been spent in trying to relocate them, the mutants remained at large. Their numbers had increased at a rapid rate.
"Fascinating," said Volta, mainly to himself. "Flaming fascinating." And then he stiffened as his eyes scrolled up a news article. It was one of those grubby little newspapers intent not so much on news as sensation. In this case, a list of the top ten most wanted by the government. Volta was riveted. The first was a feline hybrid. An assassin. No image. Known as The Confessor. Galactically awesome! His eyes skied down to the next. Again no image. A name — Shyboy. Wanted for insurgency. And cybercrime. Known associate of the MLF. Volta stared at the list for a long time. And smiled. Perfect.
Reluctantly he signed off. If he spent too long on one site the fact would be picked up by some nosey parker or other. It was a novel experience, to have to be constantly cautious. He felt a bit at a loss. He couldn't quite capture the point at which this had become a necessity. It reinforced to him that his life had gone off track. But he couldn't see how he could go back, even if he had wanted to. His peace of mind was well and truly shattered. It wasn't helped by the realization that having found a couple of candidates who seemed shady and anti-establishment enough to bribe, he was still light years from achieving his goal. How in Hades was he going to find them? To be honest he didn't fancy getting upfront and personal with an assassin. The cyber candidate was more attractive. What was his name? Shyboy. That was it.
Tired and irritable, Volta decided he needed a bit of down time. He turned to his guard. "Come on Tully, I want to try out a new Buzz program. It's a bit old, no taste or aroma, but it's the best I could find." He pulled the library program out of his pocket and exhibited a cover decorated with a patrician gentleman astride a large black horse.
Tully reached out and pulled the game from his hand, examining it minutely. The expression on his face disturbed Volta. His man seemed upset. Volta's mind moved back to the incident in the tank. Tully had been really upset then, too. Now, as then, there was something about him, an air of intensity and inner angst. He watched anxiously, wondering if he should say something. But then Tully started, blinked and handed back the disc.
Volta opened his mouth to speak. And shut it, unsure of what to say. Then the moment was lost as Tully stepped aside. His silent way of telling Volta the conversation was over. They moved swiftly back to Volta's suite, unimpeded by interruption. When they arrived, Tully seemed fine. His usual self. Maybe he was just a bit tired. Volta had hardly slept a wink through the night. His brain had gone into warp drive. Perhaps Tully had been the same. But he didn't really believe it. Deep down. His bodyguard must be as interested in the Overlander girl as he was. Volta had been aware of Tully looking over his shoulder in the library. How he wished he could read his man's mind. How he wished — not for the first time — that Tully could speak. But then, if he did, Tully would never have come into his life. Volta frowned. Where would Tully have been now if he could speak? It was a knotty question.
But time was ticking on. He wanted to try the program before he went to the meeting. Still filled with unease, he crossed his huge living room and entered the viewing room. His hands trembled as he opened the computer. Reality games were awesome. Over the years, Volta had engaged in hundreds of sports and activities. His favourites were bob-sledding and skydiving. There was no bigger buzz than plummeting toward the earth like a meteorite. That was living!
Volta engaged the new program, put on the wide blue tinted eye mask and swallowed a clear capsule. He climbed into his seat and stuck the sensor pads onto his forehead, wrists and ankles. The mind-bending drug kicked in and seconds later he mounted a horse for the first time and executed a perfect dressage test. And another. Half way through the third test he sat up, ripped off the mask, and disconnected the program. Furious, he picked up the cover and flung it across the room.
Deeply disappointed, he waited until the residual effects of the drug wore off, his mood darkening as his thoughts coalesced. What a crock of crap. The sensations he'd experienced in no way matched the reality of what he'd witnessed. There was no hint of the breathtaking, wild and exuberant actions of the Overlander girl. The program was rubbish. It was a sham. He felt robbed.
He paced around the room as another thought occurred to him. He held the concept at bay, a little afraid of the consequences of such radical expression. He paused, aware that he stood on the brink of something profound. Something deeply disturbing. He cursed — and plunged in.
If this program was a sham, what of others? How did he know that any of the exciting Buzz experiences he'd pursued were a reflection of reality at all? There was no ready answer. But he had no intention of letting it go. His anger simmered gently. He wasn't even sure who he was mad at. It just seemed that he'd discovered some fundamental flaw in a world he'd always accepted as proper in every aspect. He realized that he would never again be satisfied with illusions of physical prowess. What he wanted was the real thing. Whatever that may be.




Chapter 10


Mia awoke with a jolt. She felt the panic of total disorientation as she tried to work out where she was. And then reality swept over her with icy clarity. Her mouth was parched and she longed for a drink. She wondered if her captors would leave her here to simply die of thirst and hunger.
The sound of approaching footsteps and loud voices caught her attention. Grateful to have something to think about, she watched the door eagerly. Maybe someone was coming to set her free! To tell her it had all been some horrible mistake.
With bated breath, she listened, but when the sounds paused outside her cell door, fear burst over her anew. She backed into a corner, her body as tense as whipcord. The lock rattled and the door swung open. A guard sneered nastily at Mia, lifted his arms and swung both hands forward. Two small missiles flew through the door. A loud clang and the door closed again.
Mia stared. She knew it was rude but she couldn't help it. Two small girls cowered on the hard floor, their velvet brown eyes trained on her, wide with terror. They were pretty, with soft curly hair and button noses. Identical, except one was dressed in red and the other in blue. The two simple shift dresses were threadbare but clean. Their feet were bare. Pretty much regular kids. Except for their ears. Their ears were long and velvety. Soft, brown and floppy. Cute as.
Mia smiled down at them, touching her fingertips to her forehead politely. "I see you," she said, in the way of her people.
The girls' ears flattened to the side of their heads. They pressed their bodies to the ground. Both quivering from top to toe.
Mia hunkered down. "I am Mia of the Overland." She paused to see if her words would elicit a response. But the two tiny girls turned away and buried their faces in the other's shoulder. Mia wondered just how old they were. At home a child of such size would be no more than two years of age. But they could be older. Mia had heard that hybrid children were often undersized. But she couldn't judge. She'd never seen any before. Just heard stories around the campfire. She racked her brain to recall all that she had learned. It didn't seem very much. She was cross with herself. Why hadn't she paid more attention?
But she knew why. Really. It was because such tales had seemed unimportant. Distant. A matter of mild curiosity. Nothing more. The trials and tribulations of city folk had not seemed relevant. To Mia, they may as well have dwelt on a planet far, far, away. Her world was her people. Her camp. Her horse. And her beloved desert. Nothing had seemed real. Not the soldiers. Or bloated, blue-eyed boys. Or this terrible place. Her emotions stirred up inside her. She felt like she was poking a big stick into a seeping, raw wound.
A sound filtered through her pain. A sob. Mia dragged herself back to reality, hideous though it was. She looked at the children. They were weeping, clinging to each other like bindweed. And her heart reached out to them. They were so small. So helpless. Even more helpless than herself. Her little brother, Farro, cried sometimes. When he was hurt. Or afraid. He would come to her and she would make him better. A tear fell. Who would comfort him now?
Without thinking she got up and went over to them. She hesitated. And then swept them up in her arms. Both gasped and stiffened, little spines arcing and tiny hands pushing against her chest. They weighed no more than a bushel of rice between them.
Mia discovered that they may be small, but they were healthy enough. She was hard pushed to hold onto them as they went into panic mode. They screamed. A high-pitched wailing that was terrible to hear. Their little fingers pinched, feet pummelled and teeth nipped. But Mia hung on grimly. If she gave up, it'd be over. Trust would be lost before it was found.
And suddenly the fight drained out of them. One, and then the other, slumped. And were still. For one terrible moment, Mia thought that they had died. That their little hearts had stopped beating, succumbing to shock.
Then one lifted a tear stained face and looked at her. "Mummy. I want mummy."
The other roused. "Mummy," she echoed. "Mummy. Mummy. Mummy." On and on.
It was the worst sound that Mia had ever heard. Each syllable dragged out of their devastated souls. Frantic to help, she pulled them close and rocked them. But their distress was so deep that they seemed insensible to her. And she began to sing. It was a lullaby that her Nonna had sung to her and now sang to her little brother. A simple tune and simple words. But no less precious for it. The song calmed her mind. And, little by little, the children's cries turned to tears. The tears to sniffles. And finally, the sniffles to sleep.
And still Mia sang on, until her dry, parched throat cracked. And she was forced to hum. She could feel their hearts beating rapidly against her own. Mia could smell their baby smell beneath the soapy scent of their hair. And there was something else. Something familiar. Mia worried over it for a moment. And then felt foolish. How silly she was. She could just detect the faint aroma of hare. Of course.
When she sensed they were deep asleep, she moved beneath the window and inched her way down the wall. She held her breath as she settled onto the ground, afraid that they might stir. But they slept peacefully on. Rosebud mouths parted. Cheeks softly flushed. Mia watched them and for the first time contemplated their predicament. Why were they here? What could they have possibly done to warrant such brutality? For it was brutal. It was worse, but Mia didn't have any word to express it. How could anyone do such a thing? Where was the mother? Was she here too, somewhere? Was she dead? Were they abandoned? Mia found the last impossible to believe. They were too well cared for. There just didn't seem to be any logical or reasonable explanation.
The only thing that Mia knew was that she wished they could sleep forever. What was going to happen to them? Her heart frosted over with fear. They would wake. And what then? She did not know. All she knew was that whatever it was, it wouldn't be good. And all she could do was sit here. And wait.
Deep down she silently seethed.




Chapter 11


As they walked down the cool, marble corridor Tully was shocked to find that Volta's head was level with his shoulders. In no small time, the boy was going to outstrip him. How had he not noticed before? Had the boy shot up overnight? He sighed.
He was troubled. Deeply troubled. He had to make a decision and it was killing him. For thirteen years he had stood at Volta's side. Guarded him. Chastised him. Laughed at him. And with him. Sometimes the boy had infuriated him. Sometimes he had saddened him. But, by and large, Volta had given him a reason to live. And none of that had changed. No. Not one iota. Tully's
feelings hadn't changed, except to grow stronger. Affection and camaraderie had hardened into love. The love of a father for a son. Never once in thirteen years had Tully ever lost sight of his duty. It had always been clear. Keep him safe. Keep him happy. And so he had. And still did.
The problem, if you could call it that, was that Volta had changed. Tully didn't blame him. It was inevitable. The boy was growing up. Trouble was, with the physical maturity came an intellectual growth spurt. The incident with the Overlander girl had acted as a catalyst. Tully sensed that Volta was increasingly aware all was not well in his world. And he was right.
Sometimes, being mute had its advantages. People assumed that because Tully couldn't speak, he couldn't hear or think either. Tongues wagged. Conversations raged around him, seemingly oblivious of his presence. Or maybe they just figured he'd never tell. And that was an oversight. Tully couldn't talk. But he could read. And write. And he did. Regularly. He wasn't a member of the MLF. But he had contacts. This was the source of his conflict.
Volta wanted to go to the Poor Quarter. He was looking for information, that much was clear. And, if Tully guessed right, Volta wanted to find someone who'd tell him the truth. The whole truth. From what Tully knew, there was only one man who could do that. That shadowy spectre known as 'Shyboy'. Below stairs, gossip ran rife. The man was rumoured to be the brains of the MLF. The government was gagging to get a hold of him. But he was as
elusive as a rainstorm. Frankly, Volta didn't have a hope. Tully, on the other hand, did.
Volta's footsteps slowed as they approached the huge double doors of the boardroom. Tully sensed his ward was having second thoughts. Half of him hoped Volta would walk away. Then Tully could shelve the mad plan he was hatching. But then Volta picked up speed. Tully stopped at the door.
Volta paused and gave an ironic grin. "This is going to be more painful than a pandemic."
Tully shook his head. He put up his hand and Volta slapped it. Without another word, the boy pushed the door open and went through. The door closed. Tully hovered, still unsure. To go in? Or not? Should he help Volta? Or should he not? If he left it alone, would Volta lose interest? He sighed again. Fat chance. It would be like trying to stop an avalanche. Volta was strong-willed. And increasingly showing signs of rebellion. Which was weird. He wasn't really like his mother. Tully would have given his pension to know who the boy's biological father was. And he was not alone.
Then he knew that Volta was right. These meetings were interminable. It may be the best opportunity Tully would get to slip out for an hour. Now? Or never?'
Minutes later Tully emerged out of the servant's back entrance. He squinted in the sunlight and skirted around the giant rubbish skips to the gate. A sense of urgency gripped him. Now he was committed he wanted it done.
He travelled swiftly down the stone streets in the shadow of the white towering walls of the palace. The building shone bright. Imposing. Austere. But beautiful. At the end of the street he turned right onto an avenue of well-watered trees that stood testament to the wealth and power of the inhabitants of the most exclusive enclave of Isbane. At the park Tully took a shortcut. Movement caught his eyes at the foot of a tree. He skirted around a heaving, shimmering pink mass. A cluster of deadly, pink scorpions picking apart a carcass. Feathers drifted in eddies of hot air. A bird. The tiny but deadly aliens had moved in uninvited and never moved out.
He hurried on. Nursemaids cast him curious looks as he passed them by. Children peered at him from behind their scorpion-proof pods. Tully felt sorry for them. These, the most privileged of little prisoners. But they were soon forgotten as he left the park and took a left turn. The houses here were less prestigious but still imposing. He headed for the one in the middle. A tall, elegant stone house. A huge armoured car squatted outside. Tully's mouth went dry with nerves. The Chauffeur was home.
∆∆∆
 
As he entered the boardroom Volta eyed the long, timber table appreciatively. Its polished surface shone a deep, burnished red. As usual he couldn't help but to run a finger along the smooth, cool surface. Timber was not as valuable as water but it wasn't far off, and was rare, especially in such a large quantity. Wooden vases, music boxes and carvings were more common.
So absorbed had he been that it took a moment before he noted his appearance was causing a stir. Several of the elderly men were staring across the table. Others were muttering softly to their neighbours. But Volta had become acutely aware of his mother. She was sat upright, staring across the room at him as if he had grown two heads.
"Afternoon, Mother," he said. He grinned to himself at the sight of her horrified expression. Clearly, his mother did not share his uncle's enthusiasm for his attendance. Then her disdainful mouth narrowed and she cast a quick look around the room. Eyes skittered nervously away. It seemed to Volta that no one wanted to be the subject of her attention. Interesting.
"Afternoon, Volta," she said. "What brings you here?"
While her tone was cool and casual, Volta felt her discomfort. He pulled out a chair and sat down. "Oh, I bumped into Uncle Wolfram earlier. He made the sensible suggestion that I should start to take an active interest in my future." He smiled across the room at his uncle. "So, here I am."
Volta was mildly amused to see his mother's urbane façade crack. Her fists clenched in front of her and the look she gave her brother was pure venom. Then she seemed to collect herself and forced a brittle smile.
"How thoughtful of your uncle," she said.
Across the table, Wolfram was making no attempt to conceal his glee. His fat face wobbled as he snorted up his nose. Which, Volta concluded, passed for laughter. It was hard to judge, Volta had never witnessed his uncle looking this happy before.
Then his uncle sobered up and smiled indulgently at Volta. It was a smile that suggested complicity. Almost as if his uncle were implying they were both in on some private joke. Volta would have been pissed off if it weren't for his mother's obvious outrage.
His mother eyeballed the committee members who were whispering in each other's ears, and they subsided into sycophantic silence. "Be seated, gentlemen," she said in her well-modulated voice.
The first half of the meeting was mind-numbingly dull. Volta was hard pushed not to nod off. Vaguely he gathered that water rates, water taxes and water shares were all up. A yawn escaped him.
Pavan leaned forward eagerly. "Volta, are you tired? Perhaps you'd like to leave us, there's only one more matter on the agenda. I'm sure no one would be offended if you left a few minutes early."
Volta observed his mother with mild surprise. Her concern was most out of character. Still, he was bored rigid. Maybe he should go. But as he glanced longingly at the closed door he caught sight of the furious expression on his uncle's face.
"I'm fine Mother, thank you. A few more minutes won't kill me."
For a moment he thought his mother was going to protest, but she sat back in her chair. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted Wolfram relaxing. Then the secretary picked up his notes. Maybe he was imagining it, but Volta could have sworn several members of the board seemed to perk up.
The secretary cleared his throat. "Other items on the agenda pertains to the capture and imprisonment of one female Overlander, described as being young, with brown hair and green eyes."
Volta sat up as if he'd been poked with a stun gun. Crikey cubed, he thought, it must be her.
Then chaos ensued all around him. Fists slammed the table, voices were raised. Although there were two exceptions. Volta watched as his mother and uncle sat unmoving, eyes locked across the table. He observed them carefully, trying to read their expressions. His mother looked nothing less than triumphant. His uncle appeared seriously peeved. It seemed whatever it was about this girl that had so agitated the commander and his crew also sent shock waves around the table.
For his part, Volta felt a jolt of disgust at the thought of the wild girl brought low, incarcerated in the foulness of the prison. But at the same time, he burned to know what it was that created such discord. Why was she so significant?
Almost beside himself with curiosity, Volta waited.




Chapter 12
It took a full five
minutes for the secretary to bring order back to the meeting. Volta knew he had walked into something big, but he wasn't sure what it was. One thing was obvious though, his curiosity regarding the Overlanders was just about to be assuaged to some degree. He couldn't believe his luck.
An uneasy silence settled around the table, as if no one knew quite how to proceed. Volta had no such qualms. "Can someone please tell me the significance of the girl?" he asked.
He looked around the table, but all the eyes seemed to slide away. No one seemed willing or able to fill in the blank spaces. His eyes reached his mother and Volta lifted an imperious eyebrow at her. Pavan shuffled a pile of papers set on the table before her. Finally, she lifted her face and smiled thinly.
"Overlander's with green eyes are diviners," she said.
Volta looked at her blankly. "What is a diviner?"
His mother looked like she wanted to hit someone. But she didn't. Instead she drew herself up to her full height and sniffed. "A diviner is a person who can find water."
Volta shook his head, mystified. "How?"
Another sniff. "We don't know."
Suddenly things began to make sense. "You don't know?" said Volta. "But you want to find out." It was a statement, not a question. He looked around the table at the others and felt a shiver of dread run down his spine.
His mother's patience seemed to have reached its limits. She leaned across the table toward him and hit it. Hard. "Yes, of course! We need to know. And so do you," she snapped.
Volta struggled to understand. "Why?"
Before his mother could answer, his Uncle Wolfram cut in. "Because, my dear boy, mummy's wishing well is running dry."
His mother glared at her brother. "Shut up," she hissed.
Wolfram lounged back in his chair with an air of utter contentment. In the folds of fat his little eyes glittered with malice. Volta sensed he was very happy with the direction the conversation was taking. Now he began to understand why his uncle had manipulated him into coming to the meeting. Clearly, relations between his mother and uncle were severely strained. How curious.
His mother caught his eye. "It's a very complicated issue. I don't think this is the time or place to discuss the matter. This meeting is about over. Afterwards we can talk."
Volta wondered how he could have lived for so long in such ignorance. Had he really never picked up on any of this or had he chosen not to see? He honestly couldn't say. The fact was that he knew now. Leastways, he knew something in his world wasn't right. And, as much as he hated to admit to it, it seemed that he was, unwittingly, deeply involved. It was not a pleasant thought.
He barely noticed the hasty closing of the meeting. Chairs scraped on the stone floor and bodies drifted away. Volta sat as if he were stuck to his seat. A hand tapped him on the shoulder. He looked up and his eyebrows drew together in a frown. His uncle was not his man of the moment. "What?" he said rudely.
Wolfram smiled, showing his large, decidedly pointed teeth. "So glad you could make it."
Volta watched in silence as the man left the room. What was his game? It didn't take a genius to work out there was something dodgy going on between Wolfram and his mother. It was just another little cryptic clue to add to the riddle.
His mother swept around the table and stopped beside him. "Volta, would you like to come to the office?"
Volta nodded, not trusting himself to speak. If his mother had asked him if he would like to murder his uncle, he'd have been less surprised. His mother's office was like sacred ground. The only person who could access the business centre was his mother. It reinforced to him the gravity of the situation. "I'd be honoured," he finally managed.
He fell in behind and they travelled the short distance down the corridor and up the lift to the top floor in silence. At the door to the office, Volta watched while she operated the sophisticated security system. First a finger print, then an eye scan, followed by a rare, and very expensive scent analysis. This bit of recent technology measured the chemical content of a person's body odour, a subtle but exacting science plundered from more advanced cultures.
At last the massive plastic reinforced door opened and Volta stepped into the den. He looked around, unable to hide his curiosity. It was a decidedly feminine room, not what he'd expected at all. The room, with its tiled floors and scattering of antique rugs, had no windows. Instead, window animations had been installed. One gave out a vista of a desert oasis, another a busy market place. Rare species of lily cascaded down a latticed wall.
But centre-stage, upon a vast marble table, stood the hardware, and this was where his mother headed. She stalled, adjusting dials and synchronizing the half dozen screens.
Behind her Volta watched silently. As the images pixelated he scanned them rapidly. He was a little disappointed. Somehow he'd expected to find something extraordinary, but the software, although obviously state-of-the-art, seemed to offer nothing more than the library's extensive computerized system.
As if she had read his mind, his mother pointed to a large screen on which an alarming number of digits appeared. "This," she said, "is the yearly gross profit for the Western Water Company." She looked him hard in the eye. "My company — and yours one day."
Volta stepped closer and peered at the columns and rows. It did not take him long to grasp the implications. He stepped back and looked at his mother. "That's a lot of profit."
She pressed a button. "These are the numbers ten years ago."
Again he assessed the sums. "So," he said, "profits are way down at present."
His mother nodded. "Precisely." She turned to a screen on her right. "Overlanders," she said.
Volta's pulse quickened as the screen coloured up. It was an aerial shot taken by government surveillance, judging by the rainbow logo in one corner. It showed a camp. There must have been thirty or more individuals, surrounded by white billowing tents. His sharp eyes lingered on a dozen horses tethered beneath an outcrop of rock.
"These are primitive people," said Pavan, watching him closely. "They would be quite redundant to our planet except for their alien ability to detect underground water courses. As you can see from the accounts, the Water Company's profits are falling. Not, as your imbecile uncle would like you to believe, because of water shortages, but due to the rising costs of production." She paused and tapped the screen. "These primitives have no sense of loyalty to those that took them in during the years of the pandemic. They refused to integrate and rejected those that gave them succour. They will never willingly give us aid, so we must take what is rightfully owed to us. Imagine the benefits of harnessing such ability. We could find water easily and cheaply, not just on Earth but also in other systems. Think of the benefits to society!"
Volta stared at the screen, too confused to speak.
"I know it must seem unnecessarily harsh to one so young," Pavan continued, "but we must have water. If they won't give us what we want willingly, they give us no choice but to take it by other measures."
"Other measures." Volta chewed the words over for a while. He remembered the sickening scene in the desert. The Overlander girl's desperate bid for escape. The violent capture. Her battered body on the ship's floor. And now he knew she was in prison. Not for stealing a goat. But for simply being what she was — an Overlander. A diviner. It was grotesque.
He turned to his mother, outraged at the unjustness of it all. "But, that girl, she is even younger than me —"
"How do you know how old she is?"
Volta cursed himself roundly. What an idiot. He widened his blue eyes. "Uncle Wolfram told me, before he left the meeting," he said. It was a bit thin, but somehow he judged his mother would be unlikely to follow it through.
For a few long seconds his mother watched him. Then she shrugged and seemed to relax. "No matter," she said. "As I was saying, sometimes we are caught between a rock and a hard place. Sometimes the few must suffer so the many may survive." Abruptly she closed the screens down and turned to face her son.
"Never forget, you are the heir apparent —"
Volta blew a raspberry. Was he ever sick of hearing that.
His mother looked pained but continued. "— to the Western Water Company. When you inherit you have a duty to procure water for the masses. Where would people be without water? I wish there were another way. But there isn't. She is one. We are many. It is hard… but fair."
Troubled, Volta looked into her eyes, searching. He wanted so badly to believe her. She was, after all, his mother.




Chapter 13


Mia crouched on the floor with the two little girls and tossed a small stone into the air, simultaneously snatching up three smaller stones laid out in front of her in a rough dusty ring. Then she caught the falling stone neatly on the back of her hand. The little girls clapped.
Mia was delighted to have found a way to distract them. Of course the game should have been played with a leather ball and the tiny knucklebones of desert rat. But the stones worked pretty well. "Your turn," she said.
"Me!" Cried the one in the red dress.
Mia passed them over.
The child carefully laid out the little pebbles, her tongue protruding in concentration. Then she threw the bigger stone up and made a grab. Stones flew in every direction. The girls collapsed into hysterical laughter.
"Me! Me!" Said the other little girl excitedly.
Mia hadn't managed to get a name out of either of them. When she asked them they just stared up at her in tongue-tied silence. So she'd given up. It probably didn't matter. Quickly she found the scattered stones and handed them to blue dress.
The child copied her sister. First the careful placing. A throw. A mad scrabble. And a stone shower. Then laughter.
Mia smiled. And then froze. She felt her heart dropping into her stomach at the sound of footsteps approaching.
The two little girls went silent, their slender ears standing to attention. They'd heard it too. They leapt up and raced behind her legs. Both grabbed an ankle. Mia was effectively hobbled. The only sound was the rapid hiss of the children's breath. The footsteps grew louder. Mia willed them to walk past. She felt like she'd been punched in the stomach when they stopped. She tensed, anticipating the opening.
But instead a flap opened at the bottom of the door. A tray slid through the gap. Mia could have cried as her senses went into overload. Water! Sure enough, on the tray was a jug of water and cups. But there was more. Three loaves of rye bread and three carrots. It was a feast! However, when Mia went to move she found the children were so traumatized that they wouldn't let go. Maybe they weren't thirsty. But Mia was desperate for a drink. Her mouth felt like a fossil. There was no choice but to drag them, carefully as she could, through the dirt. It was a long journey.
At the door Mia bent down and grabbed the tray. The smell of the bread wafted up her nose and she felt faint with hunger. She stood up.
"Enjoy it," said the guard on the other side of the closed door. "It might be your last."
Mia nearly dropped the tray. But recovered before the water spilled. She went to move away, but stopped, scared of treading on the girls. Frustrated, she turned awkwardly, putting the tray down to one side. Then she eased their fingers loose and picked the girls up. She transferred them to the back of the cell and dashed back.
Reverently she picked up the jug and breathed deeply. Her brain instinctively analyzed the contents. It was good. Pure. Despite the ravages of dehydration Mia poured a small amount into a cup. Water was the most precious commodity of her world. Waste was not an option. Ever. To maximize its effects it must be drunk carefully. Slowly. Sip by precious sip. This knowledge was barely conscious. It was as ingrained into her as the red stain on the soles of her feet. Water was life.
That first sip was pure joy. Mia closed her eyes and felt the liquid coat her tongue and mouth like satin. Thirst was a way of life for her people. They lived with it like the cactus and the desert rat. But Mia knew that she'd never been this dry before. The desert had always provided. Sooner or later. The chasm inside her heart opened. The land was the mother of all her people. Her grief for her home was equal in measure to the loss of her kin.
As she took a second, careful sip, Mia allowed herself to think about the guard's words. Had the children heard? It was hard to imagine otherwise. The hare's ears were keener than the falcon's. Had the man really meant it? Or was it just part of the ongoing unkindness of these people whose capacity for cruelty seemed limitless? Why did they do it? It was impossible to imagine.
Aware of two sets of anxious eyes watching her, Mia bottled her fears. She took another sip and carried the food and drink to the girls. She poured them both a drink and held out the cups. After a moment's hesitation they reached out and took them with both hands. Mia was relieved to watch them swallow the contents. Next, she tried with the bread but both turned their heads away. The carrots, however, were eagerly taken. Soon the small cell was filled with a rhythmic crunching.
Mia took a bite of the bread. It was good. But she was still too dry to eat much. She took another sip and contemplated her situation and concluded it was dismal, verging on dire. No matter how hard she tried she could find no answers to her predicament. There was no way out of the cell except the door. And even then, the door was not inviting. Unless she left of her own free will.
Aware the children had stopped eating, Mia turned her attention to them. They had eaten their carrots. Mia gave them both another drink.
The girl in blue looked at her and her big brown eyes spilled tears. "Mummy?" she said.
Mia was silent. Then she shook her head. "No mummy. Just Mia."
The little girl in red got up and came to her. "Mia," she said in her piping voice.
Mia nodded.
Both girls crawled onto her lap. Mia settled down and rocked them gently. As their frightened, confused eyes closed, Mia made a decision. If the guard tried to take them away, she would kill him. Kill him and escape. All she had to do was think of a way.
Her mind's eye conjured up her weapons lying lost in the sand. All she had left were her robes and sandals. And her arms, legs and teeth. Not to mention her will. But she knew she didn't have the strength to kill a fully-grown man with her bare hands. Mia paused then to wonder at her sanity. Was she really sitting here planning murder? Had she lost her mind? But was it murder when her life and the lives of others were at stake? She did not know. All she knew was that she was alone. For the first time in her life there was just Mia. No one was coming to save her. Or the children. Their only hope seemed to lie with Mia. She must save herself somehow. If she must kill, then she must.
Despair lapped at her mind. There must be a way!
She shifted a little to ease her back, which felt bruised and sore. Pretty much like the rest of her. Even her feet were blossoming purple and yellow splotches. Something snagged on her mind. Something about her feet. What was it? And then she got it. Not her feet. Her sandals. The footwear was simple in design. Two leather soles, lined with leather and affixed with long thongs that wound up her legs almost to the knee.
Excitement rippled through her. Unbound, the thongs were nearly as long as her arm. Long and strong. Strong enough to strangle someone with. If she hadn't been scared of waking the children, Mia would have got up and danced. Instead she closed her eyes and sent thanks to Sol. Hope kindled in her heart as fragile and strong as a gossamer web.




Chapter 14


Wolfram lowered his ample frame into the scented water of his spa. He needed to think and he thought best whilst immersed in water. He breathed in deeply, allowing the heat to penetrate to his bones. Soft music wafted through speakers and a maid dropped several fluffy white towels on a nearby chair. He took a delicate sip from a crystal glass filled with white milky liquid. The smooth beverage slid down his throat, warming him from the inside.
He lifted the glass in a toast. "To the Overlanders," he said. Without them, life would be intolerably dull. A secret recipe made from camel's milk by the Overlanders, Melba, as the beverage was called, could only be purchased on the black market, which only enhanced its flavour. Suddenly he became aware of the maid's continued presence. He glanced at her sharply. "That will be all." She bobbed a curtsey and scurried out the door.
Wolfram gave himself up to the moment, savouring the delicious discomfort demonstrated by his sister at the board meeting. Things seemed to be shaping up nicely. He sensed his sister would already have initiated her son into the darker secrets of the Western Water Company. Well, a strictly edited version anyway. He had a sneaking suspicion that poor Pavan was going to be deeply disappointed in her son. He grinned wolfishly. Of course, he would be the only one not to be surprised.
It was with considerable effort that he forced himself to stop gloating and put his agile mind to the next task. The girl.
Initially he'd been most distressed to hear of her capture. Not part of the plan at all. He'd been so distressed he'd only eaten three meals that day. But it did not take long to see the possibilities that the diviner represented. Naturally, she had to go. Poor Pavan would have a fit at her demise. Froth at the mouth, the full works. It was a lovely prospect. Anything that slowed down Pavan's production was good for business. His business. Still, he must be careful, he mustn't be linked. If word got back to the government, he'd be toast. Best not to bite the hand that fed him. It was the manner of the diviner's demise that presented the greatest challenge.
And if there was one thing Wolfram loved, it was a challenge.
What he needed was someone utterly trustworthy, utterly discrete and utterly without ethics of any kind. In other words, it was time to meet with The Confessor. It had been many months since he'd ventured into the Poor Quarter. He did not relish the thought. But there seemed no better option.
An hour later Wolfram was ready to leave. He loathed leaving the security of his home. Even as he crossed the few meters from his front door into the safety of his armoured car his skin twitched in terror. The older he got the more he feared that his life was in danger of being snuffed out by accident or enemy. He only began to breathe again when the vehicle's armoured door closed and the security lights went on.
Whilst his mission was secret, he made no effort to use subterfuge. He'd learned long ago that few questioned the actions of the extremely wealthy, no matter how bizarre the behaviour. His only precaution was to dispense with the services of his driver. With the coordinates set into the computer, Wolfram sat back to endure the ride as best he could.
It didn't take long to leave the opulent streets. Ten minutes of travel left behind the towering stone and glass buildings, the paved streets and unpolluted air. He peered through the heavily tinted windows at the stark houses, boxes of windowless plastic, reinforced doors tightly closed, packed together like
Rubik's cubes. Their original white facades were long forgotten, stained as they were by the red dirt brought on the winds from the desert. People walked along the pathless roads, heads down, hands ready to draw their weapons.
What really blew Wolfram's mind was the fact these people considered themselves to be the lucky ones. Registered members of society, with the right to vote and work. All drudged away at their dull, hopeless lives, with the dream of saving enough money to buy better genetic material for their unborn children. Wolfram tried to dredge up some modicum of empathy for them, but failed.
Soon the massive urban sprawl fell away and for a while there was nothing to see other than the regular army in their patrol tanks, and the desert. The first warning of trouble came by the way of a sign, informing the unwary that they were about to enter an unsecured area. Some tense minutes later the vehicle drove through the narrow, crumbling edifice of the Poor Quarter's outer wall. Almost immediately the sunlight dimmed, as the road narrowed amidst the higgledy piggledy collection of warehouses and old buildings that lined the thoroughfare. Choked with traffic, pedestrians and (to Wolfram's horror) a herd of pigs, the vehicle was forced to reduce its speed to a crawl. It was hard to ignore the hostile glances of the populace as they passed by.
Wolfram shrank down into his seat and tried not to think of the consequences should his vehicle spring a malfunction. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he had an overwhelming desire to hide on the floor, below the level of the windows, even though logically he knew he was invisible from outside.
When the car finally stopped, it was outside a large building. It was, in fact, the biggest building in the quarter. Built of huge chunks of sandstone several hundred years ago, the old church seemed forlorn, it's once fine face eroded by long forgotten acid rain, and more contemporary sandstorms. The once beautiful windows stared blindly from boarded holes. Lewd graffiti seemed to underline the sadness of its decline.
Wolfram ordered the car to open the window. Silently the shatterproof glass slid down. With indecent speed his chubby fingers reached out and pressed a small buzzer situated to one side of a huge gate. There was no immediate response. He had just decided no one was home when a small hissing alerted him.
"Yes?"
Anxiety spiked through him. "I have come to confess."
Slowly the gates slid open and Wolfram ordered the window closed. The car drove through. He patted the sweat tremulously from his face with a silk kerchief. He watched anxiously as the gate closed behind. The car travelled around the vast building to a small parking facility.
With considerable effort he hauled his bulk out and travelled across the hard packed dirt ground. There were no doors left in the church, the precious timber having been long ago looted. Inside it was stripped bare, but there remained an element of its original majestic dignity beneath the soaring arched ceiling. Wolfram's footsteps echoed eerily in the quiet. He travelled down the flagged stones of the centre aisle; the wooden pews no longer even a memory. His destination was a small plastic security door at the far end. He started nearly out of his skin at a burst of flapping to his right. It took several seconds of hyperventilating before his heart realized what his head already knew; he'd disturbed a flock of
pigeons. When he reached the door he hesitated, but then knocked firmly.
Inside the door, several locking devices unwound, and with a soft click the door swung open. It was a small room split down the middle by a reinforced plastic wall. There were no windows or doors, just a small grille half way down, with a single chair beneath. Two lamps hung from the ceiling spilling dull yellow light.
Wolfram made his way to the chair and sat down. The grille slid open. Even up close he could see nothing, just darkness.
Wolfram moved forward a little toward the aperture. "I've come to confess."
In the darkness a pair of tortured black eyes blinked. The sight of those two soulless voids turned Wolfram's legs to the consistency of custard. He couldn't have run away if his life had depended on it. He hoped most sincerely that the beast couldn't sense the deep-seated loathing that he felt. The creature had proven to be eerily perceptive in the past. Sweat trickled and tickled down his neck as Wolfram waited.
The Confessor was silent for an eternity. Finally, the eyes blinked. "The fee."
Weak with relief, Wolfram pulled a fat envelope out of his voluminous robes and pushed it under the narrow gap beneath the grille. He could hear a faint rustle as the assassin checked the water bonds.
"What is it that you want?" said the creature.
Wolfram leaned forward eagerly. "An extermination. An Overlander girl, she's in the jail. Brown hair, green eyes."
"Very well."
With undignified haste Wolfram shifted back, his chair screeching a protest.
Behind his screen, The Confessor let out a loud hiss of disapproval. "Wait!" he commanded.
With extreme reluctance Wolfram subsided back into the chair. Why the hell couldn't the freak just take the money?
"No confession… no work done."
Wolfram considered a plausible lie. But then he dismissed it. Last time he'd tried that little trick his money had cascaded over his head and the grille had slammed shut. How the hell the assassin had known, he didn't know. It had to be real sin. What should he confess? Without a doubt his sins were many and numerous, but unless he revealed something for which he felt at least a grain of shame, the deal would be off. A picture of his nephew flickered in his mind's eye. He sighed and dropped his eyes.
"I confess that
I am disloyal to my family."
There was a low, drawn out hiss. The grille slammed shut.
Wolfram got to his feet and somehow staggered back to his car. He collapsed in the back seat and swore that this was the very last time. He just couldn't take the stress.
∆∆∆
 
The Confessor sat still in the darkness, the water bonds held tight in his hands. The money was meaningless to him; he had little use for it. But the Mutant Liberation Front appreciated the hell out of it. For a moment he revelled in the fat man's shame and humiliation. Unlike the money, that was a small salve to his ravaged soul.
Then he made his way in the darkness, quite at home, down the steep stairs to the crypts below. There he lit a candle and placed it with several others. The soft, flickering lights reflected in his wide set eyes, and turned the black of his shaven skull to deep purple. As the small globes of light bobbed and weaved in soft eddies of air, The Confessor sat down on the cold ground and was lost in thought.




Chapter 15


For the first time that he could remember, Tully wasn't there. Volta felt like he'd gotten dressed and forgotten to put his underpants on. It was both weirdly liberating and intensely uncomfortable. Where in Hades had he gone?
It wasn't until Volta got back to his rooms that it occurred to him that maybe he should be worried. What could possibly be more important than he was? Maybe Tully had one of his funny turns and had done something he shouldn't. Maybe he was sick. Although the latter was hard to imagine. Volta had never been sick. It wasn't in his DNA. But Tully could probably get sick. Or hurt.
And then Volta had a horrid thought. What if someone had caught wind of his prying? What if they'd taken Tully in to question? His eyes skittered around the room, but he did not see the vast round bed, the exquisite parquetry floor, the rare water clock or the lush, green velvet drapes. He saw eyes. Everywhere. What if they had Tully? What if Tully was incarcerated in the prison? Just like the Overlander girl.
The Overlander girl. Everything seemed to circle back to her. It occurred to him then, that someone, somewhere, would be wondering about her. Waiting anxiously for her return. Just as he waited for Tully. What if Tully didn't come back? Ever? Volta bit his lip. He was being silly. Of course he would come back. And then he turned the puzzle on its head. What if it were him? What if it were him taken from his home? How would he feel? It was a sickening thought. How did she feel? And it struck him then, that he didn't even know her name.
At the sound of the outer door opening Volta whipped around. They'd come to get him! When Tully materialized into the living room he felt a surge of anger. "Where in Hades have you been?" he marched up to his bodyguard and stuck his face into Tully's. "I've been worried sick! I thought they'd got you! I thought you were stuck in the gaol! Or worse!"
Tully eyed him benignly, a hint of amusement around his eyes.
Volta stepped back, suddenly embarrassed. He was overreacting. Being paranoid. Tully was more than capable of looking after himself. "Sorry," he said.
Tully grinned. Then he made a swirling gesture with his right hand.
Volta got the hint, rushed to his desk and pulled out his doodlebug. It was a toy really, a flat screen with a tiny black beetle in the corner. He passed the gizmo to Tully, intrigued.
His bodyguard hesitated, and then put a finger on the bug. And started to write. Volta followed the words impatiently. When Tully had finally finished, Volta was seriously buzzed. Holy crap! This was way past cosmic! He peeled his eyes from the words. "So," he said, "you're telling me that you've got contacts in the MLF?"
Tully winked.
Volta had to digest this for a moment. "And this person is going to pass a message to Isbane's second most wanted? The insurgent. Shyboy?"
Tully started to write again. "Expect a message regarding a meeting tonight."
"Tonight!" This was heavy duty.
More writing. Volta leaned over Tully's arm to see. "Check your mail."
Check his mail. Volta felt a frisson of excitement. He never got mail. Brilliant. But then he couldn't remember where his mailbox was.
Several minutes later the room was trashed but Volta was victorious. The gizmo had been tracked down lurking in the bathroom cupboard. He checked for the blue light. It would suck big time if the thing had run out of juice. But no problem. It blinked cheerfully at him. Volta sat down on the edge of his bed. "Mail."
A faint phosphorus glow emitted from the flat, grey square. Then a ray of blue shot up and shimmered in the air. A pale figure coalesced. Volta watched breathlessly as the features formed.
It was a man. A very young man. Not much older than himself. But he was the strangest looking man he had ever seen. His short, fine hair was white as the salt pan. His skin translucent. The only colour was in the pale eyes. Palest duck egg blue. The veins of his skin ran like a blue map through milk. But his bone structure was arresting. The nose strong and the jaw firm. Then he smiled. A smile of such warmth that Volta smiled back even though, logically, the man couldn't see him.
"I am Shyboy," said the man. "I am the voice of the Mutant Liberation Front. I have what you seek. Meet me at midnight. The Pony Follies. We will talk."
And poof. He was gone.
Volta stared at the empty space. Then replayed the mail. And then again. Finally, satisfied he could get nothing more from the message, he switched the mailbox off. He turned to Tully. "You are a genius."
Tully shrugged modestly.
Volta cracked his knuckles. A habit he had developed to irritate his mother. Adrenaline surged through his body like a comet. This was huge. Mad. So much to think about! Then some of his excitement fizzled. How was he going to get there? And back? He could hardly book an armoured car. Someone would sneak. Maybe Tully could help there. Which reminded him, he hadn't filled Tully in on the revelations of the board meeting.
The telling took some time and helped Volta put a few things into perspective. By the time he had finished it was clear that despite his mother's moving speech, the Overlander girl was, essentially, innocent. There had been no crime. His mother, on the other hand, had behaved in a manner which made Volta entirely uncomfortable. He was forced to consider the possibility that his parent was not a good person.
Tully listened in that intense way he had and then picked up the doodlebug. "So what now?"
Volta stood up and paced around the room. It was quiet, with just the soft pad of his bare feet and the steady drip of his clock. What indeed. It was true he still had many questions that needed answers, and he didn't doubt the insurgent, Shyboy, would give him those. Or at least some of them. For a price. But Volta felt dissatisfied with this prospect. After all, his mother had already given him the big picture. A warped picture, for sure, but the essentials were there. More information would not change anything. Information was no longer enough.
A vision, as clear as filtered water, filled his mind. The silver horse, nostrils wide, and eyes bright, the wild girl upon its back. He stopped, an idea pollinating in his mind. It grew. And flowered. Volta pushed it away. But it kept creeping back. The longer he looked, the less silly it seemed. It was radical. It was dangerous. It was completely and utterly mental. But it was not silly.
And it seemed that he had reached a crossroads. A decision must be made. One way would lead him back to the reassuring comfort of the known. He could slip into the sweet release of chemical oblivion. Crush his conscience beneath a heavy smokescreen of self-deception. Or, he could take the other road, a hairpin bend, the way ahead unclear.
He thought about the board meeting. Of his mother's total domination, his uncle's calculated meddling and the rest of them… those sad sacks full of sycophantic scrotums. Volta knew then what he had to do. Indeed, he couldn't fathom how it had taken so long to work it out. He took a deep breath and plunged in. "I want to break her out of the prison and take her to her home."
Tully dropped the doodlebug.
Volta turned and looked at him. "I know. It is crazy. But I also know it is the right thing to do. The only thing to do." He waited for Tully to protest, but he did not.
Volta continued. "Think about it. Everyone constantly reminds me that I am the heir to the Western Water Company. Everything I have and everything that I am, is a consequence of that fact. But, I know now that it has been bought at a terrible cost. It seems that for me to have… everything, someone else must lose… everything." Misery spilled over him. "I don't want to
live like that."
Tully stared. Volta wondered what his man was thinking. Would Tully side with him? Or was it asking too much? If everything went wrong, the consequences for Tully might be fatal. Much as he doubted his mother's motives, Volta could not believe that she would want her son dead. Finally he could take the uncertainty no longer. "What do you think?"
Tully stood up, picked up the doodlebug and put it gently on the bed. He clenched his hand into a fist and placed it over his heart.




Chapter 16


The cup stopped a fraction from her lips. She didn't have to hush the two girls. Their ears were pricked and they stared at the door. Mia knew she was not mistaken. Someone was coming. Blood thundered in her ears and seemed to fill her eyes. She set the cup down and picked up a sandal. The girls scampered back and cowered, quivering in the corner.
It was dusk. The light was fading fast. The room was gloomy. Mia hoped this would give her the advantage. Whoever opened the door would need a while to see properly. This would be her window of opportunity. Her only opportunity. She couldn't get it wrong. Her hands tightened their grip on the leather thong. She snapped the leather. The sound was sharp. Strong. Mia tensed. The footsteps grew closer. Louder. Something snagged at her mind. But she pushed it aside. Too late to worry about details now.
The footsteps stopped. And, as the door swung open, Mia gasped in shock. Two! There were two of them! That was what had worried her. Two sets of footsteps but so synchronized she'd not picked it. It wasn't fair.
The pair of them squashed into the space. One, a stocky man with a long scar running through the centre of one milky, white eye, pointed at the girls. "You two, come here."
The other one, a skinny, spotty youth, with a sprout of ginger whiskers growing like a fungus on his chin, gawped at Mia. "Is that her then, is it?"
The scarred one grinned. "That's her alright."
The spotty one giggled and licked his lips, revealing mossy teeth. "What's she worth then?"
"Twice her weight in water bonds," said the other. Then he poked the youth in his scrawny chest. "Pay up!"
With a sullen look, the spotty one dug into his trouser pocket and pulled out a tatty wad of paper.
Without taking his eyes off of Mia, the scarred man pocketed them. And stepped forward further into the cell.
"Don't you touch them!" Mia spat.
He sighed. "Let's not make a fuss, now. I'm just following orders." He snapped his fingers. "You two. Hop it, I said!"
The spotty youth seemed to find this amusing. He cackled loudly and eyed Mia like she was a prime rib of goat meat. Mia couldn't decide who she loathed the most. Probably the scarred one. The other looked like he couldn't have broken the skin on a milk pudding.
The scarred one lost his patience. He strode across the room, grabbed the girls, lifting them up by their ears. They screamed.
And Mia really saw red. In one smooth motion, she was on his back. Her arms reached around his neck and pulled the thong tight. With all her might she leaned back. He grunted and dropped the girls. Exhilarated by her success, Mia twisted the strap. His hands clawed blindly at her face. But Mia could feel nothing except the sweet sensation of his life force fading. As his knees buckled, Mia lifted her head, ululating victoriously.
The sound was cut short as a premonition of disaster washed over her. Some instinct made her turn her head. Her heart leapt into her throat as she watched the spotty boy slithering towards her. There was something in his hand. A slender blue rod. Mia was caught in an agonizing dilemma. To relinquish her strangle hold. Or hang on. As if to answer her silent prayer, the scarred man beneath her sagged to the ground. Mia pushed off and leapt at the spotty one.
He saw her coming and lashed out with the rod. It touched her shoulder and buzzed loudly. Mia's body spasmed violently. The pain was like a lightning strike. Agonizing. She knew she was falling. She tried not to, but her body seemed disconnected from her brain. The stone floor came up to meet her. And she lay in the grit; twitching and flailing like an angry snake. She watched as the spotty boy helped his companion up.
He stood and heaved in great gulps of air. Then he turned and booted Mia in the thigh. And again in her back. Then he went to the children, grabbed one in each arm, carrying them across the room. The spotty one followed, panting with excitement.
The scarred one turned at the doorway, leering down at Mia. "I'm coming back for you, you little freak. At first light," he said. "Sleep well."
The door slammed shut. The lock whined. Mia listened to the shrill screaming of the children until they faded. Her mind felt numb. Empty. Slowly the feeling came back into her body. But she did not move. She watched the darkness gathering around her. Listened to the crazed calls of the other prisoners. "I'm not a freak," she whispered.




Chapter 17


The stink was unbelievable. Even in the cool night air. Volta, dry retching, turned his head away. "I won't!" he said.
Tully raised an eyebrow. A gesture that had become only too familiar. Without words, Volta's bodyguard managed to be both scathing and dismissive.
Volta glared at him. "It's disgusting." He looked down into the cavernous skip, filled with garbage. It was galactically gross. "If I get in there, I'll catch some kind of flesh eating disease. Or worse."
Volta was already smarting from losing his last argument. If you could call it that. His heart reached out to the black bike. He had been determined to get out onto the open road and roar away to the Poor Quarter in fourth gear. But Tully had stubbornly kicked the bald tyres and dug in his heels. And now — to add insult to injury — his bodyguard wanted him to make the journey in a skip full of foul, slimy, malodorous waste. No way. And besides, it would wreck his outfit, which was beyond cool. Seriously ninja. Black trousers, shirt, boots and a raffish black scarf. An outfit that he was sure would impress the insurgent. He crossed his arms over his chest. Absolutely no way.
And then, he was free-falling. A thin scream slipped through his lips. And he landed in a mound of black bags. Seconds later Tully plummeted down, landing beside him.
Volta scrambled up, with some difficulty. The bags kept shifting. One split. Something oozed out. Volta squealed and backed up sharpish. When he had recovered his dignity, he pointed a shaking finger at Tully. "You pushed me!"
Tully smirked. Volta itched to slap him but didn't dare. Tully wasn't really very tall, but he was incredibly strong. In a fight Volta sensed he'd definitely come out the worst. "I'll tell my mother!" he said. Even to his own ears it sounded weak. But it was all he had.
Tully, looking mildly amused, turned his broad back and slipped and scrambled to the side of the skip. For want of a better plan, Volta followed. He perched precariously on a stack of pallets and studiously ignored Tully. To his dismay he noticed his boots were smeared with something that looked suspiciously like poo. He felt faint. Too much! But before he had the chance to give Tully a bollocking, a familiar sound filled the air. A hovercraft. He looked up and watched as the battered old airship hovered overhead. Volta cowered down. What if they were spotted?
Such was his agitation, he forgot that he was mad. It hit home that it was happening. Actually happening. He was on his way to have a chat with Isbane's second most wanted. The illusive man known as Shyboy. Volta braced himself as the hover locked into the skip. The skip shuddered and then lifted. The garbage shifted and subsided. And so did Volta.
He emerged unscathed but seriously filthy.
Tully, on the other hand, seemed untouched. He hung on to a rung of a ladder, grinning down at him.
Volta glared, but took the proffered hand. He grabbed onto the ladder lower down and found his feet. Volta looked out. It was beautiful. A star studded inky sky. What would the morning bring, he wondered? But he couldn't guess. He felt way out of his depth. It was awesome. He spent a bit of time going over the speech he had prepared for the insurgent. It was terrific. An eloquent and succinct pitch that was bound to impress.
The whine of the engine changed and Volta realized the hover was slowing. It hadn't taken as long as he had expected. But then, he'd been planning to travel by road. Air was always quicker. He hung on like a limpet as the heavy container swayed in the breeze. Then, with a thud, it made contact with the ground. Only Tully's restraining hand prevented him from going under once more.
And then they were still. The hover beetled off and there was quiet. Excited, Volta climbed up the ladder. At the top he slid over the rim and slithered to the ground. Seconds later Tully joined him. For a brief moment Volta looked down at a mountain of rubbish and a grim, dirty building below. But Tully tapped him on the shoulder and he followed.
The night was dark but lights glimmered to the east. The light of the Poor Quarter, Volta exulted. He checked the screen on his wrist. The finder would take them to their destination but, truth be told, Volta had learned the map by heart. He took the lead at the edge of the dump, scaling up an embankment and crossing a wasteland to the beginning of the slum. With his heart in his mouth, Volta skirted the mean buildings and turned into an alley. He could hear something scuttling in the piles of garbage that lined the path. Volta averted his eyes and stared determinedly ahead.
But the outlook there was not reassuring either. The old buildings with their crumbling facades and empty windows threatened to collapse on his head any second. It was claustrophobic and Volta was happy to hear the reassuring tread of Tully behind him. And then the alley opened out into a street. Volta stopped, overwhelmed by the onslaught of humanity. His eyes couldn't see enough at once! The street was packed. Vendors sang their ancient songs, offering goods for sale. Both legal and illegal, if Volta wasn't deceived. Soldiers rolled drunkenly out of seedy taverns, women shopped, children swarmed. The oppressive heat was rivalled only by the noise. And the smell was unbelievable. Although Volta had a nasty suspicion he might just be smelling himself.
He checked his finder and pushed through the throng. He peered into windows and goggled at the array of goods. Goat's milk. Chickens. Goat carcasses. Clothes. Tents. Guns. Fruit. And stalls filled with steaming soup and roasting nuts. There was a place called a 'Funhouse' too. But it didn't really look fun. Through barred windows, rays of colour bounced off plastic screens and made a kaleidoscope along the dirty paintwork and rows of pale intense faces. An ancient woman, with a face like a dehydrated fig, tried to grab his hand to read his fortune. It was… exhilarating. And then he saw it. Or at least a sign for it. He slowed, craning his neck for a better look. The sign was faded but the words clear, 'The Pony Follies'. And beneath was a picture of a saucy looking female with golden hair and painted eyes. Galactic!
Inside it was dim. The small tables and chairs were shabby and it smelt sweaty. But Volta barely worried about such trifling details. His eyes were fixated on a stage where a curvaceous blonde lady was singing. She had a husky voice and sang like a dream. Then the music lifted into a crescendo and the lady started dancing. Her shoes made a rhythmic click click click on the stage floor. Then Volta did a double take. Holy crap, she wasn't wearing shoes. She had hooves! Actual hooves, which were all shiny and studded with diamantes. A shiver of awe rippled down his spine. He was looking at his first hybrid. She was so pretty. And she didn't seem dangerous or deformed at all.
And then the music stopped and she made a graceful bow. The dingy room filled with catcalls and clapping. Volta clapped too. She was great! A pair of curtains swept across the front and she was gone. Volta was disappointed, but then recalled why he was here. He scanned the room, suddenly anxious. His eyes checked everyone out, seeking the ghostly form he had seen. But he couldn't spot him. He rescanned the room. Still nothing. What if the insurgent didn't show? What would he do? He knew that he could never achieve his goal without help. Panic fluttered in his stomach like moths in a jar. And then he heard the door open behind him. Volta turned.
A heavily robed man came in. Volta caught a glimpse of transparent skin and palest blue eyes. The pale man shut the door softly behind him and without looking at Volta or Tully walked past them. Volta watched, uncertain what to do
as the man weaved his way through the tables and vanished behind a curtain on the right-hand side of the bar.
Volta glanced questioningly at Tully. Tully gave a nod. Volta took the hint and headed for the curtain. He stopped and then tentatively pushed the material aside. It was a small booth, with walls on three sides and a table with two benches. The pale man looked up and beckoned. Volta slipped inside. Tully followed.
For a minute Volta felt his confidence waver. He didn't know the correct protocol for covert activity.
Luckily Isbane's second most wanted did. He smiled. "Please, be seated."
Volta slid down the bench opposite. Tully sat beside him.
The pale man was silent for a moment, his eyes assessing them. "Volta. I am pleased to make your acquaintance." He looked at Tully. "The chauffeur speaks highly of you."
Tully looked surprised but not displeased.
"So," the insurgent continued, "you seek certain privileged information."
The events of the last few days broke over Volta's head like a sandstorm. He leaned across the table, his carefully prepared speech forgotten. "Things have changed," he said. "I don't want information any more. What I want is to break the Overlander girl out of prison and I want you to help me." He blinked as a soggy piece of vegetation slid down his forehead and plopped onto the table.
Tully closed his eyes.
The insurgent didn't twitch a muscle. He leaned back in his chair, flexing his fingers. "Well, we'd better get busy. Word is, they are going to shift her at daybreak."
Volta was speechless. Which was a first.




Chapter 18


She had been in the cell now for two days. Night had fallen once more. Mia stood on tiptoe at the barred window and fantasized about a bucket of water. Her eyes moved to the tray. The jug was empty. The rolls were still there. And the last carrot. Untouched. Mia had no appetite. Despair overwhelmed her. She had failed dismally. Every decision she'd made had ended in disaster. She could bear it for herself but not for those that suffered as a consequence. Those poor, poor little girls. Where were they now?
A thousand possibilities flooded her imagination, each worse than the last. Helplessly she sank to the floor. She wept, tears running in a stream down her dirty face. Her whole body shuddered with grief and remorse.
Finally, worn out, she sat up and felt a flush of shame. What a sorry specimen she was. What would her Da think? He would be so disappointed. She lifted the hem of her robe and blew her nose with deliberation. Thank goodness there was no one there to witness her display of self-pitying water wasting. She was an Overlander. Overlanders did not sit around like a blue-eyed, water bloated city dweller blubbering. No, they showed the mettle of their worth and faced life with unflinching determination. Overlanders did not quit. Mia was not a quitter. It wasn't over yet. She had to survive. If she survived, she could take revenge.
For a while she indulged in a series of terrible retributions. The gaolers would be incarcerated in their own prison and left to rot. The soldiers would be staked over ants' nests. The blue-eyed, water bloated boy would dehydrate to death whilst she watched on, gloating. Mia shivered with anticipation. It did not pay to cross an Overlander.
She shifted the small stone in her mouth, a desert trick to help slow down dehydration. She climbed to her feet and went back to the window. A breeze ruffled her hair. At last the cloying heat of the day was abating. In the darkness, the rubbish tip seemed less intimidating. In the distance lightning danced and flashed. The constellations twinkled. They looked just the same. She could almost believe she
was lying on her back beside the fire, listening to Nonna tell a story. Almost.
She sighed, best not to torture herself. She must be practical. Think. Plan. Where would she be tomorrow night, she wondered. Would she be able to see the stars? Probably not, she acknowledged. Nasty as the scarred guard was, Mia guessed he had been telling the truth. At daybreak, someone would come and take her out of this cell and move her to some place else. Her fingers gripped the bars fiercely. She must stay calm. Be positive. After all, change might bring new opportunities.
A voice rang out. It came from outside. She leaned her face into the bars and peered out. She couldn't see anything. But then she heard it again. A strange sound. Not quite human. And then a shadow flitted towards her. A pair of amber eyes glowed as they advanced. Mia, heart pounding, stepped back as a
face poked between the bars. She stared. It was a boy. A boy, wearing naught but a pair of ragged pants. He was whip thin. In one hand he held a bag, spilling over with rags and tags. His hair was a cap of black velvet. Mia startled when a tail unfurled from behind his back. Another hybrid. Not a hare this time. A cat.
"Hello," she said. "Are you hungry?"
The boy hissed softly but stood his ground.
"Wait there!" said Mia. "I have something for you." She rushed to the rolls and carrots. After a quick calculation she picked up the bread and went back to the window. Tentatively, she poked her arm through the gap in the bars, holding out the bread. The boy scurried back. Mia stood still as stone, waiting.
The small creature shook his rag bag nervously, licking his lips, to reveal a glimpse of sharp teeth. Then he took a step. And another. He crossed the gap with painstaking slowness. Just out of reach he stopped, his eyes fixed on the food. And pounced. A clawed hand snatched the roll and he sprinted away, spitting and hissing. Mia strained her eyes to try and follow his progress but he melted into the darkness. The only evidence of his existence was the missing roll.
For a while Mia waited, hoping he might come back. She wondered if he was alone. Sometimes she thought she could hear faint rustling sounds, as if someone were rummaging through the rubbish. The boy must come here to scavenge, she concluded, looking for treasures amongst the trash. It saddened her, yet she also felt a wave of admiration for the mite. It wasn't dissimilar to the Overlander way. They too had carved a life out of a wasteland.
When her arms began to cramp, Mia let go of the bars, resting her weight on her heels. All she could see now was a slit of sky. It flashed white and thunder raged. The cell seemed to close in on her. A huge growl of thunder made the building quiver. The storm must be moving at speed. But then she stiffened and gripped the bars anew as a new sound filtered in from outside. A screeching and squealing, followed by a roar. Mia, straining every sinew, peered out anxiously.
High up the mountain there was activity. Two lights. They bobbed up and down, accompanied by the thunderous noise. In the twin beams of light, Mia watched rubbish cascading down the steep slope. As if it were being pushed. The lights moved steadily closer until she could make out a hulking black shape. Lightning flashed and she saw it clearly. It was huge. The size of four camels, maybe more. A great yellow monster sliding along on huge rollers. The scene plunged into darkness. And illuminated again. This time she could discern a contraption jutting out of the monster like giant jaws. Mia watched. And waited. The great beast seemed to speed up as it made its violent descent. What was it doing?
Then she understood. It was coming right at her! Heart pounding, she backed away. The noise was now deafening. Beneath her feet, the floor was vibrating. Dust and dirt trickled down from the ceiling. Bright, white light shone through the bars, blinding her. "Stop!" she cried but her words were swallowed up. Mia backed up violently, slamming into the door. She watched with incredulous disbelief as it kept on coming. 
"NO!" she screamed. With an ear-shattering crunch, it slammed into the prison wall. And Mia's world exploded.




Chapter 19


Mia opened her eyes and was amazed she was still alive. Dust filled the air, choking and blinding her. Mia's ears pounded painfully against her skull. Shakily she got up. Grit cascaded down her body to the floor. A spasm of coughing took hold. By the time she had recovered, the air had begun to settle and she started to scrabble over the pile of rubble toward where the window used to be. It was so dark that she tripped and stumbled, knocking her head. Disorientated, she paused to take stock, rubbing her forehead. A waft of rotting air gave back her bearings and she set off again, fingers groping, senses questing. If she were still alive and kicking, so might be the driver of the machine. And Mia didn't know if they were friend or foe. The odds were on foe.
It was impossible to be quiet. Every step she took, her feet crunched and debris cascaded around her. She stopped dead as the room shuddered and creaked. Her blood turned to stone in her veins. It was going to fall. She knew it. Suddenly, she didn't care who or what was out there. She wanted out.
Throwing caution aside she pushed on, slipping and sliding. Wind whistled into the cell and Mia looked up through swirling dust. Her heart leapt. Silhouetted in the moonlight was the monster. Its jaw-like apparatus thrust through the building, filling a gaping hole. It would be a tight fit but she could squeeze out.
With a mighty effort she reached up the sheared-off wall, wedging her fingers into the rubble. She bunched up her leg muscles and pushed off. A wild exultation filled her as she began hauling herself up. She was nearly there. But as her face reached the top, Mia heard movement behind her. The cell door banged and a man swore. Terror galvanized her and she climbed desperately, her breath rasping in her throat. She gasped in horror as a hand fastened around her ankle and jerked hard. Mia's fingers began to slip. Then, just as her strength was failing, a hand came from above and grabbed her wrist.
For one mad moment she felt like a piece of the toffee that Nonna sometimes made. Mia was pulled and stretched between two forces. Then the higher hand started to win out. Not sure she was doing the right thing, Mia lashed out with her foot. It smashed into flesh in a most satisfying manner. There was a groan and the guard let go. The rest of the ascent was fast and furious. Then she was up. Two hands tugged her through the tight gap. And she was free.
Mia stared at her rescuer with trepidation. And then relaxed a little. She couldn't help it. His face seemed familiar. With his dark hair, brown eyes and beard, he could have been a member of her own tribe. An Overlander. But then she heard hurried footsteps and a figure came racing around the topside of the yellow machine. As he came into the light, Mia felt as if she'd been kicked in the guts. It was him. The blue-eyed boy. She backed up in panic, her eyes searching for an escape route.
The boy held up a placatory hand. "Please, wait! We won't hurt you. We've come to help. To take you home."
Mia was filled with doubt. What should she do? She was so scared her next decision would end as badly as the others. Behind her she could hear movement in the cell. She felt as though she was caught in a blind tunnel with no way out. There were only two realistic choices. Go with the boy. Or wait for the guard to get her. Neither appealed.
"You little freak! I'm going to kill you when I catch you!" screamed the guard from inside.
The boy and the bearded man stared anxiously behind her. And Mia made a decision. "Let's go." She said.
Without a word the two men grabbed her by the hand and half carried, half towed her to the machine and manhandled her into its interior. Her rescuers swung up after her and the boy went to the controls. Seconds later the machine roared like a wounded beast and began to reverse on its huge tracks. Then the whole body swivelled and lurched away. Mia staggered, grabbed on to a strut, and steadied. The machine started to gather momentum.
As it began to climb, Mia saw there was a third person present. Another man. Young too. But like no man Mia had ever seen before. Beneath a hood he observed her with pale eyes of a delicate shade of blue. His fringe was white. And his skin had an unnatural, translucent quality. A superstitious ripple of fear trickled down her spine. Was he a spirit?
Her fears were dispelled as he stepped forward, holding out a bottle. And smiled. "Here," he said softly. "You must be thirsty."
She was. She plucked the bottle from his pale hand and tore open the lid. Her hands shook as the fluid coated her parched mouth. For a moment she forgot everything else in an ecstasy of drinking. One delectable sip at a time. When she had taken the edge off her thirst she stopped and recapped the bottle.
The ghost man nodded. "You are desert wise, indeed." He tapped his robed chest. "I am Shyboy." Then he swept a hand toward the bearded man. "This is Tully." And then gestured to the blue-eyed boy. "And that, is Volta."
She touched her fingers to her forehead. "I see you, Shyboy. I am Mia of the Overland."
"We are honoured to know you," said Shyboy. He paused and looked out over the garbage. "You will have many questions, Mia. We will take you to a safe place and then we will talk. Try not to be fearful. You see, you and I have an enemy in common."
Mia's eyes involuntarily flickered to the one called Volta.
Shyboy laughed. "No, not young Volta. But someone close to him. His mother."
This last snippet of information silenced Mia. She rolled the conversation over and over in her mind, but could make no sense of it. She opened her mouth to speak but snapped it shut and turned as a horribly familiar sound filled the air.
The three men turned too. They all stared up at the sky. At the small cluster of hovercraft speeding toward them.
Volta swore and pulled a huge handle. The vehicle bucked and protested but picked up speed.
Mia prayed to Sol for deliverance as she had never prayed before. But Sol could not have been listening. Mia's eyes fastened onto a tiny pinpoint of light that swooped across the rubbish. An exotic spot of brilliant colour. Like a homing pigeon, it travelled in an unerring straight line toward the moving vehicle. Her eyes widened in horror. Mia had seen such a light once before, dead centre between the dark, gentle eyes of Whisper.
Beside her she saw the pale man stiffen. Their eyes met.
"Oh crap," he said.




Chapter 20
In his eagle's eyrie, at the highest point of the rubbish pile, The Confessor stood. Ozone crackled in the air around him and wind screamed with wild abandon. As lightning streaked across the sky he felt a great sense of his own power. Amidst the terrible maelstrom he was truly alive. He settled his gun a little more snugly into his chin. Illuminated in the light the many small, puckered scars on his arms appeared pale against his black skin. His long fingers slowly flexed and relaxed, the left forefinger resting delicately on the trigger.
Of course he could have completed the task several times over. The girl had been in his sights ever since she scrambled out the wreckage. He could have done the deal there and then. His eyes blinked, the tip of his black tail swishing gently, as he relished the moment. He could just imagine the panic he was creating, and smell her raw fear. Although deep down he knew it was wrong, he could not resist playing with his quarry — just a little.
He felt no compassion. He did not know the meaning of the word.
With a deep sigh of contentment, he braced his legs and steadied his aim. It was all too easy really. And then his concentration broke. His head whipped around as he eyed the hovercraft with paranoid intensity. His first reaction was cold fury. That loathsome bag of blood, Wolfram, had set him up! You couldn't trust the city folk. They were slippier than a net of eels. When he caught up with the spineless piece of filth he was going to skin him alive.
Meanwhile, he had more immediate problems. As the three craft approached, lights spotlit the dump. The Confessor
watched them zigzag in formation, efficiently searching. He stood his ground and hoped he'd get lucky. One of the rings of light skimmed smoothly over him. Then moved on. A heartbeat later it stopped, quivering and slid back, exposing the assassin in a silver pool of light.
Without thinking, The Confessor picked up his gun. There was a soft hiss, and then a muffled implosion. The light went out and the hovercraft slewed like a drunkard across the sky, tipping nose down, and plunging into the garbage.
And he ran for his life.
He tore down the mountainside, slipping and sliding. Somewhere he dropped his gun. But he did not pause. With each gasping breath he expected to feel a laser cut him in half. Then the dreaded sound of rotary blades filled his sensitive ears. It was a matter of moments before the white beam of light pinpointed him. He looked around, desperate to find a place to hide. It was then he spotted the big machine just metres before him. His every instinct made him hesitate. He didn't know who they were or what they were up to. And he didn't care. The Confessor didn't trust anyone. And he wasn't biased. He hated everyone with equal intensity. That was his first rule of survival.
An arc of light lapped at his feet. Over the crash of thunder he could hear the blades beating the air above his head. He didn't want to die. Not when he had fought so hard to live. With an effort of almost superhuman proportions he began to accelerate.
He didn't realize the machine had slowed and nearly crashed head long into it. His chest burned and his breath came in short, hoarse gasps. Dimly he heard a voice through the mayhem.
"Come on!"
But he did not have the strength. He staggered as a hand grasped his wrist.
"Come on man, for God's sake!"
The Confessor lifted his head and stared at a pale stranger, mesmerized by the pale blue eyes, so gentle, so full of compassion. It was as if an angel had fallen from the sky. Something shifted deep in his psyche. It was as if he were looking at a negative of himself. As if he were seeing himself, as he could have been, as he should have been. Something burned in his eyes. He reached out and touched the angel's hand.
"I am a man," he said.
And for the first time in his life, it was true.




Chapter 21


Mia could not help but stare. The huge black hybrid with the stony eyes and strange, scarred skin scared her more than a little. He made such a contrast to the man called Shyboy, whose
skin was so translucent that she could follow the blue map of his veins along the backs of his slender hands.
But her curiosity was bought abruptly to heel as the huge machine in which she travelled suddenly shuddered and slewed heavily sideways. A fountain of garbage shot skyward. A near miss.
At the controls, his back still to her, the one called Volta swore, and she could see the muscles in his neck standing out as he fought for control. She glanced around and saw the anxiety that welled in her chest visible on all the faces of her new companions. The noise was extreme. Thunder clapped and lightning cracked, the machine roared and over it all was the sound of the two approaching hovercraft.
Volta turned to Tully, his young face anguished. "We're not going to make it," he yelled. "We're going to be blasted to pieces."
"Give me a weapon!" said the huge black man.
Tully reached behind him, picked up a bulky gun and handed it over.
Mia watched in awe as the newcomer calmly lifted it to his eye, arced it, and pulled the trigger. Before she could blink he repeated the process. It was a feat that no Overlander could have reproduced.
The firing ceased. For a long moment the two hovercraft hung in the sky, and then burst into flames and fell.
Shyboy rallied first. "It won't be long before they send reinforcements. Let's go!"
"Hang on!" yelled Volta.
The engine whined in protest as he worked feverishly over the controls. The old caterpillar lurched forward and Mia lost her footing. She fell and grabbed at the nearest thing. Unfortunately this turned out to be Volta's black, leather clad bottom. It was hard to say whose face turned redder. Hastily she grabbed a metal strut instead and stared determinedly ahead. But for several moments she could feel his butt burning on her palm.
They roared up the last stretch of the dump and onto the flat. Ahead lay a huge hanger, toward which they headed. The storm was abating. The rumbles of thunder slowly faded, and the lightning looked like fireflies in the distance. When Volta finally switched down the engine it seemed uncannily quiet. Mia stared around intently. A few lights flickered in the distance and occasionally voices carried softly on the wind. Everyone fell silent.
Shyboy jumped out of the machine, followed by Volta and Tully. Mia slotted in behind and the marksman made up the rearguard. They crouched low to the ground and ran across a stretch of wasteland. Then they reached a building that was old, crumbling and dark. Shyboy led them swiftly beneath the shadow of the eaves and turned into a mean alleyway. It was almost as ugly as the prison. But Mia didn't care. She felt intensely alive, her senses magnified and her emotions enhanced. Above, the moon shone more brightly than she had ever known. Secrets beckoned from every shadow. While she should have felt exhausted, her body was acutely alert. She pulled in the night air and welcomed the faint smell of the desert. She was free. Home beckoned.
Shyboy took them through a jumble of streets and smelly alleyways. When they came to a dead end he stopped and looked around carefully. Then he stooped and lifted a concrete cover. He drew the cover aside and stepped back. One by one they dropped away out of sight. Mia peered down. It wasn't far. She jumped. The marksman came last, landing lightly in the tunnel, and drew the cover shut.
Mia was blind, the darkness pressing around her like a living beast. She let out an audible sigh of relief as a warm yellow light transformed the abyss into a safe passage. Inadvertently she met the eyes of the black hybrid. His face, sculpted as if from ebony stone, seemed immobile. Almost as if the muscles were set. He blinked and she looked away.
"Not far now," said Shyboy.
In single file they went, the sound of footsteps echoing hollowly. The tunnel was dry and cool, although in places huge cracks made spidery patterns on the surface.
Finally they stopped. They had reached a cross junction. On Shyboy's instruction, Volta turned left and shortly after, left again. Without any stars or visual aids it was impossible to guess how far they had travelled. The tunnel became smaller, no longer perfectly round. Its surface roughened, clearly showing the marks of chiselled tools. It smelt different, like earth, and seemed to slope gently downward.
A soft, flat hissing sound emanated from the blackness ahead. Mia felt the hairs of her scalp prickle. Instinctively she reached for her sling, realizing the futility of the gesture almost simultaneously. She looked sharply at her companions. Volta had stopped dead, as had Tully. The hybrid's huge hand hovered over his gun.
Mia took an involuntary step back as a sickening, fleshy sound filled the air. And then an evil form uncoiled, its flat green head swaying hypnotically above a huge, sinuous body. A tongue flickered as the massive serpent tasted the air. Mia could hear her own breath, rapid and shallow, but she stood her ground, sharp eyes and quick brain looking for an advantage.
"Oh, sorry folks!" it was Shyboy. He worked his way to the front and rummaged around in his robes with an air of mild irritation. "Ah… here it is."
Mia was nonplussed. What in Sol's name was he doing? And then she gasped, and swung around to look behind, for the snake had vanished. Like magic.
"A hologram," said Shyboy. "Sorry about that."
"Brilliant," said Volta, in an admiring tone.
Mia remained silent. How strange were the ways of others. What, exactly, was a hologram?




Chapter 22


Mia sniffed the slippery liquid Shyboy had given her. It smelt pretty. As if eucalyptus blossoms had been trapped inside. She carefully baled cool water into a basin, and as she did so, she instinctively inhaled. The information travelled to her brain. Analysis was satisfactory. While the water contained high levels of sodium and lime, it was free from dangerous metals or toxins.
She bent over and washed her hair carefully, and rinsed. It felt amazing. But her nose wrinkled up at the grey scum floating on the surface. She pulled the plug, watching in fascination as the water gurgled away. With a fresh bowl of water she washed herself until her skin tingled.
Dressed in a white shirt and robe of Shyboy's, she made her way a little self-consciously back to the living area. The conversation stopped whilst everyone present eyed her with undisguised interest.
Shyboy smiled. "Feel better?"
Mia felt heat rising up her neck and face. What a fright she must have been. "I feel much better, thank you."
Shyboy got up and went to a small primus stove. He doled out a generous portion of rice and vegetables and handed them to Mia. She took the bowl eagerly, and tried not to stare. Her own skin was fair but it was warm with dusky colour, and her hair was dark and her eyes vivid. But he was breathtakingly pale, the white eyelashes nearly invisible around the pale blue eyes. Still, it was a nice face, she decided. Kind and well defined.
But the one called Tully also drew her eye. In the light she could see that her initial reaction had been well placed. He was so like her people, it was uncanny. And why not? She knew only too well that a person could be displaced. Why not him? Worried she was being rude she applied herself to eating. When she chanced a glance in his direction she found his eyes gravely observing her.
Whilst she ate, she looked around the room. Like the cell, she was enclosed by four walls and a roof. Unlike the cell, this place did not even have a window. Yet it did not oppress her. The walls were tinted the colour of sand and the ceiling above was white. There was little by the way of furnishing, just colourful woven mats on the floor and a beautiful silk screen, pale green with golden birds flying across an orange sun. Mia sensed space behind it, perhaps a place for sleeping.
Volta sat on a mat next to the bearded man. The Isbanite intrigued her. The boy was as plump as a newborn dingo pup. She'd never seen another person so water bloated before. Whilst her people were generally healthy, no one ever had an ounce of excess water, never mind body fat. He would, she concluded, probably be quite handsome, in the correct proportions. Then she remembered her unfortunate contact with his anatomy and looked away.
The rice and vegetables were delicious, but she put the bowl down half full. It seemed terribly ungrateful. "I'm sorry," she said.
Shyboy smiled. "It's perfectly understandable. Do you feel up to a talk?"
Mia nodded. To be honest she was burning with curiosity. Her initial suspicion had abated but she had many questions. "Why is Volta's mother my enemy? And why is she yours?"
Shyboy looked over at the blue-eyed boy questioningly.
He shrugged. "It's not a state secret," he said. "Go for your life."
Shyboy shifted a little, rearranging his robes, settled and seemed to collect his thoughts. "Volta's mother is the most powerful woman in Isbane. She owns the Western Water Company. Which fundamentally means that she controls just about everything and everybody. Those that she cannot control she seeks to destroy." He sighed. "That would be me. And all the members of the MLF."
Mia broke in. "What's the MLF?
"The Mutant Liberation Front. An underground army that seeks rights of citizenship for mutants — or hybrids as they are commonly called."
An image of the two little girls popped into Mia's mind.
Shyboy continued. "But we also seek to discover and expose the illicit and corrupt practices of the government. And, as Volta's mother is in league with the government, that means her nefarious deeds as well. This she knows. And so we are — unofficially — at war."
Mia grasped why Shyboy and the woman who owned the water company were locked in mutual loathing, but it was not clear what she had to do with any of this. "But what has this got to do with me?"
"Nothing and everything," said Shyboy cryptically.
Volta stood up. "Mia, my mother is a vastly wealthy woman but over the last few years her income has taken a severe pounding. The cost of sourcing water has become huge. What she wants, more than anything, is to exploit your ability to divine water. With or without your consent."
Mia stared at the boy in astonishment. "You mean I was stolen from my people, beaten, starved and put in a cage because your mother wants me to find water for her?"
"Yes," said Volta.
Mia searched for words. "But… why did she not just ask?"
Volta let out a snort of laughter. "Mia, you don't know my mother. She would not risk a refusal. And, to be honest, she does not consider the Overlander people to be worthy of such a basic courtesy."
Mia looked around the room, her eyes searching their unfamiliar faces. All she saw was truth. Then she asked the question that burned in her brain. "Will you really take me home?"
"We will," said Shyboy, "but there is something else that you need to know."
Mia watched wordlessly as Shyboy approached the far wall. The whole expanse was lined with strange, flat, grey squares. He picked up a gadget and his sensitive fingers danced over an array of symbols. And the wall lit up. Slowly the bright white screens flickered and then filled with coloured dots. Soon the dots became clear images. A different image on every square. A strange vertigo took hold of Mia as she looked at a vast stretch of desert, but from above, as if she were a bird in flight.
Without realizing what she was doing, she got
up and made her way to the display. Tentatively she stretched out a finger. It stopped hard against an invisible shield. In awe, her hand swept gently over the cool surface and she leaned close to smell the desert air. But there was nothing. She dragged her eyes away from the landscape and looked at the other pictures. Little made sense: it was just a mass of alien places and people.
She turned to Shyboy. "What is this?"
For a moment he looked baffled. "It is a computer."
"A computer." Mia turned to look again. "Why do you capture spirits and look at them?"
"They are not spirits, Mia," said Shyboy. "They are living people as real as you or I. High in the sky, above the great blue; many machines circulate in space, taking pictures of the world below."
Mia was deeply unnerved. "What is the purpose of these nosey machines?"
Shyboy tapped a picture. "These machines, or satellites as they are called, are not mine. They belong to those in power. They use them to monitor and control people. I use them to uncover those things that those in power would rather remain a secret."
"What kind of secrets?" asked Mia.
Shyboy pointed to an image above his head. "Like this."
Mia followed the pale finger and looked. It was a building. Tall. Very tall. With no windows. It stood alone on a mountain amidst a bleak landscape of twisted, tortured trees. A single road wound in a tortuous path up the steep range. "What is it?"
"That," said Shyboy, "is a top secret government facility. Officially it is a hospital. Unofficially it is used to harvest body parts for both domestic and intergalactic markets."
Mia felt sick. But she didn't know what to say, unsure where it was all leading. She looked at the others, but both Volta and Tully looked as bemused as she felt. She glanced across the room at the gunman and hastily looked away. He was staring at the screen with an expression of murderous rage.
Then Shyboy dropped a meteorite on her. "What would you say, Mia," he said, "if I told you, that your father is in that building?"
The world seemed to swim away. Voices echoed into silence. Mia, physically and emotionally exhausted, crumpled to the ground.




Chapter 23


Volta rushed across the room to Mia's inert body. He glared at Shyboy. "Oh, well done. That was sensitively orchestrated!" he said scathingly. He hunkered down and tried to decide what was the appropriate thing to do. In the end he patted her cheek softly.
Tully came and leaned over, his eyes narrowing in concern.
"Is she alright?" said Shyboy.
Volta didn't know. He slid his finger beneath her ear and was relieved to feel her pulse beating strong and sure. "Just passed out," he said. Tully knelt down, picked up her hand and began rubbing it briskly between his own. She stirred and muttered. Volta willed her to be all right. She looked so small and vulnerable.
Her eyes opened. "Where am I? What happened?" she sat up and stared wildly around. "Tell me it's true! Tell me I'm not dreaming. Tell me you know where Da is!"
Volta looked at the insurgent. Mia was not the only one wanting answers.
Shyboy headed back to his computer and went to work. In the centre, a picture flat-lined and was replaced with another. An image of a man.
Mia made a moan of anguish, got to her feet, and stumbled over to the screen. She leaned in, placing her cheek against the image, one finger caressing the man's face and she cried. Tears splashed onto her shirt collar and vanished. "Da," she called, "Da, I'm here. It's me, Mia."
Volta watched and ached inside for the girl's outpouring of grief. When he could bear it no longer he walked to her and gently prized her away from the cold, hard machine. "Come away Mia. It's just an image. Like the desert. He can't hear you."
Her fingers gripped his black shirt, her eyes blazing at him feverishly. "It's my Da!"
Volta was rocked. Never, in all his sixteen years, had he witnessed such an outpouring of emotion. Of love. It was a revelation. He looked down into her emerald eyes. "Yes, Mia, I think it is."
She gave a watery smile. "My Da," she said.
Volta smiled back. And then, acutely aware of the disturbing warmth of her body against his own, he released her. They stepped away. There was an awkward moment whilst they both managed to look anywhere but at each other.
Mia turned to Shyboy. "Why is he there? Why?"
Good question, Volta thought.
Shyboy looked across the room at the man who had saved their lives.
Volta had to admit, he was a heavy duty individual. Like a dark angel. Or a demon. Scary. But brilliant.
"Let me introduce our guest," said Shyboy. "We are in the presence of a living legend. This, ladies and gentlemen, is the man commonly known as, 'The Confessor'."
Volta gaped. Holy shit! Isbane's most wanted. Galactic!
Isbane's most wanted did not seem to return Volta's enthusiasm. He observed them all with an air of poorly concealed hostility and distrust. He snarled silently,  revealing a set of teeth that a sabre tooth would have been proud of. Then Volta caught a glimpse of a black tail. It curled from beneath the man's trench coat, undulating gently. A hybrid. A bad tempered hybrid with a knack for killing people. Volta sidled back a step or two.
Shyboy however seemed to have no such qualms. He walked across the room and stood beside the black man. "Mia," he said, "I could answer your question, but here stands the man who can answer it better." He turned his pale eyes onto the assassin. "That is, if he will."
Volta wasn't sure how things would end. The whole room seemed to take a collective breath. He sensed some inner conflict raging inside the hybrid. He sincerely hoped the assassin didn't let his dark side win. It probably wouldn't end well.
The hybrid stared at Shyboy, and Volta wondered at the odd bond that seemed to connect the two. It was like they were in a strange solar system all of their own.
Then the assassin stepped forward. "I wish to confess," he said.
Volta blinked. He what?
The hybrid closed his eyes. "My name is D2667X."
That was a name? Volta was transfixed. He gawped openly as the black man began to undress. First the heavy coat, which made suspicious clinking sounds as it hit the floor. Beneath, he wore a green camouflage singlet stretched across a chest bigger than Volta's bank account. Camouflage pants hugged his lower half and accentuated thighs like legendary tree trunks. The hybrid made Tully look like a midget. Sickening really.
But his jealously turned to dismay as the man peeled off the singlet top and revealed his torso. It was desecrated. Scars criss-crossed the flesh like a macabre patchwork quilt. Patches of skin were discoloured and crinkled. There were dimples and ridges where tissue should have been. Volta noticed his arms then. Pockmarked with pale puncture-like scars. What the hell had happened? Were they war wounds? Some kind of testament to his violent proclivities?
Mia walked past Volta. She crossed the floor and stood in front of the assassin. She looked about as substantial as cotton candy. Volta sucked in his breath as she put out a hand and touched a vivid scar that ran across the hybrid's chest. His high estimation of her notched up several levels. You could have heard a feather drop.
Then she withdrew her hand. "What is this?"
The hybrid pointed to the chest scar. "Sniper." Then he touched several of the ugly patches. "Skin donations." He turned to better display the row of scars down his arm. "Blood." Finally he rotated and awkwardly reached around to touch another scar on his back. "Kidney."
Volta felt bile rise in his throat. He was revolted. A kidney? They had taken his kidney? And his skin. And his blood. And sold it. Sweet mother of mercy. He turned to Shyboy. "But why? We already have the means to live long and well. Why this? I don't understand."
Shyboy looked at the assassin and back at Volta. "Who," he said, "is the oldest person that you know?"
"Senator Hessey. He's nearly a thousand years." Answered Volta.
"The wealthy do enjoy an exceptionally long life," said Shyboy. "But they are not completely immune to illness, bodily decay, or accidents. Soldiers need spare parts too. That's where the hospital comes in."
Volta shook his head vigorously. He didn't want to believe it. He didn't want to acknowledge that his mother was part of this abomination. "No," he said. "When we reach eighteen we receive an implant. That slows the deterioration of the DNA. That's why we live so long. It is!"
No one spoke.
Volta stared around hoping for some show of support. He was doomed to disappointment. No one could quite meet his eyes. And he knew it was true. The evidence was there, right before his eyes. The living, breathing proof. And finally he faced the terrible, incontrovertible truth. His mother was a monster.




Chapter 24


Mia didn't know which
was the most disturbing. The hideous wounds on the hybrid's body, the look on Volta's face or the question she was about to ask. What was worse, to have a parent who was implicit in such cruelty or to have a parent who was a victim? All she knew was that she would never see the world the same way again.
She bent down, picked up the green and grey singlet and gave it back to the hybrid. He took it wordlessly but she was relieved to feel the aura of aggression that had accompanied him waning. Not that she could blame him.
Finally she gathered her strength and turned to Shyboy. "Is this what has happened… is happening… to my father?"
Shyboy met her eyes. "No. Your father is a special case. Most of the… patients… are hybrids captured like D2, often very young. Most of them die there. Convicts can end up there too. If they are unlucky or have a rare tissue type. And of course, it is an ideal location for political prisoners. But your father is there for a specific reason. The government wants to unlock the secret to divination. Scientists are convinced the answer is in the DNA. That's why they took him. And that's why they want you."
Mia struggled to assimilate it all. "What is 'DNA'?"
Volta answered. "It is your genetic makeup. It is all the parts of your parents that are passed on to you. Their eyes. Hair. Intelligence. Character, even. Whoever manages to find the exact genetic formula for divining would be wealthy beyond imagining."
And there it was. Mia felt strangely relieved to know the worst. The confusion in her head dissolved. She looked around the room, at the several sets of sympathetic eyes. "We must stop them," she said.
Shyboy flexed his long pale fingers. "That is what the Mutant Liberation Front has been working towards for years."
"So, what's the hold up?" said Volta.
Shyboy sighed. "The whereabouts of the hospital is a closely guarded secret. It is in the north, that much we know. A facility that size must have deliveries, waste disposal and turnover of staff. But, despite my best endeavours, I have been unable to pinpoint its location. I am planning to head up north and see if I can find it." He paused and looked around at his audience. "You are welcome to join me if you wish."
Mia didn't have to think about it. If her Da was alive she was going to find him. "I would come with you. But, before I do so, I feel I must get word to my people. And, I feel that I owe you all a great debt and would repay you. Tell me what I can do, and if it is in the power of my people it will be done."
"I want a horse like yours!"
Mia looked at the boy. "This can be done. It is a small thing after all your kindness."
Then Shyboy stepped forward. "The MLF has need of arms. Weapons. Can you help with this?"
Mia was dismayed. "Shyboy, we are not a warlike people. Our arms are only for the purpose of hunting. Is there not something else I can give you?"
Shyboy was silent and Mia could sense that there was something that he wished to say, but hesitated. She waited patiently.
"You may not have weapons," Shyboy finally said, "but you have something much more valuable. Something that can be traded."
Mia frowned. "What?"
"Water." Said the pale man.
Mia laughed with relief. "Water I can do. But I must have my divining rods, which are at home. But I promise that I will find you water when you have need."
Shyboy looked delighted. He smiled and stepped back.
Then the big hybrid turned to Shyboy. "If it is arms that you seek, I can provide them. I will come with you. I will be revenged."
It was hard to decide quite how she felt about this last. Mia was awed by the gunman and deeply impressed by his strength. But he scared her too. In the end, she decided that it was better to have him as an ally than an enemy. What her Nonna would make of him though, she could not imagine. "D2," she said tentatively, "I would like to repay my debt of honour to you, too."
The huge man looked at her, his face inscrutable. "You have paid already," he said.
Mia was astonished. She waited for him to explain, but he spoke not another word. Finally, she turned to Tully. "And you, Tully? What would you ask?"
The bodyguard observed her intently with his familiar brown eyes. A frown formed on his brow. Then he dropped his head and stared at his boots. His chest swelled and he looked up. Mia was distressed to see his eyes filling with tears. "Take… me… home," he said. His voice was hoarse. But it was a voice.
Volta's face snapped around, eyes round as flying saucers. "What did you say?"
Tully looked at him. "I want to go home."
In three strides, Volta crossed the room. "Again!"
Tully gripped the boy's shoulders. "Home," he said. "I want to go home."
"Holy shit!" said Volta, and was engulfed in a hug of epic proportions.
Shyboy smiled and Mia could have sworn that D2's lips twitched. Just a little. For her part, she was thrilled. Her instincts had been proven right. Tully was a man of the Overland. For a moment her mind conjured up her homecoming. Her people would stare in incredulous joy when she returned to them. Such great and terrible things to tell. What would they say when she told them that Da was alive? And that — like Tully — he could be found and bought back. There would be such feasting and dancing. Mia would enthral them with the telling of her own adventure. It was going to be the best day ever!
Her joy wobbled as she contemplated how she was going to distract Nonna from the whole 'getting caught whilst poaching' episode. But then she pushed the tiny detail aside. Nonna wouldn't mind. She'd be too happy. And surely the presence of Mia's new friends would be distraction enough? Convinced of her own ability to present things in a positive light, Mia relaxed. She waited until Volta emerged from his close encounter, looking pleased but pink in the face.
He caught her eye and grinned.
She smiled back. And felt a flush of heat crawl up her neck. Which was silly. She didn't really like boys. They were a bunch of idiots. She scowled as she recalled how her friend Dart had kissed her at the last feast. In front of everyone! The memory of it still stung. So humiliating. She would never speak to him again.
With a sniff, she turned her attention to Shyboy who was over at his screens. There was a tenseness in the set of his shoulders that made Mia wonder if something was amiss.
Volta must have sensed it too, for he strode over. "What is it?"
Mia forgot her irritation and hastened over.
Shyboy pointed. Everyone stared at the sight of a troop of foot soldiers swarming in the alley. "They're onto us." Shyboy looked over his shoulder at the hybrid. "I think it's time we took you up on that offer."
The hybrid cast an eye over the scene. "Let's go."
Shyboy disappeared behind the pretty screen, returning minutes later with a large backpack. He swung it over his shoulder. "Time for plan B," he said. His foot swept a rug aside to reveal a small circle of stone, sunk unobtrusively into the floor. He hauled it out to reveal a dark space. He leaned down, clicked a switch and light spread to reveal a set of worn stone steps. "This will take us almost to the church," he said.
Mia had no idea what a 'church' was, but decided it didn't matter. It was just a matter of time before the soldiers found the entry. They had to go. It was no longer a choice.
One by one they slipped away down the steep stairway. Dimly, Mia heard the concrete trapdoor clunk into place behind her. She hurried on, but a deep rumble of sound made her pause. Then she felt a tremor running through her body. Disconcerted, she stopped, placing a hand upon the cold surface of the stairwell wall. A hot wind blew and the walls trembled. An involuntary cry of fear ripped from her. In front of her, D2 hissed softly and she heard Volta swear.
"What's happening?" said Volta.
Then rapid footsteps rang out. She could just make out Shyboy's face behind Tully. "It's alright!" he yelled over the noise. "I just blew the pad up." He sighed. "If they found the software they will eventually break the security codes and then the MLF will be good as done."
Mia was shocked as it dawned on her that Shyboy did not anticipate coming back. His words and actions brought home to Mia the gravity of the situation. For the first time she truly understood the power and greatness of their foes.




Chapter 25


After what seemed like an age the grinding, ripping noise faded away. Mia could scarcely believe that the dirty grey ceiling had not descended on their heads. In the dim light, dust drifted in lazy circles, settling gently onto the group. D2 had aged about forty years in a coating of dust. Mia had a severe attack of sneezing.
Shyboy worked his way to the front of the group. He looked at D2. "I take it your place is clean?"
The hybrid nodded. "Immaculate."
"What does he mean?" Mia whispered to Volta.
Volta leaned closer. "He means the government hasn't infiltrated the place and planted bugs or secret surveillance."
Mia looked at the hybrid with new respect. D2 must be clever to have evaded the government. As smart as Shyboy. It was reassuring in an odd way.
They set off then, the stairs descending in an undeviating straight line. Finally the ground evened out into a tight tunnel. It seemed to go on forever. Flashbacks of her recent incarceration made Mia feel increasingly claustrophobic. The flickering shadows and close walls played tricks on her eyes. A fine sheen of sweat prickled on her forehead and the white robe stuck uncomfortably to the hollow between her shoulder blades. If she had been alone her terror would have been all encompassing. But the outwardly calm presence of the others held her together.
Then her spirits leapt. Ahead was a small patch of light. The end was in sight. At last. She carried on with renewed vigour, aching to see sunlight and open sky again.
"Hang on a minute, people," said Shyboy, his voice echoing eerily.
They came to a ragged halt. Mia glanced behind her and forgot her woes. Volta looked dreadful. He was leaning against the wall, head down, chest heaving. What was wrong with him? Was he sick? "Are you alright?" she said.
He lifted his head like it was a ten-ton weight. "Fine," he said.
But he didn't sound fine. He sounded terrible. And she obviously wasn't the only one who thought so. Tully was watching Volta with an anxious expression.
"Volta," he said, in his strange, cracked voice. "Do you need a hand?"
Volta gave him a furious look and stood up straight. "So, are you deaf now?" he said rudely. "I said I was fine."
Mia, confused and embarrassed, turned away. Volta was not telling the truth. Why did he lie? Why was he so angry at Tully? She couldn't imagine talking to her Nonna like that. Nonna would roast her for breakfast.
Her introspection was cut short as Shyboy cleared his throat to gain attention. "Wait here, I won't be long," he said.
Mia waited impatiently as he scouted. After a few minutes he turned and beckoned. They all surged forward, emerging cautiously into a bleak patch of open ground surrounded by decrepit buildings, mounds of rubbish and burnt out wrecks. The sky was a sullen grey, stubbornly holding off the first rays of sunlight. It was cold, and a small wind moaned around the taller buildings. Mia thought that it was the most beautiful place in the world. It was wonderful to see the sky above and to breathe again. But she dampened down her natural exuberance, sensing the heightened anxiety of the others. Without a word, they set off across the rough ground. Tully and D2 with weapons drawn. Mia felt naked without her sling. She wondered if the big hybrid would have one in his armoury. She ardently hoped so.
They reached the edge of the heathland without mishap and met a huge stone building. Silently they hurried down its length and around a corner. Mia stared up at the towering façade in awe but eyed a row of eroding, stone faces with unease. She couldn't escape the feeling that they would leap out of their bedrocks and land on her back. When they turned the next corner and left them behind, she was relieved. At last they stopped as a huge gate slid smoothly aside. With indecent haste they raced through. The gate moved slowly back. All eyes watched the space. Mia held her breath until the gap became a slit, and then, with a clunk, the door sealed. Everyone took a collective sigh of relief. Tully and D2 put away their weapons. The atmosphere lightened.
Without a word D2 set off again, leading into the building. Mia followed, her eyes goggling at the cavernous space. She had never imagined that a room could be so big. It was impossible to guess what its purpose was. Or had been. She craned her neck, looking up as a flock of pigeons exploded out of the rafters and winged away out of sight. Mia's mouth watered and she mourned the loss of her weapon once more. Nonna made a mean pigeon pie. Mia would have loved to bag a brace.
She saw that she was being left behind and rushed to catch up. D2 headed to a cloistered corner and through a doorway ingeniously secreted in the masonry. On the other side was a small room, quite empty except for a barred window and a solitary chair. The huge feline hybrid led them to a set of stairs. Down they went. Lanterns lit the way but there was nothing to see except the next step. At the bottom was another room, lit by candles. Mia could make out a camp bed, a table and two chairs. A milk carton sat on the table top, but otherwise the place was painfully bare. Mia felt sad, although she wasn't really sure why.
D2 went to the dimly lit rear of the room; he reached up and stood back. With a soft swish the wall swung open to reveal a long chamber clad with rows of plastic shelves, packed top to bottom with weaponry.
Volta let out a long, low whistle. "Sweet," he said.




Chapter 26
Volta was exhausted. Every bone in his body ached and every muscle felt pulverised. His misery was compounded by the fact that his predicament was his alone. No one else seemed to be suffering. It was a bit of slap. In the company of over-nourished, overweight and over-indulged individuals of his home, Volta had always lived under the illusion that he cut a fine figure. Today that illusion had been effectively dismantled. Turned out, he was a blimp.
Worse still, Volta was sure that Mia was aware of his failings. And he was consumed with jealousy. He would have sold all his water shares, his water company and his palatial home for the assassin's tough hide and bulging biceps. He was ashamed of snapping at Tully. It wasn't his fault. Volta suspected that he was in for a grilling. Now Tully had found his voice, Volta had a hunch he'd have no restraint in putting it to good use. Serve himself right.
He trailed along behind the others and tried to think of a way to redeem his dignity. Tully and Shyboy paused at a pile of stun guns, but Volta moved on. Stun guns were boring. Seconds later he stopped to listen in on Mia and D2's conversation.
The assassin had a sniper rifle in his hand. "This is light," he said. "Easy to use."
Mia looked uncomfortable and flushed beneath The Confessor's scrutiny. "I'm sure you are right," she said. "But I am not good with guns. The men have tried to teach me, but gave up. Give me a stone and a sling and I can take the eye out of an eagle!"
It was true. Volta would never forget her smashing the periscope when he first saw her. She was a crack shot, all right.
The assassin put down the rifle. "Come," he said.
They went to the end of the row and then doubled back down the next. Halfway down D2 and Mia stopped.
D2 picked something up and held it out to Mia. "Try this."
Volta peered around and saw that Mia held a crossbow. It was compact and elegant. Slotted into the taut wire was a wickedly sharp bolt.
She held it carefully in her hands and lifted it to her sights. Volta could see she was pleased.
Suddenly Volta wanted a weapon. Something big. Something deadly. He looked around at the vast collection, his eyes grazing over the dizzying array of hardware. What would it be?
Then his eyes rested on a huge weapon that lay alone on the bottom shelf. It was a dull matte black. Long. Bulky. A bazooka! Just the thing. Looked like it could do serious damage.
Mia lowered the crossbow. "I shall need to practice," she said.
"Come." D2 turned and stalked away.
Volta wrestled the bazooka off its perch. "Wait for me!" he said.
Tully materialized. "What are you up to?"
Volta clutched the massive gun. "Off to practice."
Tully smirked. "This I've got to see."
Furious, Volta turned on his heel and hurried after Mia.
In the massive, dim depths of the old church, D2 was already priming Mia, who listened intently. Volta jiggled impatiently, bursting to have his go.
Mia's first few bolts went wide of the mark, a couple of plump pigeons up in the rafters. Volta watched her lower the weapon and rotate her shoulders. Then her eyes narrowed and in one smooth motion she placed a bolt, aimed and fired. A pigeon thumped to the ground.
D2 nodded his head fractionally. Tully and Shyboy clapped. Mia blushed and smiled.
Volta stepped forward. He was hellishly impressed with Mia's demonstration and was determined to prove himself. Mind you, he was having second thoughts on the wisdom of his choice. The huge gun had begun to weigh heavily in his hands. His eyes wondered to Tully, who raised an eyebrow in that infuriating manner he had. Volta glared and lifted the gun defiantly.
D2 came to him and pulled a plastic disc out of one of his pockets. He held it up to display its black shiny surface and hexagonal shape. It looked quite innocent. Volta was happy to relinquish the bazooka for a moment whilst the hybrid demonstrated how to load the weapon and fire it. Then handed it back.
Volta heaved the huge weapon up onto one shoulder as instructed and peered down the scope. His arms trembled and his chest heaved as adrenaline shot through his blood like sherbet. He aimed at the dark recesses of the furthest corner and flexed his hand. Then, with concentrated effort, he placed his finger on the trigger and squeezed. But nothing happened.
He pulled harder and felt a slight give in the mechanism. He gritted his teeth and swore softly to himself. If he didn't manage one shot he'd die of shame. Sweat began shivering down his spine and his fringe stuck to his forehead. The tops of his thighs began to tremble. He took a gasp of air and bought his fingers tight around the barrel. With a spine shattering bang the gun went off. Volta shot back several steps before sitting down abruptly on his butt, the gun in his lap. He peered anxiously at the far corner, anticipating a huge hole in the wall. But the wall was intact. Disappointment welled in his chest. He'd muffed it.
Then, he spiralled down into a living hell.




Chapter 27


For a few minutes D2 observed the bizarre contortions and screams of his companions with detached interest. Then he fished a packet of syringes from a pocket and held them up, squinting to check the label. Reassured the lemon liquid was the right one, he advanced on Volta who was sobbing on the floor like a baby. The assassin jabbed the needle home into the boy's soft arm and injected the contents. With economical efficiency he repeated the exercise with the others. And leaned against the wall to wait.
One by one they came back to reality. The boy first. He sat up and looked blankly about. "What happened?" he said.
D2 didn't answer. He wasn't in the habit of repeating himself. Let the boy wait.
The girl roused next. She sat up, tears running down her cheeks, looking around in confusion. D2 felt a twinge of conscience. The green eyed girl had guts. He was glad he hadn't killed her.
The albino came to almost at the same time as the bearded man called Tully. They stared at each other speechlessly then staggered to their feet.
The albino looked across the room at D2. "Terror toxin?"
D2 nodded. "Yes. The gun looks like a bazooka, but it has to be big to hold the shells. That stuff's so toxic it eats through ordinary substances. The black cylinder is pure carbon, weighs some. Takes a hell of a force to bust it open."
The boy got shakily to his feet and went to the girl. He pulled her up beside him. "What in Hades is terror toxin?"
Shyboy saved D2 the effort of replying. "It's a drug," he said. "It invades the brain and synthesizes chemicals which recreate the victim's deepest fears."
The boy frowned and looked at D2. "Doesn't it affect you?"
"No," said D2, "nor other hybrids. We are immune."
Tully rubbed at his injection site. "What did you give us?"
D2 tossed him one of the syringes. "Antidote. Should give you resistance for up to a year. Standard army issue."
There was a silence. D2 wondered what they were all thinking. He wondered what horrors they had endured.
Shyboy tossed back the syringe. "That stuff should be illegal."
"It is," said D2.
"We'll take one," said Mia.
No one argued.
The boy grinned. "Fine, so long as I don't have to carry it. It weighs a ton."
D2 decided that the boy might do. Maybe he was tougher than he looked. He sincerely hoped so.




Chapter 28


"O.K." said Shyboy, "gather round and we'll go over the plan one more time."
Mia felt a frisson of fear. This was it!
"So, we travel without delay to the outer edge of the salt pan, where we should get transport from the Mutant Liberation Front. We then make a beeline for the desert, where Mia will take the lead. From there, we are on our own. Speed is the key. Everyone will be on the lookout for us. Our only advantage is that they don't know at this stage who we are, where we are, or where we are going." Shyboy paused and looked around. "Any questions?"
"What kind of transport?" asked Volta.
Shyboy shrugged. "I'm not sure, it's short notice, so we'll have to take what we can get. Anything else?"
There was no reply. They spent the interminable few hours to dusk making a scanty meal and trying to sleep. Finally they moved back out of the crypt. Mia turned, catching a glimpse of D2's anguished expression before he blew the candles out. Wordlessly he walked past her and she formed file, following him up to the church.
As she left the massive building behind Mia felt a pang of anxiety. Even in the cover of darkness, she felt vulnerable. The others were reduced to muddy shadows as they moved softly, hugging the dirty, dilapidated buildings and skirting anywhere that showed any sign of life. Home seemed both tantalizingly close and frustratingly far. Just the thought of her people sent her heart skittering. She swallowed her fear, reminding herself she was not alone.
With the luck of several devils they slipped through the outskirts of the quarter without a hint of trouble. Volta felt Tully relax a fraction as Shyboy halted them beneath a huge rusted grain silo, one of many that flanked the road. A few hundred meters across the way, Volta could make out the black silhouette of a building. All seemed quiet.
They huddled together to listen. Shyboy pointed to the structure. "That's an abandoned bluestone quarry. The Front has been using it as a stronghold for several years. That's where the transport will be."
Volta pulled his camouflage scarf over his nose, which tickled with the irritation of the dust particles that filled the atmosphere. He shifted his rucksack a little to try and ease the pressure on his shoulder blades. He didn't know about the others but he couldn't wait to hop into a hovercraft or a tank and take a break.
D2 pulled a pair of night binoculars out of his pocket and peered carefully around the vicinity. "All clear," he said softly.
Volta hoped he was right. The open stretch of road followed by the bare stretch of salt looked endless to him.
Shyboy looked around the anxious faces. He nodded. "One at a time. D2, you first."
Without hesitation the big hybrid, bazooka at the ready, sprinted across the hard surface. To Volta's relief he blended into the darkness, further protected by the horrible dust haze. Then the footfalls ceased. Around him the watching group froze, straining to see and hear. He could see Mia's green eyes, glittering like jet in the dark, wide with fear. But after sixty seconds there were no repercussions.
Volta wondered if anyone else could hear the beating of his heart when Mia quickly followed. But she too was swallowed up into the night without incident. Tully tapped him on the shoulder and Volta forced himself out of the shelter of the silo and onto the road. An owl hooted above him and he jumped as if he had been shot. Somehow his legs kept moving and he made it to the other side. A soft hiss alerted him, and he stumbled over to the others who were crouching behind a small group of salt bushes.
Within minutes Tully joined them. Shyboy emerged from the gloom last and beckoned. They followed him to a huge concrete hanger, whose roof had long collapsed. A single figure shifted from behind a column and they hurried over. Without a word, the heavily camouflaged person turned and lifted a heavy net. Underneath lay a wide driveway running steeply down to an underground building. They hurried down and through an open door.
Once inside, the door closed behind them and a lantern was lit. Shyboy crossed the floor and shook hands with the company, two women and an older man.
One of the women spoke. "You must hurry, word is that the army is tearing the quarter apart looking for you. Your transport is ready. Follow me."
Volta felt a new surge of energy. At last! He hurried eagerly after the group, the dim lights strung from the ceiling revealing signs of long term habitation, makeshift beds, a canteen and even what looked like a small bar. They passed into a long corridor and up into a small shed. It was not lit and an odd, musky scent hung heavily in the air.
The woman flashed on a light. "Your transport."
Volta peered into the gloom eagerly. But what he spotted pulled him up short. "What the hell?" he glared at a grinning Tully. "You cannot be serious?"
"Brilliant," said Mia.
The woman glared at Volta, obviously deeply offended. "These beasts are the finest and fleetest this side of the Great Divide!"
Unperturbed, the camels chewed contentedly on their cud.




Chapter 29


Volta looked up at the saddle perched several feet above his head. He felt dwarfed and a little afraid. How the hell was he supposed to get up there? He leapt back in surprise as the huge animal, all seven hundred kilos of him, sank down onto his knees and lay down. The camel turned his small head and gazed impassively through large lashed eyes. The muzzle rotated rhythmically and Volta backed away, convinced he was on the menu.
Mia laughed. "Don't worry, he's just chewing his cud, he won't bite… unless you upset him."
Volta's mouth gaped in dismay. Upset the camel? How did one upset a camel — exactly? He looked at Mia with renewed respect as she hopped nimbly onto her own mount. "How does one upset a camel?" he reluctantly asked.
She gathered up a rein, which ran to a ring attached close to the camel's nose. "Treat him with disrespect," she said simply.
Volta nodded, still none the wiser. He looked at the huge furry beast and took a deep breath. With some difficulty he tried to emulate Mia and somehow hauled himself onto the big padded seat. When the camel remained still he relaxed a little. Not so bad really. He looked around, curious to see how his comrades were going. Tully was already seated, grinning from ear to ear. Volta smiled involuntarily, pleased to see his friend happy. Shyboy lounged easily in his perch behind his camel's hump. Meanwhile D2 prowled around, the end of his black tail flicking as he eyed the large beast designated to him.
"Oh dear," said Mia.
Volta had thought of the assassin as almost super human. A camel was the last thing he'd have expected to unsettle him. He waited, wishing he had the nerve to intervene. Luckily Shyboy took the initiative.
"What troubles you, D2?"
"I do not fear the camel," said D2. "But I do not desire to control it. I can run, but I do not know that I have the stamina to travel so far. My strength is great and I can move at great speed but I am designed for sprinting," said the black hybrid.
There was a respectful silence, as each of them acknowledged the honesty of the observation and weighed up the consequences. Volta felt a shaft of anxiety. Would they have to leave The Confessor behind? It did not take a military man to recognize that he was both a formidable foe and a valuable ally. His loss would be a blow to the group.
"D2," said Mia, a little hesitantly. "I am knowledgeable in the ways of the camel. They are capable of carrying great burdens. To one such as this," and she ran a small hand down the soft fur of her camel's rump, "I am almost as nothing. If you wish to ride with us, I am confident that Ashan will not be overburdened."
Volta listened intently. Knowledgeable in the ways of camels? His respect soared even higher. Was there anything that Mia wasn't knowledgeable about? But who the hell was Ashan? He looked around the room, expecting to see a guide or camel handler. But they were alone. The affronted woman had disappeared. Did Mia mean the camel? Giving it up, he redirected his attention to D2.
D2 stood as if turned to stone. He looked at Mia and she returned his steady appraisal calmly. Volta willed the hybrid to accept the offer.
D2 nodded slowly. "I thank you."
Volta felt a soft whistle of relief escape him. Brilliant. And then he was hit with the reality of the moment. They were ready. There was no reason to delay their departure any longer. Indeed they must not. He closed his mind as best as he could to the myriad of thoughts and fears that jostled furiously for his attention. The time for doubt was long gone. He glanced around at his companions and felt a flush of affection, and — perhaps most oddly — a sense of belonging that was entirely alien. It was a good feeling. A flame of determination swept through him. They would succeed.
But his enthusiasm dampened. He had no clue as
to how to kick-start his camel. He looked at Mia. "How does one start a camel up?"
She grinned, eyes burning bright with excited anticipation, but before she could open her mouth another voice intervened.
"Wooshka!"
Volta watched in amazement as Tully's bull camel made awkward progress from its prone position up onto its broad, flat feet.
"Tully, you speak as a true Overlander!" said Mia. Then she ululated wildly and her beast lurched up. Shyboy followed suit. They towered over Volta and watched him expectantly. 
He took a firm grip onto the frame of his saddle. "Wooshka!" 
As the camel exploded upward, Volta felt a rush of delight. It was awesome! Mia ululated again. He caught her eye and laughed, entirely affected by her exuberance. She laughed back.
And he thought that she was the most vibrant and beautiful thing he had ever seen.




Chapter 30


Mia could not peel her eyes away as she watched Tully rein in the bull with all the expertise of her people. "How do you know?" she asked him.
The man looked at her and slowly shook his head. "I can't remember. I didn't really… know. It was just a gut reaction." His rough voice came out in short, harsh spurts.
Mia sensed that he was struggling with some deep emotional turmoil. She observed him curiously. Again she was struck by his odd aura of familiarity. True he was heavier, more muscular perhaps than the men of her tribe, but the broad chest, dark features, and a certain grace of movement left her in no doubt as to his origins. "Tell me, Tully, who are your close kin?"
His features tightened and Mia wished she had not asked. It was obviously a subject that pained him. "I am sorry," she said, "my curiosity overcomes my courtesy."
But then he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. "Do not be sorry. It is just that I cannot tell you, because I do not know."
Mia thought she must have misunderstood. How could he not know? How could he have forgotten his people? His unique history? Why, even if she lived to be older than the oldest Isbanite, Mia could never forget who she was. It was a puzzle.
Perhaps he sensed her bewilderment. "I came from the desert when I was very young. I remember little. It comes to me in small pieces like fragments of broken pottery. I did not even know myself until very recently."
Then she became aware of the lines that scored Tully's face, testament to a hard life. For a moment she tried to imagine what it would be like, not to know who you were, where you came from, or who your kin were. But she couldn't. She gave up, her generous heart brimming with compassion.
"My Grandmother has the knowledge," she said. "She is the keeper of our secrets. When we get home she will tell you… everything."
Tully leaned forward. "You tell me."
Mia laughed. "My memory is just a drop of water in a well compared to Nonna's."
Tully grinned. "That'll do for a start."
Their conversation was curtailed as the camel woman reappeared. In her hands she held bundles of cloth, which she distributed to the travellers. "My advice is to travel in the dark whenever you can. These scarves will keep out the dust and give protection from the sun when daylight travel is unavoidable." She turned and smiled briefly up at Mia. "Good luck."
The group wrapped the long pieces of faded material around their heads and necks. Some with practised ease like Shyboy and Mia. Others with less success. Tully looked nonplussed for a moment and then gathered up the cloth and wrapped it firmly around his head, the end draping about his neck. Although imperfect, Mia recognized his unconscious replication of the turban commonly utilized by her people. And any doubts she had regarding Tully's heritage faded.
Three more women appeared and they swiftly opened a large gate at the far end of the room. The camels slotted into file and strode slowly away.
"What'll I do?"
To Mia's ears, Volta sounded panic stricken. She twisted around to look at him. "Don't worry, your camel will follow without guidance. Even if, by bad luck, your beast is frightened, he won't run far and will return to the train, or head for water. Whatever you do, don't pull too hard on the rein, the peg in his nose will break and come out, then you'll have no control at all."
"Terrific, that makes me feel much better," Volta replied.
Silence fell over the group as they moved out under the cover of the night. Mia looked up at the stars. Her heart sank.
"Oh no," she said softly, pulling her camel to an abrupt halt.
"What's wrong?" Said Volta.
"I can't see the stars."
Volta looked up. The dust haze had thickened, blanketing out the night lights.
"Mia, what's wrong?" In the dark, Shyboy's voice sounded unnaturally loud.
"It's the dust," said Mia, "I can't see the stars. If I can't see the constellations I can't find my way."
Shyboy nodded. "Yes, I see your problem. But don't worry, we can probably work out the bearings and travel by compass. It's a two edged sword. Whilst this dust lingers we remain less visible. Safer."
It took a little while for Mia to grasp the concept of the compass. When she did, she was able to explain the route and a few landmarks that gave Shyboy the direction of her camp.
"By my calculations we should get close to the big range in about seven hours if we travel without delay," said Shyboy. He paused and looked at Mia. "How does that sound?"
She thought for a moment. "I'm not absolutely sure. I normally travel by horseback, which is much swifter, but not necessarily as direct. The camel can cross the very soft and very stony ground that a horse cannot. Also, I have not made the journey from the city so I cannot be exact, but I think you are fairly accurate."
Shyboy glanced around at the waiting group and nodded. "I'll follow you," he said to Mia, then he turned to the rest of the group, "everyone else fall in line."
Mia jumped as D2 landed softly onto his perch behind her. Without further ado she gave word to her camel and they made their way softly through the night. Oppressed by fear and dust, they travelled in a silence broken only by the soft creak of saddles and the hush of the wind. Mia walked the train for several kilometres and then turned to Shyboy. "Do you think the rest of the group could cope with a faster speed? The salt pan is very flat for a long way. The camels could cover much ground with ease."
Shyboy chuckled. "Let's find out shall we?"
Softly the word spread down the line. There were no voices raised in objection and Mia urged Ashan on, and the compliant creature broke into his rolling trot. D2 was startled and instinctively took a firmer hold, but otherwise seemed secure.
Further down the row, Volta was feeling a little less blasé. The strange gait of the camel was most disconcerting. It ran in two time, both right legs together and then both left. The awkward trot rolled him around leaving him nauseous and dizzy. His stomach lurched and roiled and threatened to expel its contents. Volta kept his mouth firmly shut. He focused on staying in the saddle, wretched and oblivious to all but the sensations that threatened to overwhelm him. Up ahead he could just about make out the cloth-swaddled head of Mia, bobbing rhythmically in front of D2. Dismally he reflected that it was his eyes that should be green. The girl was awesome.
It was several kilometres before he felt better. Not better, he corrected himself, but fine. Really fine. He sat up a little straighter and relaxed his grip a little. Yes, he definitely felt O.K. The sickness had gone and his head felt as if it had reattached to his body. In fact the unfamiliar sensation of the moving camel beneath him felt pretty good. And then it hit him. He was riding a camel! He was riding a camel, in the desert, in the middle of the night. Universal!
For an unknown period of time he simply let go and revelled in his newfound freedom. He exulted in the power and speed and the animal that carried him. His spirits soared. Could riding a horse be any better than this? It was hard to imagine. How far they travelled he didn't know, but the camel train seemed tireless. Occasionally he would search anxiously for the others. It became harder and harder to see as the air became denser and grittier. Only fleetingly did he glimpse the other camels, who seemed as insubstantial as ghosts. He could no longer see Mia.
Then Tully swam into his line of vision. He waved a warning hand at Volta. "We're stopping," he said, his voice muffled behind his wrap.
Volta opened his mouth to reply, but the dust choked him. He nodded and hastily tied his scarf closer to his nose and mouth. His eyes were sore and scratchy.
The train slowed to a walk and a halt. The riders circled and turned their camels, forming a tight circle. Volta leaned forward to listen. The wind had picked up. It whined and moaned, scooping up sand and spitting it in every direction. It made him nervous and irritable. He could barely catch what Shyboy and Mia were saying.
Shyboy was looking at a small, computerized screen held in his hand. "They are coming up behind us. They are moving slowly, which suggests they don't know our exact location."
"Who?" asked Volta apprehensively, "who's coming?"
"The whole damn Isbane army," said Shyboy.
Volta looked at Tully who, grim faced, nodded.
"It is not the army that we need to be concerned about," said Mia slowly.
All heads swivelled to appraise her. She pointed to the west. "A storm is coming."
There was silence as the group absorbed this.
"The storm will reach us before the soldiers," Mia continued. "We must find shelter. We must prepare."
Volta could sense Shyboy's indecision. Volta had no such problem. If Mia said they must find shelter, then that's what they should do.
Mia stood up in her stirrups and looked sternly at Shyboy. "You must listen to me. Men are as nothing compared to the great wind that sculpts the mountains and levels landscapes." A gust of wind silenced her for a second as she covered her eyes. Then she continued with more urgency. "This wind will wipe us all away. You and me. All of us. It will bury your army."
Volta watched Shyboy tapping frantically on his computer. Whatever he found made him gasp.
"What is it?" Volta yelled, for the wind was howling.
Shyboy slipped his pad way. "The army is retreating." He looked into Mia's strong young face.
"What should we do?"




Chapter 31
Mia's mouth went dry. This was not entirely due to the gathering storm. She looked around at the expectant, trusting faces and felt a surge of anxiety. What should they do? Her mind went curiously blank for a moment until panic surged blood into her brain. A memory popped into her head. A trench, covered by two layers of canvas, and a squash of people lying quietly beneath as a storm raged.
"We must find as sheltered a spot as we can and dig a trench. The camels will lie around us. If we put up two layers of canvas above us we will be able to breathe. When the storm passes there are enough of us to dig out if we have to."
Shyboy nodded. "Which way?"
Mia hesitated. It was a good question. The storm surged from the west. The soldiers were to the east. Home was north and west. For a moment, home called. Her eyes could see the bright white tents, the chatter and babble of family and the security of fires. Her heart thumped in anticipation. Perhaps they should head home for as long as possible, and then dig in. But then, a sly whisk of wind grabbed the free end of her scarf, whipping it around her head. Her spirits sagged. To head west was foolish. The only sensible plan was to go south. But still she hesitated. With her scarf held firmly in her hand she looked south. She was not familiar with the land and she felt inexplicably unsettled. But as sand frisked and blew in whirlwinds about her face she made a choice.
"Let's head south, try to find some shelter."
Slowly they reformed into the train and with Mia at the lead they set off. For what seemed like an eternity they plodded slowly along, heads turning, eyes searching. Just as panic began to build again in a tight band around her chest, a call alerted Mia. She looked over to Shyboy, who pointed to her right. Her head followed the direction of his hand and she sighed in relief. It wasn't much, but it would do.
She turned, making for the sand dune that rippled up like a black wave in the flat landscape. In the darkness it was a miracle they hadn't passed it by. She slowly made a track around its base until the party stopped. The dune blocked the wind and it seemed almost peaceful after the ceaseless assault of the approaching storm. When she spoke, Mia's voice sounded unnaturally loud. "O.K. This is as good a place as any. This dune will give us a little protection, but we must still dig out a hollow big enough for us all to lie in. Then we take two of the canvas covers off our supplies and cover the top."
"What about the camels?" said Volta.
"We'll take off their loads and they will huddle close."
Mia looked around the group. They met her questioning look with nods of affirmation. "We must hurry," she continued, "the storm is nearly upon us."
They worked with a will. Several times Mia noticed D2 pause and stand, slowly turning and peering into the deepening darkness.
"What is it?" Mia asked.
The hybrid stared out once more. "I don't know. I just feel uneasy." Then he shrugged. "It's probably just the storm."
Mia nodded unhappily, remembering her own misgivings. It was not reassuring to hear them reinforced. But, realizing it was too late for any other solution, she set about organizing the party. With several pairs of strong hands the trench was soon dug and the canvas spread. Mia and Tully held the open end of the canvas as the rest of them
slid down into the depression.
When Volta had disappeared, Tully grabbed a firm hold of the flapping sheets. "You get in and I'll follow," he said to Mia.
Mia didn't argue, she knew she did not have the strength to cope with the canvas herself. Feet first, she slid in. Tully came after her and struggled with the free flap of canvas that kept ripping out of his hand in the currents of wind. With a final muffled curse the shallow hole became black as Tully pinned the ends to the ground with his body weight. Sealed inside, the noise outside subdued and Mia became very aware of the bodies packed around her.
"Shift your butt, Volta, it's in my face," said Tully.
Mia giggled.
"That's not my butt," Volta protested.
"Must be mine," said Shyboy. "Sorry."
For a while they lay listening to the maelstrom rage above them, chatting idly in the safety of their hide.
"Will the camels be alright?" Volta asked.
"They're not tethered or hobbled," Mia reassured him. "They'll be fine."
"Won't they just run off?" asked Shyboy.
Mia thought for a moment. "No. They are pretty reliable. They know we'll feed and water them."
"Volta, you did very well," said Shyboy. "You ride a camel like a native."
"Thanks," said Volta. "Of course, my mother did outlay a large sum of water bonds to ensure her son was endowed with both intellectual and physical prowess."
"Well, she was right royally ripped off then," said Tully.
But Mia picked up the teasing air and was pleased to hear Volta laugh softly.
"Looks like it," said Volta.
Mia had to confess that the young Isbanite had done very well. To her eye, he looked water logged and soft. But he had never complained or made a fuss. If she were utterly honest it was not what she had expected. But then, at this point in time, nothing in her life was as she had expected. Slowly the conversation petered out as, exhausted, they fell into a deep, welcome sleep.
Mia could hear their soft breathing and occasional muttering but sleep evaded her. She took a small sip of water, savouring the moment. While her limbs twitched, on the edge of sleep, her mind remained infuriatingly active. Perhaps this was because it was the first time she'd
had an
opportunity to examine the crazy series of events that had led her to this moment. It was curious to be so close to the others, who were, after all, strangers. In all her life she had been with her family, her kin and her tribe. Strangers had always been a source of deep suspicion at best and outright fear at worst. But she did not feel frightened. On the contrary, she felt safe. She grinned involuntarily. Well, as safe as a girl could be with an army on her tail, in the middle of the desert, in a howling sandstorm.
Slowly she considered each of her new companions. She felt so indebted to them all. What would her family make of them? She thought of her little brother, Farro, her heart swelling with love. How she longed to see him, to tease him and listen to his clear, high laughter. How she longed for her mother's proud, fierce love and her grandmother's scolding. What would they say when she told them about Da? But it was beyond her imagination.
Then an unfamiliar sound alerted her. She stiffened and held her breath, filled with dark foreboding. But after a few moments it was not repeated. Mia lay, ears questing for what seemed like an interminable time. But she heard nothing. Finally she relaxed, and decided it was probably just the wailing of the wind. She returned to her musings. When she got home she was going to eat Nonna's honey baked pumpkin until she popped. And she finally succumbed to sleep.




Chapter 32


It was light. Something had woken her. Mia opened her eyes but then snapped them shut against the intensity of the glare. Sleep still shrugged around her, making her mind muzzy. Where was she? For a moment her mind was blank. With a rush of relief she remembered. The army! The storm! The shelter. Then confusion set in. Why was it so bright? The canvas should have shut out the worst of the sun's rays. She tried to reach up, attempting to feel the canvas. But her arms wouldn't cooperate. Panic fizzled through her brain and she opened her eyes into slits.
Her senses reeled and teetered, and she wanted to go back to sleep. She shut her eyes firmly. She must be dreaming. A bad dream.
"Mia, are you alright?"
It was Tully. His voice low and taut.
She forced her eyes open and tried to shade her face. But she couldn't.
"You're tied up. We all are."
It was true. Horror suffused her. The army had caught them. She was sitting up, with her back against something hard. She looked in mounting trepidation at the rest of the band, who all sat slumped awkwardly along the wall of an ancient timber building. It must have been invisible in the dark. Her companions looked back at her and, in their eyes, she saw a reflection of the terror she felt.
Next to her was Volta. On his bicep a fierce bruise was ripening. Mia knew all about that. Her own bruises were still livid. "Stun gun?"
"They must have zapped us while we slept," said Volta.
Mia looked around for their captors. But the landscape appeared empty of all life except the camels, who lay peaceably where they'd left them during the night.
Mia looked down the line of strained faces searching for an answer. "Where are the soldiers?"
Tully shook his head and grimaced. A huge lump on the side of his head looked extremely sore even from where Mia sat. "It's not the army."
Not the army? Mia was nonplussed. Who else would treat them in such a brutal fashion? "Well… who is it then?"
Before she could formulate another question D2 stiffened and sniffed the air.
Volta asked the question perched on Mia's tongue. "What is it?"
"Ferals," said D2 softly. His lip curled up into a snarl, and the huge muscles of his arms and chest tensed up into ropes of steel and sinew. Through his teeth he emitted a deep, angry rumble of protest.
Mia's fear escalated at the sight of the fearless D2 on the verge of panic. What, she thought, could fill the warrior with such terror?
"They are coming," D2 whispered. "I hear them."
As one they turned their heads to look in the direction in which D2 stared. Mia's sharp eyes could pick out nothing amidst the eternal stretch of sand dunes undulating away to the horizon. She strained forward as far as her bonds would allow, searching frantically. Just as she thought her companion was mistaken, her ears picked up a small sound. She jerked her head around in disbelief. Either she had lost her senses or someone was laughing.
"Did anyone else hear that?" she said softly.
"Uh huh," said Tully.
The giggling started again, but it was nearer or louder. And then, to Mia's astonishment, a pair of small pointed ears rose out of the ground. The furry little ears wiggled and stilled. Then they grew upward until a pair of almond shaped eyes appeared. Mia let out a gasp of relief. Why, it was just a pup. Two more pairs of ears emerged. Then the first creature popped up, short snout sniffing. It grinned showing two rows of sharp white teeth.
"Trespassers!" said the pup, in an excited squeak.
The other two bounced up and stared, wide eyed, at the captives. "Trespassers!"
Mia saw that while the youngsters were hybrid they were different somehow. She stared unabashedly at them, taking in their furry bodies, little potbellied tummies and cheeky faces. They were upright and moved in a fundamentally human fashion, with canine heads, long tails and paws rather than feet. But they wore no clothes and seemed less human than D2.
"Don't scare them," said Tully.
Mia was offended. As if she'd hurt such little things. "Of course not," she said. "They are just babies."
D2 snarled. "Don't be fooled. They are wild and without conscience."
"Still," said Volta, "they don't look very dangerous."
Mia looked at D2. His tail whipped from side to side as he stared at the pups with loathing.
"We must get them to free us," said Mia.
The feral pups, giggling and prancing, came across the sand to the stricken group. They moved slowly down the line, peering intently at each of the party. When they reached Shyboy they paused. One of them reached out a small, clawed hand and poked him. Like stone he remained immobile. They moved on past Tully and stopped in front of D2. One of the pups reached out and poked him in the eye. Mia watched helplessly as the hybrid went berserk. He spat and hissed, cursing venomously as his body arced and thrashed against his bonds.
The pups collapsed in hysterics. They rolled around the ground, their arms and legs kicking and waving in glee. Eventually they must have exhausted themselves and, hiccuping gently, they glanced at each other. "Trespassers!" 
This set them off again, giggling helplessly, rolling around, wrestling and growling.
D2, chest heaving, stilled. Mia bit her lip in anguish as blood leaked over the rope that bound his wrists, running down his hands. The pups didn't seem so cute any more. She glanced at the others who met her gaze with stricken eyes. Mia glanced around desperately, her eyes sliding past the camels. She retraced her gaze. A large bag, filled with provisions, remained secure on one of the saddles. She looked at the still giggling pups.
"Hey, pups," she said, "would you like something to eat?"
The pups quieted and looked over, their amber eyes glittering in the sun. Mia wasn't sure whether or not they had understood her. She tried again. "Untie me, I'll get you some meat."
They looked at each other. "Meat," said one.
"Meat," echoed the other two.
"I think they understand," Volta whispered.
Mia could hear the suppressed excitement in his tone. She nodded at him and looked again at the pups. She took a deep breath, trying to keep her voice steady. "Untie me. I'll get you meat."
The pups looked at each other. "Trespassers," said one. But his tone was less excitable, more questioning.
The others nodded and fidgeted. Finally, the leader made his way toward Mia. He bought his face right up to hers, bright eyes level with her nose. "Meat." His breath was 
rank. Like carrion. Mia shuddered involuntarily. She nodded slowly and lifted her hands. "Meat. Untie me."
The pup reached out and touched the cord. The other two bounded over and the three of them looked at the rope. Almost faint with excitement Mia smiled. "Good puppies," she said. One of them wagged his tail.
"Good," he said, and collapsed into a fit of laughter. To Mia's extreme irritation the others leapt on their sibling and began mock fighting. "Good, good, good," they howled.
"Bloody hell," Tully muttered, "they've got the attention span of a flea."
Finally tired, they stopped, panting and grinning. One licked his lips and scampered off toward the camels. The others followed.
"Damn it," said Shyboy, "I thought you had them for a moment."
The pups scampered warily around the camels and dropped out of view.
"They're in the trench," said Volta.
Mia looked at Volta and nodded. He was right. Then a horrible thought hit her. It must have simultaneously occurred to the rest of the party. There was a series of groans and curses.
"The water," said Volta.
Mia felt sick. Time dragged to an all-time slow until, finally, the pups reappeared, each dragging a large flask behind them. They sat down cross-legged and Mia watched in agony as they tried to unscrew the lids. But it seemed that this task was beyond them. Either their fingers weren't dexterous or strong enough. Still, they worked away, using teeth when all else failed. Finally they flung the bottles aside and stormed over to the helpless group. The leader stalked up to Shyboy. "Trespasser," he snarled.
Mia's throat constricted with fear, and she yelled out in desperation. "Untie me, I'll open the water for you. You can have some with the meat."
The pups turned to look, at the mention of meat. They clumped together, growling and yipping. If it was a language, Mia could not decipher any meaning. Then they sprang off and disappeared back down into the earth. For a moment the terrorised party was
silent.
Finally Tully spoke. "Volta. Mia. Are you alright?"
Mia was moved. Even now, his concern was for Volta and herself. "I am alright," she lied.
"They're back," said Shyboy.
And it was true; they came at Mia, the smallest pup waving a rusty blade. Mia shrank back helplessly. She nearly passed out with relief when the pup reached for her hands. Unbelievably, they were going to let her free.
But then a long, shrill howl rent the air. The pups froze, dropping the blade. Then they took off.
The group's eyes followed their swift retreat. And Mia spotted two black pinpricks approaching from afar. The two tiny shadows grew bigger and bigger as they neared the camp. The pups joined them. Mia stared fearfully at the two new arrivals.
"Now we're for it," said Volta.
The two big, feral dogs stalked across the sand and looked down at the captives. They hitched their semi-automatic guns off stringy, muscular shoulders and into their hands. Two loud clicks undid the safety catches.
Their teeth bared into wide grins of triumph. "Trespassers," they growled.




Chapter 33
The soft hiss of the computer failed to sooth Pavan's stretched nerves, as did the soft, fern green decorations and piped music. Nothing was as it should be. Over the last forty-eight hours the world had gone mad. This she could deal with. A maverick child she was not so sure about.
Her long, gold-tipped fingernails drummed softly on the tabletop as she observed the screen intently. The latest report informed her that her son – her expensive son
–  had gone AWOL in the company of his bodyguard, the Overlander hussy and a nefarious mob from the Poor Quarter. It was a little too much to absorb. How could this have happened? It was neither the first nor last time she was to pose this question. Yet again, no logical answer surfaced. She pressed a button and one by one images flickered onto the screen. Incredulously she looked at Volta, Tully, the girl and a number of, as yet unidentified, others careering across the rubbish dump in some ancient heap of rust.
Pavan paused the screen and leaned a little closer, her eyes narrowing. The girl's green eyes, still visible in the moonlight, seemed to mock her. Her face screwed up into a scowl of disgust as she scrolled on to observe a fuzzy image of a big brute of a hybrid. A primitive black monster. Furious, she slammed the screen off the desk. It soared over the room, smashing against the far wall. Pieces ricocheted in every direction. She placed a finger delicately on her cheek and wiped away a smear of blood.
For a brief moment she felt a tinge of fear. But she shrugged the alien emotion aside. After all, she was the richest and most powerful woman in the land. She was the Western Water Company. It was inconceivable that a bunch of monsters and deviants could topple her from her lofty perch. Her lips tightened. She'd kill them all if she had to. For a minute, Volta's handsome face glimmered in her mind. She looked around the room at the mess, a visual reminder of her loss of control. Could she kill her designer son? She wasn't quite sure.
Naïve and ignorant though he was, his thoughts and mind, when properly moulded, would be an asset. But armed with too much knowledge? That could be dangerous. Disastrous, even. Yet — worse scenario — a state funeral could create both a lovely diversion and a solution to bigger problems. It would tidy everything up nicely, with the added benefit of keeping the mob entertained. Still, she hesitated. It was possible that he still didn't know everything. The thought of losing such a major investment was abhorrent. So, she'd sit tight. For now.
There was, however, one fact of which she was certain. Someone's head was going to roll. She left the room, heading for her brother's quarters. While she loved him not at all, and trusted him less, she sensed his bejewelled hand in this whole gruesome business.
It only took five minutes to traverse the palace corridors to Wolfram's ostentatious quarters. She buzzed his apartment. A maid answered the door and informed her that 'His Eminence' was not available. Pavan snorted. She'd give him 'His Eminence'. She shoved the woman roughly aside and marched into the luxurious rooms. As she had anticipated, Wolfram was cushioned in a chemical cloud nine. Her lips pursed together as she gathered a handful of random cables and yanked them out of the wall.
The speed of his reaction took her by surprise. He sat bolt upright, clamping a large, moist hand around her neck. She glared at him and he hastily released her. He flopped back into his leather recliner.
"Pavan, my sweet sister, you really shouldn't creep up on a man like that. You might get hurt."
"Don't "sweet sister" me, you dirty desert rat. Get up. We have to talk."
Wolfram smiled, which ratcheted Pavan's angst up several notches.
"Pavan, you really must relax. You'll have a stroke at that rate." He lifted a fat finger and waved it at her. "Remember, we're not as young as we used to be."
That really hit home. While a stroke was quite out of the question, the reference to her increasing age was bang on the mark. "You may be right," she hissed, "but at least I've made provision for the future of the company, which is more than you can say."
Wolfram blinked, and smiled.
Instantly, Pavan knew he was going to lie.
"Indeed sister, I am only too aware of my failings. But…" he paused and looked at her, "perhaps it's not too late."
Pavan felt her stomach curdle. What did he mean? Which failings — and there were many — did he refer to? Did he mean his failure to provide himself with an heir? Or was it something else? She gathered herself together. "I'm not interested in your many failings. We need to sort this… incident… out."
Wolfram threw back his head, laughing from his ample stomach. "And what makes you think I'll be inclined to assist you? After all, it's not my mess."
She wanted to slap him. Instead she stepped up to him and eyed him furiously. "Maybe not, but you and I both know what is at stake."
The look of superior smugness relaxed on Wolfram's soft face. "What do you mean?"
As if he didn't know! "If the truth gets out. The whole truth, that is. We're both finished."
His eyes widened in their folds of skin. "You wouldn't! You must be mad."
She laughed softly. "Possibly."
His mouth gaped open, but no sound emitted.
Satisfied that she'd gained the upper hand, Pavan swept out.
Wolfram felt light headed. He yelled to the maid. What was her name? Never mind, she came scurrying in anyway. "Bring me a large Melba. A double. No, make it a quadruple." She scurried away.
With the smooth pale liquid washing through his insides, Wolfram felt more confident. Pavan was bluffing. She'd never open her mouth. She was far too smart. Far too greedy and ambitious. Not unlike himself really. This cheered him a little. But still, it was a nasty reminder that he didn't hold all the cards. The secret they held formed a bond between them, whether they liked it or not. He drained the crystal glass sadly and ran the tip of his tongue around the smooth surface. He sighed resignedly and hauled himself out of the chair, padding heavily to his study.
He sank into the sculpted chair and barked a command. The computer sprang into life. He knew he should contact the army and get another update. Instead, he entered a dozen memorised codes and waited patiently. He prided himself on his patience. The computer registered his request and, after due process, gave access.
Wolfram eyed the 3D image. Slowly, a man's opaque face and body rotated. Even though the image was now familiar, it still gave him a buzz.
He gloated and grinned. If his sister knew who the father of her precious child was, she'd probably kill him. It had cost him a large fortune to swap the DNA, but it had been well worth it. Over the years he had been magnificently entertained and rewarded. Mind you, it had to be said that the boy was performing way beyond his expectations.
The question was, did he really want his nephew back? He rolled the question around. Perhaps he should help his sister recover the damaged goods, just to keep her sweet. Well, as sweet as it was possible for the woman to be. He'd better see what he could find out. Realistically the band were all probably dead. The storm had been uncommonly fierce. It was almost regrettable. He wasn't sure which he'd enjoyed the most, Volta's great escape or his sister's resulting hysteria. He patted his stomach contentedly. Really, he was just so deliciously deviant.
And, talking of deviance, he'd better check out his own little piece of precious. His fingers flowed nimbly across the screen. It blanked out and he waited, patiently, for the new picture. He smiled paternally at the tiny blob of life in the image floating serenely in its plastic womb.
Wolfram tapped the screen. "How's daddy's little darling?"
The embryo did not reply.




Chapter 34
Volta had never really thought about death before. Even during the prison break he'd never worried. His trust in Tully and Shyboy had been absolute. But at this point, his confidence was waning.
The two dingo people scared him witless. There was nothing civilized or remotely reasonable about them. They had definitely progressed past the cute stage of their progeny. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. The sun had begun its ascent and already the heat was intense. To add to his misery he was bursting for a pee. There was no doubt in his mind that he was about as miserable as a boy could be.
He dragged his eyes away from the large gun waving in his face and glanced at his companions. He was not reassured. Their expressions held equal measures of rage, fear and disbelief. But Volta could add another feeling. Guilt. He couldn't shake the idea that this was his entire fault. If he'd minded his own business none of them would be in this terrible predicament.
"I'm sorry," he said. The words were hoarse, a result of both his fear and dehydration.
"Don't be."
He turned to look into the vivid green eyes. The Overlander girl smiled faintly. "It's not the end. Just a new beginning."
He blinked. "What do you mean?"
"We are of the sun. We are just her energy. When we go, she takes us back."
He was incredulous. "You're not afraid?"
She shook her head a fraction. "No, not afraid. But sad. I wanted so much to tell my people about Da. Now they may never know."
Volta needed time to assimilate that. But a rude jab in his chest reminded him that time was definitely not on his side. He glared at the dingo male, dredging up latent anger to hold the terror at bay. If he was going to die in front of the Overlander girl, he'd do it well. He hoped.
The dog-man growled at him, lifted the large grey rifle to his sights and took deliberate aim at Volta's chest. Volta prayed his bladder wouldn't disgrace him and closed his eyes. He could hear his companions' collective intake of breath and Tully's anguished protest.
Volta thought about the sun.
And then a volley of gunshots exploded in his ears. Damn it, he was dead. Amazingly his bladder had not let him down. Still, it was a little disappointing to be dead and still bursting for a piddle. Not fair. Another shot rang out. Something wasn't right. He opened his eyes and they widened in amazement.
"Whisper!" cried a hoarse voice beside him.
Volta stared at Mia, tied and struggling frantically beside him. He looked at his chest. No blood. He wasn't dead. Brilliant. Obediently he dropped his voice sotto. "What's going on?" he said softly.
Mia ignored him, pursed up her lips and whistled a clear high note.
And then Volta understood several things all at once. First, and most happily, the dingo man was dead. He lay crumpled on the sandy ground, his eyes open, gun still clutched in a hairy hand. A deep red stain spread rapidly through his rough coat. Secondly, they had company. A robed and turbaned male came racing across the sand on the back of a horse. His steed came sliding, back legs tucked under, down a huge sand dune. With both hands aiming the massive gun in his hands the man appeared to guide the horse by some sort of magic. In his wake, two riderless horses followed. Another blast of bullets sent spurts of sand skittering across the ground and Volta watched as the dingo female pushed her offspring down a hole and disappeared after them. And lastly, he realized that the beautiful, silver white horse was the Overlander girl's.
But, best of all, they were saved. He wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry. A wee would have been wonderful.
Mia sent her thanks to Sol. "Whisper, Whisper, Whisper," she cried, in a cracked voice as the mare went racing past her. She managed a weak whistle. The mare reared up, turned and streaked back to come to a shuddering, sliding stop at Mia's feet. Her gentle eyes stared down and she let out a soft whicker. Her beautiful head dropped and she laid her soft muzzle on Mia's cheek. "Whisper," breathed Mia.
When her bonds were roughly cut, Mia struggled to her feet. Her legs didn't seem to belong to her and, without help, she'd never have made it. Finally, her arms locked around Whisper's neck, she managed to balance herself. She relaxed, breathing in the sweet horse scent of her friend. Wonder filled her. She was home.
For how long she stood there she was not sure. Urgent voices brought her back to reality. A hand tapped tentatively on her shoulder. She turned. It was Volta. He held out a water bottle. Gratefully she took it and allowed herself several rejuvenating gulps.
"Are you alright, Mia?"
The voice was achingly familiar, with the soft vowels of her people. Eagerly she turned but the smile that flowered on her face was wiped away and replaced with a scowl. "You… you…" but words failed her. There wasn't a word invented bad enough for this person. "I hate you!"  she fianally spat out. It even sounded juvenile to her own ears, but right now it was the best she could do.
Shyboy stepped forward and laid a soft hand on her own. Mia was shocked by his appearance. The skin on his face was red, puffy and blistered, his lips cracked and bleeding.
He smiled. "Don't worry, I've looked worse." With a brief look at their saviour he continued. "Mia, I think that perhaps thanks are in order." He lifted a near invisible eyebrow questioningly.
Fury still beat like hooves upon her chest wall. "Of course," she said, "whatever was I thinking?" 
She turned to Dart and stuck her nose in the air. "Thank you for your assistance. It is most appreciated, but you may go now." She turned back to Whisper, but paused and readdressed him. "Oh yes, and you can leave the other horses. Thank you."
There was a stony silence.
"For goodness sake, Mia, what the hell is your problem?" Shyboy stared at her in undisguised dismay. He stepped forward and held out a hand to Dart. "My thanks to you. I am Shyboy."
The young man accepted the hand. "Dart," he said, "of the Overland."
One by one the company shared names and origins with their rescuer. Mia surreptitiously watched Dart's reactions. He took Tully and Volta in his stride. D2 caused him to take a step back but he rallied and shook hands in the Isbanite fashion.
Tully spoke. "What will we do about the rest of the dingo pack?"
D2 pulled his gun off his shoulder.
"No," said Mia. "Don't kill them."
"Just the mother, then," said D2.
Mia shook her head. "The young ones will surely die."
D2 stared at her. "And — your point is?"
"They cannot help what they are, any more than any one of us can help who we are. It is in their nature to hunt. We just happened to be easy prey. We are free. What more is there?"
There was a volley of protest and argument. Mia fought stubbornly against them all. Only Dart remained apart. He stood several meters away, patiently waiting.
Finally it was D2 who relented. "Let them be," he said.
There was a hush. Then, one by one, the group acquiesced. Mia looked curiously at the cat hybrid, wondering at his apparent change of heart.
"We must move on," said Shyboy. "The storm is long gone. They will be searching."
It did not take them long to prepare. Back on board the camels, they took up their positions in the train. Slowly they set off north-west.
"Mia, for goodness sake!" hissed Tully, who had taken up a place beside her.
"What?" asked Mia innocently, although she knew perfectly well.
"We can't just leave him there."
Reluctantly Mia pulled Ashan to a halt and looked back.
High on a dune, Dart's lonely figure was silhouetted against the vast backdrop of the sky. He sat perfectly still. She felt a twang of empathy, which made her scowl. She was determined to be mad at him. He had behaved very badly. A small wind caught up his robe and it billowed softly around him. Still he did not move.
She remembered then how, when her Da had taught her to ride, they had galloped together, their robes filling with hot desert wind. Her head bowed in anguished memory. She looked up at the distant figure once more. She supposed that Dart had saved them. Magnanimously, she decided to forgive him.
She lifted an imperious hand. "Dart, move your arse, we haven't got all day," she yelled.
He raised a hand briefly and began to push his horse down the sand.
Mia set off again, studiously ignoring the sly grins of amusement around her.




Chapter 35
As they travelled, the band chewed on their rations and took in some much needed water. Dart rode beside Tully and Mia's ears stood out on stalks as she eavesdropped. She would have rather died than admit to a vast curiosity as to how Dart was amongst them.
"I had been to the Poor Quarter to trade," he said.
Mia nearly burst with indignation. She'd never been allowed to trade.
"When I arrive, there is pandemonium. There is talk. Much talk. Of an escape from the prison by an Overlander girl."
Mia was amazed. Were people really talking about her? How fascinating.
"I knew at once it must be Mia."
Mia peeked at him to find him staring at her like a lovesick camel. She thought she might vomit.
Dart seemed to collect himself and carried on. "Only Mia could create such a sandstorm in a city," he declared.
Mia felt Volta's eyes boring into her back. She hoped she would sink into the sand. Or, better still, Dart would.
Dart continued. "I set off immediately but the roads were blocked, it took a long time to get to the edge of town where the horses were housed. By the time I reached the salt pans everyone had gone. I tracked the army and twice I had you in my sights but then came the storm. When it had gone I could not find any sign of your passing. After many hours of searching I had given you up for dead. I was heading home when I came upon the camp."
"And thanks to providence that you did," said Volta.
Mia had a vision of her kinsman, all alone, with nothing but his gun and his willpower, riding desperately across the desert in pursuit of them, through a vast army. Could she have done it? Her shoulders slumped. In all honesty? She doubted it.
Volta was right, of course. If Dart hadn't found them they would all be dead. Mia shuddered as she remembered her terror and the helpless rage of D2. She glanced at Whisper. She couldn't bear to imagine her fate in the hands of those creatures. Although it irked her shamefully, Mia had to acknowledge that Dart had accomplished a near impossible task. Alone. Which, when she considered it, was an anomaly. Her people rarely travelled without companions. "Why are you alone, Dart?"
He looked both surprised and anxious at her direct address. "The camp is in mourning. They did the burning, Mia. They believe you have joined your father. "
Mia was horrified. They thought she was dead. They had burned her belongings. While she knew this was the logical outcome, it was still terrible to hear. "Did they burn my divining rods?"
"Yes." Said Dart.
Her heart seemed to shrivel inside her.
Then Dart rode up close. "But they did not perish. Indeed, it would seem that the fire has served to only make them stronger. Your mother keeps them."
Mia could scarce believe it. "This is joyous news!"
Dart moved closer, his sun-burnished face sober. "I am sorry, Mia. My shame is as big as the desert and the sky above."
There was no doubting his sincerity. She tried to stir up the embers of her anger, but failed. She nodded at him. "It is past."
Then Dart cast a look at Shyboy and D2. "The hybrids I have encountered before. But tell me, what is wrong with that man? I have never seen anything like it."
To Mia's mortification, D2 and Shyboy both turned and looked. Mia forgot that she had forgiven Dart and fought down a desire to bash his brains in.
Shyboy circled his camel slowly and came to her side. Mia could barely bring herself to look at him. "I am sorry, Shyboy," she said. "Dart did not mean to offend."
"No offence taken," said the young man. "My delicate complexion is often the source of curiosity. The answer is that I am an albino. It is a hereditary condition. A blip in my DNA, you might say. Many consider me to be a mutant. Indeed, my parents were so dismayed, they disowned me at a very early age." He smiled. "Bless them."
Mia was horrified. "Your parents abandoned you? Because you are… pale?"
"Yes," said Shyboy. "I presented somewhat as a social embarrassment."
Mia's brow creased into a frown. Her thoughts turned to her own family, her beloved family. Was it possible they could ever have rejected her at birth? Would they have loved her less if she had Shyboy's sensitive skin and pale eyes? Personally, she liked Shyboy's strongly moulded features and gentle manner. Why would it worry his parents? But no matter how she examined the puzzle, Shyboy's experience remained incomprehensible to her. She looked at him. "Your parents are idiots. I think that you are brilliant."
He made a mock bow. "It has been said before."
They rode on and Mia thought of all that she had learned. She thought of Volta and his mother. A woman so warped that she seemed to view her son as an object, not a person. She thought of Tully who had never known what it was to belong. She thought of the prison filled with all the lost souls. Finally, she thought about the dead dingo hybrid lying in a pool of coagulating blood. And she realized how lucky she was to be Mia of the Overland.




Chapter 36


Volta, relief bubbling in his chest, watched as the huge, craggy mountain range loomed ever bigger in his sights. He could tell by Mia's stance that she too was wound up. He watched enviously as the Overlander man, Dart, rode up confidently beside Mia on his horse. Still, he consoled himself, Mia had promised to teach him to ride. He did not doubt her word.
But he was a little bit peeved with Dart. A fact that filled him with guilt. It seemed terribly inappropriate in light of the young man's timely arrival and subsequent dashing rescue. But that was what really riled. Couldn't the rescue have been just a touch less dramatic? A touch less daring? And did he have to be so good looking in a dark, brooding kind of way? And — to add insult to injury — the Overlander made no pretence about his feelings toward Mia. He was obviously smitten. And while Mia showed no sign of returning his feelings, Volta felt outclassed. It was impossible to compete with such a package. Dart was everything that he wanted to be. Everything he wasn't. It sucked.
The sun was sinking. There was a nip of cold in the air. They were now at the very foot of the mountain. He gazed up. At this proximity he could see the fabulous patterns scoured into its face. On and on it went as far as his eyes could see. Volta shifted his weight in the saddle. Man, he was sore! It seemed like they would never get there. Wherever 'there' was.
He gasped with surprise when first Dart, and then Mia, disappeared out of sight. Almost as if the mountain had swallowed them up. For a moment he panicked, thinking that some evil had overtaken them. But his camel trundled calmly on and turned into a hidden entrance hewn through the rock.
Soon the cavern closed around him. It was so tight he sucked in his breath, as if trying to reduce the size and bulk of himself and the camel underneath him. He patted the camel absent-mindedly, enjoying the surprising softness of the dun coat. He smiled to himself as he tried to imagine his mother's face if she could see him now. He wondered if she would understand, if he ever had the opportunity to tell her, how he felt. How he felt fully alive for the first time in his life. How, although at times he was scared rigid, he could not give up his new-found freedom.
A wave of emotion washed through him. Its intensity was novel but he relished the strong feelings. The strong bonds of loyalty and protectiveness he had developed toward his companions. The affection and camaraderie that were a revelation to him. For a moment Mia's emerald eyes filled his mind. He acknowledged he had feelings for Mia too. Special feelings. Disturbing feelings. More than anything, they scared him. But could he be without them? Could he go back to the empty life of easy indulgence and superficial pleasure he had once enjoyed? Somehow, he doubted it.
But then his thoughts were arrested as he came into the open. His mouth formed an O of awe. He stared. Towering cliffs stood sentinel on three sides. They were works of art. Monstrous snakes curled down stone branches, fantastic faces peered out from nooks and crannies, eternally blossoming flowers cascaded down tall pillars and a herd of horses galloped away to the west, stone legs never resting. Before him lay a valley. Dozens of tents were spread in a semi-circle, white canvas that appeared to be a soft rose red in the rays of the dying sun. People everywhere went about their business. Voices sang out and conversation hummed. The air was filled with the scent of roasting meat, smoke and sand.
A high, eerie wail filled the air. The camp stilled. The sound rang out once more. The people reanimated, their voices coming together in consternation. They moved forward and, as they did, Volta turned to observe Mia. Mia, who sat frozen on her mare, whose white coat was turning pink in the sunset.  Even in the fading light, Volta could see that she shivered like an autumn leaf.
Soon a mass of people hurried over the sandy stretch of bare ground, their faces alert and anxious. They stopped. A tall, slender woman walked on alone. She was dressed in deep orange robes and carried with her an air of authority. Long black hair, peppered with white, framed an arresting face. The people gathered behind her watched on intently.
The woman stopped in front of Mia and Dart. She touched her fingers to her forehead. "I see you, Dart of the Overland. I see you, Mia of the Overland."
Mia bowed her head. "I see you, Shamay," she said in a strangled voice. "I have come home."
And then she practically fell off her white horse into the waiting arms of the woman. The woman lifted her face and her voice ululated across the valley. Seconds later there was a mad stampede as the crowd forged forward. Volta watched in awe as Mia disappeared in a crush of frantic arms. Laughter, crying, shouting and shrill ululations united in a cacophony of competing sound.
When Mia finally emerged she was attached to a woman and a small boy. She travelled slowly back toward Volta, stopping every other step to be hugged, patted and pinched. She paused before them and turned to address the crowd. "I have returned," she said, "and I bring with me these men who have made this possible. Without them I would no longer be Mia of the Overland. I owe them my life and have pledged on my honour to repay this debt. I would ask that you would take them to your hearts because I already hold them in mine."
Volta didn't know where to look. How embarrassing. He hadn't really done much. But he couldn't help but feel secretly delighted. He'd never been held in anyone's heart before. Suddenly he felt ten meters tall and bulletproof.
There was a buzz of activity amongst the people, a murmur of conversation. The woman that Mia called Shamay came forward once more. To Volta's relief she smiled at him and the others. "I welcome you," she said, "for you have returned to us our precious daughter. There are many questions on my lips, but I see that you are weary. We will eat and drink and then we will talk."
There was a loud, undignified rumble. Volta turned to see Mia's face turn redder than a radish. The woman smiled and turned to Mia. "It sounds as if we had better put on extra rice for you, Mia. It would seem your exploits have not diminished your appetite."
Mia bowed her head respectfully. "Rice would be very satisfactory, I thank you."
Volta chuckled. She was a plucky kid. Then a wave of laughter broke over the crowd and mayhem ensued. Dart and a group of men swept in and lifted Mia bodily into the air. The Overlanders cheered and clapped. It was an intense demonstration of unashamed love. Their joy was almost palpable on the cooling night air. Volta watched her progress and felt an odd pang of loss. Which was crazy.
Then his camel collapsed beneath him and he was forced to concentrate as he touched down. It took every ounce of his willpower not to screech in agony as he climbed off the saddle. His legs felt weird and wobbly. Tully came over and Volta just knew he was going to offer to carry him, or something equally humiliating. Not going to happen. He gritted his teeth and tottered off.
Luckily he didn't have far to go. Soon he was sat on a flat mat by a fire wiping a wooden bowl clean with a piece of flatbread. The bowl had been filled with an aromatic goat curry that melted in his mouth. Content and his stomach replete, Volta took a moment to take stock of his situation. The firelight flickered over the faces of the company. Tully and Shyboy were deep in conversation with several of the tribesman; Volta occasionally saw a glass of Melba gleam in an upraised hand.
At first Volta could not see the big feline hybrid. He looked around, scanning the crowd carefully. Finally he spotted him, almost invisible, perched on an overhanging rock, above.
Without trying to be obvious, Volta observed the tribe. Although they were perhaps only a hundred in total he was overwhelmed by the diversity of age amongst them. The poor light frustrated him a little, but he could clearly see a large number of children and a few infants. Their little piping voices, squabbling and laughing, intrigued and delighted him. But equally fascinating were the aged faces. One of the women who seemed to be permanently welded to Mia's unresisting body, (Volta thought she called her Nonna) was ancient. Her hair was the colour of the salt pan and her face resembled the scored, weathered face of the mountain. It was hard for him to grasp this great age. This unresisting decline toward death.
Nearby someone began a steady rhythm upon a drum. Slowly a sense of expectation settled over the gathering. Volta glanced at Mia who, practically smothered by admirers and adoring family, grinned at him. In the soft light of the fire her eyes flared to emerald. Volta's heart seemed to miss a beat. But that was impossible. His heart was as perfectly engineered as the rest of him.




Chapter 37


The one called Shamay moved closer to the fire. Volta recognized that she held a position of respect and possibly authority amongst the Overlanders.
The few murmurs quieted and, when all that could be heard was the clink of cups and the soft rustle of wind in the tents, Shamay smiled. "Today is a day for wonderment. A day for joy. A day for celebration. Returned from Sol is our daughter, Mia. For this we are indebted for all time to these people of the city."
At this there was a wild chorus of shrill calls and clapping. Shamay waited patiently for the crowd to settle. She smiled down at Mia who beamed back, one hand holding the smaller one of her little brother.
Shamay paused, and Volta realized it was a clever ruse to draw in the crowd. Indeed, all eyes fixed upon the woman expectantly. She was an artful speaker. "But there is more," she said softly.
A ripple of voices spread quickly through them and stilled again.
"Many moons ago one of ours was lost. Today, the son known as Tully of the Overland is returned to his people. We will send word west, to his kin and he will be reunited with his branch of the tree. For this we also owe our undying allegiance to these people from Isbane."
A man stood and lifted a clenched fist to the starry sky, his robes rippling softly in the wind. "Tully of the Overland!"
Like a wave the tribe stood, raised their fists and spoke as one. "Tully of the Overland."
Tully rose to his feet. He raised his fist. "I am Tully of the Overland," he said, in his odd cracked voice.
One by one, the men, women and children arose and wove around the fires to Tully. Each touched their forehead with the tips of their fingers and then gently touched Tully's forehead. "Welcome, our son," greeted each and every one of them.
Tully replied to each. "Welcome, my people."
Eventually everyone resettled. And Shamay resumed her place.
"Although it barely seems possible," she said, "there is still more." Shamay paused, but Volta knew that this time it was not for effect. She breathed deeply, unshed tears brimming in her eyes. "These good people from the city, who have returned our beloved daughter and son to us, tell me that it is possible that another son believed lost to us still lives. The one known as Shyboy has seen visions of our lost son Valley, father of Mia and Farro, husband of Ruth. He believes that Valley lives imprisoned in the north, far from our lands."
Silence. Volta watched as shock turned to incredulous delight. A hundred voices raised as one, questioning, demanding and loud. Shamay waited for the natural outburst to subside. She raised a hand to calm the crowd. "I too am filled with wonder. I too am filled with questions that ring unanswered in my head. I too can barely contain my need to know all there is to know… it is almost too much gladness to contain. But… these people have suffered much and are very weary. If everyone is agreeable perhaps answers can wait for a few hours while we sleep. The moon is high, it is late."
Volta waited, aware Shamay had not commanded, merely requested. He waited, curious as to the outcome. Slowly a man stood. He made his way to Shyboy. He bowed his head slightly and touched his forehead. "Sleep well." To Volta's intense embarrassment he repeated the ritual to all of them, pausing to stand below the ledge on which D2 stood to bid him a good night. Each member of the tribe, young and old followed suit.
Eventually the camp broke up and the tribespeople disappeared into the mysterious dimness of their tents. Eventually, only Mia, her family and Shamay remained. Shamay smiled. "Mia will show you to your tents. I must apologize but it will be a squeeze. Tomorrow we will prepare more fitting accommodation."
Mia took them down a long row of tents. She stopped and opened a flap of material. She touched her hands to her forehead. "Sleep well," she said. She smiled. And walked away.
Volta ducked through the opening and stared around in delight. The tent was way cosmic. In the half-light he gawped at the woven mats that lay upon the floor, and ran inquisitive fingers over soft drapes that defined the interior. A lantern spread a spider web pattern on one white wall. The matt on the ground was firm and the camel wool blankets soft. His stomach was pleasantly full. He was so tired he'd have probably fallen asleep on a galloping camel.
For a few minutes, Tully, Shyboy and D2 settled into their own places. Volta wondered where Mia was. With a pang, he realized that he missed her. He'd become accustomed to her presence. It made him feel like he'd misplaced or forgotten something. He lay down, staring up at the ceiling. He listened to the soft, slow breathing of his companions. Perhaps, he mused, Mia might begin teaching him to ride tomorrow. It was a tantalising thought. But, even that thrill of anticipation could not keep his leaden eyes open any longer. As he swam into sleep Mia's green eyes merged into the silver white of Whisper's sun kissed coat.




Chapter 38
Mia awoke to the familiar sounds of the camp. She sighed with delight and lay, lapping up the sheer happiness of the moment. She could hear the women chatting around the fire as they prepared breakfast. Horses whickered for grain, and the distance shrill shrieks of children playing carried on the breeze. Home.
The curtain opened and Nonna peered in cautiously. When she saw Mia was awake she smiled. "Breakfast?"
Mia grinned. "Always."
The curtain fell back into place and Mia jumped up, suddenly eager to be outside. She wanted to make sure her friends were all right. It was only now, surrounded by the familiar faces of her extended family, that she had seen how out of place they seemed. And the memory of her own recent alienation made her acutely aware of her guest's needs. And that led her to Volta.
She had not forgotten her promises. As she pulled on clean robes that someone (probably Nonna) had laid out by the entry, she sincerely hoped that the young man proved as much of a natural on a horse as he did on camelback. She had been impressed. As she set off for the campfire and breakfast, her mind raced swiftly over the herd. It would take a particular style of horse to meet his needs.
It was later than she had thought. Already most of the camp sat in groups eating. Her friends were gathered together. Mia took a bowl of figs and a tumbler of milk from her mother and joined the circle.
"Sol be with you," said Tully.
"And with you," Mia responded automatically, although his traditional Overlander greeting took her by surprise.
D2 nodded. Volta smiled. Mia smiled back. It was hard to resist his blue-eyed charm.
"Wotcha!" said Shyboy.
Mia grinned. "Wotcha!"
"So, what's on the agenda?" said Volta, looking inquiringly around the company.
Tully put down his empty bowl. "Shamay tells me that there is to be a council meeting to which we are invited."
Mia nearly dropped her cup of camel's milk. "You're kidding! You're all invited? Even you men?"
Tully nodded. "All of us."
Volta looked surprised. "What's the big deal?"
Tully answered. "The Overlander Council is female. Men have their own group  and address their own responsibilities. It is very rare that the Council admit outsiders into the circle. We are very honoured."
"Why is it only women?" asked Volta.
Mia stepped in. "It has always been so. Even before we left our home planet of Seelver to escape the great plague."
There was a thoughtful silence during which Tully leaned in, eyes glowing feverishly. "Tell me Mia, about my people."
Mia smiled at him, but shook her head. "I told you, it would be best to ask Nonna."
Tully shook his head impatiently. "I'm asking you… please."
Mia could not refuse him. She took a sip of milk and wiggled down into the sand in happy anticipation. For a moment she collected her thoughts, recalling the story she had heard so many times. "The planet Seelver is many moon cycles from Earth in space travel," she began, unconsciously emulating the soft tone of her grandmother. "In our old language the word 'Seelver' also means 'those who walk the land'. On Seelver there are no great oceans, rivers or lakes. The rain falls and soaks beneath the earth into a
network of mighty channels. Sometimes the land and the earth fight and the land cracks which causes great fountains of water to erupt to the surface. Always the earth would be victorious and the waters would be imprisoned once more. But there would be great floods and many would perish. For many seasons the land would be green and fruitful. The Overlanders would travel with their Shadway. Graceful creatures, fleet of foot, with long necks and soft muzzles. The Shadway could leap great distances and travel tirelessly for days without rest."
Mia paused to take another sip of drink and to check out her audience. She was secretly delighted to see their rapt expressions. "And then, one day, the Outsiders arrived. They came in peace but found little that they valued. Later they returned and paid us in fine materials to take them on long treks through our land. Little changed until the coming of the great sickness. The Overlanders fled across the mountains with the sickness on their heels. The old and young began to tire and all seemed lost. Then the Outsiders came and offered us refuge. With hearts heavy with grief and despair we left, leaving our beloved Shadway behind. And so it was that we came to Earth. For time without counting we lived in the south, working upon the great pastures of lentils. We lived in buildings amid countless others. And always the great Void called to us. Our forefathers, frantic from the ceaseless noise that pressed upon them, would slip into the desert. In a short time they realised the potential of the herds of unloved camels and goats. Patiently they worked and waited, until one day they went away to the wilderness. For many, many generations we traded and finally purchased the hardy horses who have become as precious as the lost Shadway. The Overlanders are the inheritors of a proud and strong tradition. With Sol's grace may it always be so." Mia was pleased with this last. Nonna, she felt, could not have done better.
Her audience was subdued, as they all absorbed the telling.
Finally Volta spoke. "Tell me Mia, is Shamay your leader?"
Mia shook her head. "No. We have no leader."
Volta looked stunned. "But… who makes the decisions? Who gives the orders?"
Shyboy grinned. "Not the men, that's for sure."
Mia shook her head. "The Council may make a suggestion to the tribe, but it is only that. Shamay may present the decision of the Council and try to persuade the people
to their point of view, but everyone must agree." She looked at Volta slyly. "Even the men."
D2 spoke. "What if a few do not agree?"
Mia had to think about that one. "Well, I guess ultimately, for those few who cannot be reconciled to the will of the majority, they are free to leave. We are just one small branch of a large tree. Anyone here can freely leave and join another group."
Volta interjected. "Have you been to a council meeting?"
Mia shook her head. "No. I am still too young."
"When are you old enough?" said Volta.
Mia blushed softly. "When the council decides." She looked up in surprise as a hand settled upon her shoulder.
It was Nonna, with a plate of maize pancakes in her hand. Nonna handed Mia the steaming dish. Shamay, who stood beside her, gave her a jug of honey.
"Mia," said Shamay gravely, "the Council have decided that you have earned a place within its ranks." She looked around the group of visitors. "As soon as you have finished your breakfast we will convene in the outer tent. Mia will show you the way."
Mia blushed furiously, pleased beyond words. She balanced the dish and jug in her hands and passed them to Tully on her left. "Try them, they are very good."
Tully smiled and took them. "I am sure they are."
Mia watched as the dishes circled. She tried to squash down her anxiety, worried that by the time the dishes went all the way around and returned to her, they may be empty. While she suspected that such thoughts were probably inappropriate for a mature member of the Council, Mia was delighted when two, still warm pancakes and a portion of honey returned. She devoured them as if they were the elixir of life. Which they quite possibly were.
Mia stood up with a sense of growing awareness. "Is everyone ready?" 
They all arose and looked at her expectantly.
"Lead the way," said Tully.
She tucked her scarf carefully around her neck and, straight-backed and bursting with pride, led the group through the camp. With eyes determinedly ahead, she could sense rather than see the looks of approval from the rest of the tribe. She felt she might expire quite happily at that moment. It was a little unfortunate that she tripped over a tent peg and became entangled with a rope. But, rescued by willing hands, she pulled her robes and dignity around her once more and proceeded on.
Although she wasn't deliberately eavesdropping she couldn't help but overhear a conversation between Tully and Volta.
"Tully," said Volta, "this meeting, it's going to be mainly the women isn't it?"
"Yes, so it would seem."
"It may be a good opportunity then, don't you think?"
"An opportunity for what, exactly?"
Volta was quiet for a moment. "Well… you know… a chance to get into the mindset of the opposite sex. See what makes them tick!"
Tully snorted with suppressed laughter. "Volta, if I were to outlive Sol herself, I wouldn't rate my chances of cracking that one."
But then they reached the open drapes of the meeting house and Mia stood aside to allow her friends to enter. She took a deep breath and followed them in. As she fastened the doorway behind her, she shivered. A slow ripple of cold trickled down her spine. An odd premonition that something profound was about to occur filled her.
It was with mixed emotions that she crossed the intricately woven mat and sank gracefully upon a bright, saffron cushion, legs tucked up beneath her.




Chapter 39
The tent was crowded with thirty Council members and their guests. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation. Mia felt like she was full of termites and had to force herself to be still. She could scarcely believe she was here.
"We have gathered to listen and to share knowledge," Shamay said simply. "A night's rest has given everyone time to make some adjustments to the return of Mia and Tully, and to contemplate the imprisonment of Valley. I think it would be wise to listen again to what our guests have to say, and to ask any questions that may be formulated." She picked up a stick, gnarled and smooth with age. "This is the Speaking Staff. Whoever holds it has the privilege of speech."
To Mia's intense pleasure she then handed over the staff. Mia clutched it for a moment, gathering her thoughts. It took several moments for her to relate the events of the last week. Despite her many pauses and backtracking, no one interrupted. "And so, we believe, or at least Shyboy and the members of the Mutant Liberation Front believe, that Da is held captive somewhere in the far north." She looked at the others questioningly. "Have I left anything out?"
They shook their heads. Relieved, Mia stood and returned the stick to Shamay.
Shamay nodded her thanks. "So, to recap. You believe that the Isbanites seek to unlock the secrets of Divination and so enable them to exploit water resources to a greater degree?"
The stick passed back. "Yes," said Mia, "that is what we believe. D2 was himself a prisoner in this place and was harvested for blood and body parts."
Despite the Speaking Staff there was an outbreak of raised voices, as the thus far silent women involuntarily protested. Shamay did not intervene. Mia understood that the staff was a guide, not a law. Mia glanced at D2. Hers was not the only pair of eyes upon him. The huge young hybrid met the stares steadily with his jet black eyes. Mia was moved by his dignity.
Shamay arose gracefully and took the staff from Mia. She placed it in the centre of the circle. "We must put aside protocol, and speak freely. Sometimes a little chaos can create its own solutions." She sat down. "So… I think we understand the circumstances." She paused, looking around at the women questioningly. They all nodded their agreement. "I would be interested to know if our guests have any suggestions as to how to proceed from here. I know I speak for all of my people, when I say that
returning Valley to us is of profound importance."
D2 leaned forward. "The prison must be destroyed."
There was an uneasy murmur as each person present weighed the meaning of his words. Mia realized the young assassin must present a fearsome sight to those who were not accustomed to him.
Tully raised a hand, the noise subsided. "D2," he said, "by 'destroyed', do you mean the building, or its staff, or those that are responsible for its being?"
D2 did not blink. "I mean the building, its masters, its engineers, its scientists, its customers and its creators. They are one and the same."
The room subsided into shocked silence.
D2 stood up, pulled out a pair of nunchuks and tossed them in the air. Then he caught them. "All your talk breeds nothing but more talk. Action speaks louder." And he sat down.
Mia was taken aback. Not by D2's outburst but by an inner voice that whispered that the hybrid was right. It had not been a council meeting that had broken her out of the foul prison of Isbane. It had been action. But she did not speak. She understood that violence was anathema to her people.
Shamay looked around the council gravely. "We do not make war. We have lived in peace for a great many years. Our weapons have been lifted in self-defence on occasion, but
are mainly for
hunting purposes. Violence, we learned long ago, is not the answer. While we recognize that Isbane is an ongoing threat, we have evaded them. And while Mia's father is precious to us, we cannot sacrifice the many for one. Valley himself would be the first to condemn such an action."
"You have not evaded the armies of Isbane." It was Shyboy, his burned face half hidden beneath dark glasses and a deep hood. "In the skies, high above the clouds and the blue of the sky the darkness is home to many satellites. Many belong to the powerful people of Isbane. They orbit the sky and photograph the world and its people below. At all times, while you live within their territory, they watch you."
Mia felt as if an invisible hand had gripped her heart. Her breath fled from her chest and panic threatened to overwhelm her. She looked up at the roof of the tent, as if she would gaze into a giant bloodshot eye. She did not doubt Shyboy. Had she not seen this very thing herself? Around her, people shifted nervously and the Council stared at each other in horror or disbelief. Mia could see doubt and hostility mingling in many faces.
She drew in a few deep breaths and let them out. "I know it sounds absurd and impossible," she said quietly, her eyes travelling from one familiar face to another, "but I have witnessed this. If Shyboy says that this is so, then I for one believe him. He is knowing in the ways of the city people. He too possesses the machines that capture images and send them through the sky." She looked at her mother and tears filled her eyes. "It is how I know that Da is alive, for I have seen his image for myself."
For several moments there was disorder. Many spoke, gesticulated and questioned. Some seemed too stunned to speak or move. Finally Mia stood and picked up the staff and gradually order was resumed. A little abashed by her own temerity, Mia looked anxiously at Shamay who stood and took the staff from her. Mia sat down, relieved.
Volta lifted his hand and Shamay gave him the staff. "What I don't understand," said Volta, "is, if the army has been aware of the exact location, why have they not acted?"
Shyboy nodded and took the staff from Volta. "A good question. The answer, I think, is simple. To attempt to remove the diviners by force puts at risk that which they desire. They already have one diviner in their grasp. Mia would be a bonus, an insurance policy. But, even if they captured both of them successfully, the Overlander's would only be safe until the government unlock the secrets they so desperately desire."
The atmosphere was grave, heavy with troubled thought.
A middle aged woman, with soft wavy brown hair streaked with grey spoke. "So, what you are saying is that we are safe, for now. But if they can break the secret of divination, we will be expendable. Even Mia?"
All eyes looked to Shyboy. He sighed. "That's pretty much the gist of it."
Mia stared around helplessly. "This is all my fault. If I hadn't gone so close to the city, I would not have been seen. They will come looking for me. I am a danger to everybody."
Shamay leaned over and placed a hand gently under Mia's chin. Her eyes were kind. "You are wrong, Mia. It is through your actions that the truth has been brought to us. Sol works in mysterious ways. We are forewarned. And therefore, we can be forearmed."
Volta again voiced his fears. "But we are so few. What can be done?"
Shyboy looked around the room.
Mia sensed a tension in his shoulders. A glint of determination in his eyes. His gentle features hardened as he bought the room under his spell. Mia leaned forward to hear.
"Volta is correct," he said. "We are few. Compared to the might of the armed forces of Isbane, the MLF are few, as are the members of this camp. In the city suburbs, the Plastics live in their own self-imposed isolation. In the Poor Quarter the dispossessed throng in their own violent world. Only yesterday we were hosted by another isolated group, the dingo hybrids. Each is but a small group, yet not without resources and skills, but each is restricted by their very aloneness."
Shyboy paused. His pale blue eyes blazed with passionate conviction. "By rights, Mia should be dead or on a bumpy journey to join her father. But she's not. She is here. Alive and well. The odds for this outcome would appear to be overwhelmingly stacked against success. But she made it. And how?" Shyboy looked around the company. The council hung on his every word. He lifted his pale hands, placed them palm to palm, fingers interlaced and clasped. He lifted his hands above his head. "This is how. By fusion. An amalgamation. Together we overcame the odds. Together, we can win."
And Mia knew that he was right.




Chapter 40


Sand, Volta had discovered, was much harder than it looked. He stared up at the blue sky, breathless and bruised. On the positive side, he reckoned he was hitting the ground less often. Wearily he sat up. The dark brown horse Mia described as 'bay' looked down at him. Volta could see right up its left nostril. Its long forelock flopped over soft brown eyes. But Volta wasn't fooled. He'd seen that look once too often to interpret it as sympathy. It was actually pity — bordering on contempt.
"Come on Volta, get up!"
Volta groaned and hauled himself to his feet. Compared to Mia, the horse was positively lovely. She was trying to kill him. He glared at her, irritated by her clean and neat appearance, so at odds with his own sweaty, filthy self. He tried to brush sand off, but it clung in places that defied him. "I need a break."
Mia frowned. "We don't have time. We may have to leave at any moment."
"I'll go by camel."
"NO! I promised to teach you to ride. And I will."
Volta looked at the bay pony, Hawk Eye. "He hates me."
Mia looked shocked. "Don't be silly. He is perfect for the job. If you give him the correct aids he will give you the correct response. He does everything that you ask of him. It's not his fault if you keep asking him incorrectly. Don't give up. You're doing really well."
Volta was amazed. He rubbed his sore butt. "I am?"
Mia grinned. "Honestly? No. But I think you are trying too hard. You're very tense. Perhaps we should try a new tack." She frowned and looked around at the wide expanse of desert. "You got the hang of the camels no worries. That was without any instruction." She was silent, deep in thought. "Perhaps that's the problem."
"What's the problem?"
"Perhaps we should stop the lessons and just… let you get on with it, like you did with the camels." She looked at Hawk Eye and frowned. "Yes. I think that's what we'll do."
Whilst Volta had not enjoyed Mia's rigorous training program, he did trust her expertise. However, the prospect of being left at the mercy of Hawk Eye was not really appealing . But before he could protest, Mia had whistled for Whisper who came cantering over. With effortless ease she vaulted into the saddle and looked expectantly at Volta. A surge of envy rolled over him and he was reminded just how badly he wanted to learn. Ignoring the protest of practically every bone and sinew in his body, he turned, picking up Hawk Eye's reins and hauling his battered body back into the saddle. The horse was nearly as wide as he was long. Volta looked at Mia. "He should have been called Pork Pie, not Hawk Eye."
She smiled again, green eyes sparkling. "You would be surprised. He's very deceptive. He's actually even slower than he looks."
Before Volta could retort, Mia had set off. Hawk Eye followed. They rode on slowly beneath the silver moon. Volta turned to Mia. "Do you believe all that stuff that Shyboy said?"
Mia nodded. "We're proof, aren't we?"
"I guess. You know, I've given it a lot of thought. When I think about it, lots of stuff that I believed has turned out to be a lie."
"Like what?"
"Well, for instance, that everyone who lives in the Poor Quarter are murderous villains." Pondering this, Volta asked the question that had consumed him since the council meeting. "Do you think that your people will join the MLF?"
Mia pulled up Whisper, her eyes narrowing as she looked out over the desert. "I don't know," she said. "To be honest, I doubt it." She moved on.
Volta was silent, deep in thought. Trust Mia though he did, he couldn't bring himself to reveal the thoughts that troubled him. Whilst he knew his mother would be looking for him, he wondered at her motivation. Was it to recoup an asset? Or to snuff out a threat? Either way, he could not expect a welcoming committee if he was caught.
Mia's excited voice bought him out of his reverie. "Volta, look, you're doing it!"
At first he wasn't sure what she was talking about. And then it struck him like a lightning bolt. Mia trotted steadily in front of him, and he trotted behind, rising easily to the steady rhythm of Hawk Eye's trot. It was so ridiculously easy he was boggled at how difficult he had made it before. Without thinking, he egged the fat pony on. Hawk Eye surged into a canter and overtook Whisper. A second later, Whisper rushed effortlessly past.
The wind pushed back his hood and rushed through his hair. Mane whipped his face. Sand kicked up into his eyes and rubbed his cheeks. Beneath him, he could feel the straining muscles and beating heart of his horse. He could hear his own breath roaring from his chest. And he was happy.
Mia began to slow and Hawk Eye broke into a bumpy trot
and finally
a tortoise walk. For several moments the two youngsters grinned at each other. For Volta, this was a basic requirement as he was quite breathless with exertion. Also, he didn't have the words.
Finally he reined Hawk Eye in. "Mia, that was… incredible. I don't know how to thank you."
She looked surprised
and a little embarrassed. "Thanks are not appropriate, Volta. I owe you a debt which I can never repay." Then she looked down at the sand. "I must confess that I did not like you when we first met. I did not think that you would make it across the desert because you were a water bloated Isbanite. But you have done well. Now I am happy that we are friends." She looked at him then, green eyes glinting. "You are quite likeable. For a boy."
Before Volta could respond to this backhanded compliment, Mia let out an ululation, wheeled Whisper around and took off like a tornado. Hawk Eye followed at a snail's pace. But Volta didn't care. He felt like a king.




Chapter 41


The fires were lit as the sun sank. Volta looked out over the burnt sienna landscape and felt a surge of contentment. Around him preparations were being made for a meal. It was strange how the rows of tents seemed like home after barely two weeks. The catacomb of caves carved into the mountain were less mysterious since he had explored them. Most were empty or used for storage, but Mia had explained that many people dwelt in them during the cold season. He thought about his apartment in the palace, with its running hot and cold water, deep mattress and every conceivable modern gizmo.
"Are you alright, Volta?"
Volta turned and smiled at Tully. "I was just thinking how different everything is."
Tully nodded and sat beside him. "Are you sorry?"
Volta gawped in astonishment at his bodyguard. "Sorry? Are you moonstruck? Of course I'm not sorry."
Tully chuckled. "Silly question. I can barely believe how you've adjusted to all of this. You ride a horse almost as well as I do."
Volta was uplifted by the rare compliment. Tully rode almost as well as Mia, and he suspected that given time, his bodyguard would catch up. But it was true; he and Hawk Eye had a real thing going. He was very fond of the roly-poly pony.
Mia arrived.
Volta gaped. "You look… nice." Although 'nice' wasn't exactly the right word.
Mia wore a flowing traditional dress in emerald green. Her hair was intricately braided with the tiny shells that the Overlander women greatly prized. They were very scarce, found only occasionally in the gritty flat ground that had once been the bed of a river. When Mia moved her head the shells made a soft, rustling sigh. Kohl was smudged around her remarkable eyes.
"Tully," said Mia, "are you ready? Your people will be here soon. Then there will be music and dancing!"
Volta looked at his bodyguard. How did he feel? It was hard to imagine.
And then a shout went out. A group of horses galloped into the camp. They made a splendid picture as they circled, proud necks arching and slender legs prancing. The robes of the riders billowed and they let out their ululating cry. The camp picked up the sound and it filled the air like a benediction. Children ran forward, grabbing reins as the tribe vaulted off. Their kin crowded in and then, like a school of fish, they rippled through the camp. Near the fire they stopped. Volta turned as Tully stood up. A lone figure broke out of the group. A woman moved toward them swiftly. Beside him, Volta felt waves of tension emanating from Tully's taut frame. She swept past the fire. And stopped.
"My son." Her voice was just a whisper.
Tully stood, head and shoulders above the woman. Despite the disparity in their height the resemblance was strong.
She stepped forward, hand outstretched. "Tully," she said, "my son."
And she stumbled toward him and locked him in a strangling embrace. "My son. My son. You have come back to us."
And Tully wrapped his arms around her shoulders. "I have returned… my mother."
Soon the rest of the group arrived, laughing and babbling and breathless. Volta looked furtively around and was relieved to see several members of the tribe openly weeping. He dried his eyes and took a large gulp of water. He watched until Tully was completely immersed by his kin. They wrung his hands, touched his face, cried, laughed and raised their voices in their ululating cry. Happy though he was for his friend, the irony of the situation could not escape him. How quickly things could change. Now it was he and not Tully who was the outsider. Tully was dragged willingly away, and Volta watched until he was out of sight.
Shyboy walked over and sat down. "Always thought he was way too ugly to have a mother."
Mia smiled. "I think it is time to eat."
A gong sounded, and the group made their way to the fire where dinner was rotating slowly.
"Smells good," said Volta, appreciatively.
It was a veritable feast. Two men began carving the goats, filling platters with eager hands. Women used wooden tongues, lifting stones from the fire and dropping them into pots of fragrant lentil soup to keep it hot. Men hauled out flat loaves of crusty bread from underground ovens. Women dropped blobs of goat's butter onto steaming slices of pumpkin. Volta sampled the lot. And, just as he felt he might
never eat again,  tucked into a compote of delicious dried fruit and rich custard.
Mia sat beside him, every now and then nudging him in the ribs and nodding toward Tully in the midst of his family. Volta didn't mind. In fact, he quite liked it.
Then drums began thrumming and a reed pipe began whistling. A small stringed instrument, not unlike a harp, rippled in with a melody. Several women got up and began dancing, their outfits swirling in a kaleidoscope of jade, purple, pink, aqua and yellow. To Volta they looked like exotic flowers on legs. Then Mia leapt up and raced into the throng. Caught up in the powerful rhythm of the music she seemed to be lost in herself. Volta was transfixed as her lithe body began undulating and her hair started swirling.
And then, he stiffened. Across the dance floor, Dart stood alone and slightly apart from the celebration, his dark eyes fixated on the dancers. Volta felt a surge of resentment as he realized that the young Overlander was staring at
a slender figure, dressed in green, with hair burnished like rain soaked soil. Mia. Volta bitterly hoped that the youth was as miserable as he was. Love was a bitch.




Chapter 42
A soft whirring of wings above them caught Mia's attention. Swiftly she drew her lovely new sling out of her belt and nimbly placed a stone in the supple leather. She looked up and simultaneously cast the projectile. A large grouse plopped to the floor. Her mouth watered in anticipation. Wrapped in mud and baked in an underground oven, the bird was delicious.
"Neat," said Volta.
Mia looked at the shadows. "Best get back, or we will be late." She picked up the bird and set off at a rapid pace. It did not escape her notice that Volta now kept up without huffing and puffing. Indeed, it had come to her attention that he had changed. And not just on the inside. His pale, pasty skin was now a lovely toasted macadamia colour, which accentuated his golden head of hair. And he was thinner. She could even see the muscles in his arms. Perhaps it was because he had grown taller, but his chest looked wider too. She felt her face flushing. And scurried on.
"Do you think Tully's kin will see things differently?" asked Volta.
Mia shrugged hopelessly. "I hope so."
By the time they arrived, the Council had already convened. A little self-consciously, Mia settled herself onto the ground and waited expectantly.
It took a while for Shamay to relate all the necessary information to the women from the
other band. Mia was impressed. Shamay left nothing out and concisely communicated the facts in an objective fashion. Finally she paused and glanced at Mia and her companions. "And so we are here to ask our kin for their wisdom. It is clear that recent events will have repercussions for our tribe. I fear these repercussions will spread like a ripple on a pond to wash over us all."
This was followed by a buzz of conversation. And, with a sinking heart, Mia knew that Shamay spoke the truth. Up until that moment her father's imprisonment, and her own experiences had seemed very personal. But suddenly the wider implications hit her.
An older woman spoke first. "Shamay, I fear you are right. It would seem that we have been living under a delusion." She glanced at the city dwellers thoughtfully. "It is only a matter of time before the armies rise up to wipe us away." There was a murmur of consent. "The question is — what will be our response?"
The argument that ensued was long and at times heated. Many were keen to simply leave, travel across the great desert to distant kin in the west. Some were unsure. Finally Mia could stand it no more.
She leapt to her feet. "What about my Da?" she shouted. She fought back tears. "I won't leave without him."
Some shook their heads, others watched thoughtfully.
"Mia," said Nonna gently, "we do not know where he is."
Mia pointed to Shyboy. "He knows."
Shyboy raised a hand in protest. "Mia, I know he is north somewhere. But that's all."
She stamped a foot. "It's something. It's a start." She paused as inspiration burst in her brain. "If we can rescue Da before they discover the divining secret, we will buy time." Her eyes scanned the crowd, pleading. "They won't stop looking for us, but it will keep open warfare at bay. Then maybe we can work out something, do a deal… do something." She stopped, suddenly exhausted. But her words were met with stony silence.
And then D2 spoke. "I do not know where, exactly, the hospital lies. There were no windows, but I did hear things."
Shyboy sat up. "What kind of things?"
D2's brow furrowed in concentration. "The staff did not see the inmates as human, and often conversed over us as if we were without ears or brains. There was much talk about the ancillary staff and how they were considered by some a health risk. There was talk of radiation contamination." He paused for a moment. "I could not be a hundred percent certain but I believe that somewhere near the hospital, where the poorer staff lived, was some sort of radioactive site."
Shyboy leaned toward the big feline eagerly. "D2, did you hear any talk of mining?"
D2 shook his head. "No. But when I escaped in the garbage carrier, I flew over a great water hole in the mountain. It was beautiful. A shimmering green, like Mia's eyes."
There was a rustle of movement but no one spoke. Mia guessed that everyone present, herself included, burned to ask D2 more but didn't dare.
D2 shifted restlessly. "I was sick after they took skin. I heard the surgeon say that they should take a kidney before the infection spread. I knew then that I would die. In the theatre I waited until they were all busy with their machines. As they began to put me to sleep I broke out of my restraint. I killed them all." He stopped, his expression strangely blank. He blinked and continued. "I ran, I heard voices, and in a panic I jumped into a garbage chute. I shot down into the carrier. I could not believe my luck when it rumbled into life and lifted off. I remember the hospital receding; the green hole and then I must have passed out. Next thing I knew I was in the cathedral chamber. I did not die."
Surely, thought Mia, this last must sway them? Surely hearing the obscene acts inflicted on a living victim must convince them. Her eyes swept the room in a challenge but no one seemed to be able to meet them.
The meeting surged on. Questions were asked. How many were in the Mutant Liberation Front? Where were they? How could the people be mobilized? Educated? Informed? What incentives would work best? Finally, the ultimate question arose. At what point did all-out war become an option?
But the end was the same. No one would commit to war. No one would consider allying with the MLF or any other outside agency. As soon as it was acceptable Mia stalked out of the tent. She marched down to the horse enclosure and climbed up and over the rails. Whisper came to her and Mia laid her head on her sleek shoulder and she wept tears of grief, rage and frustration.
She wasn't sure how long they had been standing watching her, but when she blew her nose on the hem of her robes, she spotted her friends leaning on the railings. She sniffed dolefully. "So, it's all over then," she said.
"Not necessarily," said Volta tentatively.
Mia felt hope flickering. "What do you mean?"
"Well," said Shyboy, "whilst I had hoped for a coalition, I always intended to go north on my own. Thing is — you would still be welcome to come. If you want."
Mia was blown away. She looked at Volta, Tully and D2. "What — you mean — just the five of us?"
"Yes," said Volta. "But we would all absolutely understand if you didn't wish to. We just thought… we'd ask."
Mia's mind was doing somersaults. She didn't know what to think. She had only just got home. The thought of leaving her loved ones again made her ache inside. But what if she could go find Da? Find him and bring him home? "Of course I'll come," she said. Then her confidence flagged. "I don't know what Nonna will say." While Mia was quite prepared to face the whole of the Isbane army — single-handed if necessary — her Nonna was another matter.
Volta looked at her anxiously. "Do you want me to tell her?"
Mia sighed. "Thanks, but no. I'll do it. When I have a good moment." With a last hug for Whisper she climbed back down over the fencing.
On the other side, beside her friends, she took a deep breath. "So, what's the plan?"




Chapter 43
Shyboy led them into the shade of a pepperina tree. They sat close together, cross-legged beneath the cascading branches. D2 had to practically fold himself in two but he made no complaint. Mia breathed in the spicy fragrance of the small spear shaped leaves and admired the blood red berries. The trees grew where nothing else would. They were survivors. Like the Overlanders.
She waited patiently for Shyboy to settle and load up his small computer pad.
"So," said Shyboy, "the general plan is to first locate the prison hospital. With D2's details I feel confident I can crack it given a bit of time."
Volta rubbed his hands together. "Brilliant."
Mia silently agreed.
"When we know where we are going we can decide how best to get there. It's hard to make any fast or hard decisions until then. Hopefully our road will intersect with other members of the MLF. Any help will be a bonus."
"What about weapons?" said D2 "How will we… break into the hospital."
Mia looked nervously at Tully and Volta. Their expressions reflected her own inner tension. She was sure that D2 had been going to say, "blow the hospital up" and changed it at the last moment. But she need not have worried; Shyboy had a handle on the hybrid.
"D2," he said, "we can only take what we can carry. When we get there, then we'll worry about the hardware." He tapped his computer. "With luck this might be the only weapon we need."
D2 stared coldly at the albino. But he was silent. Mia could see the tip of his tail thrashing furiously. To her relief the moment passed.
"First up," Shyboy said, "I need to start spreading the word. Get the connections up to speed." He looked down at his pad. "Better check my mail first."
A few seconds later a 3D figure twirled slowly above the machine. Mia was fascinated. It looked so real. But shrunken. And insubstantial. Like a spirit. Of course, the figure was not a spirit at all,
it was a very ordinary middle-aged woman. Plump and pleasant, her unremarkable features would have fitted in anywhere.
She began to speak rapidly. "Shy, I hope you are getting this. I don't have much time. His Fatness may return any minute. His sister came to visit earlier today. From what I overheard, she’s busting to get the brat back. At first His Fatness refused to help but then, she said something odd." The woman paused, glancing behind her, appearing to listen, and then, apparently satisfied she was still alone, continued. "She threatened him. Something about exposing some secret that they share. Said something about what would happen if people knew 'the whole truth' or something along those lines." Again she stopped. She lifted her long, brown hair.
Mia did a double take and leaned a little closer to the screen. Goodness gracious! There was no doubt about it, beneath the woman's hair a slender, but very furry ear twitched.
The woman let her hair fall back into place, and again she assumed the appearance of a comfortable matron. "He's on his way back," she said. There was a small static fizz and the screen went blank.
"Who is she?" Volta demanded.
Shyboy ceased playing with the computer and looked up. "That is Beatrice. Long suffering servant of your not so beloved Uncle Wolfram."
"But… she's a…" Volta's words faded.
Mia sensed he was afraid of causing offence.
Shyboy smiled. "It's O.K. Beatrice is a hybrid. She's unusual though, in that she can pass as fully human. It's been very handy."
"Isn't it dangerous?" said Tully.
Shyboy shrugged. "It would be if her boss weren't such a self-absorbed pig. I doubt he could pick her out in a police lineup."
Tully grinned at Volta. "She's not awfully fond of you, is she?"
Volta's face turned very red.
Mia felt bad for him. It must be horrible to sit there and hear people — strangers at that — saying such unkind things. "Well," she said. "I think she would change her mind if she met Volta now."
Volta looked at her in apparent astonishment. "Why, thank you, Mia!"
She didn't reply. Enough said.
Shyboy brought them back to the moment. "Anyone like to guess what the 'real truth' might be?"
There was a long and heated conversation, but really no one had much of a clue. Ideas
ranged from an increase in water rates, to hidden water reservoirs. Mia liked Volta's guess that his mother and his uncle were being paid off by the government.
"Of course," said Volta, "it's not only possible but probable. Unfortunately, I'm not quite sure how much of a secret it would be."
Shyboy scrutinized his screen thoughtfully. "I have a hunch it's something to do with the prison up north."
There was a short silence.
"Well," said Volta finally. "Whatever it is, it doesn't change anything at this stage."
There was a round of general consensus.
Shyboy stretched, settling down. "You may want to go. I have to send out an encrypted message to the MLF members and then I'm going to start my search for the hospital. It may take a while."
Mia crawled out from their shady spot. As she did, there was a loud snapping sound. And a body came tumbling out of the tree. Her little brother Farro landed with a thud in the dirt at her feet. Her heart sank. How much had he heard? Which was silly. His ears were sharper than a gerbil's.
Farro stared up at her in wide-eyed innocence.
Mia was not fooled. "Farro," she said, "what do you think you are doing?"
"Nuffing," he said. Then his dark, velvet eyes looked up at D2, Volta and Tully. And back at Mia. "Mia no go away," he said, his bottom lip quivering and his eyes filling.
Mia bent down and picked him up. His hair smelled like horse. He must have already been in the corral and hidden up the tree when she arrived. Farro was not supposed to visit the horses on his own. He
buried his filthy face in her robe and blew his nose. Mia could feel his body, small but strong. She remembered how fragile he had been after the sickness. She hugged him fiercely. "Mia's not going away," she lied.
He peeled his face away, looking up at her. "Pwomise!"
Mia's throat closed up. "How about we go find Nonna and see if she has some rock cakes?"
Farro beamed. "Rock cakes! Yay!" 
He wriggled out her grasp and zipped off toward the camp. Mia watched him go with a leaden heart. She realized then that leaving was going to tear her apart. She felt tears welling up. Rubbing them off, she walked away.
When Volta stepped to her side she did not mind. When his hand slipped into hers, she did not resist. It did not take her pain away. But, somehow, it helped.




Chapter 44
The committee members hustled importantly into the room. They took their seats, looking curiously at Pavan. She avoided their gaze, staring down at the glossy table. Wolfram swept in, his robes swishing softly on the marble floor. He had the air of a man who had slept well and eaten better. Pavan silently loathed him but managed a dignified nod of her head.
"Good morning, Wolfram," she said.
He sank into a leather chair and smiled. "Good morning, Pavan," he said, glancing around the table. "Let the meeting commence." He looked inquiringly at the president, Siros Bleak. "What's first on the Agenda, Siros?"
Pavan wanted to spit. Her brother's poorly contained air of smugness was like salt in a wound. Clearly, the little reptile had been up to something. It infuriated her that she had not been able to find out what it was. She forced herself to concentrate. At this stage, she couldn't afford to miss a thing.
Siros Bleak was wriggling in his seat, clearly eager to please. With an oily smile for his benefactor he picked up a notepad and ran a watery eye over it. "First on the agenda, is a discussion as to how to proceed with issues relating to the recent defection of a key player of the Western Water Company. Namely, young Volta."
Pavan swelled up with indignation. Defection? She stood up, her chair crashing to the floor. "What is this? Defection! What proof is there that my son has defected?" Her dark blue eyes blazed around the table. Many wilted visibly. She stopped at her brother whose lower lip was twitching suspiciously. He shrugged his fat shoulders as if confused.
Pavan was not taken in. "Who has accused my son of this heinous crime?" 
Again her gaze scorched around the room. No one seemed to want to meet her eye, let alone speak.
Pavan glared down the table. "No volunteers?" she said silkily. "How disappointing." The committee member beside her leapt up, shoving her chair back into place. Without thanking him she sat down. "My son is innocent until proven guilty, is he not?"
There were a number of mumbled affirmatives.
Pavan continued. "It is my belief the guilty party here is that disgusting bunch of mutants and malcontents known as the Mutant Liberation Front. I believe they have kidnapped my son. Taken him against his will. I expect a demand for water bonds in return for his release at any time." She paused, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears.
The committee shuffled uncomfortably in their seats. This display of unseemly emotion was obviously as unwelcome as it was unexpected.
Pavan was delighted. Let them squirm. She patted herself mentally on the back. Really, she thought, she should have been on the big screen. It was a sterling performance. She waited as one lone tear slid in splendid isolation down her expensively nipped and tucked cheek. "I am prepared to pay. Whatever the cost," she said, bowing her head as if she were overwhelmed.
Wolfram slithered in his seat. "Sister dear —" he said, his voice low, "what would you have us do?"
Pavan relaxed a fraction. "I beg the committee not to act rashly. I ask only for a little time. I swear that if my son is not ransomed within the next twenty-four hours, I will willingly follow the collective wisdom of this committee."
Senator Cruptor raised a cautious hand. "What about the MLF?"
Pavan's lips barely moved. "They must be brought to heel."
Cruptor smiled, obviously well satisfied.
Wolfram waved a hand above his head. "So — shall we vote?" he looked benignly around the room. No one dissented. "Those who vote to grant a stay of twenty-four hours, say 'Aye'."
The "ayes" echoed around the room.
"Those who deny the said stay, say 'Nay'."
The silence echoed around the room.
"The 'ayes' have it," Wolfram declared, inwardly fuming.
Pavan thought her brother looked displeased. She sincerely hoped so. She sensed his grubby little paws all over this. Without another word she bowed to her peers and left the room.
After taking a half a minute for reflection, Wolfram exited, following his sister to her apartments. He was furious that she had bullied the committee into a stay of twenty-four hours. When he caught up with her, she did not seem surprised to see him.
"What do you aim to achieve in twenty-four hours?" Wolfram was genuinely curious.
"Damage control," she said smoothly.
Wolfram waited.
"If I can bring Volta back into the fold, the usual suspects can be hauled in and taken to task," she said, a thin smile curling her mouth. "The hospital is low on product, as I understand."
"What about the girl?"
Pavan regarded him steadily. "She must be unharmed. While the doctors are making progress, the subject is weak in body, if not in spirit."
Wolfram wisely did not pursue the subject. "Do you really think Volta will come back?"
"I think it's possible."
"How?" said Wolfram. It was both challenge and question.
His sister turned away from him, reaching into a drawer. She pulled out a small black box with a white number clearly printed on its surface. With infinite care she eased the lid off. Wolfram gazed down at the contents. His eyes met hers.
Pavan smiled grimly. "My son has been very busy. He will have seen and experienced much. It is possible that this," she lifted the box a fraction, "will be extremely appealing. Don't you think?"
Wolfram gazed down at the box. "You could be right."
She barked out a short laugh. "Of course I'm right."
"How, exactly, are you going to locate your little treasure when he's thus far evaded the whole of the Isbane army and the Intelligence Agency?"
Pavan closed the box carefully, placing it back into the drawer. She picked up a photograph and held it out to him.
Intrigued, Wolfram looked at it. The woman looked vaguely familiar. "Who is she?"
Pavan gave him a scathing look. "You are a vain fool." She snatched the image back and snapped it in his face." She works for you. Her name — you imbecile — is Beatrice." She gazed gloatingly at the woman. "I bumped into her the other day."
Wolfram chuckled benignly. Inwardly, he seethed.




Chapter 45


When they came for her, Beatrice was cleaning the lush carpets in the main bedroom. Her sensitive ears did not pick up their arrival over the roar of the machine. Even as the door swung open she turned, instantly aware that something was amiss. She froze and glanced at the window.
Wolfram made his way to the large pane of glass. "I don't think so," he said.
Beatrice checked out the doorway, but the woman, Pavan, was blocking the way. The cold smile on her face filled Beatrice with dread. She switched the machine off, playing for time. There were more people outside the closed door. It didn't take a genius to work out they were police, or worse, agents. Escape seemed impossible.
"Is there a problem?" said Beatrice. She'd try and bluff her way out.
Wolfram scowled at her. "Not any more."
He began advancing toward Beatrice and, bounding across the room, she dived for the window. She scrambled up onto the sill and began opening it. But as it swung open a hand grabbed her ankle and jerked. She clutched at the window frame but her hands slipped ineffectively away as she toppled backwards, hitting the floor.
Beatrice screamed as a hand grabbed her long sensitive ear, twisting viciously. Her hands reached up to resist, but they were dragged away. She lay helpless on the floor.
"We have been a busy bunny, haven't we?" Pavan whispered in her ear.
"Hare, you moron," said Beatrice, "a busy hare."
Pavan gave another twist. "Whatever."
Wolfram knelt awkwardly in front of Beatrice. "Tell us the mail address, Beatrice."
Beatrice glared at him. "In your dreams, Fat Boy."
Pavan laughed. "We are feisty, aren't we?" she sneered down at the hybrid. "But not for much longer." Without releasing her grip, she turned toward the door. "Come in gentleman."
The door opened and two identically dressed men entered. Beatrice felt her heart freeze as she took in their shiny blue overalls, polished black boots and small black caps. Agents. As her fear escalated, adrenaline surged through her blood stream. In a last concerted effort she turned her head, ignoring the ripping sensation in her ear and sank her teeth into the woman's palm.
Pavan squealed like a stuck pig and released her. Beatrice lifted a leg, kneeing her boss in his ample stomach. He collapsed like the bag of blood he was. Beatrice jumped to her feet — but it was too late. One of the agents almost casually lifted a black stick. Beatrice backed up frantically but the stun gun caught her on the hip. The world went dark.
∆∆∆
 
Pavan looked through the glass window curiously. She'd never been to the hidden corridors of the Agency's interrogation centre before. Frankly, she didn't want to know. But this time, it was personal. She looked down at her heavily bandaged hand. A surge of fury filled her. She'd probably contract rabies. Or worse.
The prisoner was strung up by her wrists. She looked exhausted and deliciously terrified. Her face was swollen, and her lip split. Blood dripped onto the grey plastic floor. Pavan wondered if the hybrid could still see, her eyes mere slits in swollen flesh. But whilst this was most gratifying, the stupid creature still hadn't revealed the mail address. Beside her, Senator Cruptor tapped his fingers impatiently on the glass.
"These mutants are incredibly resilient," he murmured. "I suppose it's because they lack the pain receptors that humans have. We must try another tack." He turned to the agent beside him. "Bring it in."
The guard nodded and left the small observatory.
Pavan looked at Cruptor curiously. "Where's he gone?"
Cruptor tapped the side of his aristocratic nose. "Wait and see."
The door opened and Beatrice lifted her head to see better. Her body was a seething mass of pain. She could no longer feel her hands, but her shoulders felt as if they were on fire. She could feel her heart drumming within her chest as the agent re-entered. Her breathing accelerated as she anticipated the next assault.
The agent approached but it was only when he was close that Beatrice's blurry sight revealed what he held in his hands. A small cry of horror escaped from her cracked lips. "NO!"
Behind the glass, Cruptor smiled at Pavan. "This looks more promising," he said.
The agent carried a small child by its long furry ears. The child whimpered, her large brown eyes widening with terror.
Beatrice could see her thin little body convulsing. "Stop it!" she said. "Please stop it. I'll tell you what you want to know. Just don't hurt her." Her head drooped and, hating herself, Beatrice began to cry.
With the child still hanging in his hand the agent looked at the large mirror opposite the prisoner.
Behind the one-way window, Senator Cruptor smiled victoriously. He turned to Pavan. "Bingo!"
Pavan turned away, suddenly sickened by the man. With the arrival of the small creature her enthusiasm for the project had waned. Whilst she felt no affection for the thing, it was little more than a baby. Unlike the big bunny, it had done no wrong. She had heard rumours about the Senator. She had no desire to see or hear any more.
She nodded at Cruptor. "Keep me informed," she said, and hurried out of the room.
An agent escorted her out of the building. As her vehicle drove her back to the palace she decided it was best to forget the whole incident. Perhaps it was one of those times when the ends justified the means. She returned to her apartment, lay in her spa bath and began planning a message for her son.
Beatrice was already forgotten.




Chapter 46


Mia was mashing tubers with butter for her little brother's lunch when she spotted Volta, Shyboy, D2 and Tully hurrying through the camp towards her. There was an aura of urgency about them that made her heart flutter like a bottle full of bats.
She stuck her head inside the tent. "Nonna, is it alright if I go for a while?"
Nonna looked up from her sewing. "Not too long."
Mia quickly shoved the food into Farro's eager hands and hastened out. With an anxious glance to make sure her brother wasn't following, she ran to meet them. She stopped. "What is it? Has something happened?"
Shyboy grinned. "You could say that."
They skirted around the camp, taking refuge at the entrance of a cave. Mia sat down in a lather of impatience. "Well?"
"Patience," said Shyboy, in an infuriating manner. But he switched on his pad and pointed a finger.
Mia peered at the image. "Have you found it?"
Shyboy moved the pad around so that Volta, D2 and Tully could see. "I do believe I have." He pointed. "If I'm not mistaken — and I rarely am — this blob is what remains of a worked out quarry near Isa Town. The lovely green is actually illegally dumped radioactive waste. I'd bet a water bond against a wallaby's bum that's our spot."
Volta leaned in. "Isa Town," he said.
Shyboy turned the screen around so that Mia could see the aerial shot again. D2 was right; the green was like her eyes. "This is good!" she said.
"Galactic!" exclaimed Volta, his eyes blazing.
"It is," said Tully. "We must begin to plan. Isa Town is many, many leagues away. Across the desert and into the mountains. Tough country."
"Not too tough for camels!" said Mia.
Volta looked at her anxiously. "Do you think you will be allowed to take some?"
Mia didn't have any doubt. "My people will give all that they have to give, if I ask."
There was a soft ping. All eyes turned to the computer pad.
"Mail," said Shyboy. "Looks like there's another from Beatrice." He clicked on the command button and the 3D image materialized.
Shyboy reared back. "Oh no!"
Volta went deathly pale. "Beatrice," he whispered.
Mia felt bile rise in her throat. She turned abruptly away and was violently ill. Volta put a supporting arm around her. She did not protest. Reluctantly, she dragged her eyes back to the slowly revolving image. The hybrid was barely recognizable. Beatrice's head had been shaved and both soft, velvety ears hung in tatters. Her face was battered and bruised. Tears seeped out of eyes so swollen that Mia doubted she could see. Her mouth opened. Mia strained to hear the hoarse words.
"I'm sorry," she said. That was all.
The image fizzed, blinked and died. There was a ghastly silence. The group was speechless, stricken eyes looking into other stricken eyes.
Mia finally spoke. "How could they?" she said.
Before an answer was possible the computer pinged.
"There's more," said Shyboy.
Mia didn't want to look. Terrified of what new horror may lay in store. But her eyes lifted to the screen. The woman was striking rather than beautiful. She was tall, elegantly dressed in deep purple robes and oozing confidence from every pore. It was impossible to judge her age. She smiled and Mia winced. The smile did not move from the woman's perfectly formed lips. Her heavily lidded eyes were disdainful. Her arrogance made Mia's hand itch to slap her.
Mia felt Volta's arm stiffen around her shoulder. She looked at him, noting an odd expression on his face. It was both wary and wistful. His arm loosened and he leaned away from Mia.
"Hello, Mother," he said, softly.
The woman did not reply. Her eyes ranged over the watchful group, her lip curling in contempt. She looked back at her son and lifted a dark eyebrow. "How the mighty have fallen."
Volta's eyes narrowed. He tipped his head quizzically. "Oh dear, Mother, I am distressed to hear it. Has some misfortune fallen upon you?" he said, his words of empathy incongruent to his expression.
His mother drew in a sharp intake of breath and glared at her son. She carried on as if he hadn't spoken. Her eyes raked him from head to toe. "You look… grubby."
In turn Volta let the comment go. "What do you want?"
"I want you to stop playing with your…" she looked briefly at Mia and sniffed, "acquaintances, and come home."
Volta observed her quietly. The seconds passed, his eyes locked in some silent contest with his mother's. Mia felt the tension between them like taut barbed wire. Volta nodded. Mia stared at him in horror.
"I'll come back on three conditions."
His mother looked at him suspiciously. "Yes?"
"Firstly, you release the diviner from jail. Secondly, you cease to persecute the Overlanders. And lastly, you hand the Western Water Company over to the federal government. Water should be a public property."
The woman was staring at her son as if he had grown horns out of the top of his head. She lifted a small black box off of a table and carefully prized off the lid. She looked at her son. "Volta, do you know what this is?"
Volta looked into the box. "Not a clue."
Pavan picked a tiny device out. "This is your chip, Volta. Your eighteenth birthday present. Eighteen! Not so far away, really." She put the device back. "Without this chip, you will age. By the time you are a mere forty years old all of your organs, bones and your brain, such as it is," she said, her nostrils flaring, "will have begun deteriorating. If, of course, you make it to forty. Which I doubt. Alternatively, you can come home now and live. For a very long time. I am sure you understand me."
Mia was incredulous. Disgusted. She hardly dared look at Volta. How unutterably cruel. Poor, poor, Volta. What a terrible choice to have to make.




Chapter 47
The strangest thing, Volta found, was the depth of his hurt. He had thought that he had come to terms with his parent's capacity for unkindness. It was a terrible thing to look into her austere but beautiful face and know that her flesh was his flesh. Surely, he reasoned, there must be some shred of human kindness buried deep inside her. She was only human, after all. He had to try.
Mia put a hand lightly on his forearm. "Volta, there is no right or wrong answer to this problem. There is only your choice. Isbane is your home. This woman is your mother. Your family. To us family is sacred. No one amongst us would judge ill if you were to return."
"Listen to the little lady." Pavan said maliciously.
Volta looked into the emerald eyes, filled with compassion and concern. He looked at his mother. "Mother, it doesn't have to be like this. Surely you can see the injustice of our world, where we have so much and everyone else so little. Surely we can work this thing out. Find some middle ground. A compromise." He stared at her, eyes pleading.
Pavan's mouth pinched together in frustration. "Volta, there are winners and there are losers. Time to choose. Time is water bonds you know."
Volta lifted his fingers, pinching the bridge of his nose. He looked around. His companions looked back. D2, Tully and Shyboy. And of course, Mia. Memories crowded in, of all they'd been through. Beatrice's broken body seemed to rotate in his head. He looked at his mother and was filled with a deep sadness. She would never understand.
Volta lifted his head. "You can keep the chip, Mother, as a reminder of me."
His mother seemed to snap. Her face turned paper white. "You ungrateful, deceitful little fool. After all I've invested, you are just going to throw your life away." In a fit of spite, she tipped the chip onto the table, picked up a glass paperweight and bashed it, reducing the chip to dust. Almost crazy with rage she threw the weight across the room. "Don't come crawling to me when your luck runs out. Have a lovely life. While it lasts."
Mia snatched the computer, literally shaking with rage. "Life," she spat, "what would you know about life? Your son's life may not be long but at least he will have had a life worth living. When he is gone, he will be remembered with love and honour." She pointed a finger at the woman. "How will people remember you, when your time comes?"
Just for a moment, Volta thought he saw something flash in his mother's eye. Perhaps it was uncertainty. Could it have been fear? Perhaps he had imagined it. A bit of wishful thinking.
Pavan leaned on her desk and gave Mia a look that would have stripped the rind off bacon. Her mouth opened, but then Shyboy stepped forward and his finger hit a button. The picture died.
"Enough, I think," he said.
They stared mutely at each other. No one seemed to know what to say.
Finally, Tully stood up. "What will happen to Beatrice? Will they kill her?"
Shyboy shook his head. "If they were going to kill her they'd have done it by now. I suspect she will be shipped off to the hospital."
There was a loud ratcheting noise and Mia turned sharply. It was D2, reloading his gun. His black eyes looked searchingly around the group. "The time for talk is over." He pointed at the computer. "We must leave as soon as possible." He looked at Mia. "You must show the fate of Beatrice to the Overlanders." His eyes rested on Volta briefly. "Then they will understand why we do what we do."
Mia nodded. The assassin was right. But she dreaded the conversation. "I will talk to Nonna tonight. She will help me. This I know."
Together they walked away, Volta at her side. Mia looked up at his sculpted profile. What a fine man he was. She swore to herself then, that his sacrifice would not be for nothing. Not while she had breath in her body and blood in her veins.




Chapter 48


It was peaceful in the dried riverbed. Large boulders lay patiently waiting for rain that might never come. The rock was grey and pockmarked. Remnants of pale green moss clung to the surface, brittle and fragile. In the distance, Volta could hear the whooping call of a bird but otherwise all was still. It was a novelty to be alone. He needed a chance to think. His head was exploding.
He paused beneath a solitary gum tree, its tall trunk smooth and pale in the bright sun. Its dark green, leathery leaves rustled in the breeze. It was hard to believe that he would soon be leaving it all behind. The Overlander camp felt like home. He couldn't begin to imagine how Mia must feel. She belonged here. He just hoped that one day he would bring her and her father back. If he didn't, he decided, it would be because one or both of them would be dead. Then he remembered her words. That he would be remembered with love and honour. He smiled. He could work with that.
Calmer, he decided he'd idled long enough. Volta walked back to the camp, his mind on his chores. Most of the men and many of the women had gone hunting. He had offered to do Mia's chores for her. It was a good feeling to be able to do something for her, for a change.
At the edge of the camp he stopped. It seemed empty. The children must be playing in the caves. He went to get the bucket and set off for the well.
As he wound the bucket down into the water, a shrill scream resonated through the air. Shocked, Volta involuntarily let go of the handle. Left to its own devices the mechanism gleefully unwound, until the bucket splashed back down. But Volta barely noticed. He froze, ears on stalks, heart pounding. He waited, but heard nothing. Gradually he relaxed. Perhaps it was some sort of bird. But then someone called out.
"Help me."
"I'm coming!" he called. He headed to the hub of the camp; sure that's where the voice had come from. But then stopped, at a loss. "Where are you?" he called out in frustration.
Another scream rang out, gradually subsiding into a sobbing moan. Volta raced across the camp and paused outside a tent. "Hello?"
"Come in, come in!"
A little tentatively, he pushed the drape aside and ducked his head in. A young woman, probably not much older than Mia, lay awkwardly in a corner. She was hunched over in pain, her eyes glazed with fear.
She looked at Volta. "Go get help!"
Volta was torn. Sweat was pouring off her pale face, her neck muscles standing out like whipcords. He hesitated, worried about leaving her alone. But then, curling into a spasm of agony she moaned pitifully. Her hands clenched convulsively into the mat upon which she lay. "Hurry!" she urged him.
Volta took off, absolutely frantic. Then he paused, suddenly panic stricken. Which way? He turned on the spot, praying for a sight of someone. But nothing! He raced through the camp toward the corral, grabbed a head collar, leapt over the fence and caught Hawk Eye. Seconds later he dragged the pony to the exit.
Another piercing scream rang out and he winced as he sprung up onto Hawk Eye's broad back. Wrapping his fingers firmly through the mane he gave the pony a mighty jab in the guts. Eyes popping with indignation, Hawk Eye took off at top speed. A slow canter.
Volta steered his horse, plunging into the dry bed of the river and leaping up the bank on the other side. He headed west, simply because it was as good a direction as any. The sun was setting and it was hard to see for glare. He squinted, kicking the pony on. Something shimmered in the distance. A mirage?
His heart nearly burst with joy as Mia came careering toward him, her silver horse bright white in the sunlight. She smiled, waving when she saw him but her face sobered as she came close.
"Volta, what is wrong?"
"There's a lady. She's screaming. Better hurry — she's in a bad way — probably dying," Volta gasped.
Several more horses galloped up. Volta repeated himself. Without a word they swung away, circling and galloping back toward home, Mia a silver streak in the lead.
Volta followed more slowly. The journey seemed to go on forever. He was beside himself with worry. He was all fingers and thumbs as he took Hawk Eye's bridle off and put him away. He ran as fast as he could back to the camp. When he finally got there, the screaming had stopped. She had died! He just knew it.
Then he saw Mia. Volta raced up to her. "Is she dead?"
Mia looked astonished. "No, of course not. Carron has given birth to a baby."
Volta was
gobsmacked. "A baby?" he croaked.
Mia nodded. "A baby."
Volta goggled at Mia. "A real baby?"
"A real baby."
He sat down abruptly. "Universal!"
"Not exactly how I'd put it," Mia said. "But yes, she is blessed."
Then Tully came rushing over. "What's going on?"
"Oh," said Volta airily, "young Carron just had a baby."
Tully looked incredulous.
Mia snorted. "You'd think you'd never seen a baby before!"
Volta looked at her. "We haven't."
Her chin dropped. "You're kidding, right?"
They shook their heads.
Tully pointed at Volta. "He was nearly three when I first met him."
She raised an imperious hand. "Follow me!"
Volta and Tully did as they were told. They followed Mia to Shamay, who, weary but jubilant, sat chatting near the fire.
Mia turned to her entourage. "Wait here." She went to Shamay, kneeling at her feet. A conversation ensued.
To Volta's discomfort, several of the grouped women turned to stare at him and Tully.
Mia returned. "Come."
They followed her again, over to the tent, where Volta had first found the woman in screaming agony. It seemed like several lifetimes ago. Mia disappeared inside but returned almost immediately.
"Carron is happy for you to see the baby. But you must be brief, for she is very tired."
Volta went in shyly. Carron smiled weakly. "I understand I owe you thanks." She seemed an entirely different human to the crazed lady he'd met earlier.
He shook his head. "You don't owe me anything. I was entirely useless."
"Come closer," she said. She slowly lifted a soft supple hide.
Volta looked down at the infant. She was so very small. Her eyes closed, rosebud lips twitching gently. Her limbs were as soft and creamy as butter. Long black lashes curled onto chubby cheeks. Her fingernails were like tiny pearls. He could not speak. He reached out a tentative finger, touching the tiny hand. The hand unfurled like a piece of coral and closed, with a surprisingly firm grip, around his forefinger. Then it relaxed, releasing him. Without a word he backed slowly out of the shelter.
A minute later Tully joined him. Volta turned to speak but a foreign sound distracted him. He frowned. "What's that noise?" he said. Then his eyes lifted to the brilliant blue expanse of sky. And, with a sickening lurch, he knew. Two tiny black dots hung in the sky. The sound of their blades hummed like angry bees.
"Oh no," said Volta. "Oh — please — no."




Chapter 49


Mia was heading back to her tent trying to decide what she would take when she left. She felt hot and bothered. Of course, she knew that packing wasn't really the problem. In just a few hours the sun would go down and she would have to make good her promise and tell Nonna. It was going to be horrible. Nonna would probably cry. And then Mia would cry. Then Farro would cry. Maybe she should just go and find Nonna now. The waiting was killing her. She turned abrubtly, retracing her steps only to find Volta and Tully racing toward her.
Her first impression was that Volta and Tully had gone mad. They were screaming at the top of their lungs. Whatever was the matter? And then she heard a sound that she had hoped never to hear again. The distinct whirr of rotary blades. Her eyes lifted and her insides turned to stone. She whimpered and set off, racing down the rows of tents. "The caves!" she screamed. "Get to the caves!"
People came spilling out of their homes. Women stopped pounding grain. Men put down their tools. Shamay dropped her washing. Mia skidded to a halt. "Shamay, they have come! The Isbane army is upon us!"
But her words were eaten up by the loud humming of hovercraft as they swept over the camp. And there was chaos. Women screaming for their children. Men racing hell for leather for their guns. Mia turned and raced like the wind to where she had last seen her family. She sobbed with relief when she overtook them at the fire. "Hurry!" she screamed. "Get to the caves!"
Her mother pushed her hair out of her eyes. "Where's Farro?"
Mia felt a wave of panic but pushed it down. "Mum, take Nonna to the caves. I'll find Farro." Before her mother could argue Mia set off, screaming his name. She looked everywhere. All his favourite places. Her heart felt like it would burst. She tore down the last row of tents and skidded around the corner. She smashed into Volta coming the other way.
"I can't find Farro!" she panted. "I've looked everywhere."
"Even in the corral?"
Mia slapped her forehead. The corral. Of course. How could she be so stupid? She took off like a hare, Volta hard on her heels. She screamed as a hovercraft came flying over her head. They opened fire. Sand exploded behind her. But she could see the copse of trees now where the horses were kept. And Farro! She could see him too. He was standing on the top rail. What was he doing? And then she knew. He was trying to unlatch the gate to let the horses out.
She was too breathless to call out, but she pushed herself to the limit. Then the gate swung open. Deranged with terror the horses stampeded toward her. Mia leapt to one side, just missing the hard hooves by a whisker. She scrambled to her feet and headed around the herd, her eyes frantically searching. And then she saw him, standing in the empty corral.
"Farro!" she gasped. "Good boy. Come to Mia."
He waved and set off on his little legs. Her lungs were on fire but she pushed on. And then she heard the hovercraft overhead. Her legs ate up the ground as she raced the machine. A shadow came sliding over her head. Farro stopped and looked up. Bullets strafed around him. And his small body exploded.
When she reached him, he was dead.
She picked up his shattered body, pulling him to her chest. Above, the hovercraft came back. Mia stared up at it dully. And it exploded like a firework. But Mia didn't care. She lifted her head, opened her lips and spilled out her agony to the land.
∆∆∆
 
Seven dead. Five injured. The rest were in a state of shock. Volta stood back as the funeral procession went by. Wrapped in hide shrouds the dead were carried on stretchers to the funeral pyre. Except Farro. Mia carried him alone. Last.
As she walked slowly past he saw that she was dry eyed. Some hurt runs too deep for tears, he realized. His heart bled for her as she refused help, clambering up the piles of timber and dried camel dung, carefully placing the tiny bundle down. She passed a hand over her brother and retraced her footsteps.
Shamay went forward and touched a flame to the fuel. It crackled and leapt. In minutes the pyre was ablaze, orange flame flickering against the inky sky. A woman's voice lifted and, one by one, the Overlanders took up the refrain. And so they said goodbye as the spirits returned to the mother of them all. Sol.
The voices stilled and the host turned and walked away. They gathered around the campfire. Tully, Shyboy and D2 came and stood beside Volta, their faces grave.
Shamay stood and waited until all eyes were upon her. "Long have we lived in peace," she said softly. "But today that peace has shattered. We burn our dead who have been taken before their time." Several women and a few men broke down. Shamay waited until they were composed. "We are at war whether we choose to be or not." She paused, looking around at the intent faces. "Some of you may choose not to fight. This is your right. But tomorrow you will leave." She looked at Volta. "We will make an alliance with the men from Isbane and the Mutant Liberation Front. Our grief must wait, for we have much to do. The hovercraft have been destroyed but soon more will come. We must not be here when they do."
Volta waited with bated breath. Would the Overlanders agree? Then he watched as Mia's Nonna walked stiffly around the fire, stopping beside her granddaughter.
"Well, young lady," she said in her sharp voice, "if you think you are going gallivanting around the countryside, waving weapons about, then you'd better learn to shoot straight!"
Mia looked her Nonna in the eye. "I will endeavour to do so, Nonna."
The tension lifted a little as teeth flashed white in smiles.
Shamay stepped forward, moving to Mia and took her hand. She led her to Volta and then faced the Overlanders. "Shyboy spoke true," she said. "Our strength is rooted in our unity. If we do not stand together now, what will be left of worth for the army to destroy? If we are to die, let us be uprooted as a whole, rather than drift into nothingness, one leaf at a time." She paused, taking a deep breath. "Will we stand together, people of the Overland?"
"We stand together!" said a voice in the crowd. Volta peered into the darkness and saw it was Dart.
"Together!" cried another voice. Then the cry went up into a great roar. Men moved away, letting off a volley of gunshot. It seemed that it was decided.
Volta turned to Mia, unsure what he should say. She slipped her hand into his. His thumb rubbed the rough skin on her fingers. "I'm sorry," he said.
She leaned against him. "Shamay was right," she said.
"What about?"
"She said that you are a man. And it is true."
Volta felt bad that he could feel so happy amidst such terrible loss and grief. But it meant the world to him to hear her words. For he admired Mia more than any single individual he had ever known. Or not known. He could not find the words to express his emotions. He squeezed her hand softly. The gesture was returned and he hoped one day he would be able to show her what she meant to him.
A group of men peeled out of the crowd, heading their way. Volta watched a little anxiously, acutely aware of Mia's hand in his own. Was it going to be a problem for Dart? Or the other Overlander men? He sincerely hoped not. He both respected and liked them. It would be awful to create discord. There was enough trouble from outside.
Dart stopped before them. He touched his fingers to his forehead. "I see you, Mia of the Overland. I see you, Volta of Isbane."
Volta was relieved. The words, while formal, were courteous.
Mia extracted her hand and returned the greeting. "I see you, Dart of the Overland."
Volta inclined his head politely.
Dart looked over his shoulder at his companions. Volta watched them all signal for the young man to proceed. Dart looked at Mia and then at Volta, his dark eyes serious, his brow creasing into a frown of concentration. "The women have spoken," he said, "we are at war. That is right and as it should be. But weapons are a man's business. The man called D2; he is wise in the way of weapons. We ask you speak to him and request his aid in procuring such weapons as we need to protect our people."
Volta was taken aback. This he had not seen coming. But there was a great deal of sense in the suggestion. He had no doubt whatsoever that the assassin could source just about anything that went bang. But he wasn't so sure the hybrid would agree. D2 was a dark horse — or cat in this case. Volta looked at Mia but she seemed to be waiting for him to speak. Then Volta remembered, weapons were 'men's business'. "I cannot answer for D2," he said carefully. "But I will put your case to him."
Volta nearly died a horrible death as D2 landed silently beside him. The assassin must have been up in his craggy roost, silently guarding the camp.
The hybrid pulled out his nunchucks and whirled them softly. "D2 will answer," he said. "D2 will do as you ask. But D2 does not do this for the people of the Overland. He does this for his friends." Without a backward glance, he walked away.
Volta stared after him until he faded into the darkness. Then he looked at Dart. "You have the man's word. And mine. It will be done." Then he held out his hand.
After a second's hesitation, Dart took it, shaking firmly. "It is a fine thing — to have friends," he said. "Is it not, Volta?"
Volta looked him in the eye. "It is." And it was. It was everything to him. It was all that he had left.




Chapter 50


They travelled swiftly across the arid land. Mia sat astride Whisper, breathing in the hot, dry air. The sun shone brightly, low in the blue sky. Dunes rippled away in golden waves forever. Beside her, the camels effortlessly ate up the ground. Ashan slowed, observing her with his liquid eyes, then movinng on. Mia gave Whisper her head as they scrambled down a steep embankment. She stood in her stirrups to check on her companions. They seemed to be doing fine. Shyboy sat on his horse with supple grace, almost invisible beneath his heavy hood. D2 sat stiffly behind Tully, obviously not happy, but bearing up with his usual fortitude. Once they reached the harder ground they'd swap to the camels. Alice was a long way, and the horses would never make it with a heavy load over the harsh terrain.
Volta pulled up beside her and she realized with a jolt that — excepting the vivid blue eyes — he could have passed for one of her own. He sat easily in his saddle, one hand lightly on the reins. There was a new assurance in his bearing. She reined Whisper, slowing a little. "How's everyone doing?"
He smiled. "Fine," he said. "Although I think D2 will be more comfortable on a camel."
"Tell me again, about Alice," said Mia. It was a subject of vast interest to her since D2 had told them about it. The town was to the west and north. The stop-off would delay their plans to travel to the hospital, but hopefully not for long. Mia knew that Da would understand. The people always came first.
"Well," said Volta, "D2 says that it is insanely dangerous. Apparently, it makes the Poor Quarter seem like a picnic in a park. It is unlawful. The most powerful person there is the arms dealer. A renegade, who goes by the name of Fidelus Ferguson."
"Fidelus Ferguson," said Mia. It was a strange name. "Tell me about these 'sandguns' again."
"They turn sand into glass bullets. The guns are made from arcon, a rare metal mined from meteorites in space. This metal can tolerate extreme ranges of temperature."
Mia was silent, absorbing this intriguing news. Glass bullets from sand. It seemed magical somehow. Whilst the Overlanders carried rifles, ammunition was fiercely guarded and used with extreme care. Mia visualized the desert, in all its power and glory. Its vastness filled her. How many grains of sand were there? How many bullets could the great dry expanse provide? It was an awesome and scary thought. Then she realized that Volta was speaking. She dragged her mind back. "Sorry?"
Patiently, he repeated the question. "Where will the elderly and the children go?"
"They too will travel to Alice and beyond. They will spread the word."
Despite the late hour of the day, the heat rolled over them like a kiln. The horses and riders began sweating. They travelled in an easy silence. Conserving their strength. Soon, Mia led them into the shelter of a small ravine. They dismounted. The horses stood in the shade, muscles twitching and tails whisking away the flies. The camels lay down and chewed their cud. Shyboy passed around the water flask.
Mia took a few small sips and passed it on. "We will rest until Sol goes to sleep." She did not voice that which they already knew. It was safer to travel at night. Most of their journey would be nocturnal, hidden from prying eyes.
Compared to the relentless heat of the desert it was cool in the shelter of the ravine. They sat around a tiny burner, which burbled merrily. Tully cooked a mess of reconstituted eggs on a flat iron pan. A fact which made Mia uncomfortable. Overlander men did not generally cook. Certainly not in the camp. It was not the Overlander way. But then — neither was waging war.
She understood then, that many things were going to change. But she was not overwhelmed. While her grief lay like a stone in her heart it was relieved a little by the urgency and importance of her mission. It was good to be doing something. Good to be on the move. She had taken the first steps toward her Da. For the moment, it was enough.
She looked at the camels, loaded with their provisions. Nonna had packed so much dried goat meat, nuts and dates that Mia worried everyone else in her tribe may starve. She took a plate of eggs from Volta and smiled.
His hand remained on the plate, his eyes looking into hers. "And so it begins," he said softly.
"And so it begins," she said.
But there was something in his expression that made Mia feel hot and bothered. In a fit of confusion she broke away from his gaze and stared intently at her egg. Was Volta talking about the war or… something else? Half of her hoped it was the first. The other half hoped it was the latter. He sat down beside her. Mia peered surreptitiously at him under her eyelashes. But he concentrated on his meal. His expression gave nothing away.
They ate, all deep in thought. When the last morsel had been eaten and the cups emptied, Mia stood up. "It is time."
Tully snuffed the flame and stowed the burner away. Shyboy cleaned the pan with sand. D2 snapped his automatic weapon back together, stood up and slung it over his shoulder. The air was cool and Mia pulled her hood closer. With practised efficiency the group gathered the last of their possessions and mounted the camels. The camels rose awkwardly and fell into line.
A bright new moon hung like a slice of lemon, low in the sky. The stars, windows to heaven, twinkled brightly. The camels cast long, leggy moon-shadows
as they swayed along with graceful ease. Whisper snorted softly. The world, dark and mysterious, seemed to beckon. Mia's eyes embraced the silhouetted figures around her. In her mind she saw their faces. Volta. D2. Tully. And Shyboy. Mia did not know what was to come. But she did know that, with her companions beside her, anything was possible.
And so it was that Mia of the Overland, a woman and a warrior forged under fire, led her men to war.
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